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  Prologue (The Story of Kesst)


  The rigors of road were far worse than anything Kesst could have imagined. While most travelers had the luxury of relying on the safety and comfort of the numerous cities and towns along the highway, the lone dragon knew he would be unable to risk it. Instead, Kesst chose to pick his camping spots where the foliage was most dense and he would be easily missed by any nighttime traveler; the dappled green and brown bed roll he’d managed to ‘appropriate’ from a merchant near the beginning of his journey helped keep him undetected, but remaining unseen meant that he didn’t have the comfort of a warm fire.


  It seemed almost ludicrous for the young dragon to think about cities at that point considering that he had spent the last two weeks deep in the unsettled wilds. Not once in his seventeen years had he ever thought he’d find himself in the stretch of land separating his destination from the main body of the kingdoms. Lehsunia, he had heard, was the furthest point in the known world from the Mehnzil Cathedral, seat of power of the Church… and that’s what attracted him to it. Life so close to the circle of power of the divine order was hard… so hard in fact that it was worth braving the dangers of the unsettled lands and the tribes which dwelt there.


  Kesst’s journey had taken him nearly five months and all except for the most recent fortnight saw him traveling through three kingdoms, each as stressful and heart-poundingly dangerous as the last. Several times he had been forced to backtrack to avoid even a rumor of the Inquisition and, even though he traveled incognito he couldn’t risk anyone discovering him… not when his freedom had cost his parents their lives. Adjusting the straps on his back, the young dragon continued onward down the cart path traders used to traverse the wilds, hoping that he would be able to get safely through the Tribe Lands without event. Unfortunately, luck was not on his side.


  The sound of travelers behind him on the road grew louder with each passing moment and, once Kesst realized that he was being rapidly overtaken, he chose to stand off to the side of the path. There was always a possibility that whomever was on the road with him could mean him harm—bandits and highwaymen weren’t unknown in the areas where no kingdom policed, but the traveler realized that he would prefer to see whomever was approaching rather than trying to flee from pursuit. The fact that those sharing the road with him were obviously mounted only made his decision easier, and he reflexively widened his stance, preparing to run into the forest where their mounts would hopefully have a harder time following.


  The trees framing the road made it difficult to see the mounted travelers until they rounded the nearest bend, eight in total, riding two abreast. As Kesst had anticipated, each of them were astride a horse but, as they drew closer, he was much relieved to see that they were riding Soyrian Whites, a very rare, very expensive breed of horse that would certainly not be found among any highwaymen. His relief was destroyed mere moments later when he realized that their saddle bags all had the stamp of the Church.


  The first three in line had leather armor with metal chain, identifying them as guards. The second of the next two riders in the group wore the black robes of Monks but, as they slowed, his eyes were quickly drawn to the third set of men; Kesst’s heart was clenched in an icy grasp of fear: wine red robes and cloaks identifying them as Priests. Although he couldn’t figure out how, he somehow managed to maintain his composure… right until he saw the two gray-hooded figures following at the back of the train; they were Inquisitors.


  Despite being unable to see beneath their robes, Kesst was certain that both men (they had to be men, as women never served as Inquisitors) were likely Hunters—Inquisitors wouldn’t have traveled so far south without good reason. The young dragon listened to the sound of his heart beat desperately within his chest, as if it were hoping to escape from his body and flee on its own. Somehow, however, he managed to keep his composure and remained where he was… or perhaps he was too paralyzed with fear to move. Either way, he stood his ground as the convoy’s guardsmen passed him without event… right until one of the monks called a halt to the procession.


  “God bless you in your travels.” Kesst lowered his head, hoping that the folds of his hood would do a decent job of hiding as much of his face as possible. “I was worried that you might be bandits.” He was careful to keep his voice light and higher pitched than was normal, having perfected what he considered to be a feminine tone. Since spending several months on the road, Kesst found that most mammals had enough trouble telling the difference between a male dragon and a female dragon, and used that confusion to good effect—if the Church was looking for a boy then he’d make it that much harder for them.“And for good cause, child.” the monk responded. The man was an older baboon, graying fur obvious on his muzzle, but his voice was strong from what Kesst expected was a life time of reciting passages from the holy book, “Tell me, young lady, what imbalance of humors would warrant you traveling alone through these dangerous lands?”


  Kesst had hoped to provide a respectful greeting and be done with it, but the monk who spoke had decidedly taken an inconvenient interest in him. Quickly running through the collection of stories he had invented during his journey, the young dragon settled on one, “I had no choice, Sir.” he responded, keeping his tone both high and feminine, “My mother and I were separated from a wagon train. She fell down a ravine and I—”


  “And, pray tell, my daughter…” an icy, emotionless, deep voice spoke up from further down the line of holy men, “Where were you headed?” One of the priests, a large brown bear drew his horse closer to Kesst, “and where is your mother now?”


  “Brother.” Kesst bowed his head graciously, allowing him to further keep his face from being clearly seen; he was young enough that his horns wouldn’t be that obvious beneath his cowl, but he didn’t want to take the chance in any of the clergy seeing that he was anything other than a helpless young female dragon alone and afraid, “She fell down a ravine and twisted her ankle… I went to find aid.”


  “And found your way back to the road, I see.” the patient-looking monk nearest her acknowledged with a nod, “Tell me, child,” he crossed his hands on the saddle in front of him, “How long have you been walking the road looking for—”


  “Perhaps we should hear how she and her mother became separated from the wagon train.” the ursine priest spoke up, “It is not wise to leave the road in these pagan lands.”


  “Yes, Brother.” Kesst acknowledged, damning his luck that the holy men had taken an interest in him, “That is why we were separated… the wagon train was attacked by wild men.” he managed to create what he thought to be a believable half-sob, “…they… they fell upon us from the trees before we knew what was happening… my mother took me and ran to the woods.”


  “Phillip.” the monkey spoke up, motioning to one of the armored men at the front of the convoy, “Give me your water skin.” The graven-faced mastiff complied without comment, turning his horse around to trot up next to the baboon and handed the old monk the requested item, “Here, child… you must be exhausted.” the monk offered the water skin to Kesst, “Drink, and be at ease… you are safe now.”


  “Friar Juun,” the bear spoke up, a hint of displeasure in his voice, “We are on church business and cannot pick up stragglers from—”


  “We will do no such thing.” the monkey waved the bear’s concern away, “I will send Phillip back with her to find her mother and see to her safety. Once they are both back on the road he can easily catch up with us.” the monk then turned to look at Kesst, “It is God’s will to help those in need.” he spoke aside to the bear before addressing the young dragon, “And we will help you, child.”


  “Thank you, kind sir, but the Brother is right.” Kesst made a point of handing the water skin back to the monkey without drinking a thing, “It would not be right of me to interrupt a pilgrimage, or an envoy or a—”


  “A hunt.” one of the Inquisitors spoke up; during the conversation, Kesst didn’t even realize that the cloaked figure had urged his horse closer. The man’s voice was deeper than the bear’s, and it sent a shiver up the young dragon’s spine—the Inquisitor knew something.


  “A… a hunt, your Excellency?” Kesst spoke up, forcing a hint of confusion into his tone in an attempt to overpower the fear that threatened to creep into it.


  “Yes.” the Inquisitor acknowledged, “We are looking for a young dragon.”


  “A boy.” one of the guardsspoke up.


  “Oh.” Kesst bobbed his head in what he hoped came across as an empathic confirmation, “I was the only dragon traveling in the caravan, so I’m sorry, I couldn’t—”


  “Other than your mother.” the Inquisitor interrupted him.


  “Pardon, your Excellency?” the young dragon questioned, feeling as if the Inquisitor’s comment held some hidden meaning he couldn’t decipher.


  “You were the only dragon traveling in the caravan other than your mother.” the Inquisitor clarified.


  “Oh, well… yes, your Excellency, other than my mother… we were the only two dragons in the caravan.”


  “Brother Joseph,” the Inquisitor turned to face the bear, “Get some blankets for our little wanderer here…” and then turned straight back to face Kesst, who kept his face down and out of direct view, “And how long ago was it that your mother fell into the river, my son?”


  “Two… maybe three hours ago.” the young dragon responded, “After we ran into—” but his words gradually faltered, giving out when he realized the Inquisitor had not fallen for his female ruse. Kesst slowly raised his eyes to look up.


  The Inquisitor raised a gloved talon to slowly sweep back his own gray cowl, revealing the critical gaze of a fellow dragon; he was not fooled, “And tell me, my son… would this river have been at the bottom of the ravine the two of you fall into, or has your duplicity finally given way to reveal a lack of truth in your story.”


  Kesst was so focused on avoiding the gaze of the Inquisitor that he hadn’t thought to keep an eye on the others; he felt the tight grip of the mastiff clamp down on his shoulder and only then did he realize that he had been surrounded. He’d come so far, only to be caught now? “Come quietly, lad.” the dog suggested, pulling him by his cloak closer to the horse.


  “NO!” Kesst shouted. Pulling with all his might, the dragon tore himself free of his cloak and robe, falling away from the mastiff’s grasp. He lost his backpack in the process… which gave him that much less of a problem spreading his wings.


  “It’s him!” shouted Brother Joseph, pointing straight at the young dragon.


  “Of course it is.” acknowledged the Inquisitor. Kesst didn’t stop to see what it was the cloaked dragon was up to; he quickly spread his wings and jumped for the opening in the canopy… only to find himself denied flight as a pair of bolas wrapped around his chest, both weighted balls slamming into his sternum and knocking the air out of his lungs, “Few who turn from the Grace of God speak the truth willingly, but they all flee before their lies when called to face them.”


  Rasping for breath, Kesst could barely struggle as Phillip the mastiff, having dismounted, pulled the young dragon to his feet. The rest of the hunting party closed in around the tangled boy. His arms and wings were both pinned to his body so he could do little more that wriggle in the armored dog’s grasp… until he grew desperate, and did the one thing he’d promised his mother he never would: he Breathed.


  Although he had little experience in it, the action came out almost as a reflex. Keest could sense the tingling sensation reminiscent of having eaten something sour. He could feel the unmistakable tightness of the glans near the back of his throat, and then, parting his maw with a roar, he ejected the two different kinds of spittle that clashed together in the air, igniting in unison and sending a spray of liquid fire… right into face of his assailant.


  Phillip rasped, his scream cut off as the fire burned its way into his lungs. By the time the dog had fallen to his knees he was already convulsing; when he collapsed on the ground he could scarcely make a feeble attempt at rolling; the Breath was far stronger than normal fire, and it stole the man’s life from him in seconds. Turning to face the rest of the hunting party, Kesst struggled against the cords of the bola, noticing that they all took a step back… except for the two Inquisitors, who each drew a short spear from its place on their saddles and approached him.


  “Before the eyes of man and God, you are guilty of heresy.” the second Inquisitor, who had not yet spoken finally spoke judgment. “You are an abomination.”


  “I was born this way!” Kesst shouted in defiance, backing away from the approaching gray robed hunters, “If God didn’t want me this way He should have made me different!”


  “You have the touch of the Dark One on you, Kesst of Altenburrough.” the first Inquisitor spoke up, “Your parents did not submit to the will of the Church, and now their vanity and hubris has caused unwarranted suffering.”


  “The church did that, not me!” Kesst objected, still backing away as he fought to pull his small belt knife, a feeble defense against the two Inquisitors’ spears. He managed to get the weapon out of its sheath, and snapped the cord of the bola, freeing his arms, though his wings were still horribly entangled.


  “You are profane in possessing His gift of Flight and the Breath of God.” the first stated with blatant disgust, “Your existence is a blight.”


  “I didn’t ask for these ‘gifts’!” the young dragon countered, tongue lashing at the remnants of searing fluid that still dripped from his lips. He didn’t miss the fact that the lead Inquisitor had the volatile liquid dribbling at the end of his muzzle as well; a faint blue flame had already begun flickering between his teeth.


  “And yet you are still willing to use them on the pious.” stated the second, pausing only long enough to raise a talon pulling back his cowl and revealing a ravaged, scarred face, “I have hunted your kind over the decades, Kesst of Altenburrough… you create chaos and havoc… you do the Dark One’s own deeds merely by existing.” The second Inquisitor’s breath was accompanied by little dancing motes of flame.


  Kesst raised his knife up and out defensively, having no response for the severe judgment leveled against him. He had promised his mother he would never use the Breath, and, suddenly, he found a man dead because he could not keep that promise. That was his fault, after all… it was something he couldn’t deny: he had killed a man.


  “Lower your weapon and be cleansed.” ordered the first Inquisitor, “You have run for too long, and God’s will shall be done.”


  “Lower yours.” came a loud, commanding voice from behind and above Kesst. The young dragon didn’t recognize the accent. “You no have power here.” Although Kesst dared not turn around he could hear the distinctive sound of claws on a tree branch; whomever had spoken was up amidst the forest canopy.


  “Ah… but God has power everywhere.” the baboon offered, “Even among those who do not see what He can accomplish.”


  Another voice spoke from the other side of the road, likewise from a tree. “Leave now. We no say it more times. Go.” Like the first, it was halting and heavily accented.


  The first Inquisitor sneered, liquid flame dribbling from between his teeth, “You have no right to grant this mockery asylum.” he hissed, “We are men of God! There is no power, mortal or political that can keep this abomination from us!”


  A new voice from the forest joined the discussion, and its unique lack of savage bluntness surprised Kesst. “Your Excellency… if I may?” a large gray and brown timber wolf emerged from the brush. Although he wore the rough-treated leather loin cloth, carried the rough-cut bow and was adorned in the bone-bead jewelery of savages, he walked with all the grace of a nobleman at court, and his tone was no less than the obvious self-importance of a highborn, “You now find yourself in a very sensitive situation, as the rules of the Church hold no sway in the Tribe Lands and your authority—”


  The bear, Brother Joseph was quick to shout, “The will of GOD holds sway EVERYWHE—”


  The wolf countered the interruption, shouting even louder, “YOURS IS THE WILL OF MEN!” and the words were accompanied by a feral snarl.


  Silence prevailed for several seconds as the church procession took a moment to assess the situation. Friar Juun was the first to speak, “Gentlemen, please… if we cannot be civil then there is no hope for either of our people.”


  “The monk speaks great wisdom, your Excellency.” The wolf’s orange eyes narrowed with a promise of thinly veiled violence.


  “There is no reasoning with savages.” responded the first Inquisitor, “God is on our side.” he took a step closer to Kesst, raising his spear, “If they interfere, kill them all.” In response to the order, the remaining guards drew their swords and the two priests each pulled a cudgel from where they hung from the saddles.


  “Perhaps the poorest decision you could have made.” the regal wolf responded. Kesst jumped in surprise as an arrow sailed past the side of his face to strike the Inquisitor in his spear arm. “Leave, and you may live longer to do God’s work in more productive ways.” the wolf lowered his bow from its firing position, the attack having happened so fast that the young dragon hadn’t even had time to register it. Of all the things that held his attention afterward, however, was the amulet the wolf wore: a finely polished stone woven into a fiber necklace.


  “They struck a man of God!” roared the scarred Inquisitor, “The penalty is death!” and, at that, he turned and launched his short spear right at the Tribal people’s lupine representative. In one fluid motion, the distinctive bearing of the wolf dissolved and he leaned backward, not stopping until his paws touched the ground; the spear flew harmlessly over him mere inches from his arched abdomen.


  The wolf used the momentum of his falling back to go into a handstand, and then from there continued the rotation until his feet were on the ground again. He growled out something in a harsh, guttural language, and fell back, disappearing into the bushes. The sounds of feral roars, snarls, and howls rose around the church caravan and, in the blink of an eye they were set upon by a dozen animals. Jaguars, bears, wild dogs, a tiger, a hyena, a lion—they overran the hunting party in a wave of ferocity. Kesst would have continued watching, but the sudden impact of a spear-butt to his forehead knocked him flat.


  Although he was certain he must have lost consciousness it couldn’t have been for more than a split second. As he fought vertigo and double-vision, Kesst attempted to sit up, sliding back on the ground to get away from the Inquisitor, but he realized quickly enough that it was a needless concern: his assailant was attempting to fight off a large gray-and-brown feral wolf which was savagely grinding its teeth into his neck. While the young dragon found the animals’ coloration to be eerily similar to the tribe’s spokesman, the coincidence was far too unbelievable when he noticed the fiber necklace inset with a polished stone.


  Sitting up, Kesst had a hard time believing his eyes. Though his vision was decidedly blurry from the harsh impact of the spear butt, he was unable to deny the scene before him; the same one dozen attackers remained, they were no longer all feral animals—many fought with spear or club.He slowly closed his eyes, steadying his breath and his vision before opening them but, by that time, the combat had ended—of the six men in the church caravan only Friar Juun remained alive. The monkey stood passively amidst a circle of Tribal and feral animals, calm, collected, and as passive as he had been throughout the entirety of the fight.


  A loud, barking command sounded from beside Kesst, and the young dragon turned his head to regard the gray-and-brown wolf, once again standing beside him on two legs, looking none the less refined and courtly despite his savage raiments. The wolf spoke to the assembled men, women, and animals in the guttural, primal tongue, and they all slowly slipped away into the brush, leaving Kesst and Friar Juun alone with only the lupine savage presiding over them.


  Of all the things the baboon could have said, Kesst was surprised when it was, “May I provide these men their last rights?”


  “You may.” the wolf replied with a faint nod of his head; everything about the gesture spoke of reserved indifference with a strange sense of deferral and… appreciation?


  “Thank you, Prince Malcom.” the friar acknowledged, and went to see to his former traveling companions. The title struck Kesst soundly after the few seconds it took to sink in. The young dragon turned, wide eyed to regard the wolf… who was already gone.


  A split-second later, Kesst realized that the friar was still there and spun to face him defensively; the baboon was staring back, but without any hint of threat, “I mean you no harm, child.” the old monkey acknowledged, wincing as he leaned down to kneel beside one of the priests, a middle-aged, slightly portly long-furred house cat.


  “You…” Kesst slowly circled around the friar toward the road leading south, “You were with the hunting party.”


  “The wilderness is not a safe place to travel alone, my son.” the holy man replied, covering the house cat’s torn face with a shredded section of robe.


  “Then…” the dragon gazed at the monkey critically, “…you’re letting me go?”


  “You are not mine to hold in the first place… Kesst—of Alder Row, is it?” the baboon glanced his way before moving to tend to the next fallen holy man.


  “Altenburrough.” the young man replied, slowly sheathing his knife once the monkey looked back to the body he was tending.


  “My apologies.” Friar Juun bowed his head slightly, “But, as I said, your freedom is not mine to give any more than it is my place to tell you what God makes of you.” and began seeing to the last corpse.


  Kesst raised an eye ridge, “Are you sure you’re from the Church?”


  The monkey chuckled softly, and grunted as he got back to his feet, moving to the charred remains of the guard named Phillip, “Quite certain.”


  “I’ve never had someone from the Church know what I was without trying to kill me.” the dragon responded flatly, still keeping his distance from the monk.


  “Then, sadly, you have met the worst the Church has to offer.” the monkey gingerly laid a piece of cloth over the corpse’s blackened skull, “Do you wish to be absolved of your sins, my child?”


  “…what?”


  “You regret having killed this man.” Friar Juun motioned to the blackened skeleton, “You have killed, and you feel the pain of having done wrong.”


  “I had to!” Kesst objected, “He—”


  “There is no need to explain, Kesst.” the monkey offered in a calming voice, turning to regard him, “I was here, and I witnessed what happened.” he slowly stood and approached the dragon, who took a tentative step backward. “But what the brain knows and what the heart feels are not always the same.”


  “I had to.” Kesst repeated.


  “I know you did, child…” Friar Juun held out an arm to the young dragon, “and you need not hold the guilt of that within you.”


  “I…” the run away paused, slowly kneeling down as he accepted the offered hand, “…I haven’t confessed in a long time.”


  “That is the Church’s failing,” the monkey rested his other hand atop the young dragon’s head, “not yours.”


  Kesst confessed… he confessed to everything. He laid himself bare before the old monkey, telling him about his parents trying to hide him from the Church, of their escape from the Mehnzil Cathedral and about being forced to leave them behind to stop his pursuit. He told Friar Juun about stealing to survive, and about lying to and deceiving others, about not keeping his promise to his mother—about killing Phillip.


  “We are but mortal, made of imperfect flesh.” the monk responded, “Mistakes and missteps will happen. We learn from them and grow, and in so doing, we are following God’s plan for us.” the old monkey slowly helped Kesst rise.


  “Then… I’m forgiven?” he asked, wiping the tears from his scaled cheeks.


  “Do you feel better, child?” the monkey asked warmly.


  “I…” Kesst faltered as he considered his condition, “I think so.”


  “Then you must be forgiven.” the monk smiled amiably, “God will not let a pious man suffer if he is truly repentant.”


  “But…” the dragon paused, confused at the monkey’s casual and calm demeanor, “…the Church says that I’m an abomination… I can’t be… pious.”


  Friar Juun chuckled and slowly moved to collect the horses, who had finally come mulling back to the road since the chaos had died down, “The Church is not God, child… it may speak for Him from time to time, but the words of the Church are spoken by mortal voices, and therefore may be imperfect.”


  “But…” Kesst paused, “isn’t that… heresy?”


  The monk’s chuckle turned into a laugh as he climbed onto one of the Soyrian Whites, “What a picture be we—a heretical monk and a pious abomination…” Holding onto a spare set of reins, he wheeled his horse around and offered them to Kesst, “Do you know how to ride?”


  The young dragon was completely stunned, “I… think?”


  “I was not lying then I said the unsettled lands are dangerous to travel alone.” Friar Juun noted, offering the reins anew, “If your fear of the Church has not completely overwhelmed your capacity to see past titles, then I pray that God helps you see it in your heart to help an old man safely on his journey.”


  Kesst had been exposed to numerous forms of duplicity, none of which he could equate to what the monkey was saying. Reluctantly, the young dragon accepted the lead and slowly climbed onto the horse. “You’re not going to turn me into the Church when we arrive?”


  The monk smiled, “I have already told you, Kesst of Altenburrough, it is not my place to be God’s judgment.” he gave the horse a little bit of heel and began riding off down the road, “Besides… based on the events today, I would say He is more on your side than those who hunt you.”


  Kesst was quiet for several seconds, delaying just a moment before urging his horse to follow the monkey, “I was lucky.”


  “We are still two days from the Lehsunian border.” Friar Juun offered with a light-hearted air, “Whether luck or God’s favor, we’ll simply have to hope that your saving grace continues to provide us with safe passage.”


  “What happens when we reach the border?” Kesst asked, urging his steed to catch up to the monkey’s so they could travel side-by-side.


  “I suppose at that point we will be out of the Tribe Lands and into Lehsunia.” the monk replied in a matter-of-fact tone.


  “I mean what happens between us?” the dragon questioned warily.


  “That is something we will have to decide on together, child.” Friar Juun responded casually, “I do not plan to make any presumptions for you, and so your future is your own to determine. What I know for certain is that I look forward to reaching Vallara—it is a beautiful town rich with history, and it will be my first stop in Lehsunia.” and the monk left it at that.


  

  For the first time in months Kesst had a traveling companion and, despite his concerns for the church, the dragon had to admit that the old monkey was welcome company. The third member of their party remained conveniently out of sight, paws treading silently on the ground, tongue lolling out the side of his muzzle, polished stone amulet bouncing in counter-point to his four-legged trot.


  Prologue (The Once and Future King)


  Dear Father,


  I saw the apparitions again yesterday, but I did not write about it last night for fear that thinking of them would summon them to my dreams. I sat alone in the study after dinner attempting to read from the sacred texts in atonement for my sins when the specters came unbidden to my view. Although I am often told that this is my own mind rebelling against what I know to be true it was impossible to not watch the events unfold—this time it was two groups of men fighting over the right to raise a flag devoid of color or heraldic… how could such a thing be worth dying for?


  At Brother Maynard’s suggestion I have been writing in this journal for a week now, putting my thoughts down on the pages of a simple, nondescript, leather-bound tome to be kept in the watchful care of the Church. They bade me to record all of my thoughts that struck me as important and to make note of any that seemed particularly unbecoming of a king. When I asked if this journal would be made public knowledge I was assured that no eyes but my own would fall upon the pages—that getting my musings down on parchment would help me organize my mind.


  Brother Maynard told me himself that he would guard my journal and that no soul beyond me would read of it without first receiving my permission. He, of course, got my permission almost immediately… three days ago, after the first time I dreamt of you. He asked why I write to my father, to which I told him that one’s father is the greatest source of insight and the greatest purveyor of judgment and guidance. I told him that by writing to my father it could mean many things… to my sire, to my God, or even to him… the Brother who could easily have been a Father if not for his dedication to me, and his concern over my… habits.


  He took me to the sanctity of my private prayer room after our discussion… it is a room few others know of. There, he bound me, and began to recite the litany of my indiscretions… he spoke of my desire for men as he undressed me; he spoke of my imbalance and my faulty humors as he let my blood and began to rid me of other fluids that caused me so much trouble; he spoke of my devotion to him getting in the way of his devotion to God even as he slid himself into me, reminding me yet again that he was forced to cater to my needs lest any others uncover my desire for men.


  Truly, he is a martyr, releasing within me his blessing even as he draws from me my own unused seed. I am able to tell he enjoys his service to God, willingly accepting the burden of satiating my profane desires. Were the world different, would we then be lovers? No, for my disease is wrong regardless of the world, though I am certain I could convince myself that he desired our time together as much as I do, he continues to repeat that he does so for my benefit, and that it is a selfless act on his part despite the seeming joy he takes from sheathing himself inside me until he and I each cry out to God for my salvation.


  He assures me that my desires will lessen in time, and that, when I am ready, he will receive instruction from the Church to present me with a woman that shall become my wife… assuming she is able to bear me an heir. When we discussed how such a thing would come to pass, Brother Maynard has told me that I would perform well enough because it was my duty and, if need be, we would find a woman of great discretion and introduce her to the prayer room. She would be told as much as she needed to know in exchange for her service to the crown in the duties befitting of a wife and a queen, and she would give me the heir that the Church so badly needs.


  The Church tells me that an heir is of utmost importance for any king, but especially for me. Considering my many activities and interests, providing them with a son who will be able to one day be king after me would permit me more time to pursue my various endeavors… and it will, they have told me, cement my claim on the throne so that the disruption in rulership of Lehsunia may finally come to an end. With all the trouble that Noriene has caused, I can understand why this is so important, and so I wait with mixed eagerness and apprehension the day when Brother Maynard tells me that he has found my future wife.


  It is Brother Maynard’s guidance during this time that has helped me to maintain a grip on the events that transpire. I will be the first to admit that my perception of the world beyond the castle is sometimes lacking, but the regular updates I receive from the Church help me to be the kind of king they know this nation needs. Though I sometimes think it would be best if I could travel through my kingdom, Brother Maynard reminds me that my foibles would not always present the best impression to my subjects, and that maintaining my firm control of the kingdom at a distance is safest for everyone. I know he is a smart man thus I trust in his advice.


  I had the dream last night… the one where you held me by the paw and I was a pup again. You pointed to the sky where a human father and his human pup had taken to the air using wings made of wood and wax and feathers. You had told me that it is vanity for any but the dragons to seek the embrace of the clouds. We watched as the fires of the day engulfed them, and sent their charred corpses down into the sea. The lesson, you told me, is to know your place and accept your limits.I awoke, further understanding how broken this world is.


  During times when I think of family, it is hard to push past a feeling of betrayal. I am the eldest in this generation of royalty, and so I no longer have anyone of blood with whom I can seek for guidance. Thought I have known Brother Maynard my entire life he cannot possibly understand, despite his great empathy, what it means to be king. I cannot consult with my sister, as she has chosen to stand against me and my rightful claim for the throne—it was she who caused the schism within Lehsunia in the first place. I have not seen her since this first began, but I cannot say what I would do or say if I did… not like Malcom.


  Despite his young age, my baby brother is a wise wolf. In two months he will be precisely half my age… ah, to be twenty two summers again. Malcom is strong and insightful… something that seems so rare for one so young. Were I a lesser man I would envy him at how great he has become in his youth. But I am greater than envy, thus I respect and admire what he has accomplished, and I do not begrudge him in that he sided with Noriene. I have come to learn that she can be very manipulative. He, at least, visits… even if Brother Maynard does not approve, I will not send away my remaining family.


  I have had so little opportunity to socialize that every one of his personal visits seems like a grand affair. Back in the days when we had the court balls and extravagant dinner parties it seemed as though there would never be a moment of silence or retrospection… and now I almost miss them. Malcom, God bless him in these trying times, has learned much from the outlanders among the tribes, and I am both humbled and reviled by much of what we discuss. It is obvious that he has accepted, if not embraced their heathen ways, though I take comfort that he remembers his prayers and still shows signs of following the true faith.


  Brother Maynard, sadly, does not hold Malcom in such high esteem, and it is all I can do to encourage him to put his concerns aside and permit my door open to my brother. I almost laugh to think that I have two ‘brothers’ fighting over my attentions… one brother old enough to be my own son, and the other Brother of sufficient age to be my father… one not quite a teacher, and the other not quite a lover. I have heard rumors abound that question my sanity, but I would ask, if in a similar circumstance would not the strength of anyone’s mind be tested?


  No… they say I lack faculties because they wish to take my throne… Malcom does not desire the throne, and he is the only one who does not doubt me; he has never doubted me, despite falling to the whims of Noriene. How appropriate is it that a woman be the downfall of a man? A man of lesser faith would wonder then why it is not a better way for a man to take another man as a lover so as to close off the weakness that the female sex preys upon so readily.


  Truthfully, the pious man knows that this is but a test from God, and that those who suffer the perversions such as those that Brother Maynard works with me to cleanse would attempt to elude this trial. Finding a way past the tests God gives us is not in the right. I know this, because Brother Maynard has told me thusly, even as I force him to satiate my carnal lust in an act that risks his own soul for the benefit of his king. I can find no greater loyalty than the one shown to me by the dog who has served me faithfully, above all but God, for my entire life.


  I would end tonight’s letter to my journal here, father, if not for one final thought. My dream of the humans in flight did not end with their impact into the sea. No… the dream simply changed. You were gone, and I was gone, and the beach upon which we had stood, paw in paw, was also gone… engulfed by the roiling waves and massive swells of the ocean. Although I existed to experience the dream, I was not a part of it, as if onlooking through eyes that held no substance of a form berift of meaning amidst the scene playing out before me.


  Within the tumult and chaos of the crashing waves, amidst the lightning and the rain that followed the rapidly developing storm, a single object bobbed atop the surface of the churning ocean. A man, cloaked in the robes of a priest, face cowled against the storm, stood atop a small rowboat, easily no larger the size of a child’s surf raft. He stood, despite the ferocity of the storm and the pounding of the waves, the driving rain and the crash of lightning… and he prayed. This man, teetering on the precipice of oblivion called out to God, asking for His blessing to the storm… the very thing that threatened his life… he asked God to forgive the elements and to guide it to salvation.


  Father, I cannot begin to imagine what kind of man that could offer his prayer to something that meant for his destruction. Surely my understanding of that single individual’s insanity must be proof that my mind yet works well. There cannot be a man alive in existence that would seek the welfare of something that meant him ill or, if there were, would he not be a Martyr in the true sense of the word? These are things that I must seek answers for, and so I amend to discuss this dream, and all other dreams with Brother Maynard… but only once the sun is fully up. Until then, I shall remain here in bed, bereft of all decency save the simplest pair of shorts… red, as is right.


  I know not what the disarray these last few days mean for me, but I do understand that no path worth treading was ever easy. I shall bear my burdens as best as I am able and, with inner strength combined with that given to me by God and Brother Maynard, I shall yet prevail. The turmoil that now surrounds me—the warring apparitions, the fire in the sky, and the lone priest adrift a sea of unrest… I know not what it all means, but, God willing, the reasons for the disharmony within my head will ultimately become clear. Bear witness, Father: I shall make you proud and do right by our line.


  Yours always,

  Thaddius-Rex


  Chapter 1a, Flintlocked and Loaded


  The press of a crowd was something that always worried Kesst. He had arrived by horse that morning, which had been hours ago. Despite the strange sense of comfort he drew from his traveling companion, Kesst knew that he and Friar Juun would have to part ways. It was a simple and somber farewell, as they took different roads and, once more Kesst had found himself alone… well… aside from the hundreds and hundreds of people on the street.


  During his first hour in the city Kesst found that his mount, the spirited and energetic Soyrian White drew far too much attention. When he sold the horse he realized that the merchant probably shorted him greatly on her value, but he didn’t mind; the pouch of coin was several times more than he’d seen in his entire life. The surrounding press of travelers on the street led Kesst to deciding the best place for the pouch was somewhere very inaccessible and he stowed it away deep within the inner layer of his clothes, resting against the scales of his chest.


  the young dragon had a habit of preferring everyone in front of him, but being surrounded seemed like it was inevitable in Newport. Altenburrough was one of the larger towns in the kingdom of Furro but that wasn’t saying much, as the entire population of the nation was probably scarcely more than double Lehsunia’s largest dock town. Rarely had Kesst felt more out of place… but the fact that nobody seemed to pay him the least amount of attention was reassuring to the traveler. It seemed strange that, for all the eyes that could have fallen on him, he felt as though not even one really saw him.


  The next two hours were spent in randomly wandering the maze-like streets of the bustling port city. Kesst moved here-and-there without any real rhyme or reason… until he saw the seagull. In the young dragon’s seventeen years he had heard countless stories of the ocean, but had never seen it for himself. At that point, he had a purpose… and he had a goal… and he had the drive—unfortunately he lacked directions. Rather than engaging anyone in dialogue, the traveler snooped in on conversations until he managed to puzzle the way for himself.


  If he thought the main thoroughfares of Newport were busy he lacked the words to describe the docks. It seemed that people were packed in shoulder-to-shoulder, which meant that his journey had come to an end; he couldn’t risk anyone bumping into him and feeling his wings beneath his robe. The young dragon sighed, remaining out of the press of the crowd by taking refuge in a side alleyway. He learned a few moments later that he hadn’t exactly chosen a good spot.


  “Lots more a th’ city t’see…” spoke up a slightly slurred voice from behind him. Kesst slowly about faced to regard a disheveled rat… a rat he had seen staring at him as he’d made his way out of the horse trader’s paddock. He took a step back as the rat opened his coat, revealing a curved blade hanging at the ready, “… be a shame if you didn’t live long enough t’see it all.”


  “I…” the dragon took another step back toward the crowded main street, but he collided with a rather firm obstacle. Slowly turning around, Kesst was surprised that a second man had blocked his escape. The elephant was larger than he, slightly portly, but just as bedraggled as the rat, sporting a torn ear and lacking one of his tusks.


  “Well well… lookie ‘ere…” the pachyderm announced with a smirk, “even looks like a tourist… big eyes an’ all…” the bruiser glanced past Kell toward the rat, “Whatta ya think the chances are that—” but the elephant didn’t have a chance to finish his sentence; Kesst’s foot came up right between his legs and the man collapsed to his knees. Despite the powerful strike to his crotch, the man reached out toward the dragon, so Kesst followed up with a back-hand to the elephant’s wrist and drove his head powerfully into his face. The stunned man was obviously dazed, no longer trying to stop the traveler as he quickly raced around the side and back into the crowd.


  “Only makin’ it harder on yerself!” the rat shouted after him, “Ya got nowhere t’run we can’t follow!!!” Kesst didn’t bother slowing; if anything, the threat encouraged him to more valiant attempts to navigate the crowd, more concerned about the sight of the knife than worry for anyone brushing against his wings. He knew he couldn’t go to the guards… they would ask too many questions, and he had an idea of what they would think of a winged dragon. In the end, after almost fifteen minutes of struggling through the thick press of bodies, the young dragon finally began to calm down… and took stock of his surroundings.


  Kesst had somehow managed to work his way through the outskirts of the docks and right into the meat of the boardwalk. All around him he could smell the press of unwashed bodies coupled with the saline tinge of the sea; he had moved beyond the trade center and directly into the midst of the dock workers and sailors. Unlike the majority of the people on the streets he had experienced, the movers-and-shakers of the docks apparently had little interest in watching out for others… and Kesst was almost knocked over… twice.


  “Fuckin’ tourist… watch where yer goin’, fish-bait!” shouted the second man, roughly squaring his shoulder so it impacted against the young dragon firmly, causing the traveler to stumble.


  The human who had been walking behind Kesst steadied him with a grab on the shoulder, “Woah there.” the man stated. It took a few seconds for the dragon to register the comment as he was concerned that the human might have noticed his wings but, thankfully, it didn’t seem to be the case. Hand still on him, the broad-shouldered, tanned-skinned man began pulling him to the side of the foot traffic, “Falling down in the street in these parts could get you killed.”


  Kesst analyzed the human’s speech for several seconds, realizing that his accent was decidedly Lehsunian, but it lacked the drawl and flippant laziness of the dock-side locals. The human had all the indications of a sailor, except that he was much more cleanly presented. His nose also had a lot of input, and he found himself speaking before he censored himself, “You don’t smell bad.” the young dragon almost bit his tongue after the words escaped.


  “Do you have something against humans?” the sailor questioned, crossing his burly arms over his broad chest. Kesst thought for a moment that it may have been an attempt at cowing him, but he realized quickly that it was more judgmental than intimidating. The human followed it up with a loud, grating inhalation through his mouth and nose, then turned to the side and launched out a thick ball of phlegm.


  “Um… no—no, sir.” the dragon replied, watching the saliva’s path onto the ground, “I… uh… just saw everyone else and—” it splattered against the wooden boards of the nearby building.


  “And you started thinking everyone here wanders around mangling the Lehsunian dialect and says things like ‘oi’ and ‘watch-yer-gaff’?” the human uncrossed his arms and leaned against the wooden structure, “Can’t blame you…” the man’s face hinted at a smile… but it never fully manifested, quickly returning to a gruff neutral. He straightened up and smoothed out his plain white shirt, “Just be careful out there… Newport may be a city, but not all parts of it are civilized.”


  “Ah… kay.” Kesst nodded, “Thank you for your help… uh… sir.”


  “Nicholas.” the man responded, and, not bothering to let Kesst introduce himself (not that the dragon was going to), the human about-faced, and headed back into the crowd. Glancing left, then right, Kesst made a quick judgment call, took a deep breath, and dove after him into the crashing surf of bodies.


  “Ni—” Kesst raised a talon, and got bumped into from the side, “Sorry.” he spoke quickly to the tabby who glared at him before walking off. The dragon double-stepped, heading through the crowd after the human sailor, who seemed to make navigating the press of bodies as easy as any hatchling chase game, “Nic—” but he was cut short again… this time by a paw grabbing him by the cloak and pulling him back out of the flow of travelers and into a quiet little shaded area between two high-stacked walls of crates.


  “Told’ja we’d find ya.” the rat announced, getting another paw on Kesst’s traveling cloak. The dragon thought immediately of slipping out of it, much like he had done before while escaping the grasp of the Inquisition but, he realized, he was in the middle of a city and, despite people not caring enough to look closely at a cloaked passer-by, he had a feeling he would gain far too much attention if anyone saw his wings.


  “Augh…” grunted the elephant, limping his way to block off the passing travelers’ view between the crates, “I wanna pull off ‘is fuckin’ tail…”


  “I might just let Suros do it…” the rat stated, glaring at the dragon, “But a few hundred crowns could convince me to let this one slide…” and he began squeezing the front of Kesst’s tunic, “Where ya hidin’ it, slag?”


  “I’ll start with th’ tip, Grange… lemme pull off the tip… I bet ‘e’ll talk by the time I—” the elephant began, but his rant was interrupted by the solid sound of something thumping against flesh and he yelped. Out of the corner of his eye, Kesst watched as finely crafted cane rebounded off of the bruiser’s rump and clattered to the ground. The large thug about-faced, seething, and picked it up off the ground before bellowing out in a roar, “The owner of this fuckin’ stick better start runnin’, ‘cuz I’m gonna shove it up ‘is ass!”


  Having had some degree of success in the maneuver before, Kesst lashed out while the rat was distracted, swinging his leg forward and lifting it straight up between his assailant’s legs, feeling the man’s genitals compress against his body and the dragon’s shin. The rat let him go in an instant, both paws finding their way to his bruised groin as he let out an agonized squeak and collapsed to his knees.


  Kesst quickly skirted around the boxes, making his way around the crowd, pausing only as he saw the elephant approaching a well-dressed antelope, who was just picking himself up off the ground after what appeared to have been a stumble, “Um… my apologies… sir.”


  The dragon paused for a moment, watching the elephant lumber toward the pronghorn. He was torn between two very differing plans of action at that point; every fiber in his being told him to run and get away and remain incognito and inconspicuous, but a nagging voice in the back of his mind reminded him that the elephant would have done some very horrible things to him if not for the intervention (as accidental as it had been) of the antelope. He delayed a moment longer, and that’s when he noticed the clasp on the well-dressed man’s cloak.


  “You’re with the university!” Kesst announced, drawing the attention from both the pronghorn and the elephant.


  As if suddenly remembering where he was, the large pachyderm dropped the antelope’s walking stick and began stalking toward the dragon. “Where you goin’, huh?”


  Kesst could tell the elephant expected him to run; his father told him long ago that doing what someone expected was usually a poor response to aggression, so he did the opposite. Taking a step forward, the dragon raised his foot. The elephant may have been caught by surprise that he wasn’t retreating, but the thug had already experienced wracking pain once and quickly responded by lowering both his hands to intercept Kesst’s foot… but the attack never came.


  Once the man left his face open, the dragon followed-up instead with a quick punch to his throat. The elephant raised his hands to grasp his neck… at which point Kesst followed up with another strike to the groin. Kesst grabbed the pronghorn, who had just knelt to retrieve his walking stick, and quickly pulled him off into the crowd. The man wasn’t exactly his savior, but he had helped… and he was from the University!


  “Woah… woah… woah… slow down.” the well-dressed antelope objected, “What is—”


  “They were trying to rob me!” Kesst announced, not letting go of the man’s arm, “He probably would’ve killed you!”


  The pronghorn finally managed to extract his arm from the dragon’s grasp and cleared his throat. The man knew enough not to stop amidst the foot traffic, but he slowed enough that Kesst realized that he meant for the dragon to follow. Once Kesst stepped up to meet the man’s pace, the antelope clearly announced, “You should go to the guards.”


  “I…” Kesst paused, “…can’t.”


  You’re not from around here.”


  “Is it that obvious?” the dragon inquired.


  “Yes.” the pronghorn announced, “To start, we’re heading toward a dead end.”


  Kesst cursed under his breath, and glanced around at the pressing mass of bodies; not too far behind them he saw the looming form of the elephant towering over the rest of the passers-by; he looked angry… very angry. “Where can we go?” he asked.


  “I must admit, I am not intimately familiar with the docks…” the antelope announced, “It isn’t exactly a place I choose to spend much time unless absolutely necessary.”


  Kesst glanced back at him, noticing the pin in his lapel once more, “What about the University?”


  The pronghorn’s expression soured further, “Not always as helpful as advertised.” he folded his overcoat smoothly around himself, “Besides… the UPU is halfway across town.”


  “How can people live like this?” the dragon questioned, moving more fully into the flow of pedestrians in an attempt to have the current help pull him further away from their pursuit.


  “Not many prosper at it.” the pronghorn confirmed, moving after him as he eyed the elephant from afar. Kesst quickly passed into an alley, hoping to get some distance between them and the thugs. The antelope followed, “City living is best left up to the rich or the criminals.”


  “Or the rich criminals.” commented a voice from overhead, and a white fox dropped easily down from an overhang. The newcomer was dressed simply in a green tunic and brown trousers. Kesst was surprised to see that, rather than a mane, he had full flowing human-like hair, gold in color, and gathered up into two braids. “Like what you see?” the fox inquired with a smirk; only then did the dragon realize he was staring.


  “Uh… sorry.” Kesst glanced away, looking over his shoulder. He let out a sigh when he realized that the pursuit had apparently either broken off or had lost sight of them.


  “This isn’t the Rusted Gaff.” the fox announced, eying the pronghorn.


  “I apologize.” the antelope bowed his head to the long-haired man, “I was otherwise occupied.” Kesst didn’t miss the fact that the well-dressed buck motioned his way.


  “So not only do you give me the eye, but now you’re threatening my livelihood?” the fox asked, ears up, and paws on hips. It took a moment for Kesst to realize that it was just an act—a good natured jibe.


  “Livelihood?” the dragon inquired.


  “Man…” the fox chuckled, “he is new to town, isn’t he?” and he pulled a pouch loose from his belt and tossed it casually to the antelope.


  “Careful!” the pronghorn objected, grabbing the package out of the air, fumbling with it for a moment, “Hydrated Ether is not supposed to be thrown around.”


  “You said it wasn’t dangerous.” the white furred delivery fox countered.


  “It isn’t…” the buck confirmed, “but that doesn’t mean I want the jar breaking.”


  Kesst interrupted the exchange, “You’re with the University?” he asked the pronghorn.


  “Sometimes I question that myself.” the antelope responded cryptically.


  “My name’s Kesst.” the dragon replied, “I was hoping I could join.” His declaration caught the attention of both men. The fox began chuckling, but the pronghorn’s muzzle pulled back into a scowl.


  “Now’s not really a good time.” the well-dressed man responded, stowing the satchel in his pack, “Here.” he announced, tossing the fox a pouch in response. The fox caught it deftly and Kesst heard the distinctive sound of a good amount of money clinking.


  “Pleasure doing business with you.” the fox smirked, stowing the pack into—Kesst really didn’t know where it went, “Oh… Kesst, was it?” the fox cocked an ear to the side, “If you really don’t want someone coming after your coin you should find a better place for it.”


  “Huh?”


  “He’s right.” the antelope confirmed, “Anyone that passes you can see that bulge.”


  The fox snickered, “Yeah… I’ve heard that more than once.”, he headed off out of the alley, “If you need anything else you know where to find me, Mr Severna.” and, with that, he disappeared into the wave of bodies, and out of view.


  “Why do you need hydrated ether?” Kesst asked, “What do you need it for?”


  Mr Severna reached forward; the dragon quickly suppressed his initial reaction to struggle, and stood passively as the pronghorn smoothed out his tunic and quickly shifted the sack of coins around to the space between his arm and his ribs, “Much better.” the antelope commented, and motioned back to the street with his walking stick, “Come.”


  “What is the hydrated ether for?” the dragon inquired again.


  “You’ve already asked quite a few questions, Kesst… if you plan on joining the University I think you should probably learn which ones are the right ones to ask.” he made his way toward the street and the dragon jogged to catch up, “Besides… I plan on asking a few of my own.”


  Kesst tensed up at that but reminded himself that he would have to learn how to deal with personal inquiries if he was going to get along at the University. With any luck, Mr Severna would be a good first step toward safety; if he had the University at his back he would be just fine… or so he hoped.


  


  Chapter 1b, Martyrdumb


  Friar Arlowe offered his most welcoming smile as he was joined in the small holding room by a now-familiar face. “Good morrow, Inquisitor.”


  “I have met few raccoon dogs in my time as Inquisitor,” the black dragon noted, taking a seat across from the monk at the small table, “Tell me, Friar… do the rest of your kind smile as freely as you?”


  The aging monk continued smiling, “Truly?” he put as much good-natured mirth into his voice as possible considering the scowling, scaled face staring at him, “There are a good number of my people on the east side of town… just north of the dock divide.”


  “I rarely have business that keeps me near the docks for long.” Inquisitor Ignus replied simply, “And I am too busy to waste away my time with the lost souls of the street.”


  Friar Arlowe laced his fingers together in front of him on the table as his smile slowly faded, “It is God’s will that we speak to everyone, Inquisitor… perhaps you might consider spending a day preaching there—your views may be enlightened as much if not more so than those to whom you speak.”


  “It is not my place to preach, Monk…” the dragon’s eyes narrowed dangerously, “any more than it is yours.”


  “Ah…” and the raccoon-dog leaned back in his chair, “And now we come to the purpose of this meeting.”


  The dragon straightened up in his seat even as the monk relaxed. The Inquisitor adjusted the thin silver headband he wore, the symbol of his office. Although the scriptures spoke of the office of Inquisitor, Friar Arlowe had never actually encountered anything in any of the holy books that dictated a symbol of office… but each Inquisitor the monk had ever met always wore their cat’s eye circlet prominently, as if proudly displaying a badge. “Why do you preach, Friar?” Inquisitor Ignus inquired in a surprisingly casual tone.


  “Because God’s love should be able to reach everyone, at all times.” he responded calmly.


  “And yet you are neither a priest nor a cleric, and have no sanction to speak to the common people on the ways of God.” the dragon began scribing notes down on a scroll. The words were written in Mehnzilian, a language kept with racial secrecy by the Dragons. Having served the church for over two decades, Friar Arlowe himself scarcely knew more than a few words… and very few of its written symbols.


  “I was unaware that it was a crime to tell others of one’s love for the Divine Father.” the raccoon dog answered with a smirk. They both knew that he realized what the Inquisitor was getting at, but he didn’t mind making the dragon work for it.


  “You confuse your own opinions with the word of God.” the Inquisitor scowled.


  “Well…” the raccoon dog offered calmly, “I’m certain I’m not the first.”


  The dragon’s scowl deepened so severely that the raccoon dog thought, for a moment, that the Inquisitor was in danger of breaking one of the bones in his snout with the expression, and Inquisitor Ignus’ next words were spoken with severity, “Be warned; you tread on dangerous ground… Monk.”


  Friar Arlowe folded his paws together on the table once again, and recited a passage from scripture, “…and though I may walk where angels fear to tread, you guide me in all things. I shall take comfort in knowing that I will never—” his words were interrupted as the Inquisitor reached across the table and backhanded him.


  It was a casual blow, without any extreme force behind it… but its message was clear. Even if it was not, however, Inquisitor Ignus calmly added, “Consider your next words carefully, Friar Arlowe… the Church has begun an inquest regarding your impropriety, and—”


  “I shall take comfort in knowing that I will never step wrongly if I follow ever in your path.” the raccoon dog watched calmly as the dragon folded the scroll and headed to the door.


  “You are free to walk about the Church grounds, Friar Arlowe… but do not leave.” and, with that, the Inquisitor exited.


  “Amen.” the monk finished his recitation, and stood, walking casually out of the room.


  It was a beautiful, sunny day and, if not for the inquest the Church had called into the monk’s dealings, he would have considered it perfect. Unfortunately for him, however, the “powers that be” were other than the divine power, which meant that he was forced to answer to the temporal masters of the Church. And when it came to the masters of the church, that meant one thing: Dragons.


  It wasn’t that he despised the Dragons, rather, he held a great dislike for the way they chose to run the divine organization. Their decision to make it into a political power was against the teachings… and against the word of God. He was readily willing to explain where they went wrong… after all, as it was said in the Book of—


  “Friar Arlowe!” the raccoon dog’s musings were interrupted by Brother Rhys, a down-to-earth, if excitable rat. The short, plump priest made his way toward him, a paw up to gather his attention, “I had heard you were—”


  “I had never thought you one to subscribe to the rumor mill, Brother Rhys.” the monk offered a warm smile, holding out a paw to the man.


  The white rat accepted it as they clasped one another’s wrists in greeting, “You’re bleeding.” the priest noted, not smiling back.


  Friar Arlowe raised a paw and blotted the side of his muzzle, drawing his fingers back to take note of a few droplets of blood at the tips, “Hmm… well I suppose I am.” and he casually wiped his fingers off on his robe, “It has been said that those things most worth doing are paid for in sweat and blood and tears.” he offered the rodent another reassuring smile.


  “Friar..” the rat offered with concern, “the Church—” but the monk reached out a hand and placed it on Brother Rhys’ shoulder.


  “The Church will do what it does, Brother.” Friar Arlowe responded, patting him once before withdrawing, “I have no control over the Church… only myself.”


  “Do not continue down this path…” the priest requested, “you mean a lot to many of us here, Friar.”


  “All the more reason why I cannot stop.” the raccoon dog offered with a nod of his head, “There are too many wrongs that cannot be allowed to continue.”


  “You’re speaking against the Church!” the rat objected.


  “No…” the monk countered, slowly turning away, “I am speaking for God.” he let out a sigh, and started walking off down the hall, “it has been a pleasure knowing you, Rhys.” and he left the priest standing alone.


  * * * * * *


  The Church did not move quickly in many things, and an inquest, unless suffering from time constraints, was one of them. In the case of Friar Arlowe, it was apparent that his superiors in the church did not consider him as much of a threat as they were letting on, as he didn’t hear from the Inquisitors at any time during the next two days. When finally he did, it was in the form of a simple note, requesting his presence in the dialogue room that night… which left him several more hours to handle his own affairs; he put the extra time to good use.


  Friar Arlowe often found his way into the Church’s garden, an open area within the building that served as a courtyard of sorts. All around it the hallways cross-crossed beneath wooden eaves, but in the garden itself, the ceiling opened up to provide a clear view of the sky, unsullied by any glimpse of steeple, roof, or tower. In addition to the quiet time for reflection, however, it also happened to be located near the exact center of the Church structure, which meant, at some point, almost everyone passed by.


  “In the mountains may be one thing, but how is it cooked differently on the coast?” came an inquiring question from the left. Friar Arlowe glanced that way, remaining otherwise at ease as he saw two young university students making their way down one of the side halls. The speaker, a raccoon dog like himself, had his full attention on the other young man, a fox/raccoon.


  “It isn’t.” the mixed-breed replied, “They’re herbs… not chemicals.”


  “Come on, Vic; the laws of alchemy apply to more than—” the raccoon-dog objected, but was interrupted.


  “Herbs follow water science more than fire science, Cruff.” the fox-coon countered, punching him in the shoulder.


  “Good afternoon, gentlemen.” Friar Arlowe spoke up, getting their attention immediately. Both cleared their throats, taking a half-step away from one another so as not to appear unseemly; the monk was well aware that they were more than classmates, but he wasn’t about to discuss it… not where others could have heard. “I trust studies are going well?”


  “Yes, sir… really good, sir.” Vic, the mixed-breed responded, “Just… studying with Cruff, here.” he back so that his fellow student would be in the forefront; University students were not often allowed free passage through the Church’s inner halls, but theirs was an exceptional case.


  “You won’t be late for prayer tonight, will you, Cruffington?” the monk inquired of the fellow raccoon dog.


  “No, sir!” Cruff responded emphatically, “Studying is important, but I’m not going to miss prayer for it.”


  “Good man…” the monk nodded with a smile, “Good man.”


  “Lead on.” Vic noted, giving the young raccoon dog a light elbow, “We can relax a bit before studying… you can show me your organ.” Cruff almost tripped over himself at the fox/coon’s choice of words, and quickly shot a glance back toward the monk. Cruff had a great love of music, but they both knew that the mixed-breed wasn’t talking about an instrument.


  Although Cruff had done a relatively decent job of hiding his pragmatic approach to “private past times”, Friar Arlowe had discovered the young raccoon dog’s acceptance of male partners early on in his time at the Church. Cruff knew that Friar was aware of it, and the two had talked at length. “You are accountable for your own life.” the monk had told him, “It is not my place to judge.” and they had left it at that. In response to the glance, Friar Arlowe simply smiled, and went back to contemplating the sky… and Cruff.


  The young disciple was the only other member of the monk’s species to join the Newport congregation of the Church; most of the raccoon dogs in the city were from the lower class and either prayed only during special occasions, or kept their own beliefs of God to themselves; he didn’t fault them for it and, in truth, he respected the dedication of those who could maintain their piety without the never-ending gaze of the Church following them everywhere. He himself had come from that district… but that felt like another life.


  “Father?” the soft-but-insistent voice pulled him out of his musings, “Father Arlowe?” the feminine voice drew his attention to Sister Aurelie, who had apparently joined him in the garden during his meditation. The youngcat was seated nearby, legs folded beneath her as she rested on a hip.


  “Friar, Allie. It’s friar Arlowe.” he corrected her, “Monks are referred to as ‘Friar’ in Lehsunia.”


  “Oh… of course.” thecat acknowledged, the faintest hint of a blush came to her ears, “I sometimes still forget.” the words came freely from her, smoothly laid out with her almost musical eastern accent, and devoid of any embarrassment; ever since the monk had first met her he had always had the impression that Aurelie was eager to learn, and her willingness to accept critique and correction further reinforced that.


  “Are you joining me in meditation?” he inquired with a patient smile.


  “I am here to ask you to reconsider.” she noted plainly, pressing her hands together beneath her muzzle plaintively, “I spoke with the Sisterhood and they are confident that they can petition for you to gain a preacher’s status… it’ll just take a little time and—”


  “No.” he countered, “Thank you, Sister Aurelie, but I cannot accept that charity.”


  “But your words deserve to be heard.” she objected.


  “Perhaps…” the raccoon dog acknowledged, “But that isn’t for you to decide.”


  She nodded, eyes downcast, “I know, Friar… it’s for the church to decide.”


  Friar Arlowe laughed, “No, child… it isn’t!” He glanced to her as she cocked her head to the side, ears up.


  “What do you mean?” thecat asked.


  “That is the entire point, Allie…” he reached out and took one of her paws, “The word of God is not bound to the Church… it should be seeking to spread His word, not keep it for themselves. There should be no sanction on who may or may not spread His love.”


  “But… the Church—” she began, but he cut her off again.


  “The Church came to be because it was God’s will, Allie…” he patted her paw and then let it go, “The day the Church turns to its own will to continue its existence is the day that it has failed in its mission to Him.” the raccoon-dog stood.


  “How can you know when that is the case?” she asked, looking up at him as she remained on the rock where she sat.


  “Know?” he smiled warmly, “You can’t… but sometimes you have to use this—” he pointed to his chest, “and not this.” he motioned to his head, “Otherwise you will never be able to hear Him… for God does not speak to us through our ears.” He slid his paw into his pocket, and pulled out a small collection of beads on a string, and held it out to the young cat, “Here.” She accepted the beaded bracelet in astonishment, and he knew she recognized it, “It’s from a friend.” he added.


  “You…” she paused, switching her gaze from it to him, “You were in the Wild Lands…”


  “I was.” he acknowledged, and headed off toward the hallway bordering the garden.


  “Friar Arlowe?” Sister Aurelie called.


  “Yes, child?” he stopped, but didn’t turn around.


  How do you believe God speak to us?” thecat asked softly; he heard her slide the bracelet into her pocket.


  “The Church has told you that a hundred times, Allie…” he responded neutrally, “Why do you ask me now?”


  She fell silent for a moment, and he had just started another step forward when she finally spoke, “I…” but she let the word hang in the air several seconds before he realized she wasn’t going to continue her response.


  “In that moment before you were going to say something…” he smiled to himself, “I think you may have found your own answer.” and, with that, he left the young catalone to her own musings; he had an important meeting with the Inquisitors.


  Chapter 1c, Steam Punked


  Alarice loved formal wear. While the average city-goer often assumed that all high-class clothing had to be stiff, restrictive, and overly-complicated, she had learned differently. Since spending time brushing elbows with the nobility and financial elite, the woman had received more than ample opportunity to experience a wide variety of clothing styles, trends, and fads. To any among the upper crust she would probably come across as a quaint, backwater imitator of moderate means, and she didn’t mind fostering the impression of a hanger-on… her clients knew her far, far better than that.


  The woman had over a decade of experience in fitting in without completely fitting in and it was a talent she was proud to have developed. The ultimate balance for any woman was finding a way to present herself as one thing while convincing the men around her that it was all for show; any woman who gave herself wholly to any one impression was asking for trouble—prostitute to priestess, women were expected to have many facets for many reasons… and a business woman was no exception.


  Alarice, for example, took great lengths to keep her pale complexion just shy of palid; it was a popular look among the nobility. On the other hand, unlike most of the plump, well-to-do women of Newport, the human’s often-physical job meant that she was lithe, but not quite to the level of the skin-and-bones type that someone might find among the lower-class. No… she was a combination of many things but presented no clear-cut answer for anyone seeking to understand her… and she liked it that way.


  Despite having spent nearly twenty minutes in front of a mirror that morning, Alarice continued to check the sash she wore across her frilled blouse. Having decided to opt for form rather than flattery, the human had broken from her common practice of a court dress and chose instead a blouse and open-bottom britches normally reserved for the few female aides the University kept around to “upkeep the impression of progressive thought”.


  It was all a scholarly sham, of course—as much for the University as for herself. Alarice couldn’t recall the last time she saw more than two or three women working on a University project unless it had something to do with Water studies. Regardless, it provided her with a way to present herself that wouldn’t be questioned… not at one of the UPU’s great unveilings. She smiled to herself, readjusting the sash that worked as a convenient place to hide her pistol; despite the reservations of many of her team, she was excited about the new toy the scholars had to show off.


  “Nngh.” the muted sound of frustration from behind her was anticipated; when it came to public events involving the perfect presentation, her number one man was predictable.


  “Problems, Inny?” she inquired casually, slowing her already relaxed stroll through the crowd. She stepped into a space on the pavement free from onlookers and turned to regard the bat. Inigo had been working with her for over a half dozen years and she liked to think she knew him better than anyone else; not only was it a talent of hers to understand others, but she was one of the few people with whom he seemed to be completely honest.


  The bat pulled at the lacy cravat around his neck, “Stupid thing came loose again.” Inigo was dressed in a plain pair of slacks secured around his waist by a fine leather belt. Rather than the usual long-sleeve tunics she found suitable for him, she had relented in allowing him to wear a light, breathable shirt topped with a fine silk vest closed by a rose gold chain. It was, of course, finished off in suitable flare with the lacy cravat. As usual, he despised anything around his neck.


  “Stop playing with it.” she announced, moving closer to him to bat his black-furred paws away from the cloth; despite Inigo’s capacity for a light touch he truly was inept when it came to clothes… one of the many reasons she loved tormenting him with high society fashion. She smiled away her innocent sadistic streak and deftly reset her body guard’s dapper appearance, “Now are you going to behave?” she asked with a compulsory smile, touching the small red splotch of fur on his chin.


  “Yeah…” he spoke, then lowered his voice and added under his breath, “But I might play with it later…” he winked suggestively, “…if you want me to.”


  “We’ll see.” she mused, moving her finger up to his nose to ease his glasses into a better position atop the bridge of his snout, and she pushed him back a step away from her. Alarice grinned at the way he moved and composed himself to hide the subtle clues his body presented suggesting that he was looking forward to an answer. With that, she returned to moving through the crowd, eyes scanning for her contact, the bat in hot pursuit.


  Alarice had no compunctions about bringing Inigo with her; out of the three members of her inner-circle he was one of the best when it came to presenting himself in a way she deemed appropriate… as long as he kept his low-brow interaction with the nobles to a minimum. Faula, her lupine lieutenant was an excellent warrior and always acted appropriately… but she was far too one dimensional—she couldn’t support the human’s show of depth.


  Geoffrey was probably the best shot out of her team and he was observant in ways that sometimes left her wondering if he practiced some kind of witchcraft, but he wasn’t able to present himself in a social manner with any real amount of grace. No… for this task it was Inigo; he was perfect. She sighed when she heard the sound of the bat’s paw give a well-dressed woman’s rump a firm slap—almost perfect, she corrected herself. “Behave.” she stated flatly, “You don’t want her husband getting jealous.”


  “No problem.” Inigo confirmed, then followed up with another swat to the butt of the man next to her. Alarice frowned and grabbed hold of the bat’s ear. She spouted a quick apology to the couple, who stared after them, very confused.


  It took nearly another twenty minutes of wandering until Alarice and her body guard were in a position where they could get a clear view of the scaffolding that blocked the growing crowd’s view of the University’s newest accomplishment. She began scanning around for familiar faces or, more appropriately, her contact. She saw Inigo doing the same out of the corner of her eye, and wasn’t surprised when he spoke up, “Wow… lots of mixed-breeds around here.” the bat pointed out casually.


  “The University is one of the few places that doesn’t usually look down on them.” she responded, pulling out a small set of metal binoculars from her bodice. With all the practiced, refined grace of a noblewoman at the opera, she raised them to her eyes and glanced around at the numerous technicians and scholars milling about at the scaffold; Alarice counted no less than a dozen men who were obviously of mixed heritage.


  She focused in on one of the subtler half-breeds, a husky that had some obvious hints of a shepherd in his lineage. The man was speaking with a human scholar who appeared to be lounging around staring off into the distance rather than working. “There.” she spoke without bothering to point, “Second story, three posts from the right corner.”


  Inigo went to work immediately, ears perked. “well… can I at least take a look at the cauldron?” the bat spoke the words a second behind Alarice watching the dog’s muzzle move.


  “No.” Inigo parroted the human’s response, not that she needed him to based on the simplified answer, and he continued speaking on the scholar’s behalf, “You’re weren’t assigned to the Albatross.”


  The dog’s ears drooped, dual-colored eyes glancing down at his feet, “I could have! There’s chemical components and they said Fire Scholars would have a place on the project!” Inny spoke for him, despite the objection was almost loud enough for Alarice to hear without his help.


  “Quiet. Now.” the human responded, Inigo doing a very good job of imitating the irritated tone that must have come from him, “After that ‘little accident’ in the west wing you’re lucky they didn’t throw you out. I’ve seen other apprentices black-listed for less.”


  She watched as the husky-shepherd sighed, “Professor Milhoy said the prototype—he was interrupted.” the bat had started repeating the dialogue before noting that a third person joined the conversation.


  “What’s he saying?” Alarice questioned, her eyes going to the newcomer, a human wearing the university colors… most likely a guard. He was a handsome sort, well kept, and, of course, in uniform. She didn’t know why, but she always managed to appreciate a man in uniform… usually because they were chasing her; Alarice liked living dangerously. A smile crept across her face as she mused.


  “Apparently the dog isn’t supposed to be there.” Inigo summarized, “‘Stop bothering the talent.’, he said.” and the bat smirked.


  “You can get the specs after the presentation, Alvis.” the bat added, repeating the human scholar’s words for her benefit.


  “I think I would like a copy as well.” Alarice added casually.


  “We need to get you in place for the presentation, Joshew.” Inigo continued speaking on behalf of the guard. She watched as the two humans linked arms; everything suddenly made sense, and she smiled to herself as she considered the implications of a blind scholar.


  “Eric?” the bat noted, speaking for the schoar.


  “Yeah?” Inigo spoke for the guard as well.


  “We’re being watched.” the bat paused for a moment after relaying the scholar’s words, then glanced toward Alarice, “Do you think—” his words cut short when they both saw the blind man point dangerously accurate in their direction. As one, they each ducked behind cover.


  “Time to relocate.” she announced.


  “Roof?” the bat inquired, obviously of the same mindset. He motioned with his head toward a large metal trash bin and a fire escape ladder.


  “Roof.” she agreed.


  It took almost ten minutes for them to relocate but, once they had, Alarice pulled out her binoculars once more. This time, both she and the bat opted for a slightly more inconspicuous pose, and both remained under cover as she scanned the crowd. “They didn’t pursue.” Inigo stated, “Second story, far left.” he added.


  Alarice scanned to where the bat had indicated, and saw the blind scholar and the guard talking; the husky-shepherd had rejoined them. “Well, that’s certainly of benefit to us.” she acknowledged, “Back on task, Inny… we need to—” but she paused as the guard turned to regard a newcomer to the scaffold: a rather large wolf.


  The wolf, or, more accurately, another mixed breed… most likely a wolf-dog, stalked his way up the ramp and onto the second level of the scaffold, “Joshew.” Inigo spoke for him, then added his own thoughts “Wow… that sounded friendly.”


  “Roland Silverfang.” the bat responded for the human scholar, “Wow… I didn’t know humans could growl.”


  “Less commentary, more speaking.” Alarice noted flatly, realizing she was missing pieces of the conversation.


  “—just keep running into you, don’t I?” Inigo noted on behalf of the wolf.


  “A shame you don’t watch where I’m going, hmm?” Alarice could imagine the dryness with which the scholar must have spoken the words.


  The guard stepped between the two men. Alarice could see that he was talking, but Inigo wasn’t saying anything. She glanced at the bat, who shrugged apologetically, “We’re further away, and he lowered his voice.”


  Sighing, the woman raised her binoculars again and practiced a talent she hadn’t used in awhile. Although she was never an expert at lip reading, Alarice had mastered enough of the basics to get a general understanding of conversations from a distance. She had come to rely on Inigo’s excellent hearing as it was far more accurate than the educated guess her observations usually gave. Regardless, she felt that she had a relatively good grasp of the exchange.


  The best she could gather was that the wolf-dog Roland and the human Joshew were not exactly the best of friends. The guard, Eric, knew this, and was working to maintain the peace. Unfortunately, Eric’s lower tone encouraged the other two men to lower their voices as well, “Damn maintaining of appearances.” Alarice murmured to herself, knowing very well that the University didn’t like having outsiders see scholars argue… and, she mused, she almost thought that it could have come to blows.


  She sighed as both men turned away from her, and she shot a glance toward her body guard. Inigo’s ears were focused intently on the three men, as were his eyes. His entire body was strained to gather any snippet of conversation that he could. Of all of her team he was probably the most willing to do whatever she asked… the most devoted to her cause… the most eager to please her. She smiled… but just for a moment, until the expression slid from her face.


  Her eyes had found their way to one of the many scars that traversed the bat’s body; a small portion of it was just visible beneath the cuff of his shirt where it had pulled back from his wrist. It was an obvious reminder to Alarice that he had sacrificed his wings for her; she had told him that he needed them removed and, without a second’s hesitation, he said okay… and then proceeded to suffer through the two hour process of having them taken off. She wondered for what must have been the thousandth time if—


  “Sabotage?” the bat paused, then glanced her way, “That mutt—Roland… he said that he thinks someone’s trying to sabotage the prototype!”


  Clearing her mind of her prior thoughts, Alarice sat back. It took her only a handful of seconds to confirm her next course of action, “Go get the others.”


  “What about you?” he asked with a hint of concern, slowly sitting back as well.


  A smile spread its way across her face, “First… I’m going to go find out where our contact has gone off to.”


  “And then?” Inigo questioned, ears rotating toward her, concern and doubt clearly etched into his expression.


  “And then the three of you are going to show up and get me out of trouble.” she winked.


  The bat sighed, the signs of displeasure obvious in his expression, but he didn’t object. Alarice hadn’t expected him to, and, as usual, she was glad to see that she was right. Letting out a deep breath, the woman loosened her sash and pulled her pistol free. She was about to do something incredibly stupid but, she reminded herself, in a worst case scenario she’d get to enjoy being chased by that handsome guard.


  Chapter 1a, Flintlocked and Loaded (pt 2)


  The young dragon followed the prong horn scholar for several blocks in silence, carrying Mr. Severna’s rather ample sack of supplies. Kesst spent the time trying to figure out what he was going to say if Tobias asked the wrong sorts of questions but, at the same time, he was trying to understand more about the very proper antelope. In the end, he decided to hazard a fresh question.


  “Mr Sev—” but he was cut off.


  “Tobias.” the prong horn stated, “My name is Tobias—I don’t stand on formality.” It seemed a strange comment coming from the well-dressed scholar walking with one of the kinds of canes usually reserved for nobility or the upper class.


  “Um…” the dragon’s ear sails flickered beneath his cowl in uncertainty, “I’m K—”


  “Kesst… yes,” the antelope stopped and turned to regard him, leaning against his cane casually, “You already said that, lad.”


  “Oh…” the young traveler nodded, “Uh… right. Okay. I was—”


  Tobias stopped leaning and pushed his his walking stick out, giving the dragon a light rap on the side of a thigh, “Fix your posture, Kesst… stop cowering.” The dragon immediately moved his leg and stood a little taller. The cane came up and pushed gently against his chest, “Stand up straight.”


  Kesst did so, but only enough to appease the prong horn—he didn’t want his wings to show through his cloak. “Not much for formality?” the words were out the dragon’s muzzle before he could stop them, and froze, aghast that he had talked back to his ‘benefactor’. He remained stunned when the prong horn responded by laughing.


  “This isn’t for my benefit, Kesst… it’s for yours.” and the scholar motioned back to to the road with his cane, “Come… we should talk, lest you explode from your unasked questions.”


  The prong horn’s demeanor seemed oddly in conflict with his words; he seemed both completely casual and entirely professional at the same time. The first of the dragon’s questions came easily, “Why do you need all of this?” he motioned with his head toward the large sack of goods he toted around for the antelope.


  “I need it for my studies.” Tobias responded. Kesst opened his maw to ask a follow up question, but the prong horn beat him to it, “It is both rude and presumptuous to ask a university scholar about his work…” the prong horn glanced at him out of the corner of his eye, “…unless you plan to fund it.”


  The dragon felt a flush of embarrassment flow through him, followed by a twinge of indignation; the scholar knew that he had money—was he only being friendly to get his hands on it? No, Kesst realized, there were many easier ways to separate him from his coin, and Tobias had already had the pouch in his grasp and hadn’t made any move to take anything. The dragon let out a deep breath to steady himself. “Are you alright, lad?” the scholar asked.


  “Fine.” he nodded with a half-shrug, “Just… thinking.”


  “It was an attempt at humor, Kesst.” Tobias stated, “In bad taste, apparently. I apologize.”


  “Okay—I mean—no, I wasn’t—I mean…” Kesst fidgeted; between the traveling monk that saw him safely into town and the university scholar who had inconveniently stumbled upon him being mugged, the dragon hadn’t spent so much time talking in a long time, “ugh.” he breathed out in exasperation.


  “Come, Kesst… there’s plenty of time to work on your interpersonal skills.” the prong horn motioned down a side street, “But, for now I am in need of fish.”


  Thankful for the reprieve from his own tongue-tied awkwardness, Kesst nodded, and followed after Tobias. He took in a deep breath of the afternoon air, finally able to smell the strong salty scent of a sea breeze. Mesmerized by the aroma and the cool wind, he calmed quickly, and his next question came out much more casually, “Why fish? Doesn’t it spoil quickly?


  “Not if you treat it.” the scholar countered, “I would like to get several bundles of various fish… some for pickling, some for smoking, some for salting… and perhaps a few tins.” he spoke the catalog more in a musing tone than a linear list.


  “You must like fish.” Kesst noted.


  Tobias chuckled, “No more than the next man, but it is actually not for me. Fish is well received by the people of the Tribe Lands, and the importance of having enough items to gift and barter cannot be underestimated.”


  “You work in the Tribe Lands?” the young dragon asked, suddenly understanding more about why the antelope seemed casually formal… or formally casual—he hadn’t decided which yet.


  “Let us simply say my studies are both diverse and varied.” the prong horn replied, surprising Kesst by resting a hand on his shoulder; the dragon went stiff immediately at the personal contact, fearful that the scholar may have felt his wing.


  Tobias immediately removed his hand, “I—” but whatever the antelope was about to say was quickly silenced by the sound of angry shouts coming from the street ahead. “Now what’s all this?” the scholar inquired, increasing his pace to move to where a crowd was gathering.


  Kesst slowed; it seemed unlikely that Tobias had registered his wing beneath the cloak or else his reaction would have been far more pronounced… but did the dragon want to take that chance, or would escaping while the antelope was distracted be smarter? He realized that the streets Newport was dangerous in their own right, and at least the scholar was someone who knew how to navigate them. Letting out a breath, Kesst ran to catch up, though quickly lost sight of the antelope.


  The crowd, as it turned out, was a combination of sailors, dock workers, warehouse staff, and passers-by who had gathered to watch an escalating confrontation between two sets of men. Kesst remained near the back of the crowd, craning his head just enough to see that the gathered men, almost forty in total, met in the middle of the docks; the focal point of the meeting were two men staring one another down.


  The taller of the two men, an albatross or a gull of some kind, was dressed in a red and blue uniform, and was backed by a number of other similarly dressed sailors. The other man, a short, slightly portly, fez-wearing pelican was dressed in purplish-pink finery… a robe of some sort with patterns of silver thread sewn into it. Behind him were a collection of other robe-wearers, many of which also adorned with fine-looking hats. The argument between the two birds was escalating.


  “Hey.” the tone was both distinctive and attention-grabbing, but not hostile; he had heard the voice earlier in the day. Turning quickly, Kesst looked just in time to see the stalwart human sailor that had pulled him free from the trampling crowd on the boardwalk. Kesst recognized the man… Nicholas. “Well aren’t you a storm crow?” the man mused.


  “No…” Kesst paused, “I’m a dragon.”


  “It’s an expression.” the sailor laughed, but did so quickly, and grabbed hold of the dragon’s wrist, “It means you bring trouble wherever you go…” and he began pulling him away from the crowd and toward a side street, “Time to move… things are liable to get nasty.” He nudged the dragon onward.


  “But—I’m with… someone.” Kesst objected.


  “I know… the scholar.” Nicholas confirmed. The dragon looked in the direction they were going and saw Tobias Severna standing in an alley, waiving them over.


  “I found your kid.” the human sailor noted, “…second time today, in fact.” he glanced toward Kest with a good-humored smirk, “Following me, are you, boy?”


  “uh… no.” the dragon shook his head.


  “Be calm, Kesst.” Tobias commented, “Sailors spend enough time on the docks that you’re bound to run into them enough times… and dragons aren’t exactly a common feature on the boardwalk.” the prong horn shot the sailor a glance, “I assume your intentions are innocent, Mister…?”


  “Poole.” the sailor replied flatly, spitting on the side of the building next to him, “And this is my part of town, so I should be asking you the same thing.” the human crossed his arms gruffly and Kesst could tell right away that his good nature apparently didn’t extend to the antelope, “What’s a university drone doing down at the docks? Don’t you have lackeys to run your errands for you?” the human glanced in Kesst’s direction, and the dragon suddenly remembered he was still carrying Tobias’ purchases.


  “I can’t see how I choose to spend my time with my associate is any of your business, Mr. Poole.” the prong horn replied curtly.


  “Associate?” Kesst heard his voice drowned out by the sailor speaking the same thing. The dragon and human exchanged glances. Kesst continued speaking, “Why don’t you like the university?” he asked Nicholas.


  “Most of them are crackpot meddlers and a menace.” the sailor’s eyes returned to the prong horn, “They’re usually so busy experimenting on things and trying out new doo-dads that they’re a danger to anyone that shares their space.”


  “I assure you, Mr. Poole, that I neither a meddler nor a menace. I have no interest of any kind in doo-dads, what-cha-ma-gigs, or even thing-a-ma-bobs.” the antelope offered calmly, “Though I must admit, I may be a bit of a crackpot but, then again, one would have to be if one were to join the University.” Tobias smiled disarmingly and, to Kesst’s surprise, it actually worked; the sailor seemed placated.


  A loud shout, followed by the sound of a boom put an end to their discussion however and the antelope ducked, pulling Kesst down with him. “What in the—?!” the dragon gasped.


  “Bloody perfect.” Nicholas murmured. The dragon thought it strange that the curse seemed more suited for a noble than a sailor, but he didn’t have time to dwell on it.


  “What’s going on?” Kesst asked.


  “Remember how I said things were about to get nasty?” the human reminded him, “Well… that was ‘nasty’ showing up.” Nicholas pulled out a small wooden rod with a hook on the end, “You’ll want to move on—with Wyranese and Ilysean sailors on the same walkway the docks are more dangerous than usual.” Moments later, someone amidst the press of uniformed and robed bodies drew a sword. Another boom sounded, and Kesst ducked back down when a window nearby shattered.


  “Blasted Wyranese…” Nicholas spat, “Trust the navy to bring flintlocks to an honest brawl…” the sailor straightened up, “You two, get moving… I have to go help even up the numbers.” and the human took a step toward the growing chaos of the massive melee until Tobias reached out and grabbed the sailor by the tunic.


  “Mr. Poole… I would advise against that.” the scholar suggested, motioning with his head to the side where a large line of Newport City Guard were rapidly approaching. “We both know how the guard deal with sailors.”


  “I’m not worried about a few guards.” the human responded, “Those Wyranese bullies have a little gaff coming.” he gave the hooked bar a shake.


  “They have swords and pistols.” Kesst offered, and made a calculated call with his next words, “Oi—watch yer gaff.”


  Nicholas froze at the words, as did Tobias. The antelope covered the end of his muzzle and convulsed with a few polite chuckles, while the human burst out into a full fledged knee-slapping laugh, finishing it up with a hearty hock-ptooi of a mouthful of phlegm. “You are one weird dragon, kid…” he glanced back at the combat on the pier and sighed, “But you’re right…” and he stowed the pole.


  “Indeed.” Tobias confirmed, wincing as another gunshot rang out across the dock, followed immediately thereafter by a scream of pain, “We really should be moving on.”


  “This way.” Nicholas indicated, taking the lead as he moved around the periphery of the gathered crowd. Kesst found it amazing that so many people were staying to watch the goings on despite the obvious danger involved. He was so focused on the flow of the gathering to his right that he completely missed the guards that approached them from the front.


  “Hold.” the guard at the front of the column spoke, reaching out an arm to block their passage; Kesst ran into Nicholas from behind. The dragon felt his heartbeat increase and he fought to keep his breathing as casual as possible—he was failing.


  “What seems to be the problem, officer?” Tobias inquired calmly.


  The guard, a tall, lanky boxer glanced to each of them in turn. Kesst quickly avoided meeting his gaze; it was the wrong thing to do. “You there… dragon…”


  “Yes, sir?” Kesst inquired, keeping his head down.


  “Come here.” the dog ordered.


  “My assistant, Officer.” the prong horn announced, “I am with the University of Pro—”


  “I know where you’re from.” the guard stated, “and I’m talking to your ‘assistant’, not you.” his words were calm and neutral, but spoken in a tone that suggested arguments would not be well received.


  Kesst took a few steps forward and looked up toward the dog’s face, but didn’t meet his gaze. He was glad that his cloak helped hide his trembling; he had never much cared for guards men… most of them were little more than church pawns.


  “What do you have in the bag?” the boxer questioned.


  “A variety of goods,” Tobias spoke up, “all necessary for my—”


  “I’m talking to your assistant.” the dog stated aside to the prong horn, “For a learned man you are slow to catch on.”


  “My apologies.” the antelope responded and took a step back, resting a hand on Kesst’s shoulder for comfort; for the dragon, it did the exact opposite, but he attempted to keep his cool nevertheless.


  “What’s in the bag?’ the guard repeated his earlier question.


  “Everything Mr. Severna purchased today.” Kesst responded, “I’m his assistant.”


  The dog glanced between the dragon and the prong horn, “So I’ve heard.” and his eyes returned to Kesst, staring him down.


  “Sir—” one of the other guards spoke up, “The docks…”


  The boxer’s eyes lingered for a moment longer before migrating to the other guard, “Right… men… move.” and the group of armed men moved past them; Kesst held his breath until their road was clear.


  “You in trouble, kid?” Nicholas asked in a quiet tone as the party continued onward away from the growing fight behind them.


  “What? I… uh… no.” the dragon fidgeted, “I haven’t done anything wrong.” he added quickly, pausing as the sailor kept looking at him, “What?”


  “Nobody is that worried about guards unless they’re in trouble.” the sailor responded, then interrupted Kesst’s next excuse, “Relax… everybody has something to hide and it’s not my place to dig up old bones… first thing you learn on a ship is that whoever someone was before setting foot on board the deck doesn’t matter as long as they’re able to watch your back.” the human glanced his way, “Fair?” he extended a hand to the young dragon.


  Kesst looked at the humans’ offered hand and accepted it, “Yeah… sure… I guess.”


  Chapter 1b, Martyrdumb (pt 2)


  The next meeting was far different than the prior ones, but Friar Arlowe was not surprised. He had entered the room and the door closed behind him as he took in the sight of three large Inquisitors. Two of the men were dragons, Inquisitor Ignus being one of them. The other dragon was nearly as wide as he was tall—the monk didn’t recognize the man. The third Inquisitor was a wolverine. Friar Arlowe had just opened his muzzle to inquire about the oddity of a non-dragon as an Inquisitor when the first blow struck him.


  He found out, it seemed, that the Inquisitors were done with asking questions. The raccoon dog didn’t know how long he was beaten but, throughout it all, Inquisitor Ignus spent the session recanting the monk’s transgressions while the other two Inquisitors took turns striking him, alternating between using open hands and rods of bundled reeds. He registered each blow that struck: it was not a casual assault… they were ‘cleansing’ him.


  After some unknown amount of time the two Inquisitors had paused while they regained their stamina, leaving Friar Arlowe in his defensive fetal position upon the cold floor of the interrogation room. The usual table and chairs were absent, leaving much more room for freedom of movement on the part of his assailants. Although the monk had heard of Inquisitors undertaking such measures, the raccoon dog had foolishly hoped that it was nothing more than rumors… but he had discovered the truth.


  “Was it an imbalance of humors, Friar?” Inquisitor Ignus asked, voice still calm and collected, being the only individual in the room neither exhausted from beating or by being beaten, “What drove you to speak against the Church? Were you in the grip of the Dark One? Was your mind addled by the heat of the day?” The dragon’s words were no longer accusatory, nor was he speaking the rhetoric or chant of a cleansing. They were simple questions.


  “All this…?” the words croaked out of the raccoon dog’s throat, hoarse from his cries of pain, “… for speaking God’s word?”


  Inquisitor Ignus held out a talon, and the wolverine quickly placed a large black book into it. The dragon opened the book to a page marked by a red strip of silk. “God loves all his children and blesseth them in different ways, that we may form a more perfect whole. With the sky to the winged, the sea to the finned, and the earth to those with hoof and foot, let Man rule over all for he is the sole heir to all God has to offer.” he closed the book with a hearty *thump* and handed it back to the wolverine, “You are familiar with this passage, Friar Arlowe?”


  “Yes…” the raccoon dog nodded vigorously against the floor, recognizing it despite the pain he felt all over, “The Book of Caerly… Chapter Two… verse—”


  “I had thought you might.” Inquisitor Ignus confirmed, cutting off the full recitation of the reference, “It speaks of creation as a perfect whole, with every being given a place in His vision of the world.”


  “God loves all his children—” the monk rasped, but he was interrupted when the second dragon Inquisitor kicked him in the ribs.


  “He knows what it says.” the dragon growled.


  “Peace, Inquisitor Efran.” Inquisitor Ignus noted, and then knelt down beside Friar Arlowe, “This passage is recited to confirm the place we all have in the world, Monk. It is used to show the faithful that they were given their lot in life because it is in God’s plan. By living their lives loyally to that position they earn His love…” the dragon slid a finger beneath the raccoon dog’s muzzle and lifted it up to face him, “Did you know that?”


  “Why?” the injured monk wheezed.


  “Why?” the Inquisitor raised an eye ridge, his two ear sails likewise perking, “Why what, Friar Arlowe?”


  “Why should someone have to earn God’s…” he wheezed, coughing up some bloody spittle, “… God’s love… when he already loves all His children?”


  Inquisitor Ignus let go of the raccoon dog’s muzzle, allowing it fall back to the stone floor. “There is an organization that prides itself on understanding ‘why’, Friar Arlowe.” He stood, taking several steps back, “It is the University of Progressive Understanding… and it is quickly unraveling the fabric of society with its heretical theories and unfounded claims.” the dragon’s voice hinged on a growl. He turned, and nodded to the other Inquisitors.


  Talking was once again no longer on the docket for the meeting… and the beatings continued until consciousness escaped the battered monk.


  * * * * * *


  Pain greeted Friar Arlowe as his mind slowly slipped past the anesthesia of unconsciousness. It was a gradual thing… the pain increasing as he took stock of his injuries. He slowly tested each of his extremities, identifying problem areas as he sought to find out just how harmed he was. It took him several minutes to realize that there was someone present with him; his head was cradled in a perfumed lap and gentle paws caressed a warm cloth through the fur of his face. He smelled blood mixed with the herbal infusion on the cloth.


  “Shhh…” the soft voice spoke.


  “Sister Aurelie.” the raccoon dog murmured, winching when he felt one of his loose teeth tear against his gums.


  “The Inquisitors said that you underwent castigation.” the young cat’s voice vibrated faintly with overwhelmed emotion, “They… said I could tend to you…”


  “You are too kind, Allie.” he spoke, his throat raw from his ordeal, “…far too kind.”


  “Is what they say true, Friar?” her voice cracked as the question came out.


  “That would…” he paused, swallowing—the sensation felt like someone was pouring sand down his throat, “…depend on what they say.”


  The room was dark, but Friar Arlowe could see well enough to tell that Sister Aurelie was holding up a bowl of water for him, and the raccoon dog put his muzzle to it, and drank deeply and greedily as the cat slowly tilted it back for him. He coughed on the last few drops; she set the bowl down and wiped the fur around his mouth. “They say you’re a heretic.” she finally breathed, the words coming out constricted, and with difficulty.


  He let out a breath, laying his head back down on her thigh, exhausted merely by drinking. “What do you think, Allie?” he asked at length.


  “The Inquisitors are going to call for you again when you’re better.” the cat side-stepped the question.


  “I had expected as much.” the raccoon dog attempted to hide his fear with a casual tone, “I cannot say I’m looking forward to it.”


  “They want you to stop preaching and to renounce your words against the church.” the young cat stated.


  “That would be a hard thing to do, child… I never spoke against the church.” Friar Arlowe explained.


  “But…” Sister Aurelie paused, putting down the bloody cloth, “Why would they—”


  “Inquisitor Ignus has taken an interest in you…” Friar Arlowe interrupted her, realizing that their time was short when he heard the sound of a key turning in a lock somewhere down the hallway.


  “I…” she seemed taken aback by his comment, “I had not noticed, Friar… I am a Sister Divine of the Holy H—”


  He reached up and took hold of one of the cat’s paws, “From Sister to Mother, child… there are no laws in this world or the next that say what Inquisitor Ignus will want from you is not allowed… and he has enough power to get what he will one day no longer be able to resist.”


  Despite the dim light, the raccoon dog could see the cat’s ears flush red in embarrassment, “Friar… please!”


  He did not release his hold on her wrist, “Allie… promise me… if he asks for you… run. Gather your things, and leave this place.”


  “I don’t understand…” he felt the cat shivering through his grip, but she didn’t try to pull away. “…why?” she murmured.


  The word brought a smile to the raccoon dog’s muzzle despite the feel of his loose tooth popping free. “He will not be pleased with you, child… no matter how much he demands it there is something you cannot provide him… and, in the end, that will put you in very real danger.” he let go of her wrist, fingers tugging gently at the bracelet he had given her, which she wore, “I am not the only one to realize it.”


  “Aodhan…” she murmured softly.


  “You do not have to live in a church to see things clearly, child.” Friar Arlowe spoke, wincing at the loud, unpleasant sound of metal-against-metal as someone beyond his room turned a key in the door’s heavy-duty lock.


  “What do—” the cat began, but she was interrupted.


  “Sister…” Friar Arlowe recognized the speaker, “It is time for you to leave.”


  “Please, Friar… please think about repenting…” Sister Aurelie asked piteously.


  “Be well, child.” the raccoon dog murmured, laying his head back down on the stone floor, waiting patiently for the young cat to leave before he spoke again, “Hello, Brother Rhys.” he greeted the newcomer, “I am surprised they have you manning the dungeon.”


  “I asked to be assigned here, Friar.” the rat spoke quietly.


  Friar Arlowe chuckled, but stilled the response when his ribs cried out objection to the treatment, pain lancing through his abdomen, “Mngh…” the raccoon dog acknowledged, “I am surprised… I would have figured you would prefer to avoid such an unpleasant duty as catering to the lost souls in the church’s catacombs.”


  “All jobs are blessed and no task is too small.” Brother Rhys responded, “But my reasoning is far more complicated than duty to the church…” he knelt down next to the raccoon dog, and pressed his paw into the monk’s, leaving a key before drawing back, “… God would not guide my heart wrong, Friar… I cannot let them do this to you.”


  “Is not the church’s will God’s own?” Friar Arlowe slowly sat up, groaning as he did so, “The Inquisitors—”


  “Are not God.” the rat replied, “Nor is the Church.” a smile spread its way slowly across the rat’s usually reserved muzzle, “Your speeches in the streets were heard by more than just commoners, Friar.”


  “Thank you, Brother.” the raccoon dog bowed his head, “But I cannot accept the key. I will not risk putting you in danger… I cannot repay your kindness by condemning you.”


  The rat looked down at the key as Friar Arlowe held it out. Brother Rhys shook his head, “No… they are going to kill you, Friar… you can’t stay here.”


  The raccoon dog smiled, closing his eyes as he leaned back against the wall, “I am afraid you are wrong, Brother… despite how much you suggest otherwise, I cannot leave.” and he gave the key a half-hearted toss in the rat’s direction.


  “Please reconsider.” Brother Rhys requested; the Friar heard him kneel down and recover the key, “You mean far too much to too many people for us to lose you.”


  “So long as I maintain my faith and you maintain yours, no matter what happens, you will not lose me.” the raccoon dog answered.


  The rat remained quiet for several seconds, but it was also apparent that he wasn’t leaving. Brother Rhys didn’t speak up until Friar Arlowe opened his eyes again, “Are you going to tell Cruffington?” the priest asked.


  The monk shook his head, “No.” he answered at length, “I think it’s best that I not.” and closed his eyes once more. Without another word Brother Rhys turned and left, locking the door behind himself.


  * * * * * *


  Friar Arlowe wasn’t sure how long he had been asleep, but it did nothing to revitalize him nor dull the pain. His awakening was a noisy affair, “ARLOWE!” the shout was punctuated by several repeat impacts against the heavy wooden door to the monk’s cell. He recognized the voice.


  “Hello, Cruffington.” Friar Arlowe greeted his visitor.


  “Is it true?” the young raccoon dog grabbed the metal bars in the door’s window, peering in at him with muted rage.


  “I am afraid you will have to be more specific, Cruffington.” the monk knew exactly what the accusation was; apparently Brother Rhys had taken it upon himself to inform the young acolyte in his stead.


  “Mom told me that you went off to Graddin after you… left us.” Cruff’s voice was suddenly very calm.


  “I did.” the monk spoke, “I was called.”


  “So you left your wife and child behind?” Cruff’s voice was still neutral.


  “He’s… your dad?’ Friar Arlowe heard another voice from the other side of the door.


  “Hello again, Mr. Ventor.” the monk greeted the out-of-view raccoon-fox.


  “How come you never told him?” Vic questioned.


  “The ‘right time’ never came.” the monk lied. Truthfully, he could never bring himself to go through that confrontation… though it seemed beside the point just then, as the confrontation found its way to him.


  “I thought Monks were chaste.” the mixed-breed added.


  “After we take our oaths, yes.” Friar Arlowe sat up, wincing at his injuries. He gazed at the pair of eyes staring at him from the other side of the bars, “Cruffington… it was never my intention to hurt you or your mother.”


  “I know.” Cruff nodded, “I used to be angry… but I understand now, I just—”


  “I was called.” the monk spoke quietly.


  “So you heard God and had to answer?” Vic’s voice spoke up, angry, “That’s a pretty bitchy reason to abandon your—”


  “The church took me from them!” Friar Arlowe growled, then immediately took stock of his situation and forced himself to calm down; it wasn’t the time or place to have such a discussion.


  “What do you mean ‘took you’?” Cruff asked, staring in at him.


  “A… figure of speech.” the older raccoon dog quickly backpedaled, “I had to answer a higher calling… it was…” he swallowed the bitter taste in his mouth, “…best for everyone.”


  “This doesn’t seem like it’s best for everyone.” Vic interjected.


  “Cruffington…” Friar Arlowe let out a sigh, “I know I can’t expect you to understand, but—”


  “No, Father… I understand.” Cruff’s paws left the bars, and his face disappeared from the window. The monk didn’t bother correcting the acolyte’s use of ‘father’—it was most inconveniently appropriate. He listened to the sound of footsteps walking away from his cell… walking away from him… most likely for good.


  Chapter 1c, Steam-Punked (pt 2)


  Although Inigo’s hesitation in believing the rumor was perfectly reasonable, Alarice couldn’t have expected the bat to understand because he wasn’t “in the know”. She didn’t know how long she had until the (alleged) sabotage yielded results but she sent the bat away to get the rest of her team—if she was right then she’d need all of them in short order.


  The audience was getting thicker, which was a mixed blessing for the woman; she was able to blend easier with the press of the crowd but it also meant that maneuvering through the tidal flow of bodies was that much more difficult. She glanced around as she went, keeping an eye on where the guards were, where the podium was, and, most importantly, the place where the scholars from the scaffolding were gathering.


  Before arriving at the throng of UPU scholars, however, she ran into the shepherd/husky mix that, according to Inigo, had wanted to join in on the project team but had been turned down. The mutt looked her way twice as she approached before he realized that she was headed his way, “Hi.” he noted, “This area is off limits for spectators.” the dog’s smooth voice was welcoming despite his dismissal; based on the discussion she had overheard via her bat, she had imagined that kind of voice for him.


  The woman quickly recalled his name, “You’re Alvis, right?”


  The apprentice’s ears went up immediately, his mismatched blue and hazel eyes focused, “Yes…” and one ear fell backwards, “I don’t know you… do I?”


  She smiled her patented charming smile… the one that had won her entry into many a private party, “Actually, no.” she admitted, then pulled out the big guns as she thought about the conversation Inigo had overheard, “But Professor Milhoy sent me to find you.”


  The mutt’s tail betrayed his excitement as it began to wag furiously. He practically hopped from foot to foot as he came right up to Alarice, reminding her for all intents and purposes of a four legged family pet, “He did? What did he say? Did he say I was going to get to join in on the cabin crew? Do I get to help mix the fuel?”


  Alarice let the dog give her all the information she needed with his rambling before she replied, “He didn’t tell me exactly… all confidential you know…” and she quickly picked out the most convincing option he had handed her, “but I think he did say it had something to do with fuel, yes.” she smiled sweetly, “I’ll take over here for you and—” she didn’t have a chance to finish as he raced by her… then slowed after several steps before turning back around.


  “Uh…” he began, both ears falling in embarrassment, “Where was—”


  “Across the way…” she replied, “He’ll meet you down the street at Ernesto’s.” it was the most acceptable place she could think of on short notice. A reasonable meeting place since it was relatively safe and would hopefully be out of the danger zone of the presentation.


  “But…” Alvis paused, “Why would he be over there?”


  “You know how the Professor is about crowds.” Alarice responded with a shrug, “And it’s really not that far away, after all.” It was all the convincing the mutt required, and he took off like a shot. “Well…” she murmured to herself, “One down…” and she looked back to the raised section of decking that was reserved for the scholars from the University; there were a lot of them. Considering how long it took to deal with an apprentice she was losing hope that she’d be able to get many of them to safety.


  “Well… maybe you’d like to explain to me how some methane hydrate got into a vat of copper sulfate I was working with… hmm?” the accusatory tone was highly distinctive, and caught Alarice’s attention. Turning to the side, just out of view of the general audience, she caught sight of the human scholar poking a fellow university student in the chest… it was the wolf-dog from earlier that had warned them about the sabotage. She drew closer to the argument, wondering where the silver-furred scholar got his information.


  “I already told you, ‘Shew, I had nothing to do with—”


  The human interrupted him, “You know I don’t want you calling me that.”


  “Whatever.” the husky/wolf rolled his piercing blue eyes, “I’m just saying—” he paused when he caught sight of Alarice, “Can we help you?”


  She realized she would have to use a little more tact with the two men than she had used on the apprentice, “Um… I’m not sure.” she offered a hesitant, slightly demure smile. The wolf-dog seemed like the trusting type; all she had to do was—


  The human spoke up immediately, “She was spying on us earlier, Roland…” and then turned to her, “Why were you spying on us?” his tinted spectacles glared accusingly.


  “Pardon?” Alarice asked, taking a step back.


  “Damn, Joshew… don’t be—”


  “She was spying on us.” the human interrupted his furred peer.


  “She wasn’t spying.” Roland countered with a scowl.


  “I wasn’t spying…” Alarice objected, “I was coming over to ask—”


  “Not just now.” Joshew waved her objection away, “Earlier… you and another man… probably a bat seeing as he was repeating everything we were saying.” She opened her mouth to object, but he continued, “Don’t argue… I recognize your voice, so please stop wasting my time and either explain yourself or let me call the guard.”


  The woman cursed her luck; the blind man was apparently did have some keen senses. “Alright.” Alarice sighed, “The truth?”


  Roland scowled, “Should I get Eric? I’ll go get Eric.”


  “Nah.” the human scholar held out an arm to block the wolf-dog, “I want to hear this.” and Joshew leaned back against the guard rail, a smug grin on his face.


  Alarice laid her cards out on the table, “The project is sabotaged.” She watched as the reveal wiped the smirk right off of his lips.


  “I knew it…” Roland murmured, and looked to his fellow scholar, “I told you, ‘Shew… when I heard—”


  “Bullshit.” Joshew cursed flatly, “I don’t have to be able to see to know that you’re trying to pull one over on us, lady… You overheard Roland blabbering about that earlier and now—”


  She spoke right over him, “I was hired because Professor Milhoy was worried that—”


  And he returned the favor by speaking right over her with no amount of disdain, “Another name you probably overheard.”


  Alarice reached up and with one hand and massaged the bridge of her nose; why were scholars always too smart for their own good? “You’re not going to believe anything I say… are you?” she asked him flatly.


  “Honestly? …probably not.” the human scholar responded.


  “Why do you think there’s going to be sabotage?” the wolf-dog asked, his fur slightly raised as he glared at her critically.


  “I was hired by…” she paused, glancing to Joshew before looking back to Roland, “…someone… to make sure that the sabotage didn’t take place.”


  “Who hired you?” Joshew asked, the incredulity in his voice dripping with sarcasm.


  “Does it matter?” she countered, and looked back to Roland, “You obviously heard it somewhere too, so you have to at least be thinking I might deserve the benefit of the doubt.”


  “And if we did believe you?” Roland asked.


  “You mean if you believed her.” Joshew scoffed.


  “Then you need to leave… now.” Alarice responded, her heart beat picking up as she realized that she was running out of time.


  “You were hired to evacuate the University staff?” Joshew interjected, “Then why start with scholars instead of going straight for the professors?”


  “I wasn’t hired to evacuate anyone.” she snapped at the human scholar, “I was hiered…” she paused, and lowered her voice, “…to stop it.”


  “How does having us leave stop the sabotage?” Roland asked, putting his paws on his hips, “If you’re thinking I have anything to do with—”


  “I failed.” she spat.


  “What?” the wolf-dog took a step back, and even the human scholar raised an eyebrow.


  “I can’t find my contact…” she grumbled, “he said if he wasn’t here then things were worse than he thought…” she let out a breath, hating to admit defeat… she didn’t like losing. “…and that means that this thing is likely going to fall apart.”


  Joshew finally changed his tone, “If someone sabotaged the Albatross then the easiest way to do that wouldn’t be by making it fall apart…” Alarice glanced to the human scholar, who had gone pale, “…it would be priming the fuel delivery system… it would explode.”


  “So… you believe her?” Roland asked.


  “I’m not saying I do…” Joshew adjusted his glasses, “but there’s definitely something going on here.” he looked straight at Alarice, “Who is your contact?”


  “Can we talk about this a little further away?” the woman asked, exasperated, and quickly running out of patience, “Just around the corner… a little restaurant… Ernesto’s.” she tapped her fingers on the railing, “If I’m lying you can have me arrested for… well… for whatever, I guess… for being a disruption to official University business or something.” she glanced around the gathering area, looking for the fastest way out of the crowded square.


  “What do you think?” Roland asked Joshew; in any other circumstance Alarice would have smiled at how quickly the two had made-up once they were forced with a unifying dilemma… but she didn’t have the time to smile.


  “Alright…” Joshew relented, “But I’m getting Eric… he’s coming with us.”


  “The guard… right.” Alarice nodded, “He’s kinda cute.” Both of the scholars shot he a look and she shrugged, “Well… we’re being honest now, right? He is.”


  It took far longer for them to find the man than she would have liked but, thankfully, they convinced him to follow without much effort—he was under the impression that they were following her to a restaurant and that she wasn’t completely trustworthy. “Let’s just be quick… the unveiling in thirty minutes.” Eric reminded the two scholars.


  About twenty feet from the stage Roland came to a stop, “What about the others?” he asked, glancing back up at the stage.


  “If any of the Professors were to leave the podium people would think something’s up.” Joshew answered, “If this is all a hoax then we’ll be causing panic for nothing.”


  “If what’s a hoax, Joshew?” Eric asked.


  “Nothing.” the scholar replied.


  “But what if it’s serious?” Roland asked, continuing on after the rest of them, “I mean… shouldn’t we do something?”


  “If whoever’s responsible is here then they’ll know something’s up if a lot of you leave the stage.” Alarice countered, “May as well save your hide since you have a chance.”


  “Roland,” the guard spoke up, “What’s going on?”


  “Remember how I said that I think someone wants to sabotage the Albatross?” the wolf-dog inquired of the human guard.


  “Yeah, but—”


  Roland motioned with his head to Alarice, “I’m not the only one.”


  Eric glanced toward her, and Alarice gave him a pleasant smile, “I’m not usually pleased to be the bearer of bad news, but in this case I—”


  “Where did you hear something like that?” Eric came to a halt, hand going to his sword then looked at the scholars beside him, “What reason do we have to trust you?”


  Alarice paused when she saw the line of a circular tattoo visible beneath the edge of the man’s glove, “Interesting tattoo you have there.” she adjusted her sash. The guard quickly flexed his wrist, taking it out of view again, “Order of Blades, if I’m not mistaken?” she inquired.


  Eric’s attack came immediately. In the blink of an eye he had his weapon out… but Alarice wasn’t one to blink, and she had already hopped back. The sword caught nothing but air as he swiped a long, overextended strike aimed at her neck. With little more than a flick of her wrist, the woman had her hidden blade out from its sheath in her sash. From there, the weapon crossed the distance from her outstretched hand to the man’s exposed neck in an instant. He dropped his weapon and fell to the ground, blood gushing out from his wound.


  She turned to the scholars, who were both backing away from her, “She just killed him.” Roland explained to Joshew.


  “Thanks… I got that.” the human scholar replied.


  Alarice sighed, realizing that she’d immediately lost their trust, but she didn’t have time to be subtle. “Here.” she noted, throwing a balled up leather missive at the wolf-dog, “Read it so he can hear… just do it quietly.” she glanced around as she knelt to retrieve her knife, looking at the gathered audience to see if anyone had seen the altercation—thankfully they were all facing the stage and it had been over so soon that nobody had seen a thing.


  “Joshew…” Roland murmured, “This said someone hired some people called The Order of Blades to…”


  “Sabotage your unveiling… yeah.” Alarice acknowledged, grabbing the leather back from the surprised furry scholar, “Your friend there was one of them.”


  “You mentioned a tattoo…” Joshew noted, seeing as he was blind, it was eerie that he was looking right at her.


  “Back of the hand.” she stated, “Circle with three lines… left line and right line are both arrows pointing up… check him out if you don’t believe me.”


  Roland knelt down and pulled the dead man’s glove from his hand, which still clutched at the hole in his neck. The wolf-dog nodded mutedly. “Don’t just sit there wagging your head… what is it, man?” Joshew objected.


  “It’s the tattoo… just like she said.” the wolf-dog stood, “We have to warn people.”


  “Hey!” the unpleasant shout of alarm was not something Alarice was hoping to hear. Several Newport City Guards were moving toward their location, “Stop!”


  “It’s time to go, gentlemen.” the woman warned, and made her way to the nearest alley. She glanced back to see both of them standing over the body, “Do you know what they do to scholars in prison?” she questioned, and the mere implication of the nonsequitor got them moving. Roland and Joshew had just made it into the alley when the distinct sound of a loud click followed by what almost sounded like a musical note was broadcast throughout the square… and that’s when it all exploded.


  Chapter 1a, Flintlocked and Loaded (pt 3)


  Sanmer kept to the rooftops, feeling far more comfortable amidst the barren ceramic tile wasteland than down below on the pedestrian-filled streets. His path was interrupted only by the occasional alleyway but those were not much of an obstacle; a well placed push-off against one of the roof top storm walls sent him sailing across the distance to land on the adjacent row of buildings. Although the fox had plenty of experience trailing all sorts of quarry, his current mark wasn’t of the traditional variety.


  Tobias Severna was a scholar at the UPU. Even though the prong horn had a solid amount of coin, Sanmer realized by the end of the day that the antelope would barely have two copper marks to rub together. On the few occasions when the rogue had dealings with the scholar they had been professional, and resulted in far more coin than the fox’s services had required… and, for better or for worse, his jobs had always been legal. No… he wasn’t following the scholar exactly… it was Tobias’ companion that caught Sanmer’s attention.


  The prong horn traveled with Kesst, a young dragon surrounded by an air of mystery. Sanmer knew all too well the story of how curiosity killed the cat but, he reminded himself, he was not a feline. The dragon had the look of a traveler about him, and one who was not used to having any significant amount of wealth… which was quite an interesting dilemma considering the fact that Kesst had somewhere close to 400 gold crowns on him.


  That kind of money was enough to perk the fox’s ears but he was more interested in the story behind it—people like Kesst didn’t have that much coin without some juicy secret just waiting to be revealed. Sometimes… just sometimes… learning that kind of secret was worth more than the actual money. Of course, Sanmer reasoned, obtaining both would be especially appealing. Unless, of course, the dragon had an incredibly good story behind how he came by it… in which case sharing wasn’t unreasonable.


  The day, unfortunately, wasn’t destined to be a casual stroll across the roof tops. Part way through the afternoon Sanmer had the great misfortune to observe an altercation upon the docks. Although he was no sailor, he knew enough about Wyra and Ilyse to see a storm quickly forming. Tobias and his young protege were getting far too close to the escalating trouble. The fox reached for a throwing dagger as he saw the two of them approached by a particularly burly-looking sailor, but he quickly stowed it when he realized the man meant them no trouble and, in fact, was leading them away from the scene.


  Sanmer sprang from the roof of a two story building across to the raised roof of a pier-side shop, going into a crouch as he landed and rolling forward along his calf, shin, hip, then the side of his body to soften the impact and not alert the occupants beneath him. He pushed off with his shoulder and returned to his feet, using the momentum to bring him back to a standing position. One more building forward and the rogue was forced to take cover.


  He ducked down low as the group beneath him were encountered by a group of fast-response guards. Sanmer knew their kind well: high-strung irregulars, poorly outfitted and poorly trained walking around like they have something to prove. Fortunately, the fox noticed, they were led by a veteran captain, which meant that he would hopefully be able to keep them in check. If not… the rogue reached for a wooden cudgel he kept in his belt.


  Sprinters, as they were called had half-helms, which meant they could be put out of commission by a swift rap to the back of their head. They also had leather leggings, which meant one or two solid strikes to their knees or instep would hobble them enough that they couldn’t give chase. There were eight Sprinters in total, plus their captain, and it wasn’t a fight that Sanmer would have chosen if he’d had an alternate method, but he knew for certain that getting away from the docks quickly was the best course of action.


  In the end, however, the guards let them pass without any real grief, but Sanmer caught the obvious sign that Kesst was far more relieved than any normal traveler would have the reason to show. “More and more interesting…” the fox murmured to himself, and continued shadowing the party. The three on the street below him continued their discussion, especially the sailor and the dragon, and, although the fox couldn’t hear the topic, he knew he’d want to know more, so he sprang carefully down onto a lower roof and drew closer as the sailor indicated an alley.


  “Through here.” the burly human suggested, “Two streets over and we should have a clear path to the main road.” The group followed him into the alley as Sanmer carefully padded his way across the rooftop, not five feet above their heads. The rogue came to a halt at the exact moment the young dragon beneath him gave out a wordless cry of alarm.


  “Well whadda ya know? Looks like I found ya ‘gain, Tourist.” noted a rat, sliding out from behind the cover of a doorway, “We just keep runnin’ inta each other, don’t we?”


  The sailor at the head of the group came to a halt and Kesst moved behind the imposing human. At the rear of the party, Sanmer watched as a large elephant stepped into the alley along with a raccoon and a mongrel dog. A coyote and an alley cat likewise joined the rat at the front, bringing the total to six… against three. Sanmer did not particularly like those odds.


  “Seems like ya got somethin’ a mine there, sailor-boy.” the rat pointed a dirty, crooked claw at Kesst.


  Nicholas glanced over his shoulder at the dragon then back to the rat, “I don’t see your name on him.” he stated flatly, and crossed his arms over his massive chest.


  “He’s caused us quite a bit of trouble t’day.” the rat continued, “And we’re fine if ya plan on bringin’ more… cuz at this point we’re not ready t’give him up.” the rat poked the sailor in his chest with an outstretched wooden stick. The cat and the coyote took a step forward as the elephant, coon, and mongrel closed ranks from behind.


  “Last time a man talked to me that way I snapped his neck and tossed him overboard.” the human responded casually, reaching out and grabbing the piece of timber directly from the rat’s grasp.


  Gripping it with either hand, the sailor broke it in half with little effort. The coyote balked at that. “There’re guards all over the street, Grange.” the coyote noted to the rat, “Maybe we should—”


  “Maybe y’should stow it, ya ball-less cunt.” the rat scowled, “If a wave rider, a desk driver, and an outta-town lizard’re too much for ya then yer welcome t’bail.”


  The coyote bared his teeth at the rat, “I’m not goin’ back to th’ hot box over a bit a coin.” and he quickly made his escape.


  “Told ya ‘e’s a pussy.” the elephant spoke up from behind the party, causing Tobias to spin around and face them. The sailor also glanced over his shoulder, and that’s when the rat chose the time to strike.


  Grange’s lunge for Kesst was quick, and he latched onto the dragon’s traveling cloak, grabbing a solid hold. The dragon let out a surprised snort and delivered two quick strikes to either side of the rat’s ribs—kidney punches, Sanmer realized, though he wasn’t in a very good position to get in any real striking force. Sanmer would have suggested to Kesst to use his claws, or to bite… but using natural weaponry wasn’t considered civilized… which was quite the pity in Sanmer’s mind.


  The alley cat quickly stepped into the fray just as the sailor turned back around at Kesst’s shout “Nicholas!”. The human spun just in time to see the cat’s club descend toward his head. He attempted to sidestep and managed to pull his head out of the way just in time, though he took the full force of the wooden board right on his shoulder. Sanmer continued to watch, biding his time.


  The mongrel dog, some kind of long-furred breed, stepped in toward Tobias, and swung his club in a clumsy overhead chop. Although Sanmer had occasional reasons to work with and for the prong horn, he had no idea that Tobias was capable of fighting. The scholar had mentioned that he studied the tribals, but the fox didn’t realize that his scholastics also applied to their ferocious combat style. With all the focus of a predator, Tobias tilted his head to the side, using his horns to disarm the dog, and then stepped in, delivering a powerful, straight-arm jab of the metal tip of his cane into his attacker’s throat.


  The dog fell to his knees, clutching his neck, and the prong horn followed up with a measured blow to the back of his head, knocking him out cold. Tobias stepped away as the mongrel fell to the ground, unconscious, and very much out of the fight. The scholar turned around just in time to see the elephant step up to him, a large, metal rubbish bin held aloft for ease of crushing.


  Sanmer realized that his time as an observer was over, and he quite literally jumped into action… landing atop the trash can. The added weight on the heavy container off-balanced the elephant. He stumbled to the side and bounced off the cinder block wall of a building, but the rogue was already using that to his advantage. Gripping one of the handles of the bin, Sanmer kicked off of the wall and threw all of his weight onto the side of the metal container, overpowering the elephant’s tentative grip on it, and bringing it down straight onto his head. The opening of the can lowered first, effectively engulfing the elephant down to his elbows, and leaving the bruiser, for all intents and purposes, out of the combat.


  “Sanmer?” Tobias inquired, turning to face the fox.


  “So it would seem.” the rogue replied, “We can discuss the matter of my payment for this heroic rescue as soon as—” his witty banter was interrupted most unceremoniously by the raccoon, who charged him with a small knife leading the way. Sanmer quickly spun back and away from the precision strike, feeling the soft caress of the blade’s tip scrape its way through his tunic and the icy kiss of it’s tip part his flesh; he was bleeding, but he knew it wasn’t serious. The wound didn’t concern him as much as when he heard a shout off in the distance calling for the guards.


  “Damn it!” Kesst’s attacker growled, still wrestling with him, “Hurry it up! Someone heard us!” and with that, the rat renewed his attempt to snatch hold of the dragon’s coin pouch. Kesst was apparently well-aware of what the rat was after, and he defended it far too well. In his eagerness to protect his wealth, however, the young dragon attempted to kick at the rat and, in so-doing, he overbalanced, and went falling to the street.


  Although everyone else was far too busy dealing with the other attackers, Sanmer caught sight of something just then that reaffirmed his entire day: as Kesst fell, his cloak billowed open for just a split second, and the fox caught sight of it—wings. It was something that even Grange the rat wouldn’t have seen, face covered by the flapping cloak… but Sanmer had seen it… and that little secret was far better than anything else he would have expected. Unfortunately he didn’t have a chance to dwell on it, as the raccoon rushed him again, blade leading the way.


  With a quick sidestep, Sanmer reached a paw into one of the many pouches at his hip. In a single, fluid motion, the rogue had his arm up, fingers open, and a thick puff of sawdust was released right into the coon’s face. A half-second later Tobias’ cane came crashing down, knocking the weapon from the highway man’s grasp. The fox heard the sound of a continued scuffle behind him, and turned in time to see Nicholas block the alley-cat’s club with his left hand, and hook-punched the feline upside the head, knocking him clean out.


  “STOP!” came a very commanding shout… the kind that Sanmer had grown far too familiar with over the years.


  “Guards.” the fox groaned, and heard the same word spoken tone-perfect from Kesst. Despite himself the fox grinned—he was liking the enigmatic dragon more and more. Sanmer’s usual inclination was to quickly elude capture, but once the guards’ eyes settled on Kesst, he realized it would be possible that he’d have to forgo his normal modus operandi.


  Sighing, the fox stepped between the men and the dragon before they could see the traveler clearly, “I haven’t done anything wrong. You can’t arrest me.” It was the single phrase the fox promised himself would never come out of his muzzle because it guaranteed, beyond a shadow of a doubt that the guards would find a reason to haul you in. He was not particularly far off on his assessment. Despite the entire party’s arguments, and the objections from the rat Grange and his followers, the guards rounded up everyone and tossed them into a barred transport wagon.


  The ride to the prison was not a very long one—scarcely four blocks, in fact. The going, however, was slow; a large number of people had gathered in a nearby square to watch some great new reveal the University had planned. The guards continued to push their way through the crowd, leading the wagon up to the back doors of the prison before opening it up and ushering everyone out. Right about that time the raccoon attempted to bolt; it wasn’t entirely unexpected that someone would try, but the guards’ response was shocking: two of them drew their muskets and fired.


  Sanmer’s tail puffed up in surprise, and everyone else around him froze… until the guards began pushing them into their respective cells. At the back of the group, the fox caught sight of the guards trussing up the screaming, bleeding raccoon before dragging him off… somewhere else. Wherever it was, Sanmer was increasing pleased that he hadn’t tried to escape. He willingly surrendered his equipment along with everyone else though he didn’t bother telling anyone about a few choice picks he kept in reserve… and the guards didn’t bother to check for them.


  “That… isn’t normal, is it, Nicholas?” Kesst asked of the sailor beside him as the two were led into a cell, “The gun shots, I mean?”


  “No… it’s not normal at all.” the human confirmed, and went silent again as Tobias and Sanmer joined them. The fox frowned when he realized that the rat, the elephant, cat, and the mongrel were put in the cell next to them. Despite Sanmer’s first thought to chide their attackers, he thought better of it… especially when he realized that the guards men who had arrested them were not wearing Newport uniforms.


  “They’re mercenaries.” the fox murmured under his breath.


  “What?” the sailor asked, turning to face him, “And who are you anyway? What are—”


  “He’s with me.” Tobias spoke up, moving to stand beside the human, “It’s a long story… but he’s right.”


  “Mercenaries?” Kesst inquired, moving to join the small circle of quiet discussion, “Who are mercenaries?”


  “The guards.” Sanmer noted, motioning subtly with his head, “And apparently pretty good ones too… if a bit ruthless.”


  “It makes sense.” Tobias rubbed his chin in thought, glancing through the bars to where his silver-tipped walking stick lay on a table, “Most of Newport’s guards are dealing with the university’s unveiling today.”


  “So are there guards or mercenaries handling the trouble at the docks?” Sanmer inquired, suddenly very curious as to how horribly some shoot-first-ask-questions-later sell-swords would handle such a delicate situation. Nicholas’ expression told him all he needed to know, “Well that’s not good.” the fox acknowledged. That turned out to be, of course, an understatement.


  Chapter 1b, Martyrdumb (pt 3)


  The reflection in the mirror gazed out at the young cat. Ever since Aureilie could remember, everyone was saying “beautiful”, “lovely”, “gorgeous”, “breathtaking”. They were words that never seemed to hold any substance… no real meaning when the acolyte looked back at it. Aureilie was humble and put little thought to the fact that others saw “Sister Aureilie, the Beauty of the East.” The name almost seemed an insult after what Friar Arlowe had suggested.


  “I am Sister Aurelie Clarrisa Alysse Dupaix.” the young cat said to the reflection, “Of the Order of the Sisters Divine of the Holy Hearth.” The whispers lately had been more prevalent… the ones saying that Sister Aurelie would make a wonderful priestess… a wonderful wife someday for one of the pious priests of the church. “I am a Lowly Servant of the Thrice Blessed Holy One.” the cat announced to the reflection.


  “You are an object…” the mirror spoke back to the acolyte, “something to be owned.” the reflection smiled condescendingly.


  “No.” Sister Aurelie countered, resting a paw against the frame, “I am in service to The Lord… God is my owner.”


  “The church owns you.” the cat staring back countered, “And any priest who wishes will be able to call you his.”


  “That is not true.” Sister Aurelie argued, grabbing hold of the frame and shaking it, “I am of the Order of the—”


  “Who are you trying to convince…” the reflection smiled, “…Yourself?” the young cat felt dizzy and grabbed hold of the mirror frame for a moment, peering out of it at the the beautiful, lovely, gorgeous, breathtaking female cat standing in what had previously been Sister Aurelie’s room, while it was the young cat who was suddenly within the mirror.


  “What are you doing?” the acolyte gasped, “I’m… you’re… you’re not real!”


  “Neither of us are real, you know.” the reflection-made-real gazed into the frame at the cat-turned-reflection, “So what does it matter who is on what side of the glass?” she smiled, drawing her finger across the surface of the mirror.


  “I’m the real Sister Aurelie! You should be in here, not me!” the cat gasped. Only then did Sister Aurelie realize that the reflection was not… exact.“What are you?” the cat demanded, paws pressed against the mirror-turned-window.


  “I am you, of course, silly.” the cat murmured, running her paws down her lithe form. Sister Aurelie gazed at the lurid gesture, confused by the hearty breasts that threatened to break out of the reflection’s humble blouse. Aurelie had never grown such voluptuous traits and, even as some of the younger sisters had started developing, the cat simply hadn’t followed suit.


  “You are… indecent!” Auriele objected, “Such displays are uncouth and unacceptable by any civil standard of manners!”


  “Don’t blame me… they’re your clothes!” the not-exactly-a-reflection responded, slowly unbuttoning the blouse, “It’s not my fault if you’ll never grow full, beautiful breasts like these.” the clothing opened the rest of the way and she began massaging her two large mammaries, “Of course… if you could then perhaps the Sisters would have given us a real blouse and not some boy’s tunic.”


  “God’s decisions are not ours to make.” the cat scowled, aghast that the reflection was capable of being so profane, “It is His will what form we take.”


  “True…” the reflection slowly began to loosen the silk belt holding up her long skirt, “Of course, even God must have a sense of humor when he made you.” and Sister Aurelie was aghast as she let the skirt fall free, and stepped out of it in nothing but her undergarments.


  “W-wait! What are you—?!?!” the young cat demanded, grabbing hold of the frame from inside the mirror, but the reflection-turned-real didn’t pay any mind, letting her undergarments join the skirt on the floor.


  “Praising God and his fine work.” the reflection answered, letting out a hearty, full-breathed chuckle as she squealed, falling back onto the bed, still within perfect view of the mirror, “There is more than one way to thank Him for all he’s done, you know.” and Sister Aurelie gasped in abject horror and disgust as the reflection spread her legs wide, sliding her fingers down to her groin and revealing to all (or, in this case, just the acolyte) what God had given her… and that made the young cat pause… and awaken.


  Sister Aurelie gasped, bolting up in bed, fur matted and damp with sweat from the nightmare. The young acolyte sat up, the stone floor cold against the cat’s paw pads. Aurelie wondered for a moment if a demon had somehow granted such dreams, using the acolyte’s insecurities to its advantage as it pulled every doubt and question into the forefront of the cat’s mind. The reflection from the dream was a woman… a real woman in every way that a real man would care to measure it; Sister Aurelie shivered at the thought… thoughts that hadn’t visited in some time… thoughts of when the cat was barely past being a kitten.


  The young girls in the sisterhood each developed as teenagers; some were more well endowed in feminine form than others, but none so poorly as Aurelie. At first it was easy to ignore but, as time went by there were certain questions that simply couldn’t be answered. When the young cat discussed it with the elders they had simply said that God’s will is His own and that being different is not wrong if it is part of His plan. Sister Aurelie was willing to take the advice at face value, but it did little to get rid of the nagging thoughts still hiding deep in the cat’s mind… such were the thoughts the nightmare had recalled.


  Despite the chill of the early morning, Sister Aurelie was unable to abide the thought of going back to bed. The young cat located a thick evening time robe and quickly pulled it on, drawing the silk waist band especially tight… then finding a cloak to place over it. Suitably attired, Sister Aurelie stepped out into the hall, and began what became three hours of aimless wandering, letting God determine a path. After awhile, it seemed, the cat may not have been paying close enough attention to His directions, as the end destination was less than ideal.


  “Good morrow, Sister…” the deep, rumbling voice held a casual tone of familiarity, suggesting much less formality than had been reserved for guests by most members of the western church, “… I had not expected to see you up before the sun.” Inquisitor Ignus closed the hallway door behind himself and leaned a shoulder against the wall; the fur on the back of the cat’s neck began to tingle and raise.


  “I’m sorry?” Sister Aurelie paused, “Is it wrong for me to be here?”


  “Not at all.” the dragon responded with what sounded like a smooth purr. He stepped forward, reaching out to take one of the cat’s paws in his two enormous talons, “I was about to say that the sun need not rise now that your radiance lights our hall.” he brought the captured paw up to his muzzle and kissed its back. Sister Aurelie quickly pulled it away.


  “I… can return to my quarters… if it were best.”


  “No…” the Inquisitor smiled, hunching forward slightly so his height came down to her level, “I would prefer you to grace the church’s grounds with your presence every waking hour, if it were not too presumptuous of me to say so.” and he reached back out to take hold of the cat’s paw again, this time with just one talon.


  “I…” Aurelie took a step back, attempting to pull free again, “I should be preparing for morning mass, your Excellency.”


  “Of course, Sister… of course.” the dragon let go of her without fight, “Although I will ask that you join me in my chambers this afternoon once lunch has past.”


  The cat fidgeted, pulling the robe tighter, “…why?”


  Inquisitor Ignus chuckled, his tone telling far too much, “Because I enjoy your company, my dear, and I would like to see more of you.”


  “…more of me?” Sister Aurelie’s already high-pitched voice went even higher.


  “Much more.” the dragon confirmed, licking his muzzle with his long, sinewy tongue, “… I wish to grant you your next title.” the admission came out in the same rumbling purr with which he first greeted the Sister.


  “I…” the cat took a step back, “The Matron at the Holy Hearth had me promised to God… she said I will always remain a Sister and never—”


  “Well… you are not at the Holy Hearth now… are you, Sister?” the Inquisitor’s smile was still relaxed, but something in his voice hinted that he was attempting to maintain a civil tone; once again Sister Aurelie was reminded of the warning she had received by Friar Arlowe, and the thought was very disconcerting.


  “I am a servant of God, your Excellency, and—” the cat began, but was cut off.


  “Excellent, Sister… then I will see you after lunch.” and, with that, the Inquisitor about faced and showed himself off down the hall, humming the Hymn of Divine Union to himself. Hearing the melody of the hymn erased any doubt in what the dragon had in mind.


  Despite numerous reservations about the meeting, Sister Aurelie realized that the Inquisitor’s ruling was final. Ignoring the acolyte’s desire otherwise, there was no option but to bend to his will. “Perhaps he will listen to reason.” the cat said aloud, padding quietly down the empty hall toward the dragon’s personal chambers, holy book in paw, seeking out passages could possibly convince Inquisitor Ignus that he would best serve God by foregoing his infatuation and his interest in a Sister from the east.


  Despite a slow, casual pace, Sister Aurelie arrived at the door with far too few quotes ready. Taking a deep breath, the cat raised a paw, and gently rapped against the stout portal. Mere seconds later Inquisitor Ignus opened it; Aurelie did not miss the fact that the robes he wore were not those of his office, rather, they were dark colored evening robes made of very light fabric. The cat’s cheeks tingled with warmth immediately when Aurelie realized that the section of robe directly beneath the silk waistband hung at an odd angle away from the dragon’s body.


  “Hello, Sister… I’ve been waiting for you.”


  “Your Excellency…” the cat began, holding up the holy text, “I have thought about our talk this morning—”


  “As have I.” the dragon crooned softly, drawing a talon through the pelt at the back of the cat’s neck and guided the Sister into his room; Aurelie’s fur stood on end immediately. The acolyte quickly stepped away from him while his attention was focused on bolting his chamber door, which only reinforced the cat’s discomfort.


  “You cannot do this to me.” Aurelie proclaimed.


  “To you?” the dragon paused, an eye ridge raised, “I plan on doing nothing to you, Sister.” he announced, “I plan on doing something with you.” he explained, moving to sit down on an arm-chair; Aurelie did not miss the fact that his pose mixed with the open nature of his robe provided a view than would have been highly uncouth in any situation other than what the Inquisitor was unfortunately proposing.


  “The… the third…” the cat began shaking fearfully, “third passage of the book of—”


  “Enough of books for now, Sister.” he undid his belt, “Come… together we will experience heaven on earth.” and he held a talon out toward her as he cast the fold of his robe aside.


  “Inquisitor… please!” Sister Auriele’s entire face grew warm even before the cat could look away; the image of indecency burned deep into the acolyte’s mind, still viewable by memory through closed eyes. Inquisitor Ignus chuckled in the blackness, and fear tingled up Aurelie’s spine.


  “Ah…” the word was accompanied with such lust as the acolyte had never heard, “Such purity, Sister… but of course you are embarrassed.” the sound of the dragon rising from his seat sent a chill up the cat’s back but, even worse, was his approach, “Please forgive my disregard for your sensitive sensibilities…” and Auriele felt the Inquisitor’s talons touch as the dragon caressed an arm… a hip… a thigh…


  “I…” the cat whimpered.


  “You may of course close your eyes… I take no offense if you are uncomfortable with looking at me.” and the talon slowly curled around to the cat’s groin, “I assure you that I will regard your beauty with mine open, but only in appreciation for God’s fine work on—” his fingers froze when he encountered something unexpected, and he pulled back. The next words that came out of him were as a roar, “WHAT IS THE—” but his exclamation was cut short by the sound of a heavy impact, followed by a heavier one as his unconscious form hit the floor.


  “…‘Risa?” the voice that called to the cat was like a specter from the past. Only one person alive had ever called her by her second name.


  Sister Aurelie’s eyes flew open and, where the Inquisitor had stood, there instead was an entirely different sight. Although the wolf was many years older than when they had last been at the convent, the young cat still saw in him the good-natured, supportive young pup who had shared so much of her childhood. “Aodhan…” the Sister whispered, paw going immediately to the beaded bracelet on the opposite wrist.


  “Your friend, Friar Arlowe said you may be in trouble.” the wolf noted, fussily smoothing out the cat’s robe and pulling it tighter where the Inquisitor had attempted to loosen it.


  Aurelie glanced to the dragon, who, laying on his side, was still naked, with his uncovered manhood still very much able to remind the cat what he had planned to do… as well as the problem that had developed, “I…” the acolyte paused, “I think I may be…”


  Aodhan, who had filled out surprisingly well, and looked once more like his tribal roots rather than the subdued, well-behaved pup that the Church had tried to create in him, simply smiled, and held out a paw, “I think often about what would have happened if you had not chosen to stay behind…”


  “I…” the cat faltered, and had just started to reach out in return, but paused, “I cannot.” the acolyte murmured.


  “But…” the wolf’s paw remained out, “…you are in danger here.”


  “And so is my friend.” Sister Aurelie whispered, “I cannot leave him…”


  A firm but gentle paw came down on the cat’s shoulder and another gently took hold of Aurelie’s chin, lifting it up to meet the one-yellow-one-green eyed gaze of the tribal wolf, “Then we will take him with us.” Aodhan always had a way of making things sound so simple but, just like all the other times, the acolyte couldn’t do anything but believe him.


  Chapter 1c, Steam-Punked (pt 3)


  Inigo had obediently followed Alarice’s orders ever since she had paid his debts to free him from his previous life. A mix between obligation and adoration, the bat had no reservations about doing as she had asked… until she told him to leave her at such a pivotal time. She had revealed that there was strong evidence that the University’s project had been compromised, and yet she was sending him away for support? They couldn’t have had that much time for reinforcements, and that meant that she was left alone in a hostile situation.


  The bat forced himself to push his concern for her aside; she had given him a task, and he was to dedicate himself to it fully. Racing through the streets, the wingless bat dodged from one side of the road to other, adding much more total distance to his trip, but managing it much faster than if he had waited patiently for all of the dawdling passers-by to get from A-to-B at their own pace. It was in the crowded streets that Inigo most missed his wings.


  The removal of the membranous skin had been another one of Alarice’s orders. Ever the elitist, the human woman had reasoned that the bat’s ability to blend into any societal costume was far more important than his ability to glide. He had agreed with her at the time as she always knew best but, in times such as the one in which he now found himself he could have certainly argued for the benefits of being able to travel the city in the air from rooftop to rooftop.


  “Well…” the bat paused, “why not?” and the next time he saw a scaffold along his path he veered toward it, scampering up the wooden structure as if it were a ladder. He might have lost his wings, but he was confident that none of the alleys were wide enough to create any real obstacle. As it turned out, he was mostly right. The closest clumps of buildings allowed him to make great time in bypassing the crowds, but, ultimately, he came to one of the main streets of Newport, and crossing it would be no easy leap—without wings there was no way he could make it forty-something feet.


  Glancing around the immediate area, Inigo looked for a quick way down. It was just after identifying a reasonably soft landing in the market stall of a cushion merchant that the bat suddenly realized he wasn’t alone atop the roofs. Off to the left, Inigio caught a glimpse of a white fox springing from building to building, nimbly clearing the storm walls common on the roofs closest to the docks. The bat could tell the fox was following someone below him on the streets, but that was the limit to his information and he didn’t have time to stop and gawk—the roof tops were busy.


  To his right, far closer toward the north entrance to Newport was a large, thick-furred wolf. Inigo glanced to the half-naked lupine, surprised that one of the tribals would have a reason to be in Newport—but twice as surprised to see him slowly scaling the city’s cathedral. Stowing the thought for later, the bat sprang down from his two story perch onto the raised roof of a one story building and, from there, took a flying leap toward the stall of the merchant selling pillows.


  Inigo landed unceremoniously, tearing through the canvas of the stall but having aimed just perfectly to come crashing down onto the huge pile of cushions. By the time the street merchant had recovered his wits, the bat was already up and running off, quickly disappearing into the crowd amidst calls for the guard. Inigo smirked to himself, realizing that the guards were far too busy with the University’s reveal to be anywhere near the Center Street Market. He quickly turned down an alley, and sprinted the last dozen yards to Alarice’s base of operations.


  Right away Inigo could tell something was wrong; Alarice had a number of warning signs that anyone in-the-know would be able to set within the base to let any member of their team approaching it know that it wasn’t safe. The bat saw that there was a lantern placed in the rightmost window of the third story—that was their most basic warning sign. Even if he hadn’t spotted it, however, there was the obvious fact that the front door had been completely torn off its hinges. The bat flicked an ear as he carefully checked his ‘foofy’ clothes for his two pistols and his blade—they were where he wanted them, and, despite the warning, slowly crept his way into the building’s main room.


  What Inigo would normally have called ‘signs of a struggle’ were much more obvious as a drawn out full military-style engagement. Several bullet holes were present in the wooden paneling of the main room, and most of the furniture had been turned sideways to provide cover. Inigo’s favorite lounging sofa looked to have been used as cover in a sword duel; each cushion had been slashed open and one of the armrests showed signs of blade impacts. Most of Alarice’s crew preferred guns, but when forced to rely on melee weapons chose stabbing blades to slashing ones, leaving Inigo to contemplate what kind of assailants his teammates had been forced to combat.


  His team mates! The bat suddenly straightened up, pulling his short blade out with his right paw, cocking the hammer on one of his pistols with the other. He had still seen no bodies, and there were only so many places to search downstairs. Assuming Alarice’s forces had won, the bodies would have been dumped—they wouldn’t have let any invaders live. If the attackers had won… “No…” Inigo murmured to himself, he didn’t want to think about that.Checking the first downstairs room the bat was still no closer to finding any bodies. The second room, however was the kitchen, and it looked as though even the food prep area was not safe from the chaos of combat; he was able to identify several scatter marks of blood from what was likely an edged blade, and found a bloody cleaver nearby.


  Geoffrey had always commented in his dry tone about using the kitchen as a fall-back since there were so many bladed implements close at paw but, until that moment, Inigo had never been sure whether he had been joking or not. It wasn’t until he saw the otter’s body that he knew for certain: the otter had been dead serious but now, Geoffrey was just dead.


  The bat crept closer, kneeling down beside the counter next to his fallen ally. Was ally the right word? Inigo wasn’t completely certain. Geoffrey had been many things to him during their time together… definitely a teacher and instructor… a sentinel and guardian to be sure… they were lovers, in a way, though Inigo was never truly sure how much the otter felt for him other than in a physical way. Was Geoffrey a lover, or just another lay? Strange, he realized that he had never thought about it before that moment. Was he even able to call the marksman a friend, or was it just a relationship of convenience?


  Inigo had thought himself numb to death but, as he looked at the unblinking, unfocused gaze of the dead, he wasn’t so sure. Geoffrey had once stared at him with wanting, and longing… but none of that remained… none of that would ever show again. Whoever had done him in hadn’t even shown the otter the simplest of courtesies; the bat reached out a shaky paw, and gently lowered the otter’s eyelids—the reddish-brown eyes closed forever… and still Inigo did not sob. Folding his companion’s webbed digits together on top of his bloody chest, the bat stood slowly back up, ears working at all angles to see if whoever was responsible was still around.


  Slowing his breathing, the bat fought back the inclination to feel… well… anything. Having spent so much time around death, Inigo wanted to know he wasn’t as dead inside as he felt, but he wasn’t able to take the time to analyze what his heart was trying to tell him. Taking measured breaths and forcing the beating of his heart to leave his ears, the bat listened… and heard something. It took a moment for him to realize what it was but, once he did, his weapons were put away and he was sprinting up the stairs to the third story.


  “Faula!” Inigo shouted, lifting his foot to lash out at a table pushed haphazardly against the entrance to the room. He kicked the piece of furniture out of the way, and batted a coffee table aside as he began flailing his way through the destruction and debris of the wolf’s room. “Faula!” he called again, then paused when he heard a faint shuffle from her closet… her closet that was full of more musket ball holes than one of Geoffrey’s practice dummies.


  Forcing the damaged door open, the bat let out a wordless cry; the back wall, also pierced by its fair share of ammunition, was also splattered with blood. Laying on the floor, wheezing, was Faula. Inigo stood stunned, looking down at the wolf who he identified as powerful… imposing… deadly… and all he saw was a quivering mass of bloody fur. “In…ee…go?” she murmured, her voice little more than a feeble rattle.


  “Oh gods…” the outdated tribal explicative escaped him before he was able to regain his composure, “Faula… what on earth—?”


  “Men…” she rasped, “lots… of them…”


  “Well… of course.” he offered, kneeling down to her, attempting his most flattering smile despite being shaken by the sight of the dying wolf, “They would have needed an army with you here.”


  She whimpered as he pulled her head up to rest on his thigh, but she groaned the sound away and bared her teeth against what was obviously a great amount of pain, “Al… ar… ees?” despite the wolf’s great pain, she still managed to hold onto her accent. It was an odd thought, but it still somehow brought the bat a strange amount of comfort.


  “She’s fine…” Inigo announced, trying to figure out where to start aiding the wolf; it looked like she had more blood out of her than inside, “better than you, anyway.” he offered another weak smile in poor attempt at humor—at that point the bat just didn’t have it in him.


  “They’re…” she licked her pale lips with a nearly-white tongue, “…after her.”


  “Who’s ‘they’?” the bat asked, his heartbeat suddenly picking up. Inigo was well aware that Alarice had made many enemies over the course of her life, and the thought that one had decided to take revenge was not unexpected… but the fact that they had already met with so much success was much worse than merely “unnerving”.


  “Duh-no…” Faula wheezed. “They…” she rasped, “…taah…toos…” had to gasp each syllable, “Taah… toos… on…” her eyes slowly closed.


  “Faula?” Inigo called, “Faula?” he gave the wolf a shake, and her eyes reopened, a burbling breath drawn in as she did so.


  “Hand…” she pushed the word out through a red froth on her lips, “Tah… toos… on hand…” she blinked again slowly, managing to pull in another breath; Inigo grit his teeth when he saw several bubbles emerge from the holes in the wolf’s chest.


  “Tattoos on their hands?” the bat asked, looking back to the bleary-gaze Faula had leveled on him, “The men have tattoos on their hands?”


  Faula nodded mutely, “Cir… circles… with… with lines…” she managed to speak, though her voice was trailing off. Her gaze unfocused further as she took in another half breath, “Save her, In-ny… save… Al…”


  She had been a bitch… and not just because she was a wolf. Faula had often made Inigo’s life difficult in any number of ways. Other than being the dour target of many of the bat’s jokes, Inigo had trouble imagining a single thing about her that he actually appreciated… especially with regard to her personality… until her last words. She told him to protect Alarice; even with her last breath Faula had been loyal. Despite their differences, the bat realized, they had at least shared that much. Only in that moment was Inigo able to cry.


  The wave of emotion swept over him as everything came crashing down. The wolf woman’s head still in his lap, the bat cradled her there as a single tear trailed its way down his muzzle. He wasn’t crying for her, he realized… he was crying over what he had lost… everything he had lost, not just his two coworkers. Is that what they were—coworkers? He had attachments to them, that much was certain, but were they anything more than that? Certainly he had cared for Geoffrey after a fashion, but was that anything more than a basic infatuation? An appreciation stemming from familiarity?


  Familiarity—the word struck home. In Inigo’s entire life he had never truly found the time or reason to get to know anyone. He hadn’t had a chance to build any strong feelings for anyone until he had spent time with Alarice and the other two group members. Geoffrey, he had come to appreciate… even like. There was a fondness there… a casual bond that he’d never been able to form with anyone else. Falua, he had disliked in a fashion, but even then there was that certain familiarity; he greatly enjoyed knowing enough about her and coming to know her well enough that he could feel that off-putting sensation realizing that she probably hated his guts… which had always seemed to make Alarice smirk.


  Alarice—suddenly the bat’s heart jumped into his throat. She had saved him from a life of veritable slavery and elevated him to something greater. Alarice was the first person to give him any degree of trust and, in return, he trusted her implicitly. But it was more than trust… as with Geoffrey, Inigo enjoyed having her around but, more so than what he felt with the otter, the bat felt something… a connection maybe? His heart almost stopped when he realized that she could very soon end up like his other two slain companions, and that’s when he realized exactly what he felt.


  “No.” it was a single, simple syllable, but it was what he needed to push himself back into motion. It meant a lot of things. No, he was not about to let the tattooed men do the same thing to Alarice as they had done at their home. No, he was not about to let them get away with tearing a part of his life from him. No, what he felt for Alarice was far different than what he had felt for Geoffrey… or for anyone else for that matter. No—he could try to argue it with himself, but he wouldn’t succeed… he loved her… he actually did love her.


  The epiphany would give him the strength he would need to get back to Alarice before something bad happened. It would give him the drive he would need to see her to safety. It would give him the focus needed to exact revenge for what the tattooed men had done and the things they were planning on doing. What it didn’t give him, however, was the time needed to escape the building before the charges went off. His whole world turned on its side as his home literally came crashing down around him.


  Chapter 1a, Flintlocked and Loaded (pt 4)


  Kesst pulled his cloak tighter around himself; it wouldn’t be effective in the least the moment he was searched but it was a defense mechanism he’d developed over the past several years and it usually made him feel a little more at ease… ‘usually’ being the operative word. Being stuck in a jail surrounded by guards, however, had a way of decreasing the level of comfort… not to mention being in a cell right next to the men who had tried to mug him.


  “Damn dragon’s nothin’ but bad luck, eh, Grange?” the large elephant noted, glaring at Kesst through the open bars, the only thing separating the two cells, “Got mah boys all knocked ‘round fer nuthin…” and the thug began tactlessly rubbing his groin, “Curse it… they still fuckin’ ‘urt…”


  “I’m more worried ‘bout my head than yer balls, Suros.” the rat replied flatly, leaning back against the stone wall of the far side of the cell, “Newport’s been crazy…”


  “With that ‘party’ down at tha docks they’re prolly gonna run us straight to th’gallows.” the mongrel dog sitting at the far side of the cell noted, rubbing the large bump on the back of his head where he had been clobbered by Tobias.


  As if on cue, the antelope called, “Kesst?”


  The dragon looked back to the rest of the group, who were huddled on the other side of the cell talking in quiet voices. He had spaced himself evenly in the middle of the cell, equidistant from those with him and the criminals on the other side of the bars. He didn’t feel particularly communal at that moment, but he also wasn’t about to alienate his only companions, “I’m sorry, Tobias… I… was—”


  “He’s just a little shaken up.” Sanmer, the white fox announced, standing up to move beside him.


  Kesst’s first inclination was to step away from the close proximity, “It’s alright, Kesst… I remember the first time I got put into a place like this…”


  “A regular occurrence, I take it?” Nicholas the sailor inquired flatly.


  “Me? No…” the fox shook his head, smiling ingratiatingly, “…of course not. Just that once…” and he leaned closer to Kesst, whispering, “You don’t get sentenced if you don’t get caught…” and his voice dropped even lower, just loud enough for the young traveler to hear him breathe, “…kinda like winged dragons.”


  Kesst went rigid, missing the rest of the conversation, though he did not miss the fox’s eyes continue to drift their way back to him. The dragon had no idea what Sanmer meant by that, but the one thing he did know for certain was that the fox wasn’t just making an idle comparison, “He knows…” Kesst murmured to himself, once again pulling his cloak tighter—it wasn’t even helping a little at that point.


  “Watch him!” a mercenary’s loud shout was the first thing to catch Kesst’s attention, and he hadn’t been keeping track of how much time had passed, “Through the door… slow.” the mercenary further directed. Although Kesst wanted to keep track of the strange white fox, the commotion at the doorway ultimately drew his attention when the sunlight streaming in was completely blocked… by an enormous bear. Preceded by a mercenary, and followed by two more, the brown furred ursine was easily seven and a half feet tall and everything about him screamed ‘tribal’.


  “There.” noted one of the soldiers behind the newest prisoner, “The open door on the right. The right. Do you know ‘right’?” he moved around to the front and the enormous bear motioned to one of the few empty cells in the prison. “Yes…” the mercenary acknowledged, nodding theatrically, “Riiiiight.” he sounded out the word.


  “I know ‘right’.” the tribal spoke in a quiet, but tired-sounding voice… yet there was enough of a deep-chested rumble in it that he may as well have spoken at a shout. The guards stepped back at the sound, which vibrated more like a growl than words, “I can speak with your tongue.” and he stepped into the cell, turned around, and sat down on the stone floor. The mercenaries left without another word.


  “Hey… hey, stag.” Kesst’s scales went on end when he heard the rat trying to get the attention of Tobias, who was otherwise talking quietly with Nicholas.


  “I am a buck… sir.” the antelope responded with perfect, though strained manners.


  “Yeah… whatever… and I’m a rat.” Grange stated simply, waving toward Tobias, “Anyway… you an’ me should talk.”


  “I cannot imagine what would be worth talking about.” the scholar replied simply.


  “Listen… listen listen listen listen…” the rodent’s voice picked up in tempo quickly; Kesst had spent enough time on the street to know that some figurative fast talking was about to accompany it, “So the way I see it is that these guys ain’t got a reason t’hold us at all… right?”


  “Other than you assaulting us in the alleyway, you mean?” Nicholas was quick to chime in. Kesst would have had plenty to say as well, but he wasn’t about to try and get anyone else’s attention; he already noticed that Sanmer was looking at him again.


  “That’s before we got t’know ya… you’re all good folks… am I right? I’m right—I know I am. We’re good folks too.” the rat motioned to himself and those around him, “Just a misunderstandin’… see… so the way I figger it, we’ll tell the guards it’s nothin’, and you’ll tell the guards it’s nothin’… and then they just let us all get outta here like nothin’s happened… can’t have a crime without a victim… am I right? I’m right… am I right?” he looked around to his fellows, all of whom were nodding quite vigorously.


  “Scum like you should be taken off the street.” Nicholas spat on the floor in their cell through the bars, “We don’t have any reason to worry about them… once they sort all this out we’ll be on our way, and you all can keep right on rotting.”


  “Indeed.” Tobias added, “Honest men have nothing to fear from the city watch.”


  “If ya ain’t noticed…” the rat twirled his whiskers between two fingers, “This ain’t the watch… these guys are swords fer hire.”


  The strange diplomacy continued on without Kesst; his attention was once again focused on the enormous bear sitting quietly in the cell across the way. The dragon pulled at his cloak again, looking at the tribal who was staring right at him. The brown bear was dressed like the few tribals Kesst had seen: loincloth and leather straps but, at the same time, the dragon had never recalled seeing any of the wild men with pouches attached to the leather straps… and the majority of the bear’s scars did not seem to have been made by accident.


  The quiet Tribal sat where he was, legs curled beneath him, staring straight across the room at the dragon; Kesst didn’t know if it was coincidence because he happened to be in the way of the gaze, or if the bear really was looking at him… but the dark-blue-almost-black eyes held him frozen in place, almost like a snake staring down a bird. He felt curious and frightened all at once, and his cloak was already pulled as tightly to him as was possible.


  “He is a merchant.” Tobias’ words finally pulled Kesst out of the strange trance that had befallen him, “Most unfortunate that these mercenaries chose to arrest him.”


  “H—” the dragon’s eyes migrated again to the bear for a moment but he quickly looked back to the prong horn, “How can you tell?”


  “Merchants among the tribesmen do not carry satchels or packs or lead wagons… what they carry they spread about their person in pouches.” the scholar motioned a hand toward the bear, “From the lack of weight to them, I’d say he was getting ready to return home.”


  “Why do you think—” Kesst began, but he was interrupted as the outer door opened and one of the mercenaries returned. The dragon bit his tongue, slinking further back into the cell to avoid attracting attention.


  “Tobias Severna?” the wolfhound jailor questioned, looking in at the group.


  “That is I, sir.” replied the antelope.


  “You’re free to go.” the mercenary stated, pulling out a pair of keys, “University’s covered your bail and you’re out of here.”


  “School bribed em, more like.” Grange murmured off to the side.


  “Indeed.” Tobias responded to the solider, nodding his head courteously, “Then if there is nothing else, we shall be off.” he looked back to the rest of the group, “Come, gentlemen… this detour has already—” but he stopped when the wolfhound held up a paw, silencing him.


  “Not everyone… just you.” the mercenary stated, “And Professor Milhoy also wanted you to know you’re expected back at the University directly after leaving here.” he stepped aside, one paw on the hilt of his sword and the other on the metal bars of the door.


  “And what of my team?” the prong horn inquired with indignation—if Tobias was faking it then Kesst was unable to tell the difference.


  “Not them.” the wolfhound responded flatly, closing the door after the antelope was out, “Just you.”


  The scholar’s indignation disappeared immediately as he lowered his ears and placed both of his hands together in supplication “Good sir… you must understand, I couldn’t possibly—”


  “Not my problem.” the mercenary cut him off immediately.


  “Then…” the prong horn’s eyes fidgeted this-way-and-that for a split second; Kesst had not known Tobias long, but he already recognized it as the sign of a plan forming within the antelope’s head, “…then I shall wait here.”


  “The Professor—”


  “You said Professor Milhoy told me to return to the university once I left here… but if I am not required to leave—” and Tobias trailed off, providing a pleasant smile to the dog.


  “Whatever.” the mercenary shrugged, “If you mess with the locks or cause a problem I’ll throw you right back in.” and, with that lazy threat, he exited the building.


  “You shoulda gone.” Nicholas said the moment the door closed, “No reason for you to stay with us when you got all your important tests to do.”


  “Sometimes the University is about more than locking oneself away in a library, Mr Poole.” the prong horn stated, and moved to collect his belongings from the counter near the door. “I, for example, prefer a little more adventure in my day.” and, with that, the scholar went to stand by the bear’s cell, and immediately began to talk in a strange language.


  The bear’s ears went up, and he immediately responded, his voice much more vibrant when talking in what must have been his native tongue; Kesst felt the tribesman’s deep bass vowels in his bones. “Hmph… ‘e speaks like dey do.” Suros the elephant pointed out.


  The discussion continued for several minutes until Tobias finally stuck his arm through the cell. The bear reached out his own, and they clasped one another’s forearms. The scholar turned around to face the group, “He killed a man.”


  “Always wanted to clasp wrists with a murderer, Toby?” inquired Sanmer, leaning against the bars on the side of the cell opposite the rat and his group.


  “He’s not a murderer.” Tobias responded; the scholar didn’t comment on the pet-name, but Kesst did see a distinct scowl, “Enarork was protecting his livelihood.”


  “Hmm…” Nicholas grunted, “fighting to protect himself…sounds familiar.” and he released another *hock-ptui*.


  “En… ena… ena what?” Kesst asked, despite himself.


  “You may say ‘Rork’…” the bear rumbled, “it is easier for you.”


  “Enarork means ‘Gift of the Earth’ in the tribal tongue… it is what’s called a common name.”


  Tobias explained, “Their people have names they give to outsiders, and they have names known only to other members of their tribe.”


  “Heh…” Sanmer chuckled a single, humored bark, “And to think, the tribals I’ve known always seemed to have trouble understanding the difference between a name and a surname, and all this time they’ve been holding out on me.”


  “So what’s with the name, Gift of Earth?” Nicholas asked.


  “Enarork makes and sells jewelery.” Tobias responded, “In fact, that probably explains why the thief—” but the discussion was cut short by an enormous explosion.


  Everyone in the jail was thrown off their feet, and Kesst fell down in a tumble of cloak and his own limbs, carefully hurtling himself away from the rest of the party.


  “Darkone’s dick sleeve!” cursed Grange, “What in the fiery depths of-?” but his exclamation was likewise terminated by a follow-up explosion. It was not quite as powerful, but a blast of super-heated air stole the breath out of everyone… except Kesst.


  The dragon stood up even as the rest of the prisoners tried to breathe. He quickly took stock of the situation, realizing that the wooden roof of the building had caught fire. He then helped Nicholas to his feet. Turning to glance at Sanmer, Kesst realized that the fox was already up, and was fiddling with the lock on the metal door; seconds later it popped open. The fox glanced back at him and grinned, “Whether you’re a law abiding sucker or not, we gotta get going.” and made a beeline for the door.


  “Wait!” Tobias objected, coughing as he waved away the smoke from his face, “We… we can’t leave yet.”


  “Right! Right!” the rat shouted, hitting the bars of his cage with his claws, “Come on! Get us out, quick!”


  Kesst glanced around to the rest of the party, eyes going first to the frantic rat and his companions, and then to the bear, who calmly remained where he was, the reflection of flames flickering in his eyes, eerily calm through the whole affair. He looked next to Sanmer, whose eyes were on the door leading out of the burning building.


  “Move it, Kid!” shouted Nicholas, giving him a little shove as a burning beam fell where the dragon had been standing. Kesst gasped, pulling his cloak free from the blazing timbers and quickly stamped out the smoldering end. They didn’t have a lot of time, so he realized that no matter what they did they’d have to act fast.


  Chapter 1b, Martyrdumb (pt 4)


  “Arlowe!”


  For the beleaguered raccoon dog the call came from across more than just distance… it came from another point in his life… a simpler, more mundane time—it was his wife, Calani. “Arlowe!” she called again, “Dinner!” and he suddenly found himself somewhere other than in the dark, dank cell in the church’s catacombs.


  The evening sky was lit with the reds and oranges of the setting sun and the raccoon dog was sweaty with the day’s exertions. He had been moving trash barrels again, working with many other members of the small community within the south east part of town. Life just north of the dock divide had never been easy, but Arlowe had always been an outspoken man and, ultimately, his constant attempts to bring the neighborhood of raccoon dogs together had born fruit.


  Many of them were unemployed, or drastically underemployed, living off of the kindness of others, or else working themselves ragged for far less pay than most other day laborers. Of course, some of their community chose less acceptable but far more lucrative careers… prostitutes… thieves… and worse. It wasn’t until Arlowe’s son was born that he had ever given that lifestyle any thought but, after Cruffington came into his life, the raccoon dog realized that there had to be some changes—he wouldn’t stand for anyone in his family forced into such squalor.


  Under Arlowe’s guidance the small community of raccoon dogs had started to thrive. They joined together and worked in tandem, not only improving their little out-of-the-way portion of town, but they managed to push out some of the criminal element that had started to manifest within their neighborhood. All of his neighbors cheered him on, proclaiming him their leader and giving him the credit for the slow-but-noticeable transformation… but he never accepted it; Arlowe wasn’t doing it for any of those reasons… he just wanted a better life for his son.


  He waved to the many people he knew from his past as he walked his way back home. It was a short two blocks, but the raccoon dog had never felt like his journey had taken him longer… it had been over a decade. Having long since realized he was in a dream, Arlowe was, nevertheless, overjoyed with the familiarity of his old neighborhood and the welcoming faces that greeted him from across the years. He turned the final corner, heart ready to burst with joy that he would be able to look upon his upon his wife again… his home… his old life. But it was not meant to be.


  As he turned the final corner, the raccoon dog’s view of his humble apartment was blocked by two larger-than-life, robed-and-cowled individuals. “Arlowe Flew?” one inquired.


  It was a dream, he reminded himself. Anything was possible in a dream. He could choose to do what he didn’t do in life; he could will the men into mist and return to catch a glimpse of the life he had left behind; he could have turned and run, walking up buildings and leaving the recruiters far behind. “Yes.” the raccoon dog responded, “I am Arlowe.” he was as true to himself as he was his own greatest betrayer.


  “The Church has seen what you have done with your community.” the second robed-and-cowled figure explained as large, leathery wings spread out from beneath his cloak, casting a shadow of piety amidst a corona of divine light, “Yours is a higher calling.”


  “I was never meant for greatness.” Arlowe told the figure. They were not the words he had spoken when the church had sent the recruiters for him, but he was willing to challenge the dream as he felt his emotions begin to squeeze from his heart like a chef juicing a piece of fruit.


  “That is not your place to decide… it is His.” explained the second figure, wings likewise raising, “You have been chosen.”


  “What of my family?” those were the words from his past… which meant that he was ready for the dragon’s response.


  “They will be well cared for…” the dragon announced, “The entire community will be compensated for your services.” the raccoon dog still didn’t know whether it was the greed in him that accepted their offer, or the spark of hope lingering in him that his son truly would be able to have the life that he himself had been denied within the slums.


  Arlowe knew what that decision would mean in the way he didn’t know back then. Pain and suffering… entering an entirely new life and surrendering everything he had known… his entire past and any of the future he might have had with his people… his love… his son… his family.


  He asked the question he did not have the courage to speak back then, “How long?” he addressed the dragon, “How long will you care for them?”


  Unlike in his true life, the dream dragon spoke far more truth, “Until you are ours… until you have become what we desire of you… until you are of the faith.”


  “And then?” the raccoon dog asked, already knowing the answer.


  “Then they shall be on their own.” the dragon’s words echoed through his mind as the sun began to set on what had once been a scene from Arlowe’s life.


  “How can you make a man choose?” the raccoon dog asked of the darkness… but his words weren’t aimed at the dragon.


  “You will be a priest in service to God.” the dragon’s voice continued in the surrounding blackness.


  Arlowe’s memories echoed around in his head, along with the reply he had given the holy man, “I swore before God that I would be faithful to my wife and—”


  “You can be faithful to her by raising her above the streets.” the dragon interrupted him, “Your cub can become something greater… he will be able to accomplish more thanks to the choice you make.”


  “Why can’t they come with?” the echo of Arlowe’s voice flowed like a specter in the darkness that surrounded him.


  “You cannot be distracted, Arlowe. They must remain here—a monk’s family is the church.”


  “Just as well.” the raccoon dog felt a ball of queasiness build within him at the memory, “If I cannot be with my wife then I may as well forsake love forever.” his own words from the past echoed through his mind.


  “No, Arlowe… you will know love… the love of God.” It was the defining moment when he had finally given in to the priests… and, from there, his new life had begun—without even getting to say goodbye. The cold blackness gave way to bleary gray as the echoing voices from his dreams faded to nothing.


  Friar Arlowe realized as he lay there that he was no longer cold, rather, he was incredibly warm… hot even—though the sweat on his shivering body was like ice. The nausea in his stomach grew even worse, and he rolled to the side on the stone blocks of his cell and began retching… though nothing came out. Gasping for breath, the monk lay on his stomach, trying to regain control of his body, which shook as though he were freezing to death… despite how incredibly hot he felt.


  He wasn’t certain how long he had laid there when next his presence of mind returned. The foggy blur that was his vision picked up long streaks of shadow amidst what he assumed was the half-light of dusk. At first, the raccoon dog had no idea what had pulled him back to his senses but, as he continued to lay there, he realized that he heard voices… far off voices… talking at a quickened pace. Focusing with as much control as he had, he bade the words make more sense and he trained his hearing on them.


  “…and once things calm down you’ll be reinstated… don’t worry.” the voice was in the quick-paced tone of Vic Ventor and, although far away, it was getting closer.


  “I just can’t believe they suspended me in the first place.” the frustration in Cruffington’s tone was obvious, “How can they even think the church might be responsible for sabotaging a prototype?”


  “The Albatross was a big deal, Cruff… they’re just covering their bases from the social backlash… you know that.”


  “I didn’t even have anything to do with the project.” the raccoon dog growled outside the cell.


  “Don’t you remember Professor Weinbeck speaking on the scientific method?” Vic’s comment was particularly sardonic, “Any hypothesis is right until proven wrong.”


  “That’s not exactly what—”


  “I know… I know…” the fox-coon acknowledged, his face appearing in the small window of the wooden door, and he raised his voice projected into the cell, “Hey? Hey… Friar?”


  Friar Arlowe opened his muzzle to greet the inquisitive young man but his throat ceased when he tried to speak, little coming out other than a croaking gasp.


  “Father?” Cruffington’s face ousted Vic’s and, even from his position on the floor, the older raccoon dog saw the young initiate’s eyes widen, “Friar Arlowe!”


  “Cruff… hey!” Vic objected, and the two rustled on the opposite side of the door for several moments.


  “Quiet!” Cruff snapped in return, and his harsh order was followed by a firm *click* followed by a metallic grinding… and the door swung open. He took two steps before coming to a halt, “Friar Arlowe?”


  The older raccoon dog grunted, and groaned, using all of his strength just to roll onto his side. He had been exhausted after his beating, and hadn’t recuperated during the night… but he felt even worse after the passing of the day. He’d slept… that much was certain… but he was as sore as if he had just run from Graddin to Newport… and just as exhausted.


  “Damn…” murmured Vic, “He doesn’t look that great.”


  The monk groaned, raising his head slightly, “…don’t… curse.” and it fell back to the floor, his body unable to use its energy for anything more than another round of coughs.


  “He’s sick.” Cruff knelt down beside him and the monk felt the cool touch of a paw pressed against his forehead, “He’s burning up…”


  “Good thing I know a thing or two about Water Studies.” Vic announced, “Come on…” and the fox-coon knelt down on Friar Arlowe’s other side, and began hoisting him to his feet.


  “I’ve got this side…” Cruff announced, grabbing hold of Friar Arlowe’s right shoulder, “Just… get his other arm.”


  “…wait.” the monk attempted to object, but the word came out as barely more than a groan, and he didn’t have the strength to fight off his “rescuers”.


  “Shh!” Vic hissed, “…someone’s coming.” The two quickly backpedaled away from the door, the coon-fox kicking it into something more reminiscent of a closed position as they slid back into the darkness of the cell.


  “I know you are there.” called a very certain voice. Friar Arlowe recognized it despite his addled thoughts, and apparently Cruff did as well.


  “Don’t try to stop us, Rhys.” the young raccoon dog declared, “He shouldn’t be locked up, and you know it.”


  “I wasn’t going to stop you.” the rat responded, and he pulled the door open, key in paw, “The Inquisitors announced after evening mass that Friar Arlowe was going to hang in the morning… and..” he heard the young priest swallow audibly, “…and I wasn’t going to let that happen.”


  The revelation was not entirely a surprise to the monk; he had very little doubts that they church would let him be… he was too much of a threat. The fact that three of the young acolytes were putting themselves in danger on his behalf was something that he couldn’t accept. “No…” he murmured, attempting to struggle in their grasp, but managing little more than shaking his head.


  “Dear God…” Brother Rhys announced, taking a step back and making a warning gesture of faith, “He is taken ill.”


  “Being severely beaten will do that to you.” confirmed Cruff with a faint growl to his voice, “He’s lost a lot of blood… and I don’t think he’s had any care—”


  “Sister Aurelie had come to see him… she treated his wounds as best she could.” the rat responded, holding the door as the young raccoon dog and the fox-coon brought the monk out into the hall.


  “Then we’ll thank her if we ever see her again.” Cruff responded quickly, “Let’s—”


  “You’re welcome.” the cat’s voice silenced him immediately.


  “Sister Aurelie… what are—” Rhys began.


  “The same thing as you, I believe.” the young sister responded before the question had entirely left the rat’s muzzle.


  “Hooray…” noted Vic sarcastically, “It’s a party.”


  “Sister…” Brother Rhys noted softly, “You do realize what will happen if you’re caught…”


  “Much better than you, Brother Barlow.” the cat spoke with a specific tonal quality… a slight vibrato that made Friar Arlowe realize immediately that Sister Aurelie had experienced what the monk had hoped would not come to pass… and his spirits fell. “Come.” Sister Auerlie spoke with conviction, “This way.”


  “There are guards in that hallway.” Vic spoke up quickly.


  “They’re sleeping.” the cat responded, and moved on ahead. The party followed, granted, at a slower pace as Friar Arlowe’s legs were hardly working and they had to half-carry, half-drag him. He would have objected had he the energy… they were putting themselves in danger on his behalf, and that was something he would not have accepted had he any opportunity to object. As it was, however, they emerged out of the catacombs and into the church’s south atrium.


  Although the northern atrium was busy at almost any hour, the southern grand hall was reserved for the comings and goings of the clergy… which meant it was very quiet late in the evening. As Sister Auerlie had explained, the four men standing guard in the room were on the floor: one on his back, two on their faces, and one on his side—the monk was relieved to see that they were all still breathing. He was not the only one.


  “Drugged?” questioned Vic, pausing to look down at a bobcat as they passed by him, “I didn’t know you had skills with sleeping potions.” he glanced to Sister Auerlie, who was quietly opening one of the huge wooden doors that led to the outside.


  “She doesn’t.” responded the first voice that night Friar Arlowe had been glad to hear, “But I know herbs.”


  “Who’s that?” Brother Rhys questioned, a concerned tone to his voice. The monk was able to see the form materialize from the shadows, a tall, well-built male wolf adorned with the body paints of a Tribal.


  “Do you know this wolf, Sister?” Cruff asked of the cat.


  “Yes.” Sister Auerlie nodded, “He’s… a…” she glanced to the wolf, “…a friend.”


  “I am Aodhan.” the visitor announced, “Come… we must leave this place quickly.”


  “We can take him from here.” Sister Auerlie announced, “He’ll be safe once we get him to the tribe lands.”


  “You can’t go to the Tribelands, Sister!” Rhys announced, aghast, “You know what they do to—”


  “I’ll be fine.” the cat interrupted.


  “We should go with… just to be sure.” Vic countered.


  “No… there’s no need to get into any trouble.” Rhys spoke, “If the Aodhan is your friend, he can take Friar Arlowe without you having to—”


  “I need to go.” Sister Auerlie announced in a voice that would suggest no further objection; the monk was even more certain of the young cat’s situation.


  “We can hide out here on the church grounds until things calm down.” Cruff suggested, “He might not be able to survive the trip.”


  “He’ll be fine.” Vic confirmed, “Let’s get back to our bunks before anyone realizes we had anything to do with this.”


  “Wait…” Cruff spoke up out of the blue, “we should take his place.” and, for a moment, the words clenched Friar Arlowe’s heart in a chilly grip, “If they find us there we can stand together and force them to change their mind.”


  “That would not end well, Cruffington.” Brother Rhys objected.


  “No…” Friar Arlowe finally managed to force out as he wheezed in a breath, “Put… me back… this… this can’t… continue.” The exertion of speaking was too much, and he practically collapsed there, held up only by the quick support of Cruff and Vic.


  “He’s delirious.” murmured Sister Aurelie.


  “Come… I will take him.” Aodhan spoke, reaching for the old raccoon dog, and hefting him up and over his back. He turned to Sister Auerlie, but Friar Arlowe’s vision had already started to blacken out once more, “We must go.” the tribal wolf announced. The monk slipped into unconsciousness before he heard the group’s resolution.


  Chapter 1c, Steam-Punked (pt 4)


  Alvis turned out to be much less pliant than Alarice would have preferred, “If she was lying about Professor Milhoy then what’s to say she’s not lying about all of this?”


  “I didn’t have time to explain why you needed to leave.” the human woman responded calmly, “So you’ll have to forgive me that deception.”


  “So you lied to him for his own good, huh?” Roland spoke up, glancing to her as he flicked an ear to the side.


  “Precisely.” she confirmed, the hand behind her back idly toying with a small vial of sleep serum; if he became much more unruly she’d have no choice but to pacify him.


  “My father used to do that.” the wolf-dog’s scowl deepened all the more, “That really didn’t turn out so great.”


  “This lady isn’t your dad, Roland.” Alvis spoke up, having somehow suddenly changed his stance inexplicably… not that Alarice was going to object.


  “The kid’s right.” Joshew spoke up, “But it doesn’t mean we can trust her.” his voice was steely and distrustful. Alarice sighed; despite all she’d done to help them there was still that lack of trust… not that she blamed them since she would probably have acted no differently were she in their shoes.


  “I’m not a kid.” Alvis responded.


  “Pup, then.” the blind scholar replied, “…whatever.”


  “I’m not a pup either.” the mutt countered with a deep scowl, “I’m plenty old.”


  “Can we please discuss this later?” Alarice interrupted, “There is a growing fire behind us, not to mention a growing guard presence.”


  “Maybe we should just go to the guards then.” the black furred young dog suggested, crossing his arms over his chest in defiance.


  “Assuming we know which of em are members of the Order, that would be great.” Roland was quick to interject, “Come on, Joshew… whether we can trust her or not, she’s our best lead right now.” and the wolf-dog turned to face Alarice, “You’d better not be leading us wrong.” he reached out and took hold of one of the human scholar’s wrists.


  “Don’t touch me.” Joshew pulled his arm free and smoothed out his robe, “I didn’t ask for your help.”


  “You’re not getting very far without someone guiding you, ‘Shew.” the wolf-dog countered, grabbing hold again. “Whether you like it or not is besides the point.” he turned to look at Alarice, “Which way?”


  “Hmph.” Joshew countered with a scowl, “That line tells quite a story ‘bout you, doesn’t it, Roland?”


  “Gentlemen?” Alarice attempted to pull their attention to her instead of one another, “Focus please.” She started at a swift pace, but kept from going as quickly as she would have liked in consideration for the blind scholar and his seeing-eye husky-wolf.


  Alvis followed her in a much more obedient manner than the two scholars behind him. “They don’t get along really well.” he offered in a consolatory manner.


  “I get along just fine.” Joshew snapped back at the young husky shepherd as he was led along by his arm, “It’s not my fault if Roland here is intimidated by me.”


  “Me intimidated by you?” the husky-wolf demanded inquisitively, “You really are full of yourself, Joshew… and all this time I just thought—”


  “Manners!” Alarice spoke as loud as she was willing to. The woman cut across a street with the UPU students in tow, pausing just a moment before sliding into the darkened alley that would lead her where she wanted to go. She came to a stop so quickly that Roland would have run into her if not for the fact that Joshew had likewise halted.


  “Now what?” the husky-wolf demanded of the blind scholar.


  “We’re being followed.” Alarice and Joshew answered in unison. She subtly reached to her hip where she had hidden her pistol; a man emerged from around the side of a building at the same time as her fingers closed around the comforting walnut stock of her preferred weapon.


  “It’s a guard.” Roland announced, speaking to Joshew. True to the wolf-dog’s words, the man that stepped in their way wore the uniform of a Newport City Guard.


  “You must be Alarice.” the guard announced, his hand obviously resting on his sword. The woman had seen the ploy before and was far too astute to miss the fact that his other hand was palming a knife.


  “The fact that you know my name could be considered disconcerting.” she replied callously. She heard the sound of another man approaching from behind the group.


  “These are guards.” Alvis spoke, “That’s a good thing… right?”


  “You’re safe now, young man.” the guard at the front of the group announced, “This woman is a bandit… a weapons dealer… and a murderer.”


  Alvis took a step away from Alarice, who rolled her eyes in frustration; it had taken far too long for him to even gain the slightest bit of trust, and now the meddlesome guard was undoing all of that with a handful of words, “And you are from the Order of Blades.” she countered, “The fact that your people just got finished blowing up the—” but the man didn’t give her a chance to finish her sentence.


  The guard rushed forward, spinning as he brought his stiletto around in a backhand strike, point facing the same direction as his elbow as he put his full bodyweight behind the attack. It was a powerful strike, but foolish considering it left him open. Alarice’s pistol was up and out in a split second and she took aim—only to have her gun knocked from her hand by the man’s sword. Apparently he was not as bad a fighter as she had expected. The stiletto burying itself into her ribs a moment later further reinforced that impression.


  Alvis let out a yelp to the right, and he dove for cover into a pile of refuse as Alarice stumbled back, her assailant letting her slide off of his off-hand weapon as he pulled both blades back into a fresh ready-stance. Although she heard the sound of Roland shouting a warning from behind her she didn’t have the luxury of defending both flanks, and hoped beyond all reason that the two scholars would be able to handle themselves.


  “Move!” Roland barked, and Alarice heard the blind scholar stumble, followed a moment later by a yelp as the second attacker’s weapon apparently found its mark.


  The man facing Alarice grinned, taking a step closer, “An arms dealer without her—” her blade emerged from its hiding place in her sash and found a new home in the guard’s throat before he could defend himself. His sword fell from his surprised grasp and, to Alarice’s astonishment, she watched as he tightened his grip on his stiletto and made as if to strike at her… but, ultimately, his will and strength failed before he had the chance.


  “Joshew!” Alvis shouted from his place amidst the garbage, “Look out! To your right!”


  Alarice spun to face the group’s second attacker, who had pushed Roland against the wall. The wolf-dog had a paw over his side and blood was flowing freely from between his fingers; his wound reminded her of the own stabbing pain in her side, but she pushed the thought from her mind—the girdle she wore was as effective at preventing blood loss than any bandage she would manage… not that she had the time. The man stepped past the injured wolf-dog and brought his sword to bear just as Joshew’s hand emerged from his robe.


  The guard shouted in pain and surprise as a thick cloud of silvery-white crystals engulfed his face. He shouted again, stumbling back as he reached a free hand up to rube at his eyes, knocking his helm off in the process “Lunar Caustic!” Joshew announced to Roland, who nodded and pushed himself off of the wall.


  Alarice reached down to retrieve her gun, her free hand going to her ribs, “Thank God he got bone.” she murmured to herself, straightening up as she watched the guard shoulder-check Joshew down as he blindly groped for the wall. “He’s running!” she raised her voice, aiming her pistol at the man and squeezing off a round.


  The black-powder blast echoed within the confines of the alley, making her scowl as she realized she may as well have tolled a bell to signal their location to anyone else seeking them… but it was already too late to recall her action.


  The shot struck true, and the man stumbled forward. The bullet had hit him in the breastplate and the metal did end up giving way, but, by the way the guard regained his balance, she could tell that the lethality of the bullet had been greatly lessened. The man’s recovery time, however gave Roland a chance to intercept him.


  The wolf-dog grabbed the guard by his sword arm and delivered a powerful headbut, knocking the man back. Still holding onto the armored warrior’s wrist, Roland pulled him forward again, repeating the action. The third attempt, unfortunately, gave the soldier enough time to free a punching knife, and the aggressive scholar went rigid when the blade slid its way into his gut.


  “Roland!” Alvis shouted, exploding out of the trash pile and racing toward the wolf-dog, who slowly slid to the ground, paw having moved from his side to his stomach. The guard took that moment to stumble out onto the street… and away.


  “What?” demanded Joshew, “What’s going on?”


  “Roland got stabbed!” the black-furred husky-shepherd cried out, quickly covering the wounded scholar’s paw with his own, “He’s bleeding really bad.”


  “Get him up.” Alarice announced, pulling her sash free and tossing it Alvis, who was whimpering softly as he tried to stauch the flow of blood.


  “You’re hurt too?” the young student gasped, quivering, “I… I shouldn’t have… I should have…”


  “Learn from it.” the woman cut off his castigation, “Start being useful.”


  “Roland?” Joshew slowly approached, getting down onto his hands and knees as he felt for the fallen wolf-dog.


  “Here…” Alvis began covering the wounded scholar’s injury with the sash as he reached out to take hold of Joshew’s wrist and guide it to where Roland lay.


  “…ow.” Roland noted.


  “Come on…” Joshew moved so that his feet were beneath him, and he began to pick up the injured wolf-dog.


  “Joshew…” Alvis murmured, “You can’t—”


  “I can’t what?” the human snapped, “Can’t see?” he gazed in almost the correct direction at Alvis, “No… but I can carry him… and he can see for me.”


  “How…” Roland winced as the human scholar made good on his plan, “…romantic.”


  “Oh shut it.” Joshew stated flatly, “Hey… Alarice…” he glanced in what he probably thought was her direction, “that’s your name, isn’t it, lady?”


  “Yes?” she responded, forcing him to realize that she was further to his right.


  “Lead on, already.” Joshew was obviously ready to continue.


  Alarice wondered to herself how well fighting alongside someone else created a sense of trust in people. She hoped, for her sake that she would find a less painful way of getting the job done in the future. They walked in silence other than Roland and Alvis’ directions for Joshew. Her musings, however came to a stop as quickly as she did once the group arrived at the pile of rubble that had been her home.


  “Why are we stopping?” Alvis asked, keeping beside Joshew to assist him.


  “We’re here.” she let out a slow breath, fighting to remain in control of her reaction, tone, response, bearing, voice, and, most of all, emotions. Those thoughts were lost to her the moment she heard the sound of a hammer cocking on a pistol. Spinning, she turned around just in time to see a wingless bat emerge from a side alley.


  They faced one another for a handful of seconds, looking down the barrel of one another’s weapons and, in unison, they lowered them in relief. Inigo stood there for a moment longer before he began closing the distance. Alarice took stock of the way he held his left arm tightly against his body, and the way he favored his left leg. The pile of rubble and the bat’s disheveled appearance was an easy indicator where Inigo had been when the base imploded.


  A few seconds later, he was in her arms… or was she in his? She wasn’t sure of which, but she was certain that the wetness when their cheeks met was from his tears… definitely… most likely… probably… maybe… hopefully.


  Chapter 1a, Flintlocked and Loaded (pt 5)


  Due to the jail rapidly filling with smoke, there was little time to delay. Kesst followed Sanmer out of the cell and helped usher the rest of the group through the bars. “That everyone?” questioned the white-furred fox.


  “Not everyone, no.” Tobias countered, shuffling through the drawers of the desk situated next to where he’d been standing.


  “Right.” acknowledged the fox, “Our gear…” he moved over to join the prong horn, “But it’s in the chest here… not the desk.”


  “He’s looking for the keys.” Nicholas responded, going quickly to the cell holding Grange and his men, “We gotta get everyone out.”


  “By everyone…” the fox paused, glancing at the sailor.


  “Everyone.” the human acknowledged, and he began tugging at the door.


  “I won’t leave Enarork here.” Tobias stated.


  In response, Kesst watched as Sanmer rolled his eyes, “Go watch the door.” the rogue suggested to the dragon. The fox made his way to the tribal bear’s cell and knelt down, fiddling with the lock using a small metal pin and what looked like a nail. “Well?” Sanmer questioned, and Kesst realized he’d been staring.


  The dragon obliged the request, moving to the prison’s single door, which had taken a decent amount of damage from whatever the blast had been outside. Large gaps had appeared between the wooden boards and the metal reinforcements on the portal appeared to be all that was still holding it together. With the numerous cracks that had developed between the damaged wood it was very easy for the dragon to keep an eye out while remaining inside.


  Behind him, Kesst could hear the sounds of the many individuals laboring to breathe. Now and again someone would start with a coughing fit, which led to another, then another; before long everyone seemed to be doing their fair share, and the dragon knew it was only going to get worse.


  The smoke did nothing to him. Kesst he wasn’t bothered in the least, but he realized that was only because he possessed the Breath. If anyone else knew—the dragon started coughing for good measure, imitating the laborious breaths of his fellows.


  “Come on… come on…” Nicholas, at the far end of the prison, was still trying to force the bars open. While any normal attempt at such a feat was nigh impossible, the damage done to the prison by the combination of blast and fire actually resulted in the sailor making a little progress. That, and the help from the enormous elephant on the other side of the bars. Together they managed to loosen one… but it was a far cry from freedom.


  “The keys must be here somewhere.” Tobias spoke up, frantically going through the desk, “I saw one of the guards place—”


  “Mercenaries.” Sanmer interrupted him, speaking around several thin metal wires he had sticking out from the end of his muzzle. He pulled one free and added it to the lock, continuing to fidget with the mechanism.


  “You were the only person the guards actually searched…” the antelope ventured, “How could they have possibly missed a set of lock picks.”


  “They found my primary kit…” Sanmer confirmed, “But I always hide a few extra on my person for cases just like this.”


  “From where I was standin’ it looked like they were pretty damn full-on checkin’ everywhere.” Grange added from across the room.


  “Almost everywhere.” the fox acknowledged, reaching a paw down the front of his pants before pulling another nail-sized pick from beneath, “Funny story… most guys have a problem checking every last ‘sleeve’.”

  

  “Good god, man…” Tobias announced, aghast, “You mean to say you stuck them down your shea—”


  Nicholas interrupted the antelope’s exclamation with a particularly hearty cough, and lowered his head, gasping for breath as the smoke began to pool along the ceiling. “It’s…” he rasped, “getting bad…” he took a step back, coughing again as the alley cat within the cell collapsed, succumbing to the smoke.


  Enarork, still seated in a relaxed manner on the floor, spoke quietly, his eyes still closed. It was the strange language of the tribesmen and Kesst did not understand what he was saying, but Tobias certainly seemed to register whatever it was. The scholar replied back something in a very energetic manner, shaking his head.


  “He wants us to leave him and save ourselves?” Sanmer asked in an optimistic tone.


  “He was thanking us for our help.” Tobias responded.


  “Yes.” the bear responded, opening his eyes to look at the fox, “Thank you.”


  “Sure.” Sanmer acknowledged, “Kinda fun change a pace… usually I’m breaking out of a cell… not into one.”


  Kesst glanced from the interior of the prison back to the outside, watching the people running around the street. Now and again, the dragon saw a guard, but not a single one of them appeared to have any interest in approaching the prison—most were trying to herd people down the boulevard and keep things as orderly as possible.


  As far as the dragon could tell it appeared that they were failing at the last part… badly. He pulled back from the door, turning away from it as he saw a motorized carriage careen uncontrolled toward a group of people, and clenched his teeth when he heard the resulting impact. Kesst forced his imagination to avoid thoughts on the scene and focused on the goings on the goings-on within the jail.


  Nicholas’ renewed coughing caught the dragon’s attention once more as the sailor lowered his head, almost retching as his body tried to clear itself of the smoke. He saw the human’s eyes watering, and the sailor was sweating profusely, laboring even to remain on his feet. “Nicholas…” Kesst called, “You—” but he was interrupted by the sound of Tobias’ coughing… which was even worse. A few seconds later, the prong horn collapsed.


  “They are falling to the smoke.” Enarork’s deep voice was more narrative than concerned, “They cannot remain, or they risk joining the spirits.”


  “I…” Tobias rasped, clawing at one of the desk’s legs, trying to stand, “… we need to… help him.”


  “The smoke’s getting worse.” Kesst explained, glancing out of door through the cracks, and suddenly wishing he hadn’t; there was just so much blood. He returned his attention to the smoke-filled prison and made a judgment call, “I’ll help them.” he called to Nicholas, moving toward the cell holding Grange and his gang.


  “Not…” Nicholas spoke before his coughing cut him short. He rasped, “Not a good idea.” he managed to wheeze.


  “Yes! Yes, a good idea!” Grange announced, grabbing the unconscious alley cat and dragging him closer to the cage’s door.


  “Help Tobias.” Sanmer shouted at the human, “If you’re gonna try and help then do it quick, Kesst.” the fox suggested.


  The sailor, still coughing, stumbled across the smoke filled room and grabbed hold of the fallen scholar, who was still wheezing, tears, mucus, saliva, and phlegm coating the front of his robe; Kesst couldn’t bear to look at him as they passed one another. “It’s alright… it’s alright…” the dragon announced as Nicholas glanced at him, “I’ll help them… just get Tobias out of the smoke.”


  The dragon waited for just a moment as the two left the building. Tobias shouldered his way through the crumpled door, knocking it outward and off its damaged hinges. After that, Kesst looked back to the cell where Grange had his muzzle covered with the front of his shirt, and Suros was still trying to force the bars apart.


  “Careful,” warned the fox, a faint wheeze to his voice, “…lotsa smoke.” Sanmer paused in his picking of the lock long enough to grab a rag off of the desk where Tobias had been searching. He popped the top on a water skin and doused the cloth, and then wrapped it around his muzzle, “Make it quick!” he added, voice muffled by the wet fabric. With nothing more to be said, Sanmer returned to his work on the cell door.


  Kesst carefully approached the metal bars separating him from the rat’s crew. When they had been out on the street they seemed like an unstoppable force waiting to obliterate him… a tide that would wash him away—suddenly, as he stood before the trapped rat and his cronies, that impression had changed.


  Barely standing and hanging onto the bars for support was a wiry rat with thinned fur and numerous sores. Beside him, still straining against the bars was a large bull elephant who, despite his size, appeared thin for his kind, and had a half of a splintered tusk remaining out of his original two. The alley cat laying unmoving on the ground was in just as sad a shape, and the mongrel—Kesst stopped when he saw the brownish-furred arm poking out from beneath a pile of burning rubble that had fallen from the ceiling.


  “Got it!” Sanmer’s announcement, though muffled was still quite audible. The bear finally stood, his breath surprisingly steady, though the hint of a wheeze made Kesst that the tribal man was no more immune to the effects of the smoke than anyone else… he just did a better job at keeping himself from breathing in too much. “Let’s go.” the fox announced to the bear.


  “Come on… come on…” the tone of a plea was obvious in Grange’s voice, and he was on his knees, holding the bars for support. He coughed and spat, his eyes, nose, and mouth leaking constantly as he labored for breath, “…come on…” he wheezed.


  “Gonna… see…” Suros announced, looking around through tear-filled eyes before he located the cat, laying prone on the floor, “oh…there ya are…” and he knelt down to pick up the unmoving feline. As soon as the two had their attention elsewhere, Kesst took that moment to act. With one quick puff of The Breath, a thin, perfect stream of blue flame seared the lock to a red hot glow. Kesst took a step back, and kicked it with all his might, shattering it into several pieces and forcing the cell open.


  “Uhng…” Grange slowly got to his feet, pulling himself up using his grip on the bars, “…you an’… ya kickin’…”


  The dragon stepped aside, giving the rat a wide berth but, for all of Kesst’s concern, Grange didn’t try anything. Suros came out next, blinking his watery eyes as he lumbered off after the rat, the unconscious alley cat slung over his shoulder. Only once everyone else was out did Kesst turn around. He expected the prison to be empty… but saw that Sanmer was still present… as was the bear. Kesst wondered for a moment if either had seem him use The Breath, but he suddenly had other concerns as the roof began to collapse.


  “Go!” Enarork growled, taking a step forward so that the majority of his bulk was over Sanmer. The bear raised a large arm, deflecting a burning beam as it fell onto the two of them. The impact was accentuated by a grunt, but the tribal merchant seemed to have no trouble forcing the fiery wood aside. He clenched his paw twice and rotated his wrist with a wince… but that seemed to be the extent of the damage. “Go.” the bear repeated, motioning toward the door. Kesst did not have to be told twice.


  It took several minutes before the dragon’s heartbeat finally began to slow, but, in the scheme of things, that was a relatively small issue. Once the group was several blocks from the prison they stopped to take stock of the injuries. Nicholas was still coughing, though he seemed none-the-worse for wear, but Tobias was only able to move with the sailor’s assistance… he looked sick, and was still wheezing, as if his breath just wouldn’t catch up with him.


  Sanmer had a few singed bits of fur and added to the chorus of coughs every now and again, but he seemed to be the least affected out of everyone… most likely due to his use of a face covering. Kesst continued to add some theatrical coughs and throat-clearing but he was quick to refuse help, citing that others in the party needed it more than he. It was fortunate that Nicholas was doting on Tobias as the sailor pointed out more than once that Kesst had spent most of his time on the far side of the lock up and, therefore, furthest from the fire.


  In some way it made Kesst feel bad that he hadn’t done more; he had been immune to the smoke and the flames, and yet he wasn’t able to risk explaining why that was… dragons were no more immune to those things than anyone else… except for those who had The Breath. To have helped any more would have risked his secret… but to have helped so little—it still didn’t feel right and it didn’t sit well with him.


  His guilt grew when it came time to check on Grange and his compatriots: Grange and Surous were mostly alive but the mongrel had died when the section of the ceiling collapsed in their cell, and the alley cat had succumbed to the smoke… that left only Grange and Surous… neither of whom appeared to be in all that great a condition. The rest of the party must have realized that too, as the topic of discussion quickly switched from everyone’s health to what would become of the remaining brigands.


  Chapter 1b, Martyrdumb (pt 5)


  Friar Arlowe realized he was dreaming the moment it registered that he was standing in a large, empty field. After the church had moved him to Mehnzil he spent nearly a decade viewing nothing but rooftops and cobblestone; the Holy City stretched out as far as the eye could see. During his return trip to Lehsunia, the raccoon dog had been transported in an enclosed carriage, unable to see the landscape as it passed. But the banishment of the open lands from his life did not end there.


  Upon returning to Graddin, Friar Arlowe had immediately been placed within the Grand Cathedral. Two years later, he was sent to Newport. During that trip, the monk was part of a caravan that used old fashioned coaches and wagons, meaning he received a chance to see the countryside… but even then they had slept within their carriages and he’d had no chance to touch his feet upon the grass. No, he realized, standing in the plains with no building in sight couldn’t have been anything but a dream.


  Even though it was a dream, Friar Arlowe found that silence was a blessing. He took the time to revel in the warm sun on his face as a cool breeze blew its way through his fur. His last memories of aches, pains, and fever were gone… at least, until he awoke. All around him was the green beauty of the natural world… the Lord’s canvas. Nearby flowers granted more color to the grass and he could almost taste their sweetness… yet, strangely, that was not what the raccoon dog smelled.


  A powerful, putrid stink of rotting meat assailed his nose all at once. He felt his stomach grow queasy at the overpowering odor and the otherwise beautiful landscape slowly began to take on an eerily menacing element to it. Shadows began to creep out from every shape and the pure blue sky was quick to fill with clouds. The pleasant silence was shattered by what sounded like a heartbeat or… “War drums.” he murmured to himself.


  No sooner were the words out of his muzzle than he saw them: long lines of soldiers… hundreds—no… thousands—tens of thousands… all lining up on the crags that surrounded the valley. What had once been a beautiful vale was suddenly a desolate wasteland… and Friar Arlowe stood in the very middle of what appeared to be a future battleground.


  “The fever is breaking.” a voice echoed from somewhere far off, carried by a breeze that brought with it more of the fetid stench, “You did well.”


  “I’ve…” a second, softer, shaky voice spoke up, “I’ve never… cut someone… before…” the words were spoken, almost in slow motion as the armies that had gathered moved seemingly at double-speed and, suddenly, a war was being fought around Friar Arlowe. He heard the sounds of battle as if it was from far away, echoing to him from a great distance… yet the disembodied voices were so very clear.


  “We had to remove the bad flesh.” the first voice spoke, “It is the only chance his body will have to heal.” The discussion continued from there, but it was ultimately drowned out by the war waging around the monk, and, throughout it all, the only thing he could do was stand helplessly as blood stained the ground red.


  The armies kept coming, rushing from all sides in a seemingly endless tidal wave of violence. Although they bore battle standards the symbols on them meant nothing to Friar Arlowe… he saw only the inevitable death and waste of life. The battle waged on in a never-ending blood bath… but end it did… though not because there was a victor. As the monk watched, perched in the very middle of the melee, the ground began to part, breaking open as deep chasms split the land, dumping everyone into oblivion… and he awakened with a gasp.


  The rupturing of the earth transitioned quickly into the sound of a crackling campfire. The monk let out a deep breath, which came out as a white mist against the blackened sky. It was cold out, that much he knew, but he was wrapped in several blankets. His leg hurt, but not worse than it had at any other time he’d been conscious… actually, perhaps a little less. His nose crinkled in disgust when the scent from his dreams returned to him and, only then did he realize that a bloody knife was situated on a rock not far from where he lay.


  The raccoon dog stifled a grunt as he went to sat up, but found that his head suddenly started spinning, and it dropped back to the several pillows that had been propping it up. He took several moments to let the vertigo and nausea pass, and simply remained laying as he was while his eyesight finally settled down to something close to normal. He focused on the two figures sitting beside a campfire, their backs to him.


  “I hope he’ll be alright.” the blurry shape on the left spoke with Cruffington’s voice, “I mean… what if—”


  “No ‘what if’s, Cruff.” the hazy form on the right interrupted, and placed what Arlowe assumed to be a paw on the left’s what was probably a shoulder, “You heard the wild wolf… he said we got all of the tainted flesh… your dad should be fine.”


  “My… dad…” the words were spoken through a constricted throat, and the emotion behind them struck Friar Arlowe even in his semi-conscious condition. He wasn’t able to hide anymore… both he and Cruffington knew what they were to one another. How much longer, he wondered, until he would have to finally sit down and explain things to his son. Would he be able to? How could he make him understand.


  “Between the medicines I brought and the herbs the tribal has, I’m sure the Friar’ll be fine… I mean… he is a holy man, right?” Vic noted, “Isn’t God supposed’ta keep track of him and make sure he’s alright?”


  “It doesn’t work that way, exactly.” Cruff breathed a sigh, “God’s plan isn’t always so clear as to say something like that.”


  “Well…” the Vic-blob removed its arm-blur from the Cruffington-blotch, “if you’re a loyal servant or whatever and you get in trouble you’d think that your employer would lift a finger to help… at least… that’s all I’m saying.”


  “Now you’re just joking with me.” the Cruff-nebula punched the Vic-cloud in the shoulder-haze. Friar Arlowe smiled as he drifted off to sleep—it didn’t all make sense, but he took comfort in knowing that his son had someone meaingful with whom he could talk. The monk often wished that he could say the same.


  It was still dark the next time Friar Arlowe awoke, but at least the time between had been blissfully dreamless. The awakening was much more active, however, as a ceramic bowl was pressed to his lips as a firm-but-gentle paw eased his head up and forward. “Drink, Fehnal.” even if Friar Arlowe hadn’t recognized Aodhan’s voice he would have had no trouble identifying him by the nickname he had used.


  Fehnal… the name of a medicinal plant used by the Tribals to bring comfort to their women during their bleeding days and ease the pain that accompanied it. Aodhan had taken to using it as the Friar’s familiar name because, he had said, the plant’s seed pod looked like a hooded monk pressing his paws together in supplication. He had no more time to consider the memory as the warm, syrupy fluid in the bowl touched his lips; Arlowe did as he was bade and drank deeply of the concoction.


  It was sweet, and reminded him immediately of the flavor of the flowers in his fevered dreams of the empty grasslands. “Good… good…” the wolf acknowledged, slowly leveling out the bowl and stroking the top of the monk’s head as if he were a little cub. “Rest again, Fehnal…” Aodhan offered, “You will rest, and then you will feel better.” the wolf patted his shoulder gently, “The spirits watch over you… they favor you, my friend…” and, with that, Aodhan moved to join another shadowy figure who was huddling by the fire.


  “He’s getting better?” Sister Aurelie’s soft voice questioned, concern evident in the tone and the inflection of the cat’s words.


  “He is, yes.” the wolf acknowledged, reaching to take the Sister’s paw in his own.


  “Thank you for helping him.”


  Aodhan chuckled quietly, “He is a good friend, and it is not my way to turn my back on someone for whom I care about.”


  There was a long, very evident pause before Sister Aurelie responded, “I’m sorry, Aodhan.” the cat swallowed audibly, voice cracking on the next words, “I know you wanted me to go with you when you-”


  “Shh…” the wolf interrupted the Sister’s words with that simple sound… plus a single finger on the cat’s muzzle, “U wayopeya” he noted softly.


  “What…” Sister Aurelie paused, “That’s… that’s tribal, isn’t it?”


  “Yes.” Aodhan aknowledged, “It means literally ‘come west’… but its meaning is much more important.”


  “What does it mean?” the cat clasped both paws around the wolf’s.


  “It means look forward.” he explained, slowly sliding another log into the fire, “To go the way of the sun… ahead, and not back.”


  “I’m afraid of what the future is bringing.” Sister Aurelie responded, voice shaking in an emotional vibrato, “I’m…” another pause, “…scared.”


  “You told me once that we have nothing to fear…” the wolf turned back to the cat, gently caressing the Sister’s muzzle with a single finger, “…God will see us through.” he smiled comfortingly, “Were those not your words?”


  “I…” Sister Aurelie paused, letting out a breath, and the cat’s head slowly found its way to Aodhan’s shoulder, “…if he sent you… then I suppose he is seeing me through.” The wolf chuckled softly, laying his head against Sister Aurelie’s, and Friar Arlowe smiled, happy to know that they were each able to take such comfort in one another’s presence. Seeing at least that much in the world was well, the monk slowly drifted back off to sleep, carried by the gentle sound of contented breaths and a crackling campfire… his dreams were good ones.


  The sky was just starting to hint at dawn when Friar Arlowe next awoke. The sounds of birds in the trees were far more noisesome than those of the city, and it took a moment for the monk to put together his memories into a coherent timeline—he had been taken from Newport… taken from the church. He grunted as he tried to rise.


  “Careful, Friar… be careful.” Brother Rhys was at his side in a moment, carefully helping the raccoon dog to sit up, “Your body has used a lot of energy ridding itself of the corruption in your blood.”


  “I was…” the monk croaked, “…ill… fevered…”


  “Indeed.” the young rat priest acknowledged, and slowly poured some water into a familiar-looking ceramic bowl; it was the one Aodhan had—


  “Aodhan?” the raccoon dog started, looking around.


  “Sleeping.” Brother Rhys confirmed, “We have been taking turns keeping watch.” He glanced to where a collection of winter blankets were gathered in various body-shaped piles near the campfire, “I will awaken them soon so we can continue onward.”


  “I…” the monk paused, drinking greedily of the water until the bowl was empty, “I… awoke several times last night… I suppose…” he watched as Brother Rhys refilled the bowl, “I suppose every time the watchers changed.”


  “Aodhan mentioned that he thought you had awoken two nights ago when he gave you a tea…” the rat nodded thoughtfully.


  “Two nights ago?” the raccoon dog started, “It wasn’t…” he paused a moment before continuing, “a few hours ago?”


  “No, Friar Arlowe…” Brother Rhys shook his head, “We are five days from Newport… you’ve been recovering since we escaped with you.”


  “I have been…” he froze, “The church!”


  “They had declared that you were to be put to death.” the rat explained.


  The severity of the situation struck the raccoon dog like a blacksmith’s hammer on an anvil, “…what have you done?”


  Brother Rhys’ ears focused in on him, “We saved you from death, Friar.”


  “You have condemned me to far worse.” the raccoon dog whispered.


  “I—”


  Friar Arlowe sat up more fitfully, “I will be branded a heretic… you will all be identified as unfaithful and… and excommunicated…” his voice gained strength as his heart started racing, and his words began to rouse the rest of the party.


  “We’ve denied them the ability to—”


  “You have given the church everything it desired.” the monk interrupted the rat, “They have now found a way to remove me without having to face retribution for demanding my death… their words will carry truth as they will say I have fled from their judgment… and all of you…” he glanced around at the many eyes on him, “You’ve condemned yourselves to my fate as well.” For the first time since he had been arrested, the monk felt despair.


  Chapter 1c, Steam-Punked (pt 5)


  It had taken Alarice a few minutes to recover from her uncouth lapse in professionalism but she still needed several blocks of travel until she trusted herself enough to say anything more than “Follow me.” Inigo had remained by her side the whole time, creating enough of a scene with composing himself to take any attention off of her; she knew that he was doing it entirely for her benefit, which she reminded herself, was worthy of a review for a pay increase… thank god for Inigo, she acknowledged.


  “The den on Market Street.” Alarice explained to the bat without him having to ask. He nodded silently in acknowledgement. Over the decade plus the woman had been active in Newport she’d had the opportunity to secure a number of safe houses and, if what the Order of Blades had already shown themselves capable of was any indication to the danger they posed, that was a very good thing.


  “Ah.” Inigo acknowledged casually, “I like the basement… hard wood floor’s a nice touch and the—” the bat paused, the neutral tone leaving him immediately. “never mind.” Alarice didn’t have to ask why the sudden change in the conversation; Geoffrey had been the one to insist on the new flooring, and the otter’s loss had evidently hit the bat hard.


  “No… left… left…” Roland’s wheezing voice insisted. Behind her, the injured wolf-dog was still carried by Joshew.


  “You only need to tell me once.” the blind human countered with no small amount of frustration in his voice.


  “Well if you’d listen and—” his passenger began, but he was cut off.


  “He meant right.” Alvis spoke up, “You’re facing backwards, Roland… your left is his right… he was going to walk right into a—”


  “Stow it.” Roland growled, “I don’t do invalid well.”


  “He always got in trouble whenever he was sick as a pup.” Joshew responded with a light-hearted chiding tone.


  “Only because my father considered it a weakness. He never got sick, so it became my fault whenever I did.” the wolf-dog snorted, then winced.


  “Your father always did sound like a tooth-grinding problem in need of a very heavy handed solution.” Joshew added.


  “I take it your father is the wolf and your mother the husky?” Inigo spoke up from beside Alarice. She shouldn’t have been surprised by the way he inserted himself into the discussion; he was a natural conversationalist after all.


  “Uh… yeah?” the wolf-dog responded after a moment with the acknowledgement as much a question as a confirmation.


  “Well that explains a lot.” the bat nodded thoughtfully.


  “How’s that?” Joshew inquired, following the party as he was led along by Alvis.


  “In my experience, wolves are heavy-handed, overbearing, socially aggressive, and, more often than not, vain sons-of-bitches.” Inigo offered with a smirk.


  “Hmm…” the human nodded in thought, “Half wolves inherit those traits too, I suppose… all that sounds like someone I know.”


  “Sounds like humans too… if my experiences taught me anythi—OW!” Roland had obviously had a point to his counter comment, but it was cut short when Joshew jostled him.


  “They make for some great, high quality fucks though.” Inigo offered with a wide grin. Alarice rolled her eyes at the bat’s pandering.


  “I’ve heard that too.” Roland acknowledged; Alarice didn’t miss the follow up sigh of exasperation from Joshew.


  “We… we aren’t safe yet, you know.” Alvis spoke up, doing her warning for her, “Should we really be chatting like we’re taking a stroll down the—”


  “Precisely.” Alarice interrupted him, “We’re all in danger, gentlemen… do please try to remember this, and act accordingly.”


  “Alvis already pissed himself once today… isn’t that good enough?” Roland spoke from his place over Joshew’s shoulder. She stopped to glance back and shoot the scholars a dirty look; they all got the idea—even Joshew, who took his cue from those around him that she meant business despite his inability to see her displeasure.


  They continued on for a time in silence until she found a particularly suitable alcove in a dark alley. It was deep and wide enough to hide them from view, but also had a doorway at the far end, providing them a quick exit if absolutely necessary, “Alright… take five minutes, and then we continue on to the next safe house.”


  Joshew let out a grunt, and slowly lowered Roland, to a sitting position, propped up against one of the brick walls, “Unnh…” the human noted, rolling his shoulder, “Must’ve gone numb… feels like I have blood caked all over it.


  “Or maybe you have blood caked all over it… jackass.” Roland replied, “or did you forget I’m bleeding.”


  “Fuck… this much?” questioned Joshew, pulling at his sopping tunic, “Alright… we have to stop… I’ve gotta treat that.”


  “Last time I checked, you weren’t a Water Scholar, Shew.” the wolf-dog countered.


  Alarice left the scholars to their own devices as she took some time for herself, moving to the back of the alley near the door as she took stock of the situation. Her base had been razed and her team murdered. She was on the run against a secret organization who could apparently be anyone, anywhere. Alarice didn’t particularly like the playing field but she realized that she was limited by not being the one to choose the game.


  “They had come and gone by the time I arrived.” Inigo spoke up from behind her.


  “I assumed so.” she answered, not bothering to turn around, “That’s why you’re still alive, I would guess.”


  “They rigged the building to explode.” the bat further explained, “It went off while I was inside.”


  Alarice nodded, “And now it’s just you and me… and three unarmed scholars…” she gripped a loose brick in her hand, squeezing it until her fingers hurt; it was always easier to mask loss and sorrow behind frustration and anger.


  “Three scholars, anyway.” Inigo offered, and she heard the sound of him chuckling lightly. Alarice turned around to see the bat with his vest open, revealing several small scabbards, “You know how Geoffry was always talking about reinforcing his room?”


  The human woman blinked, dumbfounded at the bat’s quick-thinking, “You took cover there and raided his weapon stash on your way out?”


  “The way I see it, Geoffry would probably want us to extract a little revenge…” he offered one of the scabbards to her, “…right?”


  “Very right.” the woman confirmed, and accepted it, quickly stowing the small blade holder next to the other in her sash, “But first, we reorganize… and plan our next move.” She was just about to start talking basics with the bat when they were interrupted by Alvis.


  “Yes?” Alarice asked the mongrel.


  “Joshew wanted to make sure you had a chance to treat your wounds.” the student suggested, offering up a small unguent bowl, “Injuries in low town especially are more likely to get infected…”


  “Then it’s a trade.” the woman acknowledged, and nodded to Inigo, who immediately pulled out three blades with their scabbards, and dumped them into the surprised arms of the mongrel.


  “I… I don’t think he was asking for something in return…”


  “Well I don’t like owing people favors, Alvis…” Alarice responded flatly, “Plus, if everyone has a weapon then we’ll probably last longer.” and, with that, she ushered the mongrel off back to his fellows before turning to Inigo, “Market Street.” she acknowledged to the bat.


  “Market Street.” he affirmed with a nod. They continued talking quietly between themselves as the scholars finished getting sorted and divided the weaponry.


  “I’m not exactly sure what I’d be doing with a sword.” Joshew’s voice was prominent among the scholars’ discussions.


  “Wave it back and forth in front of you to fend off an attacker…” Roland announced, “and hope they delay long enough that I can get there to save you… obviously.”


  “What’ve you got there?” Joshew changed the course of the discussion immediately, turning to focus on Alvis.


  “Got where?” the mongrel questioned.


  “You were messing with some paper.” the human responded, “I heard you unfolding it.”


  “Not sure.” the young university student responded, “Just some weird piece of parchment I found while I was… uh… when I was taking cover.”


  “So… you were rooting around in that trash pile?” Roland chided.


  “No!” Alvis objected, then lowered his voice when it started echoing off of the buildings, “I mean… it was just… kinda there on the top.” he fidgeted, and Alarice heard him opening it up, “It looked out of place.”


  “How exactly does a piece of paper look out of place in a pile of garbage?” Joshew inquired.


  Alarice paused, understanding the blind human’s question. Glancing back over her shoulder she watched Alvis raise a clean piece of fabricated parchment to his nose and take a sniff, “Remember how Professor Baas said that there are different kinds of paper and how most people on the street get rolled parchment?”


  “That paper is a little too high quality to find just anywhere.” Alarice finished his thought for him, and approached the mongrel, whose tail tucked a little.


  “It… uh… it’s a list.” Alvis announced, holding the paper up for her.


  Inigo intercepted it and began looking it over. She didn’t miss the way his nose turned pale and the color left the pink portions of his ears, “Spirits—”


  Alarice deftly snatched the paper from the stunned bat’s paw and began looking it over. Mist’s End, Manor Hill, Market Street… it certainly read like a list, and it didn’t take long for her to realize exactly what the significance of the locations were. “How?” she murmured the word, not bothering to keep hold of it as Alvis took it back from her.


  “How what?” asked Joshew, “Why have we stopped?”


  “This is a list of all of our safe houses.” Inigo was the first to speak up.


  “That’s a lot of safe houses.” Alvis confirmed, looking at the list, “You have…” he paused, “Eleven?”


  Alarice shot a glance at the bat, who was already looking back at her; they were obviously thinking the same thing: they had twelve.


  Chapter 1.6, Malcom


  The tent was dark when Malcom opened his eyes—three hours until dawn, by his estimation. The large, curvaceous body of a bear woman from the Valley Tribe rested within his arms, while the svelt, slender, yet still hintingly masculine form of a Jungle Tribe leopard clung to him from behind. Neither of his lovers had noticed the movement of the tent’s flap. The wolf withdrew from both of his bed partners and looked up. “What is it?” he inquired of the visitor, a young Yew Tribe buck.


  “Many men wearing the Symbol have left their cities and are searching the countryside.” the messenger explained in the tribal tongue, lingering at the entrance to the tent.


  Malcom sat up more fully, disturbing both the bear and the leopard. Still bleary-eyed, both of his lovers moved to cling to one another, snuggling back down into the many loose fur blankets that covered them. He didn’t need any further explanation regarding the men wearing ‘the Symbol’; to the Tribes, ‘the Symbol’ always referred to to the church. Why the church would be out in force was of secondary importance… “Where?” he inquired, as it was the more important question; he spoke the deer’s language out of courtesy.


  “They have not come to the Tribelands… yet.” the buck responded, answering the underlying question the wolf had been wondering, “Just the lands of the Rock Tribe.”


  The Rock Tribe—that was the name for the people of Lehsunia. Why would the church be conducting wide spread deployment of their people around the settled lands? Was it the latest move by the church to exert its influence in an attempt to overthrow the University’s?… or Noriene’s? He focused instead on the young runner, who apparently was waiting for permission to provide further information. “Go on.” he bade the buck.


  “The Yew Tribe’s traders have seen the men of the Symbol following after many city men coming toward the Tribe Lands.” he cleared his throat, stepping from one hoof to the other before adding, “They think there may be a wolf of the Oak Tribe with them.”


  That comment got a raise out of Malcom’s ears. He had spent several years with the Oak Tribe and he had never found them to have any real interest in the Lehsunians. “How far away are the Yew Tribe scouts from them?”


  “I do not know.” the buck replied, “But I believe they are following the people the men of the Symbol are after.”


  “Is the Yew Tribe willing to find out why these people are wanted by the men of the Symbol?” Malcom asked, finally climbing out of the mass of pillows and furs that was his bed.


  The buck’s eyes trailed over his naked form with an obvious sense of appreciation, but the runner stuck to his task of information, “One of the men is a man of the Symbol, but he does not speak like the rest do… he is a…” the young deer paused, and slowly tried to sound out a word that fell oddly from his muzzle, as it was not from the language of the tribe lands.


  “Heathen.” Malcom spoke it for him, “He speaks against the men of the Symbol.”


  “Yes.” the buck nodded in response.


  “I would be grateful if the Yew Tribe could find out more.” the wolf responded, reaching out a paw to rest it on the young messenger’s shoulder, “I will be among your people in five day’s time… will they be able to find out more for me?”


  “Yes.” the buck confirmed confidently.


  “Spirits lend you speed.” it was a parting phrase that all of the tribes understood, and was considered a blessing of courtesy to any messenger. Without another word, the deer nodded, and about faced, disappearing off into the distance at great pace; Malcom had always respected the skill of the Yew Tribe messengers.


  “Mmmm…” a soft rumbling purr called to the wolf from behind. Turning around, Malcom saw his male lover seated up in bed, eyes gazing at him, “Your concerns are never few, Wild Wolf.” the young leopard spoke to him in the Lehsunian tongue rather than that of the Tribes. “Come back to bed…” The feline had made a point to learn it.


  “As you said, Ja’ir… I have many concerns.” the wolf responded in Lehsunian as well. He moved to a large wooden desk, one of the few non-tribal items decorating his tent. Malcom sat down in the desk’s matching chair and pulled a piece of parchment from one of the drawers along with a quill and an ink well.


  “It is too early for scratching letters.” Ja’ir offered, half-way between a pout and a yawn, “Every time you use the feather it ends poorly when responses come.”


  “Whether the response is good or bad, I feel better knowing it.” Malcom explained, returning their conversation to the tribal tongue.


  “The place of learning…” the leopard spoke up, slowly disengaging from the female bear, who, blearily, clung to his torso, “the… University…” the Lehsunian word rolled off his muzzle unevenly, but with the practice of someone who sought to learn, “…you have not spoke of it since you found out about the great fire.”


  “It is not my place to worry about.” the wolf countered, putting pen to paper as he began writing a missive.


  “But you worry anyway.” the leopard’s arms slid across the tops of Malcom’s shoulders as he began to gently massage them, “If you worry about it, you should do something about it… it is the best way to make the worry go away.”


  “I do not desire to step on my sister’s toes.” Malcom responded as he continued composing his letter.


  “Step on—?” Ja’ir began.


  The wolf quickly changed the turn of phrase into a suitable one for the tribal tongue, “I do not want to sit in her spot.”


  “Ah…” the leopard confirmed, his paws running down the front of Malcom’s chest as he embraced him, “But you still worry, Wild Wolf… do you not?”


  “Yes.” he confirmed, and finished writing out his letter. “I am done.” he confirmed, and slid the missive into an envelope, “I will send this in the morning.”


  “The Jungle Tribe has traders returning from Vallara… you can question them when we arrive.” Ja’ir offered, not-so-subtly reminding Malcom that the main reason the leopard had come to the Valley Tribe camp was to collect him for his stay among the Jungle Tribe. That, and to spend the night with him… but primarialy to bring him back to the Jungle Tribe.


  “Good.” the wolf acknowledged, and stood.


  “The Valley Tribe traders returned yesterday.” the female bear spoke up from the bedding; she had apparently finally found an interest in their conversation, “My father was not with them…” she slowly sat up, “They said that he was late because men from across the waters brought violence to the city.”


  “Your father is still in Newport, Keiara?” Malcom inquired, then paused, “What did they say about the men?”


  “Tahnka said that they were men from across the water… they traveled on the big boats.” she sat up, the lighter cloths beneath the furs clinging to her voluptuous form with the tenacity of a dedicated lover… but the rising dread in Malcom’s chest meant the sight went almost completely unappreciated.


  “What were the flags?” the wolf paused, knowing most Tribals had no care for standards or heraldry, “Colors… what colors did they wear?”


  “One group of men wore a soft purple… like the color of the sun setting on the ocean.” her words were poetic, which made sense coming from Keiara, who had been training for years to become one of the Valley Tribe’s story tellers.


  “Ilyse.” Malcom acknowledged, the cold grip on his heart squeezing, “The others… blue and brown?”


  “Like a spring day sky, and the hue of freshly churned earth.” the bear woman confirmed with a nod, “You know of these men?”


  “Wyra.” the wolf answered, “I know both of them.” he sighed, shaking his head, “Did the traders say how your father became involved?”


  “No.” she admitted, “Only that men wearing the mark of the Newport people took him from the trading places and did not tell them if he would come back.”


  Malcom truly felt for Keiara. He knew that she was worried but, like most of her tribe, the bear woman was very good at controlling her emotions. What made him feel worse was that his concern for her was second only to his abject fear that something was quickly boiling over in Newport. If there had been an altercation between Ilyse and Wyra then Lehsunia would be held responsible. With his brother and sister at odds, there would certainly be no clear-cut response to the pressing issue which meant, among other things, that he would have to revise his letter… urgently.


  Chapter 1.6, Thaddius


  “Lady Rebeckah.” Thaddius spoke aloud, holding the small picture in his paw. It was an artist’s rendition of the full-figured red wolf woman; the artist had obviously taken many liberties, as she did not come anywhere near close to the aesthetic beauty of the imaginary bitch in the illustration. Perhaps, he considered, most of that could have been blamed on her personality… which was far more abrasive than the course canvas of the picture.


  “She did not meet your approval, your highness.” the firm, yet neutral tone of Brother Maynard was as much questioning as it was observing.


  “She was pompous.” responded the wolf, putting the picture down as he turned to regard the black Labrador. Brother Maynard’s tone was neutral, but Thaddius could detect a hint of displeasure from him.


  “Lady Rebeckah is from a high-born family and a very noble lineage.” the priest responded calmly, “She has the right to carry a certain air about her.”


  “That does not excuse her dullness.” Thaddius felt a certain degree of disobedience pressing its way through his usually well-rehearsed discretion; in truth, the red wolf bitch had been nearly unbearable.


  “She was brought up to be courtly, your Highness.” the Labrador noted, strolling into the black wolf’s room and looking around at the recently-changed décor, “Honestly, Thaddius… you cannot expect a proper high-born woman to take an interest in hunting, or sword play, or fisticuff… not that the last of the list is proper for a king either.” Brother Maynard lowered his voice for the judgmental portion of the comment.


  “Honestly, Brother…” the wolf sighed, rubbing the top of his head in exasperation, “How can a woman be both boring and over excitable at the same time?”


  The dog smiled, infinite patience obviously renewed, “She had little interest in your past times, your Highness… but it was obvious she had taken an interest in you.”


  “Or in the possibility of becoming queen.” Thaddius quickly added.


  “Of course.” Brother Maynard nodded his head at that, stooping over to start collecting several carelessly discarded articles of clothing, “That is what we want, is it not?” his smile took a slightly more jovial nature, “Or were you seeking a wife that would worm her way into every last one of your daily activities?”


  Thaddius took a deep breath, understanding the priest’s wisdom the moment he heard it, “No… you are right, Brother… I see your meaning.” He rose from his place by his desk, opening the drawer so he could deposit an envelope before shutting it once more, “Far better that the thought of being a queen occupies her time than the prospect of being a wife… we know that I could never be a husband.” he straightened up and smoothed out his undershirt—he’d long-since discarded his tunic, vest, and overcoat to improve his comfort.


  “You will be a husband, your Highness… and a good one. After all, it is written in the Testament of Jordan that no King will ever be a better ruler—”


  “Than he is a husband.” the wolf finished the quote for the Labrador with a grumble, speaking in a far different voice than was proper.


  “Your tone is combative.” Brother Maynard observed, “We will speak no more of Lady Rebeckah tonight.”


  “Then what would you prefer to be the topic of discussion, Brother?” Thaddius smiled at the old dog, hoping his invitation would be clear. Brother Maynard often followed up the visits of prospective queens with a prayer session—incentive for the wolf to behave. Sadly, his suggestion was either ignored, or overlooked.


  “A heathen has escaped Newport.” the Labrador tossed the armful of raiments into a nearby clothing hamper, “And has eluded capture.”


  “Send out the Templars.” the wolf responded with a shrug, “A heathen will not get far when the people learn of his brand.”


  “This heathen was not branded.” Brother Maynard took a seat in the cleaned chair, “And the situation is… too… sensitive to send the Templars.”


  “Why would—” Thaddius was going to ask a question, but he quickly realized the answer, “He must have been a member of the clergy there.”


  “Friar Arlowe Few.” the Labrador explained. The Brother apparently didn’t miss the way Thaddius’ ears raised at the recognition of the name, “Ah… you remember him, do you?”


  “He served at the Cathedral here for a number of years.” confirmed the wolf, “He always seemed so…”


  “Pious?” the priest raised an eyebrow, “Loyal?” his ears rose as well.


  “Liked.” Thaddius responded simply.


  “He was.” confirmed the Labrador with a scowl, “By the clergy and our flock… so now you can see why the Church is concerned with causing so much commotion.”


  The wolf was quiet for several long seconds as he examined the old dog. His next words were worded carefully, “You would like me to issue a warrant.”


  “The Church itself would expect it, your Highness.” confirmed the Labrador, “Friar Arlowe has been preaching heresy from a position within the Clergy… such a thing is—”


  “Inexcusable?” Thaddius offered.


  Brother Maynard flicked an ear, his face becoming unreadable as he uttered the next few words, “It is believed his son helped him to escape.”


  “His…” the wolf paused, “son?” Thaddius rubbed his chin in thought, “A Friar has a son?” he closed the desk drawer before finally moving away from it, “How could a Friar have a son if he has held true to his vows?”


  “How indeed.” it was a statement, blatant and obvious.


  “What would you have me do?” the noble inquired of the priest.


  “Send a warrant for his capture, and for those who aided him.” Brother Maynard issued the statement in a frank and matter-of-fact manner, “If the Church and Lehsunia’s king stand united then those who oppose you will realize the power with which they are in conflict. It will bring this nation closer to peace.”


  “What of the power of the University?” Thaddius questioned, “To have created something that would destroy two entire city blocks was—”


  “Was a disaster… and a failure.” the Labrador quickly interjected.


  “There were rumors that it was a weapon.” the black wolf stroked his muzzle in thought.


  “Idiocy.” the priest snorted, “To have used it on their own backyard would have been madness.” Brother Maynard shook his head, “No, your highness… it was supposed to have been a flying machine that rode on the wind.”


  Thaddius’ ears raised immediately, “But…” he lowered his voice, “Flight is the purview of the Dragons.”


  “Just so.” the priest nodded, “And so the University was punished by God for their transgressions. That is all we need to know.”


  “But… the people of Newport were harmed greatly by this activity.” the wolf objected.


  “A peripheral punishment for supporting such heresy.” Brother Maynard acknowledged, “The Church needs not get involved, as their own hubris will be their downfall.”


  “I could outlaw the University.” the wolf offered, “I cannot let their activities harm the people of Lehsunia.”


  “No, your Highness… any attempt to affect the University in such a way would bring horrible political backlash from the people and Noriene’s support will only grow.”


  Thaddius banged his paw on the bedpost beside him, “This is unacceptable! How is a king supposed to help his people if he can do nothing for fear of reprisal from forces that, by all account should have no voice in matters?”


  “This is the princess versus yourself, child.” Brother Maynard reached out and rested a paw on the wolf’s bristled shoulder, “We must play the game her way—only then can we have a decisive victory.”


  “Then I suppose you will have me do nothing about the issue at the Newport docks?” the wolf’s hackles did not lower.


  “The docks?” the Labrador withdrew his touch, “Of what issues do you speak, your Highness?” he sat back down in the chair and folded his paws in his lap.


  “Ilyse and Wyra.” Thaddius snorted, “How have you not heard of it?” he questioned, surprised that the priest who knew everything was not informed, “I would have thought that you would have been aware the very day it happened.”


  “Well, child…” Brother Maynard chuckled calmly despite the grave discussion, “I would dare say that nobody but God Himself would find out about information from so far away in as little time as the same day.”


  “It was eight days ago!” the wolf objected.


  “Seven.” the priest countered, “You know we have talked about exaggerating, your Highness.” he took on his authoritative tone.


  Thaddius was reproached, but only for a moment until he realized, “You did know about it.” and he cocked his head to the side, “Why was I not informed?” despite himself, the wolf’s voice had raised in volume as he gripped the wooden bedframe in frustration.


  “They will be handled, my child… calm yourself.” Brother Maynard noted calmly, “You were not informed for the very reason you now show: your inability to act creates anger in you, Thaddius… and the resolutions to problems created by angry men cannot be made by angry men.”


  The wolf closed his eyes, gritting his teeth as he took in a deep breath. He exhaled slowly and repeated the action… then once more… and finally began to feel his hackles lower, “You are right, Brother Maynard… as always.” he took a calmer breath and let that one out as well before adding, “I was not questioning you.”


  “Of course you were.” the labrador smiled, reaching out a paw to the wolf; Thaddius offered him one in return, which the old dog clasped in both of his, “You would not be a good king if you did not question… and you are a good king.”


  “I will be…” Thaddius nodded, “when this is all over.”


  “Despite what your sister claims you are still king, your Highness.” the priest stated, standing up as he let go of the wolf’s paw, “Privy to many matters of council and given insight into the most important affairs of state and church.”


  “And I am grateful for that trust, Brother Maynard.” Thaddius bowed his head reverently, feeling his heart swell at the old dog’s admission of appreciation for his activities.


  “And you show me great trust in return, Thaddius.” the priest reached up and gently caressed the side of the black wolf’s muzzle. The touch resulted in an immediate reaction in the noble, his undergarments suddenly feeling as though they shrank significantly.


  “Perhaps…” the wolf’s voice came out shaky, “…perhaps we should head to…” he swallowed the eagerness in his voice, “…to the prayer room.”


  “Later, my king.” the labrador offered softly, removing his paw from the side of Thaddius’ face. Brother Maynard stood and looked to the door before glancing back, as if an afterthought, “I am curious, your Highness… how did you become familiar with the events at the dock?”


  The wolf pushed his desire aside; he didn’t look back at the drawer that held the missive from his brother. He focused on the question for a moment before he answered, “Malcom.”


  “Ah…” Brother Maynard nodded in thought, “Of course.” and, with that, the priest departed, closing the door to Thaddius’ room behind himself as he left.


  Chapter 1.6, Noriene


  The discomfort of not knowing actually bothered Noriene Sandoval more than her injured arm. The damage to her extremity was able to be limited with bandages to secure and a sling to immobilize. There was no such cure for her mind; her curiosity could not be secured, and there was no discernible method to immobilize her chaotic thoughts. The only balm she could consider was to go through the events that had transpired over and over in an attempt to find a meaning… an explanation… a key that could unlock everything.


  “I was speaking with Professor Milhoy on the balcony…” she placed her finger at the indicated spot on the timeline she had scribed onto a three foot long scroll. It had originally begun with perhaps a dozen points but she’d spent the entire week filling in the blanks every time she could recall something new. “He excused himself to go check on the preparations…” her finger continued along the line, “Then I turned back around to the presentation stage when—” and her narration halted mid-sentence as she reached for a quill.


  “A single note…” she murmured, scribbling it down on the parchment, “and that’s when—” she froze as all the fur on her body suddenly rose, “Resonant frequency!” she shouted, dropping the quill onto the parchment, “That’s it!”


  A soft murmur escaped from the pile of blankets on her bed across the room, “My… my lady?” mumbled the mink from her sleeping place.


  “I have the answer, Lilian… I have the key!” and, with that, the Princess grabbed her night gown from its hook on the wall. Stopping only long enough to clothe herself, she snatched a small tool box off of her desk, and sprinted out of her room, leaving her confused and half-asleep hand maiden behind.


  Lilian didn’t catch up to her until Noriene had been productive in her work room for nearly ten minutes. “My Lady…” the mink noted, creeping into the room, covered in a quilt, “It is scarcely midnight… why are you up at this hour?”


  “I’ve done it!” the cream-furred wolf announced proudly, “I can prove the prototype suffered from sabotage.” and she stepped aside, revealing her latest marvel.


  “What is this?” the mink inquired, peering at the collection of metal, glass, and crystal.


  “A proof of concept, Lilian.” Noriene’s muzzle almost hurt from her constant smile but, after a week of beating her head against a wall (sometimes literally) she was finally able to prove that her subjects did not die in an accident… they were murdered.


  “A…” the mink paused, “…what?’


  “My way of proving to the University that I have uncovered why the Albatross failed, and that someone was responsible for sabotaging the prototype.” She slid a small, circular lens into a metal crucible, separating the space within into two distinct chambers, “Would you care to see, dear Lilian?”


  “If it would bring you joy, your Grace.” the mink yawned, “And then, hopefully, I can get you back to bed.”


  “Yes, yes…” the wolf waved away the simplicity of her tired lover, “After this…” and she carefully uncorked a flask, filling one half of the crucible with its contents, “This, my sweet, is a chemical in great supply aboard the Albatross…” she set the flask down and corked it before picking up another, “And this… is a second chemical, and should not found anywhere near the prototype.” and she added that to the second side of the metal container, “However, the scent in the square after the explosion was unmistakable.” and then stepped back, corking that flask as well.


  “Nothing happened.” Lilian announced, stifling another yawn.


  “Precisely.” Noriene’s smile grew even wider, “The chemicals are incredibly volatile, and will explode if mixed… but they are separated by a thin glass disc…” she took another step bac ,and gently urged the mink back tooas she pulled a little metal triangle out of her pocket, “However… if that glass were to break…” The wolf gave the triangle a sound rap against the stone wall and held it high… the vibration from the glass within the metal crucible resonated loudly for the span of a breath… and then ceased to exist as the crucible exploded. Lilian let out a cry of surprise and alarm behind her, and clutched Noriene’s night gown in fear.


  “Your… your device…” the mink finally regained enough composure to form the words, “…you destroyed it.” she spoke softly.


  Noriene felt that she might lose her ears to her muzzle if she smiled any wider, “And in so doing, I have created a theory that I’m certain the University will be very eager to hear.”


  The wolf led her lover back down the hallway, having to explain the sound to several concerned guards. She could not, of course, give them a full explanation that they would be able to understand in a short meeting, but she was at least able to belay their fears and confirm that all was well. Lilian offered them a final apology, and the two ladies returned to Noriene’s room, whereupon the mink closed the door.


  “Your life truly lacks dull moments, your Grace.” her hand maiden announced, the sleepiness gone from her tone ever since the explosion in the workshop.


  “It isn’t by my doing.” Noriene objected, returning to her desk so she could place her tool box back where it belonged, “I will have to encourage the city guard to look into this… doubtlessly it is the Church’s doing.” the wolf slowly unbuttoned her night gown and slid free from it, placing it carefully on the hook beside her desk. The gown had once belonged to her mother, which meant it was to be treated with reverence.


  “Truth be told, your Grace, I believe they are more concerned with issues of their own than with the University’s unveilings.” Lilian offered, slowly wriggling her way out of her own night gown before laying it across a high-backed chair beside the bed.


  “Mmn.” Noriene nodded, “You mean the run-away Friar?”


  “Yes, my lady.” and Lilian laid down on the edge of the bed, elbow stuck against the mattress so she could prop her head up in her palm. The wolf knew that it was no accident that the mink left her perfect body open and on display; they had known one another long enough that Noriene realized when her lover was offering an open invitation. Their discussion, however, was not something the princess was willing to quit so easily.


  “He didn’t escape until after the sabotage.” the wolf countered, “It could easily have been coincidence… so much so that I cannot ignore the likelihood that the Church played a part in this.”


  “I suppose it doesn’t bode well for them that the people will be able to see that they have trouble controlling one of their own…” Lilian toyed with a strand of her long, white hair as her emerald eyes gazed longingly at the Noriene, “that not all of the clergy believe that everything must be one way.”


  Losing the fight between debate and interest in what her hand maiden offered, the princess joined the mink on the bed, taking a seat on the edge as Lilian made room for her. “The Church will be their own undoing… that much is certain.” Noriene confirmed, turing to the side and leaning over to press her muzzle to the mink’s. Their tongues met, and all thoughts of the decrepit house of God left her mind. “You taste like strawberries.” she whispered to her lover as their muzzles finally parted, extending her tongue one last time to lick across the mink’s dainty, light-colored lips.


  “I remember you saying you enjoy strawberries.” the mischievous twinkle in Lilian’s eye was blatantly obvious.


  “I enjoy many things.” Noriene acknowledged with a wink.


  “Hmm…” the seductive smile on the mink’s muzzle was electrifying, “then perhaps you might like to discover where I have decided to hide one on my person.” It was a challenge the wolf was willing to accept, and she knew right where to look. Noriene could feel Lilian’s muscles tense across her body as the wolf’s muzzle dipped past her belly button. Trailing further down, the princess was not surprised to discover that she was correct as to where she might find the strawberry.


  * * * * * *


  Noriene had almost fallen asleep when Lilian shifted in her arms, “Tell me about the fight at the docks.” It was not the mink’s usual choice for post-intimate discussion, but it held a certain degree of weight to it.


  “You’re afraid.” the wolf realized.


  “If Ilyse were to withdraw its financial support…” Lilian murmured, “…or if Wyra chose to declare war on Lehsunia…”


  “That will not happen.” the wolf announced in a confident tone.


  “Your brother hasn’t addressed the—”


  “Correct.” Noriene interrupted the comment, “and I doubt he will.”


  “But both nations will—”


  “Indeed.” the wolf again forestalled the concern, “Although that is only the case if Lehsunia was at fault for any wrongdoing.”


  Lilian slowly rotated in her arms until they were laying nose to nose, “But… your Grace… men died on our docks… the nations—”


  “Men died on our docks?” Noriene inquired with theatricality, “I’m afraid you must be mistaken, my dear Lilian.”


  “You mean to bribe them?” the mink questioned.


  “No… no no… no such thing… even paid men may talk, and that would create an entirely larger problem if such an underhanded trick were discovered.” the wolf noted, leaning forward to kiss her lover, “But Lehsunia cannot be at fault if both ships are sunk by pirates… after all… both nations have promised to protect our sea from raiders… so, if anything, the fault would lie in their lack of commitment.”


  “But the ships are undamaged, and the crew—”


  “Will be seen safely back to those undamaged ships once I have had the opportunity to send inspectors to investigate any and all cargo they may or may not be carrying.” Noriene offered with a smile, “No merchant vessel will object to extra crate of cargo for the trouble of being in port so long.” her smile widened, “And no military vessel will object to an extra case of munitions as an apology for a delay.”


  “I do not see how—” Noriene silenced the mink with a kiss.


  “My dear Lilian… once these ships are out at sea returning to their respective home ports, they will, of course, be found by pirates… and destroyed.” she caressed her lover’s shoulder comfortingly, “Coincidentally whether four bodies were missing at the time the ship sank will go unnoticed… and with no survivors there will be nobody to comment on the events that transpired on our docks.”


  “What pirate fleet would dare attack a ship flying the flag of Wyra?” the mink asked, “And why would they risk the anger of the merchant fleet of Ilyse?”


  “That is a question I am certain everyone will be wondering.” Noriene nodded in agreement, “But that is not something that anyone but the pirates will be able to answer… assuming they are ever found.”


  There was a momentary pause before the mink asked the question that Noriene had been waiting for, “How do you know they will be attacked by pirates?”


  “I do not.” acknowledged the princess, and rolled over, gazing at the small piece of triangular metal resting on her night stand, “But, to be on the safe side, I will have a small skiff go with the two fleets. They will be unarmed, of course… purely a tracking vessel to be certain the two groups part on reasonable terms. With two destroyed fleets and only a single unarmed Lehsunian vessel around, what else would be the answer beside pirates?” she caressed her lover’s cheek comfortingly, “They, of course, will witness the pirate attack, and be spared for no reason other than that they were no sport and had no cargo worth taking.”


  “The skiff will be unarmed, your Grace?” Lilian asked.


  “Of course… just the University loud speakers for communication…” the wolf acknowledged, “perhaps a chime to draw attention for announcements… nothing dangerous.” She slowly reached out and slid the metal triangle into her night stand as she made a mental note to have two crates, two glass dividers, and a large amount of chemical prepared—she would wait a little longer before revealing secrets to the University… for the good of Lehsunia.


  Chapter 2a, League of Leaves (pt 1)


  The warriors of the tribe’s Newport camp had taken Gift-of-the-Earth prisoner for the death of one of their people. He’d heard stories of the Stone Tribe and their laws, but had never had an issue with them until he was forced to defend what was his and, in so doing, they said that he had broken the covenants of their people… his freedom was forfeit. Their laws, he realized, were much like the northern people—the dragons in that, like with the Stone Tribe’s laws, the bear had never encountered a dragon before that day.


  Unlike the laws, however, Gift-of-the-Earth had not left the dragon behind when he exited the Stone Tribe’s large village. Kesst, was his name… and he smelled… different. It was not an offensive scent, nor was it the kind of wrongness one could smell on a soured wound. It had struck the bear at the time that the others didn’t seem to notice how oddly a dragon smelled but, he had reasoned, the rest of his odd traveling companions may simply have been used to the odor in the ways he was not.


  Then again, he realized, there was also the possibility that the Stone Tribe had widely forgotten many of their senses. Gift-of-the-Earth had learned very quickly during his first trips into the Newport camp that pressing one’s nose to another’s neck was not well received and that the licking of muzzles was reserved for only the most intimate of relationships… and, apparently, never between those of the same sex. The many rules of the Stone Tribe were enough to make him dizzy, and the senseless fervor with which they seemed to cling to the most inane of those laws bordered on painful.


  But it was their village, he reminded himself, and he had been a guest, thus their rules were to be followed. There was, however one thing that he couldn’t understand, “Friend Tobias.” he called to the prong horn near the front of the group in the tongue of the free people; the Antelope was the only member of the party that spoke the bear’s language and, despite the fact that the man’s words had a strong accent of the Oak tribe, he did seem to speak it well.


  “His name’s Tobias Severna.” the human beside Gift-of-the-Earth stated flatly using Stone Tribe words, “Not… Tobias ‘Ham-ma’.” the bear didn’t miss the way that the man mispronounced the word.


  “Hamah is the tribal word for ‘friend’, Nicholas.” Tobias responded, taking time to sound it out properly, “It’s a title, like ‘Mister’ or ‘Doctor’ or—”


  The white-furred fox traveling behind Gift-of-the-Earth spoke up as well, “It’s more like ‘Esquire’, if you say it after someone’s name… isn’t it?”


  The conversation continued for a short span of time, their exchanges of words moving along so quickly that Gift-of-the-Earth had trouble keeping up. It astounded him how the Stone Tribe always spoke so quickly and, as the fox had displayed, always seemed eager to start talking before a previous speaker had finished. When there was a lull in the discussion Tobias finally addressed him, “Yes, Friend Gift-of-the-Earth?” the prong horn glanced back to him, responding in the tongue of the free people.


  “I don’t understand why you gave Favor to the men who you said attacked you.” There was no word in the bear’s people’s language for the metal discs used by the Stone Tribe and their word for it felt odd on the tongue, so most of the tribes used the word ‘Favor’ instead. While it confused many of the Stone Tribe who bothered to learn the free people’s words, Tobias was obviously familiar with it.


  “Sometimes the other form of favor is worth more than the Favor that jingles.” the antelope explained, “They left giving us thanks instead of considering future ways to make our lives difficult…” he drew out a small piece of cloth from one of his many pockets and patted at his face just below his horns, “…we already have enough sources for trouble.”


  “You okay over there, Toby?” the white fox spoke up from the rear of the group in a chiding tone, the Stone Tribe words obviously playful, “You look like you might keel over.”


  “Fine.” Tobias responded in the same language, “My stamina isn’t what it should be…” he accentuated the words with a firm cough, “…not after all that smoke.”


  “Be patient, Friend Tobias.” Gift-of-the-Earth responded calmly in his native tongue, “The spirits of fire do not release their hold on a body easily.”


  “What’s he sayin’ now?” demanded the human, “Can’t he talk in a normal language like everyone else?” and he accentuated his complaint with a *hock-ptui* of spittle off to the side, “It’s rude.”


  “The tribal language is normal for him.” Tobias countered in the Stone Tribe tongue, then turned to the bear. Despite his reproach to the human, he did continue the conversation using the common words, “It’ll just take a few days.” he raised the cloth to his muzzle and coughed a few times then grimaced when he saw the dark brown phlegm held within, “Shame we didn’t have a chance to visit a doctor before we left… my humors were obviously affected by the flames.” he closed up the cloth with a distasteful expression before stowing it back in the pocket his clothing had next to his chest.


  “We can speak with a shaman when we arrive at my village…if you wish.” Gift-of-the-Earth offered courteously in their tongue. A shaman was a very cherished, guarded resource, but the bear wasn’t about to withhold the invitation after having been saved by the prong horn and his companions, “I will speak on your behalf.”


  “What’s a shaman?” the dragon spoke up for the first time since they had left the large rock walls of the Stone Tribe’s village.


  “A shaman is like a priest and a doctor in one.” Tobias explained to him.


  “The Church and the University combined?” questioned the human, followed by another glob of saliva hitting the ground, “Sounds like it’d go together as well as a fish on land or a bird under water.”


  “Or oil and water, eh, Tobias?” the white fox smirked.


  “Not exactly, Sanmer.” the prong horn stated, “To the tribesmen their mystic understanding of the world is as science is to you our I… it is interchangeable and mixes together surprisingly well for them. In fact, in a lot of cases their way of seeing things makes a lot of sense… and some of their prayers seem to have more power than those of priests.”


  “Don’t let the Church hear you say that… they might brand you a heretic.” the human added bluntly.


  “Does a shaman do magic?” the dragon spoke up again, the question seemingly directed right at Gift-of-the-Earth… though he didn’t have to answer, apparently since the white fox spoke up on his behalf.


  “That is more the kind of thing that the Church would brand someone as a heretic over.” Sanmer the fox announced, “I mean… if the Church really had proof the Tribals were able to… do…” and his words slowly trailed off as he glanced to Gift-of-the-Earth, who had taken it upon himself to gaze quizzically at the rapid-talking fox; he had an idea of what Sanmer was going to say, but he was pleased when his eyes succeeded in silencing him.


  “Can’t your people turn into animals?” the dragon asked, “I saw some of them.” The bear’s gaze quickly migrated to Kesst, who likewise fell silent under Gift-of-the-Earth’s scrutiny and, once more, the bear wasn’t required to answer as Tobias did it for him yet again.


  “I’ve heard many stories about that, actually.” the antelope announced, apparently quite oblivious to the fact that the dragon’s question was directed at the bear, “Some of the tribes are said to hold men and women with what they call ‘two souls’.” the prong horn used the free people’s word for exactly what Gift-of-the-Earth thought the dragon had been asking about, “It means ‘two souls’.” he then translated it, “As much as I can understand, the legend suggests that some of the Tribals are able to take two different forms.”


  “So… they do use magic.” Nicholas attested. The discussion continued, but once Sanmer entered into it they began talking too quickly again for the bear to follow. The only one of the Stone Tribe group not taking part in the flurry of words was Kesst; the dragon was looking straight at him, attentive and curious.


  “Do you truly wish to know, ‘young one’?” the bear inquired quietly, speaking in their tongue, save the honorific at the end, which he spoke in his own.


  “Many of your people saved me from men who wanted to hurt me.” Kesst answered, “I saw them become animals, Mister Earth.”


  The bear smiled patiently at the comment, “Your people fight endlessly to convince themselves that they are not animals… but, in truth, we are all of the same flesh.”


  “Then… they really can—?” the question was cut short.


  “Woah…” Nicholas’ warning call brought their discussion to an end. Gift-of-Earth looked down the path to where the humans’ eyes were focused—a small, wheeled cart was pushed off to the side of the trail. A short, white-furred ermine dressed in fine clothing similar to Tobias’ was being pinned against a tree by a large, disheveled human. Other than the human grappling the well-dressed traveler, four other growling individuals were shouting angrily at the mustelid: another human, two dogs, and a boar.


  “This is troubling.” Tobias announced, “That’s a University cart.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth knew the Stone Tribe tongue well enough, but at such a distance he wasn’t able to comprehend what the aggressors were saying… what he did understand was that the poor ermine was very outmatched. He looked to the prong horn and spoke in the language of the free people, “Friend Tobias… what is the meaning of—” but he was interrupted.


  “Common, damn it.” Nicholas stated.


  “Why are they doing that?” the bear stated in their language.


  Sanmer’s ears quirked, focused on the men by the side of the path, “They blame the University for the explosion.”


  “Makes sense.” the human snorted, “It was their contraption, after all.” and his glare at Tobias was not very friendly.


  “But they are taking it out on an innocent man.” the prong horn stated, and he began strolling toward the conflict, “I know that scholar… he doesn’t even study Fire or Earth science.” and he motioned the rest of the party to follow. Gift-of-Earth did so right away, followed a moment later by Kesst. Nicholas groaned, and Sanmer sighed, but both likewise joined them as they approached the argument.


  The bear wasn’t able to understand the men abusing the ermine very well due to their growls and sneering tones, but he was able to comprehend the majority of it. The human gripping the helpless mustelid was very unhappy with the people of the University. The second human dumped two handfuls of mud over the abused man’s head, saying something about the mess that was made.


  One dog was puffing away on a paper-roll of tobacco, but pulled it out of his muzzle so he could extinguish it on the ermine’s arm, apparently likening it to the fires that had been started in the city. By the time the other dog drew nearer the captive, carrying a large rock (with some trouble), Tobias had approached shouting distance, “Hey! You! All of you!” he shouted, “Leave him alone!”


  “He’s one a those stinkin’—” the boar began to object, but he fell silent when he caught sight of the antelope, “It’s another one a’ those uni-bastards.” he announced to his fellows.


  “Looks like all of em are coming outta the wood work today.” growled one of the dogs. Gift-of-the-Earth realized it was some kind of Stone Tribe saying but he was able to guess at its meaning regardless.


  “Theo… are you alright?” questioned the prong horn. The bear watched as Tobias shifted his weight, obviously anticipating an altercation.


  “I…” the ermine called out, “I didn’t have anything to do with the—”


  “Shuddup.” announced the human holding him firmly. To accentuate the order he slammed the restrained mustelid back against the trunk of the tree.


  The other human aggressor approached the party, eying the antelope as he picked up a branch from the side of the path, “You Unis are like ants… pests crawling all over the place.”


  “The University is an institution of learning and enligh—!” the ermine objected, but he was silenced with a forearm pressed up under his chin against his throat.


  “Enough!” roared Nicholas, “Whatever your problem is with the University, you can’t just take it out on some random guy!”


  “Hmm…” the second dog noted, regarding Nicholas, “he doesn’t look like a Uni-lover, does he?” his comment was directed toward the man holding the ermine. Following the first, he approached the party, “You gonna side with them even after what they did to Newport?” he pointed accusingly at Tobias.


  “Choosing between a bunch of nut-less thugs working over a helpless scholar and someone not okay with watching it happen?” Nicholas glanced between them and Tobias, “Yeah… I think it’s a pretty damn clear choice.” and he spat on the ground to accentuate his remark.


  The two dogs immediately charged Nicholas, shouting something with such fervor that Gift-of-the-Earth wasn’t able to clearly understand it. What he did understand, however, was the boar’s war cry of “You’re gonna hurt bad!” as he rushed Tobias. The human restraining the ermine remained in place while the second human ran at Tobias, branch held high, ready to bring it down on the antelope’s head… but he never made it.


  Like a streak of white wind, Sanmer had dashed past the man, lashing an arm out at the last minute. The human stumbled, a carefully tossed rope causing him to lose his step. The fox set his feet and tugged, pulling the rope taut and pulling the human’s legs together. The man was forced to drop the branch in order to catch himself and keep his face from smacking into the stone road. By then, Sanmer was already atop him, wrapping the rope neatly around the man’s throat and using it to pacify him while lashing his hands together.


  The boar, barely two steps behind the human lowered his hard head with the obvious intent of ramming into the fox, but he likewise never made it. Tobias nimbly stepped in between the boar and Sanmer and stuck his walking stick out, catching the charging man’s tusks. Stepping to the side and turning his cane, the antelope caused the pig to fall off balance and onto the hard stone. The prong horn then followed up with a quick rap on the back of the boar’s head, rendering him cleanly unconscious.


  Several rapid, fleshy impacts drew Gift-of-the-Earth’s attention back to Nicholas. The big, burly human had been facing off against the two dogs, but the fight had not lasted long; he was cracking his knuckles as both canines lay dazed or disabled on the ground, groaning in pain. The human knew how to fight, that much was obvious—he had little more than a welt on his forearm for all the trouble.


  He also seemed to have no trouble convincing the last remaining attacker to end the confrontation, “I’m ready if you are.” he suggested to the other man, who immediately dropped the ermine and ran off the path.


  Tobias approached the dirty and bloodied mustelid, who remained where he was on the ground, “Are you alright, Theo?” the antelope asked, kneeling down to help him up.


  The ermine began rambling immediately, speaking far faster than Gift-of-the-Earth could keep up, though he did occasionally hear words amidst the jumble, including “mud”, “fur”, “mess”, “robe”, and “hopeless”… followed by a fit of tears, followed by shivering as he shied away from the tied up human. “They were going to kill me.” he finally finished his rant, “…and probably skin me alive.” he added as an afterthought.


  “Calm down.” Nicholas stated, spitting off to the side, “Besides… if they killed you then you wouldn’t be alive when they skinned you.”


  “He is safe.” the bear spoke up, bringing the circular discussion to a close, “He is safe now, and can return to town. We must leave.”


  “No… no.” the mustelid shook his head, “The University has me out of the halls for a month… with everything going on right now I’m sure more of those guys would find me.” he glanced around at the group, “Where are you going?” he looked to Tobias, “Can’t I come with you? You’re heading off to the Wild Lands on your expedition again, right?”


  Nicholas and Tobias spoke over one another, one saying a distinct ‘no’ while the other confirming with an ‘of course’. The human and antelope glanced at one another, and each repeated their respective answers.


  “It isn’t up to just you two, you know.” Sanmer noted, taking hold of the ermine’s tail and gently wiping it off with the tunic from the tied up human; how the fox had managed to get the clothing off of him without untying him was decidedly lost to Gift-of-the-Earth.


  “He should come with.” Kesst spoke up suddenly, causing everyone to cease their argument and glance toward the dragon, who had not stated a preference on anything since their escape from the Stone Tribe’s village. He cleared his throat, pulling his body covering tighter around himself, “Nobody should have to face things like that alone.”


  “Guess you’re outnumbered, Nick.” Sanmer smirked, then paused when Theo yanked his tail out from the fox’s paws.


  “We’re not exactly safe, you know.” Nicholas continued arguing, “I wouldn’t say having him along is a smart thing to do.”


  Tobias smiled in the refined manner Gift-of-the-Earth had seen among the powerful men of the Stone Tribe, “I would say that is par for the course today, Mr. Poole.” The discussion was apparently at an end.


  Chapter 2b, Outside Influence (pt 1)


  Aodhan maintained a quick pace, but far slower than he would have gone alone. The Lehsunians had a hard enough time keeping up at the speed he’d set but he realized that they could not afford to travel casually… not with the Church’s forces in hot pursuit. The only member of the party in fact that didn’t seem to have any trouble keeping up was the demure cat from Trevossier.


  Somewhere in the back of his mind the wolf considered the irony; the eastern kingdom was usually considered by Lehsunians to be pampered and out-of-shape. Regardless, only Sister Aurelie followed without complaint or forcing him to slow. It had been two days since Friar Arlowe had awoken and, thankfully, he was no longer the lone cause of their delays… it was, of course, a mixed blessing since the complaints only magnified.


  The Friar’s son, Cruffington was the first to grow winded. Second came the racoon-fox, Vic. Brother Rhys, who spent most of his time aiding the monk eventually had to acknowledge his own limitations. From there, most of the morning was spent in constant objection to the pace but, just before the party stopped to rest, Aodhan provided a simple reminder, “I will slow the pace for you… but the Church will not.” The afternoon held many less objections and the wolf was pleased that they seemed to make that much more progress.


  The rest of the day’s travel passed with muted curses and occasional groans, but not once did anyone voice their objection to Aodhan aloud… though he did hear a few quiet whispers between Cruffington and Vic. By that time, Brother Rhys was thoroughly winded and Friar Arlowe had since stopped accepting aid from the rat. Unsurprisingly, that meant that the raccoon dog monk started to lag behind.


  “Risaa.” Aodhan spoke calmly to his traveling partner.


  The cat looked his direction, “Hmm?” Sister Aurelie had obviously been lost in thought, gazing at him in surprise, but attentive nevertheless.


  “I am going to aid the Friar.” the wolf explained, motioning over his shoulder with a faint flick of his muzzle, “Keep the path toward the forest.” he directed, quickly adding a simple, “please.” followed by a faint smile. The cat blushed slightly in return, and gave a succinct, compliant nod in reply.


  “We stopping?” panted Vic as Aodhan slowed.


  Cruffington’s question was lengthier, but just as winded, “How far behind d’you think the Templars are?”


  “We are not stopping.” the wolf answered the first question, “Continue following the Sister.” and he then addressed the second, “Not far enough.” With that, he let them pass him by as he waited for the Friar to catch up. Brother Rhys was next, however.


  “I… I think Friar Arlowe is… having… trouble…” the rat panted.


  “I agree.” Aodhand offered diplomatically, “Continue onward and I will see to him.”


  “Yes… of course…” the priest nodded vigorously, “Thank you… Mr. Aodhan… for all your… help…” he spoke between pants, “It is… appreciated…”


  “Indeed.” the wolf smiled pleasantly, “And thank you for your recognition.” It had been a long time since Aodhan had called upon the manners taught to him as a cub, but he found that they still came easily enough. His smile faded once the rat was past, and he simply sat down on a nearby rock, waiting until the monk caught up.


  “Hello, Aodhan.” the raccoon dog greeted him, leaning on a walking stick as he approached, “I trust this isn’t how you saw your trip turning out.” Friar Arlowe offered a cordial nod of his head and a good-humored smile.


  The wolf stood and moved to match pace, “And I do not recall you having mentioned that you have trouble on hikes.” the comment was simple and to the point, but he was pleased to see the raccoon dog smirk in response to the deadpanned humor.


  “Well… I haven’t had much of an opportunity to do any hiking in quite some time.” Friar Arlowe countered. His steps normalized and he relied on the walking stick far less than he had previously indicated, “Besides… a little old-man fatigue is the best way to let the more headstrong youth give you your space.”


  Aodhan admired the monk’s simple deception; it certainly explained the raccoon dog’s difficulty in traveling far better than lasting fatigue from his ailment—the herbs would have remedied that after little more than a day, “I assume you wanted to speak with me nearly as much as I desired the same from you.”


  “That would be a good guess.” Friar Arlowe nodded as the two walked together, trailing enough so that they could maintain pace but still keep respectable distance for privacy, “I’m glad that you came for Aurelie.”


  “It was good I did.” Aodhan nodded, “He was in grave danger.”


  The monk’s ears raised as he glanced to the wolf, “He?” and the raccoon dog paused after the word was spoken before adding, “You never indicated that you knew.”


  “Nor did you.” the wolf countered, “Yet you were concerned for Aurelie’s wellbeing for some very specific reasons… and you forget that I grew up with him.”


  “I was under the impression that the Sisters were very… specific about the upbringing of their neonates.” Friar Arlowe glanced to him.


  “They were.” Aodhan nodded, “Although their rules were based on being followed… and, I admit, I was not always the best at that.”


  Friar Arlowe let out a quiet ‘hmm’, then added, “He has never even hinted at being anything but what the Sisters had said he was.”


  “It is such a small part of what someone is, Friar…” the wolf glanced at the monk as the two continued walking, “Your people put far too much emphasis on it.”


  “If it is such a small part of what someone is, Aodhan-Hamah, how is it that you had enough curiosity to find out the truth?” The question could have come across as insulting, but the Friar had obviously take care in his wording, having used an honorific tribal title with the wolf’s name to indicate that he meant no offense.


  “I used to sleep poorly.” Aodhan responded, his gaze trailing forward across the group until it settled on Sister Aurelie, “I would cry out in the dark sometimes.” he let out a sigh, “Nightmares… or visions… it would depend on what you believe.” he glanced to the monk, who nodded invitingly for him to continue. “The Sisters were very upset that I could not sleep through the night, but it was Sister Aurelie who offered to stay with me and help me find peace…”


  “Did it work?’ Friar Arlowe questioned.


  “At first?” Aodhan shook his head, “No… for three night Sister Aurelie had as little sleep as I…” his eyes found their way back to the cat, “but on the fourth night we were both so exhausted that we fell asleep in one another’s arms… and I have not had a nightmare since.” the tip of his tail wagged but the memories were too good for him to will it to stop.


  “I had assumed that the Sisterhood did not condone sleeping without clothing.” the monk ventured the comment.


  “They did not.” Aodhan confirmed, “And we did not.” he added, “We were young… it was completely innocent… but in the comfort of another’s arms, awakening after a full night of sleep after so many nights of troubled slumber, most of the body is very relaxed, though one part is not… and its presence is not so easily masked by bed clothes.” he stated the comment as casually as he could, but he could tell that the priest’s sensibilities had been disturbed—such was the way of the clergy, he realized.


  “I see.” the monk acknowledged.


  “I did not mean to offend.” the wolf added.


  “Indeed.” Friar Arlowe offered a faint smile, “I know you did not, Aodhan-Hamah… I suppose I should not have asked the question if I had not wanted an honest answer.” he offered a laugh that was far less strained than his smile and, suddenly, the wolf felt just a little more at ease, “At least now I know that you’re every bit as much a Tribal as you are otherwise.”


  “I am all Tribal, Arlowe-Hamah.” the wolf responded, and offered a paw to the monk, “I will need to return to my place at the front of the group.”


  Friar Arlowe accepted the paw and gripped Aodhan’s wrist, giving it a firm clasp, “I hope you mean to make camp soon.” the raccoon dog noted, “Or else I will be far more truthful than faking before long.”


  They shared a laugh at that, “You have my word… once we reach the tree line I will find a place for us to weather the night.”


  True to his word, Aodhan found a secluded rise where they could start a campfire without the light broadcasting their presence. Everyone began to settle in as the wolf started cooking a simple stew of wild mushrooms and some dried meat he had brought. It was the last of his rations, but, with luck, they wouldn’t be traveling much longer. All was peaceful until the younger raccoon dog struck up a conversation with the older one. Eventually that discussion got a little louder than would have been ideal.


  “When will be the right time?” Cruffington demanded.


  “When we have the right amount of time.” Friar Arlowe responded.


  “Yeah?” Vic ventured a thought, “Well you’d’ve kept going like you were then that time never would have come!”


  “Perhaps, but—”


  “No! No more ‘but’s!” Cruff objected, “I think I deserve a-”


  His high-volume response was cut short as Aodhan tossed an empty supply satchel his way and the wolf quickly added his own thoughts into the conversation, “You are both right.” once he had everyone’s attention he continued, “There is no ‘right time’ to talk, but there are bad times… and if you are going to have this discussion this loudly then now is a bad time.” he scowled at the three, who seemed suitably chastised.


  “We’ll talk later.” Friar Arlowe promised his son.


  “I’ll hold you to that.” Cruffington announced; he and Vic moved closer to the fire and continued talking quietly.


  All fell quiet again, and Aodhan was given several minutes to give attention to his own thoughts. He was contemplating the best way to reach his chosen campsite when the clearing of a throat pulled his attention back to the world around him. He looked up to see Brother Rhys standing beside him, “May we talk?” the rat asked politely.


  “I am not interested in converting, if that is what you had in mind.” Aodhan offered with a friendly smile; his humor apparently didn’t register.


  “No… of course not.” the priest sat down across from him so they could be face-to-face, “I wanted to ask about why you’re helping us.”


  “Friar Arlowe and I know one another.” Aodnahn answered calmly, “As do Sister Aurelie and I.” he remained seated cross-legged, placing a paw on either knee, “Why are you concerned over my reasons for helping?”


  “A good man may do evil on the road to salvation just as the evil man may do good on the path to damnation.” Brother Rhys quoted, “Passage seventeen, Tract of Sean.”


  Aodhan added, “But blind is he who assumes to know the man by his path or his action.” he smiled to the rat, “You did not finish the quote, Brother.”


  The priest smiled at that, just a little, ears raising, “I don’t think I’ve ever met a Tribal who knew the holy works.”


  “I was raised for much of my youth by the Sisters Divine.” the wolf explained, “Sister Aurelie and I grew up together.”


  “Ah…” the rat nodded thoughtfully, “That would explain your Trevossese accent.”


  Aodhan raised an eyebrow, “I was unaware I have an accent.”


  “It’s mostly tribal…” Brother Rhys acknowledged, “but some of the words you say hint at Trevossier, like your long vowels.”


  “You will have to fogive me, Brother.” Aodhan chuckled, “I am quite obviously not as much of an expert on languages on you.”


  “You speak Tribal and Common, Aodhan…” Sister Aurelie’s voice was unmistakable. The cat approached from the side and sat down beside the wolf, “Which is more than the rest of us… so I’d say that’s a very good start.”


  “You have quite an acquaintance, Sister.” Brother Rhys nodded to the cat, then looked back to Aodhan. “I was hoping to understand more about our savior, and you have done that. Thank you again for your help.” the rat slowly stood, wincing in a way that hinted at sore muscles, “Now… if you’ll excuse me, I believe I should get some rest before tomorrow.”


  “That would be wise.” Aodhan smiled.


  Once Brother Rhys had returned to the fire, Sister Aurelie slowly wrapped an arm around his; the cat’s head came to rest on the wolf’s shoulder, “Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome.” Aodhan replied, gazing toward the fire as Sister Aurelie’s grip grew just a little tighter.


  “Friar Arlowe gave me the bracelet you gave to him.” the cat added, “I knew it was from you…” and then sighed.


  “When I learned where you were I came as soon as I could.” he stated, slowly turning to regard the cat, who looked up at him, eyes gleaming in the dancing firelight, “Lehsunia is a dangerous place, and I was concerned.”


  “Why you’re here isn’t as important as the fact that you are.” Sister Aurelie explained, muzzle tilting up slightly.


  “I was afraid you would be angry when you saw me.” he responded, leaning in the cat’s direction slightly. He could feel Sister Aurleie’s breath on his whiskers as their muzzles drew closer, “I missed you, Rissa…”


  “I missed you too.” the cat confirmed, and Aodhan felt a spark of electricity as Sister Aurelie’s whiskers brushed across his muzzle, a rush filling him as his body was alight with the understanding that he might finally get the kiss he’d missed ever since leaving that night without his best friend.


  “Ahem.” the clearing of a throat caused both to quickly pull away, but it was hardly the heart-stopping realization of who it was that had caught them when Aodhan saw the imposing gorilla matriarch pressing her way past the foliage as she came straight at them.


  “Sister Antoinette!” Sister Aurelie gasped, “What are you doing here?!?”


  The female gorilla stopped and folded her arms across her ample chest, a scowl deep on her face, her words unfolding in that Trevossese accent Brother Rhys had been talking about, “I should ask the two of you the same thing!”


  Chapter 2c, Revelations (pt 1)


  Considering the unsettlingly vast amount of information she didn’t know about the Order of Blades, plus the even more unsettling few things she did know about them, she had made her decision and, without bothering to consult the rest of the party, she changed direction. As expected, none of the scholars were any wiser, but Inigo obviously knew something was up. Thankfully he was keen minded enough not to bring it up loudly.


  “This isn’t the way to any of the safe houses.” he whispered softly as he walked behind her, a good number of steps ahead of everyone else. Alarice smiled at his attention to detail, even going so far as to crumple up and rustle some paper to cover his words from the incredibly astute ears of Joshew.


  “The safe houses aren’t as safe as they may have once been.” she spoke candidly and clearly, indicating to the bat that she had no concerns over the scholars, “For all we know the Order could have left that paper there for us to find just so they could trap us at the one site not marked… their information was far too good for them to have missed one.”


  Alvis became immediately concerned, “So… you’re saying we don’t have anywhere safe to go?” he fidgeted as he spoke.


  “I’m saying I don’t trust the safety of my known holdings.” Alarice responded, “Please do not put words in my mouth.”


  “Yeah,” Inigo added, “she really hates that.” and he grinned at her when she scowled at him for doing just what she said not to. He wiggled his ears good humoredly; with more things to worry about she forgave him his trespass.


  “I haven’t worked this long in this city to have so few options.” the woman offered the very vague explanation.


  “Don’t think I’ve ever had anyone refer to twelve houses as ‘few’.” Roland declared from his place beside Joshew. Although the wolf dog was doing much better after he’d received the ointment he was still obviously suffering from his wounds, but at least he was walking rather than being carried; it slowed the group, but not as much.


  “Certain professions call for a degree of paranoia… and paranoia usually results in a good amount of preparation for certain contingencies.” she explained, still perfectly willing to keep her responses vague.


  “What profession is that exactly?” Joshew questioned critically.


  “Alarice is the finest business woman you’ll find in Newport.” Inigo answered; he was always good at giving both succinct and opaque answers, and it was one reason why she didn’t bother smacking him for yet again answering on her behalf. Instead she shot him a glance, and he smiled right on through it… even providing a wink.


  “Any kind of business that involves the use of guns and blades is enough to make me worry about what ‘contingencies’ involve.” Alvis noted.


  “Anything that’s the opposite of ‘dangerous’ works just fine for me.” Roland offered, “I think I’ve had enough of being stabbed for awhile.” Joshew gave a muted chuckle at that, which resulted in a deep scowl from the wolf-dog.


  “We’re here.” Alarice announced, forestalling any further questions from the scholars. She looked up at the bland, non-descript building. It was made out of a combination of timber and stone blocks, vaguely resembling what looked like an attempt at Soyrian architecture, but failing to meet the goal. Instead, the thin, tall building looked more like two apartments (one stone and one wood) stacked atop one another. The bottom floor was a shop, a tailor, if she remembered correctly, but she wasn’t particularly interested one way or the other. Instead, her attention was on the wooden apartment above.


  “Anyone?” she glanced toward Inigo, who was scanning the area. Once the bat confirmed they weren’t being followed with a simple shake of his head, she was ready to commit to her course of action. Ignoring the sign and the doorway, she instead walked around into the alley. The rest of the group followed as she slid into the long evening shadows. Moving aside a brick, the woman gave a hidden rope a tug and replaced the stone before stepping back and out of the way as a ladder lowered. She motioned to Inigo, who reached out and held it in place before she climbed up onto it.


  The ladder led to a small ledge that permitted entry into the hidden attic above the apartment. It wasn’t her safe house, but she had worked with the owner on enough occasions to know that she could consider it a relatively accommodating abode… at least for long enough to put some plans together. Climbing in through the alcove was no easy feat, but Alarice managed it without much difficulty… however the three scholars all required her help… especially Joshew, who needed her aid, plus Alvis’—he refused to let Roland assist at all.


  Inigo was the last to enter, pulling the rigged ladder up after him. Once the bat was through the window he secured it in place, effectively creating bars on their point of entry. Alarice had visited the attic apartment on a few occasions and had never had to leave quickly, but the owner had explained that there were more exits than entrances—she had never quite figured out exactly what he meant, and she found herself regretting it as she considered the ‘what if’s.


  “So… whose place is this, exactly?” asked Roland, looking around at the dimly lit interior of the apartment. He moved over to a small end table next to a love seat and looked down at a lit oil lamp, “And either someone’s at home, or they want to start a fire.”


  “It’s a fox.” Joshew announced, ‘looking’ around as he sniffed, “Female I think.”


  Inigo smirked, and siffled a snicker before speaking quietly aside to Alarice, “I told him he should lay off the perfumes.”


  “Who he is isn’t important.” Alarice answered, “He’s trustworthy enough, and we’ll be welcome here—” she glared at Alvis, who was just about to touch a small statuette on the fireplace’s mantle, “assuming, we don’t touch anything.” she noted pointedly. The mongrel quickly withdrew his paws and crossed them behind his back.


  “Another one of your ‘business contacts’?” Joshew inquired, slowly moving around the apartment until he discovered the location of the love seat. The human respectfully stood beside it without sitting, but leaned against it instead.


  “Something like that.” Alarice confirmed, “We run in similar circles… and ‘business contacts’ come in handy at times.”


  “Unless you come at an inconvenient time.” Roland ventured, still meandering around the apartment, looking at everything.


  “If he says it’s a bad time I’ll just remind him that he owes me some rope.” Inigo stated, giving Alarice a smirk.


  “Considering his occupation I’m surprised that you expected otherwise.” she countered, moving over to the already lit oil lamp and turning up the flame.


  “I didn’t think he’d actually break it,” the bat noted.


  “Well, that will teach you about letting someone play with things you don’t want broken.” Joshew declared.


  Inigo smiled immediately, “Well… I’d like to say I didn’t deserve it, but I think something of his was pretty ‘wrecked’ afterwards too.” and the bat licked his muzzle suggestively, then paused, apparently remembering that the human was blind. “I was talking about his ass… just so you know.” he spelled it out, “I wrecked his ass.”


  “Thank you for that.” Joshew announced with a frown.


  “You’re welcome!” the bat beamed proudly.


  “Kinda makes you wish you were deaf too, Shew?” Roland snickered.


  “I’d settle for the two of you being mute.” the human countered.


  “You can sit, if you like.” Alarice announced to Joshew, forestalling any further banter.


  He hesitated for a few moments, then took her up on the offer. A few sniffs later, the human nodded, “Yeah… fox.” he placed a hand on the arm rest and let out a sigh, “Always interesting people to meet, apparently.”


  “Ow…” Roland suddenly announced. Alarice glanced over to the wolf-dog, who was patting at the bandage on his side; it was bleeding again.


  “The climb up must’ve reopened your cut.” Alvis declared, also looking at Roland.


  “Who’s bleeding again?” Joshew asked, and he immediately began pulling the jars of chemicals out of his pocket.


  “Who’ja think?” Roland demanded callously.


  Joshew paused for a moment, “Well?” he hailed, “Come over… it’s not like you should expect me to go to you.” The wolf-dog grumbled, but complied, moving to sit beside the human scholar, who began inspecting him with his hands, “Yeah… it’s open alright, but it doesn’t feel that bad…” and he started to undo the wrapping.


  “Says the guy who didn’t get stabbed.” Roland pointed out.


  “Oh… hey…” Alvis spoke up, “Look!” and he motioned to a side hall leading to the single bedroom of the attic apartment, “it looks like there’s a hallway over—YELP!” the mongrel’s exclamation was accentuated by the solid clunk of a cast iron skillet connecting with skull, and he fell over, clutching his head.


  “I don’t know who you are…” hissed an otter woman as she emerged from the hall, “but you’d better be moving on… NOW!” She brandished the pan in one paw, holding a towel closed around her body with the other. Considering that the otter was wet and was coming out of the hall, Alarice reasoned that she had been in the bath. The thought made her smirk.


  “Oh!” Inigo’s ears went straight up, as did the corners of his muzzle, “I am Incredibly Interested… nice to meet you.”


  “Pay the bat no mind.” Alarice explained, taking a step toward the otter, “I assume that you’re here because you know the owner?” she held her hands out to the sides of her body, open, in a peaceful gesture revealing that she was unarmed.


  “Are you expecting me to assume the same about you?” she demanded, reaching up to grip the handle of the pan with her other paw; her towel fell to the floor, revealing the figure of a woman who was very intent on keeping it in good shape.


  “Wait… my name just changed.” Inigo piped in from the side, “I am now Very Hard.”


  Alarice took another step forward, arms still wide, “Based on your beauty, I would assume Sanmer spirited you away from a proper owner, just like the rest of the artwork here.”


  “Damn…” Inigo murmured, “I gotta remember that one…”


  “How do you know Sanmer?” the otter woman lowered the pan slightly as Alarice took another step forward.


  “Great… we’re dealing with a thief…” mumbled Roland.


  “I assume he’s never mentioned me.” Alarice acknowledged, “Just as it should be.” her next step forward was much faster, and she shot out one hand to grab the otter by the wrist, her other hand slamming forcefully into the crook of the woman’s elbow, causing her to immediately drop the improvised weapon, “Now… are we going to talk, or do you want to go back to hitting this poor dog on the head some more?”


  “The first one, please.” Alvis whined, still holding his head where he lay on the floor.


  The otter took a step back and knelt down to retrieve her towel, eyes still on Alarice, “Sanmer and I’ve known one another for a few years.” she stood up, securing it back in place, which elicited an ‘awww’ from Inigo. “He lets me stay here in exchange for taking care of it and picking up after him.”


  “I would say I needent ask how you know one another—judging from your body I can guess at your profession…” Alarice noted, “But I’m also familiar with our mutual friend’s… tastes… and you don’t strike me as someone he’d fancy.”


  “I clean and cook.” the otter announced, “I think of this as a safe place because that’s all he asks for.” she glanced at Inigo, who winked in response to her gaze. The otter returned her attention to Alarice, “Can you please tell your pet bat that I’ll charge him if he keeps fucking me with his eyes?”


  “Wow… and quite a mouth on her too.” Inigo’s grin widened.


  “Enough, Inigo.” Alarice declared.


  “My name is Sada.” the otter announced, focused once again on her.


  “Sada De’ahm…” Alarice acknowledged immediately, “He has mentioned you.”


  The recognition of her full name obviously calmed the otter, “You know Sanmer, and you know how to get into the apartment… I guess that’s enough for me.” the casual way with which the otter accepted their presence was a strikingly refreshing turn of events… though Alarice was unwilling to assume things were that easy. “Do you know where he is?” And suddenly things weren’t quite so easy.


  “I was hoping he’d be here.” Alarice explained.


  “Me too.” Inigo added, “He still owes me some rope.”


  Aiarice sighed; it was going to be a long night.


  Chapter 2a, League of Leaves (pt 2)


  Kesst continued to trudge along at the rear of the party. Even if he put aside his concerns over someone catching sight of his wings the dragon still preferred to keep everyone within his field of view… and beyond that, it gave him a chance to keep his own council and listen to his own thoughts even while everyone else wiled away the hours of travel with everything ranging from banter, chit-chat, and even conjecture.


  “So… who do you think is responsible for that little spat between the navy and trade fleet?” it was a casual question from Theo, but it obviously rubbed Nicholas the wrong way based on his very heated answer.


  “Does it bloody well matter?!?!” which he accentuated with a very gruff *hock-ptu* followed by a “If people’d start thinkin more on how to resolve problems instead of avoiding em we wouldn’t have to walk on egg shells all the time the brown and blue mix with the pink.”


  “Technically,” Tobias spoke up, “I believe it’s Magenta.”


  “Magenta… scarlet… bloody vermillion… I’ll leave the colors up to you book-y types. I’m a sailor… it’s goddam pink.”


  “Vermillion?” Sanmer spoke up from the spot right in front of Kesst, “For not being an expert on colors, you sure know your hues, Nicky.”


  “I sailed on a ship with a pigment dealer…” the seaman immediately defended himself, “you can learn a lot about a lady’s profession on a long voyage if you care enough to act like a gentleman.”


  “And I’m certain the most interesting thing about her was her ‘profession’.” Theo offered casually, though Kesst could tell there was a polite jibe to the ermine’s comment. It managed to earn the scholar a couple of appreciative laughs.


  “Aye…” Nicholas acknowledged with a smug grin, and he offered up a much less angry loogie, “She called her sheet’s color ‘Roseate’… got a good look at em too.”


  “Enarork…” Tobias called, the tone of his voice immediately identifying that he was changing the topic of discussion, “…we’re a little far south, aren’t we?” Kesst didn’t miss that the antelope had been speaking much less of tribal tongue and much more of the common one at Nicholas’ request.


  “We are as far south as we need to be.” the bear responded from his place at the front of the group, courteously speaking loud enough for the entire party to hear despite Tobias being right behind him.


  “I thought most of the traders went past the Eyaruowa.” the last word the prong horn spoke was obviously some kind of tribal landmark, but it was lost to Kesst.


  “We cannot go to the Eyaruowa.” the trader stated simply, “There are many men of the Symbol moving through the lands… we will have to cross the river instead.”


  Tobias fumbled with his pack and then nimbly pulled a metal device out of it. The drum-like canister was relatively small, barely more than the size of Kesst’s two talons clenched side-by-side but, as the prong horn began pulling levers and twisting knobs, the mechanism increased its size two fold, and he pulled a small crank out of one end. Tobias then lashed a leather strap around his midsection so he could ‘wear’ the drum at stomach-height. The dragon sped up so he could watch the device in action.


  Without pause, the scholar looked to Enarok, and began turning the lever with one paw creating the faintest of scraping sounds as he did so. The antelope then pulled a cord free from the canister and held it up to his muzzle, speaking at it. “The Eyaruowa, translated as ‘The Cherished Mother’, is a large, naturally occurring monolith south west of Vallara. It has long been known to be an important landmark for the merchants of the tribe lands when traveling between their camps and villages our settled cities.”


  “There is another path home.” Enarork announced simply, Tobias quickly moving the end of the cord in the direction of the bear the moment he began speaking.


  “Our guide, Enarork of the Valley Tribe, is concerned about the Church’s riders in the area and has suggested we find an alternate route.” the scholar noted, cord back at his own muzzle. “Enarork…” he continued turning the crank on the metal barrel, increasing his voice when speaking to the bear, “Why don’t more of your people use this ‘other path’?” he stopped turning the crank as he cleared his throat, then turned it in the other direction four rotations before flipping a switch on the side.


  “Why don’t more of your people use this ‘other path’?” Tobias’ voice came directly from the drum when he started cranking again. The antelope made a face, and then quickly cranked it in the other direction again, four more times.


  “That thing captures voices, huh?” Nicholas questioned, “Makes me wonder how long til the Church says what you do is magic.” and he spat into the grass.


  “It doesn’t ‘capture voices’.” Theo spoke up, “It repeats back sound… like a parrot.”


  “Hmmm.” Sanmer interjected with a smirk, “The last time I checked parrots didn’t use the exact same voice they heard… but I guess that’s just nit picking now isn’t it?”


  “Shh.” Tobias noted simply, and began cranking the lever once more as he held up the cord again to his muzzle, “I thought the lands near the river’s flood plain were somewhere your people avoided.” He then aimed the cord at the bear, holding it out with an extended arm.


  “Yes.” Enarork confirmed, “We do not go there because of the Kaumaka.”


  “What’s a kow-mock-uh?” Kesst inquired.


  “It means ‘undesirable’.” the prong horn replied, “So it’s more a matter of ‘who’ and not ‘what’.”


  “I heard that’s a title the tribals give to rapists and murderers and cannibals… really bad criminals.” Theo volunteered.


  “There’s no such thing as rape among the people of the tribe lands.” Tobias stated to the ermine, “And they don’t think of murder in the same way we do.” he had stopped turning the crank, “In fact, they don’t have a word for rape.”


  “Unugha.” Enarork stated flatly.


  The prong horn glanced at the bear, “Unugha?” he asked.


  The bear nodded, “It is our word for forcing uoahuh when it isn’t wanted.”


  “What is ‘uoahuh’?” Theo asked Tobias, resulting in a set of very red ears from the antelope.


  Sanmer smirked, “I know what ‘woah-ah-uh’ sounds like.” and the white fox thrust his hips in time with the syllables to accentuate his assumption.


  “And they say sailors are crude.” Nicholas followed up his comment with a roll of his eyes as he spat into the grass.


  “So…” Theo spoke up, “The people who do unugha… they’re the kaumaka?”


  Enarork shook his head, “No… they must make right what they did… the kaumaka cannot… the spirits mark them for eating the flesh of Wenyah.”


  “Wenyah?” Nicholas questioned, “When ya what?”


  “No…” Tobias shook his head, “Wenyah… it means The People.”


  “His people?” Kesst questioned, “There’s someone out there that eats Tribals?”


  “Any reference to the Wenyah means all people… anyone.” Tobias cleared his throat, “He means cannibals.”


  “Yes.” nodded the bear, “That is the Stone Tribe word for him.”


  “Looks like those rumors you heard were almost right.” Sanmer gave Theo a light elbow before moving to walk up beside Enarork, “So… I guess we have to worry about getting eaten if we’re going toward the river?”


  “I do not know.” Enarork replied.


  “Hmm…” the fox slowed slightly, stroking his muzzle in thought, “I guess it would be asking too much for cannibals to have some kind of code… or consistency… or… sanity.”


  “What do you know of the Kaumaka?” Tobias began cranking on his recording machine again as he held the cord out in Enarork’s direction… but it wasn’t the bear who answered.


  “I did hear a story or two about a northerner…” Theo announced, “Some trappers said they met a man not far from the river… a human.”


  “Northerner, huh?” Nicholas grunted, letting out another firm *hock-ptu*, “Soyrian, y’think? Some’a the ones I’ve met seem like they’d be up to something like that.”


  “I don’t believe so, no.” the ermine shook his head, “The human’s name was Henry-something.”


  “Henry something?” chuckled Sanmer, “What kind of surname is ‘Something’?”


  “I don’t remember it.” Theo shrugged, “But I don’t really think ‘Henry’ sounds very Soyrian… more likely—”


  “Wyranese.” came a gruff, but very prominent announcement from off to the side. Kesst halted immediately and spun back to face the speaker and everyone else likewise turned as a spindly bush uprooted itself from the ground. Arms, legs, and a head branched out from the very convincing camouflage and the painted face of a human became noticeable, “Henry Evans.” he finished Theo’s earlier thought.


  “This guy’s the Unclean guy?” Nicholas questioned, thumbing toward the newcomer. Henry looked perhaps just past middle age, though he was obviously healthy, and well-built. Kesst realized that, if the man truly were a cannibal, then he was probably very dangerous. What struck the dragon as odd, however, was that he didn’t seem any different for it.


  “undesirable.” Tobias corrected the sailor, then glanced to Enarork and spoke something in the tribal tongue. The bear nodded, speaking back.


  “Hmm… looks like ya know yer ways ‘round the Wild Ones, eh?” the camouflaged human inquired of the prong horn.


  “Is that a problem?” the antelope inquired, raising an eyebrow condescendingly.


  “Nah.” the human responded, “Just surprised someone ken get a word outta em… these boys usually avoid me like the plague.”


  “Hence the title they gave you, I’d bet.” Sanmer added with a smirk.


  “Eh…” Henry shrugged, “Never been much fer groups… Church don’t much care for me… Wild Ones don’t much care for me… Hell… even the damned navy didn’t much care for me.”


  “Does anyone really get along well with a cannibal?” Theo questioned the man in so frank a manner that Kesst almost tripped over his own tail in surprise.


  In response, the human simply started laughing. It continued for far longer than Kesst would have thought normal but, when he was done, the sound simply cut off, “Yeah… I heard people say that afore… simple thing bout it is that people make up stories bout things they don’t understand… y’see?”


  “So… you’re not a cannibal?” questioned Nicholas, a scowl of doubt on his face.


  “I’m quite particular bout what I eat, mate…” Henry answered, “Don’t plan on makin’ any a ya dinner… so stop lookin like you’re tryin t figure whether ya can outrun me or outfight me… cuz, honest, ya can’t do neither… and ya don’t have to… so still yer head-meat and relax a little… somethin tells me ya need more worry for the Church than me anyway.”


  The reassurance didn’t particularly make Kesst feel that safe… especially since Henry didn’t exactly answer the question.


  Chapter 2b, Outside Influence (pt 2)


  Friar Arlowe chose to sit near the fire for the night. Although it was easily arguable that he wasn’t quite aged enough to say he had ‘old bones’, the cool weather certainly seemed to settle into them in the most inopportune ways during the night, leaving him with creaks and aches for most of the morning; his hope was that staying close to the fire might help ease the discomfort… at least, the physical kind.


  His mind had begun working when he had regained consciousness and had failed to stop. Whether it was his considerations for the church’s next move, the right way to approach Cruffington, or something as simple as wondering where they would finally find themselves when Aodhan’s path came to an end. That night, however, he gained an entirely new subject to occupy his brain… and it was a big subject… almost three hundred pounds, in fact.


  “Friends… Brothers… Friar…” Aodhan called in quiet greeting as he emerged from the undergrowth, “We return with a guest.” he announced, and turned aside, followed by Sister Aurelie… and someone else.


  “Greetings.” That ‘someone else’ turned out to be an enormous gorilla woman dressed in tightly-wrapped taffeta. While such skin-tight clothing would normally be spectacularly inappropriate, the large primate’s decency was partially redeemed with a billowing wrapped tunic that draped down to her knees and was secured around her ample waist by a thick, starched belt. In all, her clothing looked like masculine traveling garb… an incredible affront to any standard sensibility… though the Friar couldn’t argue that it was likely far easier to travel in than a dress.


  “This is Sister Antoinette, of the Order of the Sisters Divine of the Holy Hearth.” Sister Aurelie announced, motioning to the black-furred mountain of a woman that stood beside her, “She has come to see me.”


  The gorilla crossed her arms, a rather intimidating pose despite her being of the ‘fairer sex’, “I am not pleased at what I have found.” her gaze went immediately to the demure cat, who was instantly cowed.


  “Sister, I can explain—” Sister Aurelie began, but was interrupted when the gorilla simply raised a hand, stopping her with a gesture.


  “I have already seen enough.” the gorilla announced.


  “Are you here to turn us in?” questioned Vic; Friar Arlowe did not miss the way the coon-fox gripped his sundry knife just a little tighter.


  “I came at the behest of the monk.” Sister Antoinette answered. All eyes immediately went to the old raccoon dog, who paused.


  “I apologize, madam, but I do not remember having called you.” Friar Arlowe admitted.


  “Not you.” she answered flatly.


  Brother Rhys pulled thoughtfully at one of his whiskers, “What other monk would have even been anywhere near Newport?” he questioned, “The only monastery in Lehsunia is leagues from here, and Friar Arlowe is the only one assigned to—”


  “Friar Juun is a visitor in Newport.” Cruffington spoke up.


  Sister Antoinette raised an eyebrow at the name, “You know of the esteemed Friar Juun?”


  “He came to Newport not long ago.” Friar Arlowe acknowledged, “He and I spoke briefly before—” the raccoon dog trailed off, not quite willing to discuss the problems he had caused and the confrontation he had endured.


  “He also gave a presentation at the University.” Cruff announced, causing all heads, Friar Arlowe’s included to rotate in his direction. “What?” the young raccoon dog demanded, “He did!” he stated with conviction.


  “It’s true.” Vic acknowledged with a nod, “I mean… a monk speaking to a bunch of scholars? That’s not something you’d forget easily… and it’s so crazy that you can’t just make something like that up.” he smirked.


  The Sisterhood has always been on good terms with colleges.” the gorilla challenged.


  “Your Sisterhood in Trevossier is not the same as most of our holy Orders, Sister Antoinette.” Friar Arlowe spoke up, quickly taking control of the conversation before it swung in an unpleasant direction, “The Mehnzilian Servants Divine have a vastly different viewpoint than the Trevossese Sisters Divine when it comes to the place the University of Progressive Understanding has in this world.”


  “Strange how we all follow the same God but can’t agree on what He wants, huh?” Vic offered with a smirk.


  “The Sisterhood is a religous organization.” Brother Rhys quickly added, “They are not the Church and, though they do great deeds on behalf of our Lord, they… aren’t… truly…” his words slowly trailed off into a quiet mumble under the withering gaze of the enormous, imposing, and very disagreeable Sister Antoinette.


  “I am honestly not surprised by your words, Brother.” the ape finally spoke, her expression returning to normal, “The Church of Mehnzil has had a long tradition of putting itself ahead of any of its peers.” she glanced to Sister Aurelie, “Which is the very reason the Sisterhood had decided to have one of our own study among you.”


  “It has been a very enlightening experi—” the cat quickly spoke up, but was silenced by the gorilla’s intent gaze.


  “I assume…” Friar Arlowe interjected again, attempting to keep the discussion moving in a productive manner, “…that you came to intercede on Sister Aurelie’s behalf.”


  “Among other things, yes.” Sister Antoinette nodded, “Although the Church did not take kindly to our embassy.”


  Vic cleared his throat off to the side before speaking to Cruff, “Do the Sisters use the royal ‘our’ or does—”


  “My fellow sisters were imprisoned.” the ape spoke over the question.


  The announcement caused the fur on the back of Friar Arlowe’s neck to stand on end, “The Church would have no reason!”


  “I was unaware that the Mehnzilians ever required a reason to create edicts.” the gorilla deadpanned the obviously barbed comment.


  “She knows how to preach in a way I’d listen.” Vic smirked, crossing his arms over his chest, but slowly slunk back when he received numerous glares.


  “On what grounds was your delegation retained?” Friar Arlowe spoke loudly, attempting yet again to keep control of what had become a somewhat unsteady situation.


  “They claimed that the Sisterhood was inciting sedition, vulgarity, and moral corruption.” Sister Antoinette stated simply, taking a seat on a log by the camp fire, looming over Sister Aurelie, who had found a place on it. The gorilla rested a large hand on the cat’s shoulder, “Friar Juun’s warning to our delegation is the reason I was not imprisoned with the rest of my Sisters and subjected to… abasement.”


  Friar Arlowe watched the way the ape glanced to the cat beside her, and everything began to fall into place as he realized the extent to which the Inquisition must have responded to the diplomats. If Inquisitor Ignus had reason to believe that the Sisterhood had initiates that shared certain traits in common with Sister Aurelie… “I trust the nuns showed suitable appropriateness and courtesy.” he offered gingerly.


  Sister Aurelie’s hand began to shake and she removed it from the cat’s shoulder, “My Sisters were not ministered to by nuns.”


  “That cannot be.” Brother Rhys spoke up, “The Church is always adamant that any guests of the order be seen to by their own—”


  “Peace, Brother Barlow.” the monk spoke up, raising a paw to indicate that his fellow should hold his words. He trusted that the rat would understand the implied request for silence based on the formal use of his last name.


  “No… I cannot believe that the—” the priest continued regardless, unfortunately having missed the unspoken plea.


  “I saw their lack of propriety!” the gorilla’s raised voice was almost enough to shake the ground itself and yet, despite the volume, there was an eerie calmness to it, and her next words returned to a more muted volume, “The Priests themselves saw to the matters.”


  “Wait a minute…” Cruff spoke up, and Friar Arlowe realized that holding back the rising waters of an argument were, at that point, beyond him, “Why would the Church have a problem with the Sisterhood? I mean… we had one with us for months!”


  “I can think of a few reasons.” Aodhan announced calmly.


  “We came to speak with the Bishop of Lehsunia, and instead my sisters were made prisoners.” Sister Antionette reiterated, “And I find that Sister Aurelie is fleeing the Church with the aid of Arnaud.”


  “He uses his tribal name now, Sister.” Sister Aurelie offered in a demure voice, squeezing the wolf’s paw, “He goes by Aodhan.”


  “I suppose he does.” the gorilla acknowledged, glancing to the two of them; her gaze lingered. The cat quickly released Aodhan’s fingers and Sister Antoinette looked back to Friar Arlowe, “I thank you and your disciples for maintaining the safety of Sister Aurelie.”


  “In truth, Sister Antoinette,” the raccoon dog bowed his head slightly, “it was she who saw to mine.” He glanced around the gathering at the campfire then returned his gaze to the gorilla, “As I hear more and more of your story I cannot help but feel that there are strange events in motion.”


  “I am pleased then to hear that I am not alone in that.” the large ape crossed her arms over her chest, her tone not revealing any hint of happiness, though her gaze did lose something of the edge, “But now I wish to find answers.”


  “Answers why the Church is imprisoning Sisters and trying to kill off monks?” Vic inquired, “Yeah… I think we can all agree on that.” he was going to say more, but Cruff thankfully silenced him with a light slap on the back of his head, “What?’ he demanded.


  “There are Seekers in the field looking for us.” Brother Rhys announced, “It is very dangerous to be opposed to the Church at this time.”


  “I am here to protect Sister Aurelie… and Arnaud—” she paused, “Aodhan.”


  “Thank you, Sister Antoinette.” the wolf spoke up, “But I have been out of the Sisterhood’s realm of influence for long enough that I don’t think—”


  “I did not say my protection was optional, young man.” her tone left no room for argument, “I saw you through your first cold and helped the healers rid you of palsy before you could even feed yourself.” she even went so far as to wag a finger at him, “You may have left the Sisterhood’s walls but you will always be within my auspices.” It was then that Friar Arlowe finally understood the gorilla’s dour demeanor: she was one angry ‘mother’ who had obviously had enough with her ‘children’ being mistreated.


  “We are going into the Tribe Lands north of Lehsunia, Sister.” Aodhan objected, “It will not be safe there.”


  “Then you are only serving to make my case for me.” the gorilla crossed her arms over her chest again, giving off the impression that any further argument would be a wasted effort. She also did an excellent job of proving it over the course of the next few hours as she faced down every last objection the wolf (and occasionally the cat) could come up with. By the time he went to bed Friar Arlowe somehow found himself with a little smile on his muzzle.


  Chapter 2c, Revelations (pt 2)


  Sleep was one of many things that could not elude Alarice, but it wasn’t something she was always after. Far into the night she remained awake by choice rather than by restlessness, listening to the near-silent house as she contemplated her next course of action. It had been a long time since the woman had suffered from lack of sleep—even three hours a night served her well enough, and she used the extra time to great effect.


  As she contemplated on the events of the week, Alarice took the time to reflect on what her newest contract had cost her. What she found the most frustrating, however, was the fact that she hadn’t been able to discover the identity of her employer… and it was occupying more and more of her thoughts. When she heard the sound of a door open and close quietly in the room next to hers, it was actually a welcome reprieve.


  “How’s your head?” it was the soft, fluid voice of Sada the otter, and it was far more pleasant when not filled with challenge and accusation.


  “Fine…” Alvis’ voice responded blearily, “…I guess.”


  Alarice heard the sound of the otter settling down into an old, creaky chair, “I saw the candlelight from under your door and I realized that you were either still awake, or else you didn’t snuff it before you went to bed.”


  “Yeah…” the mongrel replied, “I’m still alive.”


  Sada’s laughter was musical, “I meant snuff the candle, you silly pup.”


  “Don’t call me a cub.” Alvis’ response was almost aggressive in tone.


  “I didn’t… I mean… oh bother.” Alarice could tell that the otter’s sudden falter was less surprise and far more acting, but, the human woman realized, Sada did it quite convincingly, “I’m sorry… we really did get off to a bad start.”


  “By you hitting me in the head with a pan, or by calling me a pup?” his tone was decidedly not welcoming.


  Sada’s sigh was audible even through the wall, “Both.”


  “Yeah… I agree.”


  “For what it’s worth, I really am sorry, Sir.” The otter went from very casual to very formal… a nice touch, Alarice realized… and it had the desired effect.


  “Oh… uh… okay.” the mutt obviously had trouble figuring out how to respond, “And… uh… I guess you don’t have to call me sir.”


  “You have very handsome eyes.” Sada was laying it on thick, though Alarice could imagine it likely had a very positive effect on the young mixed breed dog.


  “My uncle said they were a sign that I would never be able to commit to anything.” Alvis’ voice was a tone lower, hinting at displeasure over the memory, “At least, that’s what he said the Tribals think.”


  Sada responded with her musical laugh, “I take it you and your uncle didn’t get along?”


  “He got mad that I wasn’t willing to support Prince Thaddius’s claim on the throne.” Alvis announced darkly, “And got madder when I told him I didn’t think the Princess should be Queen either.”


  “Well, just so you know, I heard that the Tribals think that eyes of different color are a sign of great importance and significance.” the otter woman responded.


  “You’re joking.” the mongrel’s response revealed that he was not quite as gullible as Alarice had first suspected, and she silently thanked Sada for discovering it so she wouldn’t have to.


  “I have no idea what it means, to be honest.” the otter woman recovered quite smoothly for having been caught in a lie, and she suddenly changed the topic, “I have never been in a room with a man this long without him commenting on my robe’s neckline.”


  “Your what?”


  “This.” she responded in what could not have been mistaken for any tone other than what it was, and Alarice had an idea of what was happening.


  “I… uh… yes… that’s very nice, Miss.”


  “Hmmm…” the otter chuckled, “I take it I’m not your type.”


  “Uh… no… no thank you.” the mogrel was obviously off balance, “But you’re… uh… very pretty.”


  Sada’s voice gained a hint of playful provocation to it, “So… what is your type then? Would it be… tall dark and handsome?”


  “I… uh—”


  “I’ve heard that the University often has a certain… appeal.” she continued, unabated, “…to those who are otherwise shunned by the Church, I mean.”


  “I’m just an apprentice.” Alvis blurted, “I mean… I’m still in training… I don’t have anything to do with—” there was a pause, “Just because I don’t want—” followed by another pause, “What do you want from me?”


  “I already said, my dear… I just wanted to apologize for the first impression I made.” her voice was all sugar.


  “The impression you made on my head?”


  The otter’s next laugh was much less theatrical and much more genuine, “Ah… you do have a little bite to you yet.” and Alarice could feel the tension lower in the next room, “Which means there’s still hope for you.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” the mogrel challenged.


  “If you’re going to attract a man there are certain things you need…” Sada responded, “…and a certain amount of confidence about you doesn’t hurt either.”


  “Who says I’m trying to attra—”


  “You are going to need help in that regard…” she spoke over him, “Your eyes are an excellent attention-getter, but there’s a lot more we’re going to have to work on.”


  “We?”


  Sada’s next words would probably have been too much for anyone to bear, “You, my dear, are my new project.” Her light-hearted tone made it all the worse. Thankfully, their continued discussion lowered in volume, and Alarice found something else to occupy her attention: the other wall to her room was shared with Roland’s room, and the sound of a challenging shout was more than enough to perk her interest.


  “Who’s there?” Roland hailed.


  At first, she thought that he might have heard something from outside, but a response came after only the faintest of delays, “Me.”


  The wolf-dog’s reply was not exactly welcoming, “What do you want, Joshew?”


  “Relax.” the human scholar countered, “I just came to check on your wound.”


  “Why now?” Roland questioned, “You just redressed it a few hours ago.”


  “I also came to apologize.” Joshew noted, and quickly, before Roland could reply, added, “You still feel quite firm… haven’t lost that country-wolf muscle after all this time at the UPU, apparently.”


  “Metallurgy does that.” the wolf-dog replied in a guarded manner, “Moving heavy stuff around all day…” then, after a pause, he questioned, “What’s your angle?”


  “No angle.” Joshew responded, and Alarice heard a heavy sigh through the wall, “You know as much as I do that I’m not the easiest person to get along with.”


  “Took you this long to figure that out?”


  “You’re not really making this easy, you know.” the human stated flatly.


  “I think that’s fair, because you haven’t made my life easy.” there was a strong hint of frustration to Roland’s tone, followed by a yelp, “HEY!” he added.


  “Don’t insult a man while he’s working on your ‘owies’.” Joshew replied, “Anyway, how else do you expect me to act around someone who betrayed me? Should I pretend like nothing’s wrong?”


  “How did -I- betray you?” the wolf-dog demanded.


  “I seem to remember a little incident regarding Dragon’s Coal and White Sand…” Joshew stated flatly, “You know… the one that almost killed me.”


  “And I told you I had nothing to do with that.” Roland growled.


  “You never apologized for that.” the human continued.


  “Because I didn’t do it!” the exclamation was followed by the loud thump of a paw on some piece of wooden furniture. Suddenly, as if remembering that there were others about, the wolf-dog lowered his voice and repeated, “I didn’t do it.”


  “That’s convenient and all, especially since you were seen entering and leaving my lab.” Joshew responded.


  “Yeah?” there was a distinctive challenging tone in his counter, “By Eric, wasn’t it?”


  There was a long pause in the discussion and Alarice could just manage to make out the quiet sound of bandages being wrapped. When someone next spoke up, it was Joshew, and the words came out softly, “I thought he was… well… maybe not a friend… but—”


  “You thought you could trust him.” Roland replied, his voice likewise softer.


  “He didn’t have the same motives as the scholars there… as my peers and my superiors—”


  “The Grand Joshew has superiors?” Roland questioned, “You must be mistaken… there is nobody greater than Joshew the Magnificent… he’s all but said so on numerous occasions.”


  “I’m sorry.” the human replied, “I thought I could trust him.”


  “And you didn’t think you could trust me?” there was a hint of pain in the wolf-dog’s response.


  “I’m sorry.” Joshew repeated.


  “You blew up my lab.” Roland announced.


  “I thought you sabotaged me.” Alarice couldn’t fault the scholar his retaliation, but, from the way he announced it, she had a feeling that Joshew didn’t consider it a good defense for himself once it was spoken aloud.


  “So…” the wolf-dog cleared his throat, “You didn’t trust me when I said I didn’t sabotage you… you took Eric’s word over mine… and you also admit that you blew up my lab.”


  “I’m sorry.” the human repeated yet again.


  “I’m not sure I can accept your apology, Shew.” Roland stated, “We’re talking about more than just some stupid argument or a little fight… you weren’t willing to believe me… and then you blew. up. my. lab.”


  “I saved your life on the street… I used the last of my lunar caustic to make sure your injuries didn’t turn sour… and I’ve bandaged your wounds—three times now.” Joshew sighed, “Doesn’t that account for something? Urgh… you’re so thick headed!”


  “Insulting me isn’t exactly a good follow up to an apology, you petty flask-tosser.” Roland objected.


  “I know… and I’m so—” there was a pause as Joshew’s words were cut off, but he continued a moment later, “… did you just kiss me?”


  “You might be blind, but I didn’t know your lips were numb too.” the mongrel replied.


  “Does…” Joshew paused again, “…this mean you accepted my apology?”


  Roland’s reply came hesitantly, “I… suppose I wanted to know if there… was still something… you know… between us…”


  “… is there?” the human questioned softly.


  Alarice didn’t bother listening to the rest of their conversation, feeling, strangely, that it simply wasn’t right for her to continue spying on the two. It was a very odd sensation—willingly granting people a degree of privacy… but it was only then that she realized how tired she truly was. Her body could continue on for several more hours if she willed it to, but her mind was ready to fall into the quiet oblivion of sleep.


  She glanced back to her bed with a curled up bundle of sleeping bat beneath the covers. Inigo had been the newest member of her team… but, as far as she knew, he was now the only member. The bat had been loyal to her ever since she had purchased his contract from the brothel that kept him as an indentured servant, and what she had seen in him had turned out to be accurate: he learned quickly and followed every one of her directions… sometimes to a fault.


  Unlike anyone else in the world, Inigo seemed to always have her best interests at heart. He was often dulpicitous, but he never lied… not to her. She moved to the side of the bed, gazing down at the sleeping bat, admiring the peace with which he was resting. He had suffered from the loss of the team but, moreover, his sense of stability had been shattered. Alarice knew what that was like—it was something she thought she would be able to avoid if she planned well enough… if she prepared well enough… and if she had amassed enough. One thing, she had not counted on, however: there was never such thing as enough.


  She slid effortlessly into bed, the feel of silken sheets caressing her in a comforting embrace… though it wasn’t the specific embrace she most desired. Pulling the linens up over her bare body, she slipped an arm around the sleeping bat who, blearily, rolled over so he could pull her against him. Alarice closed her eyes, resting her head against his furry form as she felt the slow, even breathing of Inigio. If only for the next few hours, she knew that she hoped she could finally be at peace.


  Chapter 2a, League of Leaves (pt 3)


  Despite the group’s constant requests, suggestions, and demands otherwise, the wild man known as Henry Evans seemed to have little concern about inviting himself along. He spent his time talking, chatting, and engaging in idle banter… always on what might be deemed a reasonable subject for small talk, yet somehow always presenting it in a way that got Kesst’s scales standing on end.


  After his discussion on the best way to skewer a pig so that it could roast alive over an open fire, most of the party had experienced more than enough, despite the fact that the man argued that the flavor was that much finer for it. Tobias, Theo, and Nicholas took turns trying to convince the wild man to leave, and each had their own particular method for going about it as ‘delicately’ as possible.


  Tobias argued that the group was headed toward the tribe lands and that Henry would be best suited if he headed elsewhere; the human argued that he was at home anywhere and that he could tell the party needed his help. The prong horn mentioned that Henry made the tribesmen uneasy, to which the wild man countered that it wasn’t his problem if they were superstitious… and then went on to note that he took an interest in the party specifically because they hadn’t tried to throw a spear at him. He then glanced at Enarork and winked; the bear chose to ignore him.


  Theo spoke up next, and pointed out that the group didn’t know him very well and that, while he seemed like an open and very trusting individual, he obviously couldn’t fault them for being somewhat hesitant to welcome him with open arms… especially since they had just met him in the middle of the wilderness. Henry nodded, a smirk on his lips as he acknowledged the argument and explained that the road was long and there was plenty of time to get to know him—he then argued that he should be the one more concerned since the party was only dealing with one stranger while he was dealing with six.


  Nicholas took the next opportunity to talk and bluntly explained that the group hadn’t exactly given him permission to join them; Henry pointed out that they couldn’t tell him where he could or couldn’t go since the road was wide enough for any number of people to travel along it. In fact, he questioned Nicholas’ manners by suggesting that perhaps the sailor were a little too full of himself if he thought that he had a say in all the goings on of the travelers of Lehsunia, and he followed it up with a grin… and a swig from one of his grime-covered water skins.


  Kesst, who was thankful for the fact that Henry Evans managed to occupy the party’s attention, actually felt a little more at-ease with him around—more focus on the human meant less focus on the dragon. Sanmer, despite his abnormal interest in Kesst, was fairly equally spreading his focus between the two of them. The dragon didn’t yet know what the fox’s angle was, but Kesst had little doubt by that time that Sanmer knew something was up… why it was the fox was helping him hide it, however, was quite the mystery.


  Everyone was so wrapped up in considerations of Henry Evans that, in the end, it resulted in an unfortunate turn of events. The party spent so long trying to figure out what to do with the unwanted traveling companion that they didn’t see the encounter until it was too late. “Hail, travelers!” came a call that was all business.


  “Good morrow.” Tobias returned the greeting in a casual and unconcerned tone to the five mounted men as they approached. He came to a stop and, with him, the rest of the party. The men on horse back all wore a riding tabard displaying the holy symbol of the Church; Kesst had seen such groups often enough to realize what they were… Seekers.


  Although the Church’s grip stretched far and wide, its methods were rigid and predictable—there were occaisonally ways people found to slip through its fingers. The Seekers were the Church’s answer to times when a light touch was required… and the ‘light touch’ usually meant a mobile, reactonary, and dangerously decisive group of very capable veteran hunters.


  The thought pushed Kesst further toward the back of the group… until he realized that the Seekers were surrounding the party and that there technically was no ‘back of the group’… so he settled for the furthest point from the large, scaled figure clad in the robes of an Inquisitor.


  Remaining quiet, the dragon turned around to face the man on horseback nearest him: a brown-and-white furred hound of some sort. Kesst wasn’t sure whether he was relieved or disconcerted that Sanmer moved into just the right position to block any errant views of where his wings might be seen.


  “You are obviously men of the church…” Theo spoke up, “What brings you out so far into the countryside?” The ermine had moved to stand beside Tobias, both facing the individual who had called to the party: a cheetah, whose build was on the more muscular side for his breed… probably from years of practice swinging the enormous horseman’s flail that sat snugly in the slip by his saddle.


  “Church business.” the hound spoke up.


  “A similar question might be asked of University Scholars.” the hint of pointed curiosity spoken in the unmistakable syllibants of a dragon meant that Kesst didn’t need to see who it was who spoke; he knew it was the Inquisitor. The simple comment held a strong air of judgment… and accusation. The boar next to the Inquisitor let out a grunt of agreement.


  “My name is Tobias Severna.” the prong horn announced, “My current studies involve the lands north east of Lehsunia, and the tribes that live there.” Tracking the antelope by sound, Kesst could tell that he was moving to address the Inquisitor, and the young dragon silently hoped that the answer would be sufficient.


  “I had always been under the impression that most Scholars preferred to work alone.” announced another one of the Seekers. With his back to the Inquisitor, Kesst couldn’t tell which one of them had spoken, but he would have guessed one of the two previously silent men… probably the civet, since the voice didn’t have the usual gruffness found among the majority of boars he had met in passing.


  “It’s a common misconception, your Excellency.” Theo noted, and Kesst was idly surprised a Scholar knew the proper title for an Inquisitor, “Many of the L & L Scholars have issues sharing the spotlight, but most field scholars are—”


  “Elanel?” a grunting, deep-chested voice interrupted the ermine—it had to have been the boar, “What is an ‘Elanel Scholar’?”


  “L and L.” Theo clarified, “Library and Laboratory.” the ermine chuckled, “It’s a term used in the University to describe Scholars who prefer to work indoors.”


  “Then it would be fair to say that Mr. Severna is a field scholar.” the Inquisitor’s casual comment was still surprisingly filled to the brim with scrutiny.


  “That is correct.” the prong horn confirmed.


  “As am I.” the ermine added, “Theo Vinson, at your service.” Kesst didn’t need to look back at the men to hear the scholar’s bow; his fine clothes ruffled enough to make that obvious.


  “I am sure you are.” through process of elimination, Kesst was certain that the voice belonged to the civet, “Perhaps your party might answer a few questions.” Although the civet didn’t have the tingling promise of fire and brimstone in his voice that the Inquisitor held, the words were, nevertheless, not precisely pleasant.


  “There some kinda problem?” the surprisingly quiet Nicholas Poole finally weighed in with his usual lack of tact.


  “Should there be?” inquired the boar with a grunt.


  “Your studies on Tribals explains the bear…” the Inquisitor spoke up immediately, “…and perhaps this man.”


  “Henry Evans, yer Exaltanty.” the unkempt human replied from the middle of the party. Kesst did not miss Henry’s use of a different title, and he had a feeling it wasn’t by accident.


  If the Inquisitor noticed he didn’t let on, and continued unabated, “And Wyranese it seems, if my ear for accents are any good.” the dragon added.


  “And here I always assumed dragons didn’t have ears.” Henry countered.


  “I take it you two humans are hired laborers?” the hound near Kesst questioned.


  “What?” Nicholas turned and stepped up beside Kesst, “Don’t think we look official enough to be the book-y sort?” and he spat on the ground for good measure.


  “Belligerance often shields guilt.” the cheetah spoke, paw resting on the hilt of his horseman’s flail, “Tell me, sir… are you hiding something with your brash comment?”


  “Nah.” the sailor was quick to acknowledge, “I just don’t much care for people that go about sayin a man’s not good enough for somethin cuz he doesn’t have the crowns for some suit and tie.” and he spat again.


  “God loves all His children.” the Inquisitor rumbled, “Rich and poor… noble and common… exceptional or mild…” his pause was longer before adding, “…innocent or guilty.”


  “I’m sure many of the guilty often find themselves questioning how much God loves them.” Sanmer spoke up with a smirk. Kesst sighed inwardly when he realized that the fox was only calling more attention toward him.


  “Fathers must sometimes be called to punish their children… only the most insubordinate of children fail to eventually learn that this harshness is for their benefit.” the Inquisitor explained.


  “Scholars… a Tribal… and a Wyranese human…” the cheetah cut the discussion short, “Very out-of-place for Lehsunia, if I were to say.”


  “What would be the best course of action, Brother?” the Inquisitor spoke, but his tone hinted that he already knew what the answer would be.


  “We will take them into custody.” the cheetah confirmed Kesst’s suspicions, “If they have nothing to hide then they have nothing to—” he didn’t have a chance to finish his comment as a rock sailed past either side of his head… and the rope connecting them wrapped around his neck. The bolos took him off his horse.


  “I don’t take kindly to ‘custody’.” Henry announced, pulling another set off of his belt.


  “Bloody hell…” Nicholas growled.


  “Wait!” Tobias shouted, “We do not need this to escala—”


  “Kill them all.” the cheetah gasped from his place on the ground, fighting to untangle the rope from his neck.


  Nicholas grabbed a thick branch up from the ground and took a step back as the Inquisitor spurred his horse forward. Enarork took up a spot next to the sailor, gripping his walking stick in a defensive staff stance. Kesst took a step back, but a paw latched onto his arm, “Might want to take cover, kid… horses don’t exactly make this a fair—” but the fox’s words stopped immediately as, one-by-one, the horses whinnied, falling with blood pouring out of their necks, “—fight.”


  Henry skidded to a halt, turning around with a curved short sword in either hand. He smiled as the Seekers fought to clear themselves from their dying steeds, and licked at the blood on one of his blades, “They’re just a bunch a scholars… yeh really wanna waste time on them?” his grin became predatory.


  The Inquisitor was up first, his cloak billowing out as two battle axes emerged, “Kill that human.” he directed to the three standing Seekers. They moved to comply as the cheetah finally managed to get a knife between his flesh and the rope of the bolas, and began sawing himself free.


  The imposing dragon approached Nicholas and Enarork, “I will handle these two. Take prisoners… when possible.” Kesst, honestly, would have preferred to have heard kill orders.


  “Stay down unless you want to be a target, Kesst.” Sanmer warned, pulling the young dragon under cover, “And here I thought you had some brains!”


  “They didn’t even look at me.” Kesst murmured, as much to himself as Sanmer, “Why are the Seekers even out?”


  “Ours is not the place to question—” the fox noted, as if quoting from one of the holy scriptures the dragon had heard throughout his youth, but the ending portion was dramatically different, “ours is the place to shut up and not get killed.”


  “Three-on-one?” Henry questioned from off to theleft, “How’s that even fair?” the human was circling around to the side, watching the hound, civet, and boar as they spread out in an attempt to flank him. From his vantage behind a boulder, Kesst was able to watch their movements, “Tell ya what… we’ll wait for yer two friends… should at least give yeh a fightin chance… whadda ya say?”


  Apparently not interested in the human’s banter, the three charged. What happened next occurred at a speed so dizzying that Kesst lost track of the motions but, as the blur of action came to an end, Henry was behind all three of the Seekers. The wild man’s short swords were bathed in fresh blood while the boar’s headless body stood for a half second longer before falling over; the hound crumpled to the ground with his innards protruding from the wide opening in his abdomen. The civet stood a moment longer, gazing down in disbelief at the hound’s sword, which had somehow found its way into his sternum.


  “GUH!” Nicholas grunted, sprawling from the impact of the Inquistor’s axe; the dragon had swung the flat of the blade right into the sailor’s head, and it left the human reeling.


  Enarork fared better, having successfully blocked the axe strike meant for him, but the Inquisitor followed it up with a decisive kick to the bear’s gut. The tribal’s fortitude was apparently greater than the dragon had anticipated, however, and Enarork countered with a rap to the dragon’s knee and a quick strike with the other end of his staff, landing it right on the Inquisitor’s shoulder.


  The strength of the blow forced the dragon’s torso down and opened his neck up to attack… by the bear’s teeth. Enarork bore down on the Inquisitor, forcing him to the ground as fresh blood welled up around his muzzle clamping down on draconic flesh. The tribal merchant didn’t let go until the dragon stopped struggling. By that time there wasn’t much blood left to flow. The trouble, however, was not yet over.


  “The cheetah!” Sanmer shouted, motioning to the final member of the Seekers, who was fleeing.


  Kesst knew enough of the Seekers to be aware that they never fought to the last man—the cheetah would return to the Church and report what had happened. If he got away there would be no way that anyone present would survive for long; the Church did not forgive the death of holy men at the hands of anyone… let alone prisoners fleeing a city.


  “Eh… let him run.” Henry grunted, strolling over to where Kesst and Sanmer were hunkered down, “God damn cat won’t get too far without his horse anyway.” he flopped down on the rock and began rubbing some sour-smelling unguent on a large gash he’d obtained on his forearm. Kesst hadn’t noticed until then that the human had been hurt. Looking back at his three dead opponents, however, Kesst couldn’t argue that the trade off was still far to Henry’s benefit.


  “He’ll report back to the Church.” the dragon spoke up, still watching the cheetah run… quickly out of any distance that might allow them to catch him.


  “Nah…” Henry countered, pulling off a leather glove to assess how far down the cut had been delivered, “He’s goin’ straight for a field a quick sand.” Kesst watched the human as he peeled the bloody glove off and began using it to wipe the wound clean. The remnants of what once appeared to have been some kind of circular tattoo on the back of Henry’s hand caught the dragon’s attention, but it was hard to make out since the flesh there had obviously been scorched or branded some time ago.


  “And there he goes.” Sanmer confirmed, eyes still on the cheetah. Kesst looked up and saw, as Henry had indicated, that the cheetah was struggling to move as he was slowly sucked down into the ground.


  “Are we going to help him?” Theo asked, slowly making his way toward the boulder where everyone had gathered.


  “Nope.” Henry announced, quickly wrapping his arm with some semi-clean linen bandages, “Only way we could help him would be t’ put him down… and that’d be a waste a arrows.”


  Tobias strolled over to join the party at the boulder as well, “That was some amazing swordsmanship, Mr. Evans.”


  “Eh.” the human shrugged, “It’d be amazing if they didn’t nick me.” he presented his bandaged arm, “Still… kinda shows why ya shouldn’t be so quick t’ get rid a me.”


  Enarork helped Nicholas up, and the two came to join everyone else as well. Henry Evans’ display of martial prowess was very convincing, that much was true as far as Kesst was concerned. What went a long way in counteracting that argument, however, was what he did next. Henry went around to each of the dead bodies and deftly sliced them open, brutally pulling their rib cages asunder, and then tore into them with feral intensity.


  One by one he pulled their hearts free and took a bite… then stuffed the torn remnants into the corpses’s own gullets. Standing, Henry returned to the group, blood pouring freely down his chin. He smiled, declaring in far too friendly a manner, “Alright… ready when you blokes are.”


  Enarork announced quite simply “Kaumaka.” and left it at that.


  Chapter 2b, Outside Influence (pt 3)


  Friar Arlowe had spent a fair amount of time with Brother Rhys ever since being assigned to Newport, but never so many hours at once. The raccoon dog had always found the rat to be insightful and intelligent, but they had never really had the opportunity to talk at length for any great amount of time; the extended talk they shared along the road only served to reinforce the monk’s opinion of the young priest, who turned out to be as affiable and pleasant in long doses as he was in short ones.


  “So you mean to say that your parents were not ordained?” the rat inquired glancing at him questioningly to reinforce the proof of his disbelief. Friar Arlowe knew it wasn’t that Brother Rhys thought he was lying… it was simply something that was not easy to believe considering most members of the Church were many-generations affiliated with the house of God.


  “I was the first in my line to join the clergy.” Friar Arlowe acknowledged, “They selected me specifically for the position.”


  “What an honor.” the rat breathed, “I was raised from a young age to be a priest… my parents taught me the ‘Word of the Prophet’ prayer when I was four and I was inducted into seminary when I was six.”


  “Hmm.” the raccoon dog smirked, “We were probably learning the same things around the same time then… I was just about twenty years behind you.” The rat glanced at him, and then both shared a laugh. They walked in silence for a short distance before Friar Arlowe spoke up, opting to continue the conversation, “You attended classes in Graddin, if I’m not mistaken, is that not correct, Brother?”


  The rat nodded, “Indeed… I grew up there with my family at the Cathedral.”


  “I can only imagine what that childhood must have been like.” the raccoon dog offered amicably; in truth, knowing what he knew about how children were reared within the scope of the Church the thought scared him more than a little, “How did you end up in an out-of-the-way locale such as Newport?’


  The change in the rat’s demeanor was instantaneous, and it took a moment before the priest replied, “Things…” he shook his head, “…don’t always turn out how we would like.”


  “You didn’t want to be assigned to Newport?” Friar Arlowe asked.


  “No—quite the contrary.” the rat offered a disingenuine smile to hide what the raccoon dog could only take as a strong undercurrent of pain, “Events in Graddin…” the priest paused as if contemplating the right way to word what he was trying to say. In the end he settled on, “…pushed me toward new places and new experiences.”


  Friar Arlowe could only think of one possible response, “I’m sorry.” he reached out and rested a paw gently on the rat’s shoulder.


  Brother Rhys shook his head and presented another pained smile, “No… it’s quite alright, Friar Arlowe… I prefer to think that it was God telling me that he had other things in store for my life.”


  “Even if it was God’s will, I am sorry to hear that it caused such chaos in your life.” the monk offered amicably.


  The rat chuckled softly at that, wiping away a tear, “Then maybe I should apologize for the recent chaos in yours as well.”


  The raccoon dog cleared his throat, and Brother Rhys paused, apparently realizing that he just brought up the topic they had both been pointedly trying to avoid for hours. “Perhaps it’s God telling me that he has other things in store for my life.” Friar Arlowe responded, patting the rat’s shoulder again.


  “No, Friar Arlowe…” the priest came to a stop, “Truly… I am sorry for what has come to pass… I hadn’t stopped to think about what might—”


  The raccoon dog silenced him with a raised paw, “Thank you, Brother Rhys… for the apology, yes… but, more so, for helping me when I needed it.” he began walking again, motioning for the priest to follow, “I have been reflecting on the events and I realize now that giving myself over to the Church’s judgment would not be doing God’s will.”


  “No one knows His plans for us as well as He.” the rat quoted.


  “You are presenting me with Hilz 21:15 now?” the raccoon dog laughed.


  “It seems to fit.” Brother Rhys responded with a shrug and a smile, offering a small, travel version of the book to the monk.


  “So it does.” Friar Arlowe chuckled, accepting it and stowing it safely within the inside breast pocket of his robe,“So it does…”


  * * * * * *


  With Aodhan’s concern over the increased activity of the Church’s scouts the party traveled well into dusk and they didn’t bother with setting up camp until the sun had practically set. Although Friar Arlowe was still several years from being officially ‘old’, that fact was something he had trouble convincing his eyes of. Seated on a rock beside what would become one of the group’s fire pits, the monk lamented his inability to assist with preparing camp thanks to age being unkind to his night vision.


  “Evening.” Vic Ventor knelt down beside him, words all business as the fox-coon began setting fire to the tinder he had brought with him.


  “Good evening, Mr. Ventor.” Friar Arlowe acknowledged, watching the young man as he got the fire started then set a metal cup atop the flames with water in it to boil.


  “How’re the ribs?” the scholar asked, rustling through his travel bag, presuably for more of the curative concoctions he’d been making use of the past few days on the monk’s behalf. At the lack of a response, the young scholar turned to regard him more fully, and only then did Friar Arlowe reply.


  “That is not the real question you wanted to ask, is it, young man?”


  “You’re avoiding Cruff.” the comment was direct enough to indicate that the monk had presumed correctly, “Why?”


  The monk let out a deep breath and slowly unbelted his robe, opening it up enough so the fox-coon could better access his still-healing ribs, “You are young yet, Mr Ventor… I wonder if you’ve ever had a significant event in your life that reminded you of your own fallable nature…” he glanced to the young University student as he knelt down, “Can you think of something you’ve done that you look back on unfavorably?”


  “You’re saying what happened almost twenty years ago is something like me forgetting to connect the tube on an alembic and getting a three foot high gout of flame?”


  “In the most basic sense possible… I suppose it is.” Friar Arlowe acknowledged, “Was anyone hurt by your misstep?”


  “My lab partner lost some fur on his face… but it grew back.” the fox-coon acknowledged, and began smearing a sweet-and-sour scented ointment, “But what does that have to do with our discussion about Cruff?”


  “In my case, Cruffington is the lab partner that lost some fur.” Friar Arlowe admitted, “I am not proud of how my actions affected him, and every time I see him I am reminded of the injuries my actions caused.”


  “Funny you should mention that…” Vic announced, sealing up the jar of medicine, “… Cruff was my lab partner too…” the fox-coon stood up, “Another funny thing about that… I already apologized for my mistake.”


  The monk paused at the words, rolling them around in his head as he considered how strangely conventional the otherwise avant-garde university student’s wisdom turned out to be. In the end, Friar Arlowe was nothing, if not honest, “I am afraid.”


  “Afraid of saying sorry?” Vic asked.


  “I am afraid that he would not like the explanation I have to offer.” the monk explained.


  “What about not giving one, and just leaving it at saying you’re sorry?” a voice spoke up from off to the side. The reflection of the campfire danced and glimmered in Cruffington’s eyes—likely accentuated in a hint of moistness to them, “It’s not like there are many good excuses for leaving your family… even if it was to join the Church.”


  “You were listening in?” the older raccoon dog inquired, glancing first to his son and then to Vic, “I suppose this was a planned encounter.”


  “Planned? No.” the fox-coon stated, “Overdue? I’d say yes.” he dusted off his paws and headed off to other parts of the camp, stopping next to Cruffington, who had just stepped up to take his place, “I’ll be with the others if you need me.”


  “So…” Friar Arlowe watched as his son took a seat across the small fire from him.


  “Did you want to talk?” the young raccoon dog questioned, “Or is now not a good time either?”


  “I never meant to hurt you.” the monk offered.


  “Then you’re an overachiever…” there was more than a hint of vinegar to the tone, “you succeeded without even trying.”


  “When you are called by the Church you cannot easily say no.” the older raccoon dog shrugged helplessly.


  “You mean called by God.” Cruffington countered, “Even before you left you always said there was a different.”


  “There is a difference.” Friar Arlowe confirmed, “And I meant what I said… the Church called me, and that is why I left.”


  “And you couldn’t bother to tell me?” the young raccoon dog slammed his paw against the ground, “Or mom?”


  “That would only have made it more difficult if I told you, Cruffington.” the monk stated quietly, “I couldn’t face you to tell you I was going away…” he paused, not sure if he wanted to speak the next part… but he realized if he didn’t admit it while they were talking candidly then it was possible he never would, “…and your mother knew. She was there when I made the decision to answer the Church’s summons.”


  “She told me she didn’t find out you’d become a monk until I was getting ready to leave for University.” his son growled, “So you’re telling me she was lying?!?”


  “No.” Friar Arlowe countered, “That would have been the truth. I was in service to the Church many years before I obtained the title.”


  “So it was a half truth.” the young raccoon dog gnashed his teeth in displeasure, “I suppose that’s half more than what you gave me.”


  “Cruffington…” the monk spoke quietly, “I never meant for that things to be so difficult after I left… one of the reasons I did go was because it was supposed to make life easier for you and your mother.”


  His son stood, carefully dusting off his trousers as he did so, “Well… you didn’t do so well in that regard.”


  “I’m—” Friar Arlowe began, but the young raccoon dog about faced and walked off back toward the center of camp, “…sorry.”


  Chapter 2c, Revelations (pt 3)


  Coffee was one of many morning rituals that Sada enjoyed… perhaps more than almost all others. The careful attention to detail in measuring out the beans—the gentle-yet-deliberate movement of the mortar as it ground them in the pestle—the soft patter of boiling water followed by the mellow sound of it pouring into the carafe—the scent… oh the scent.


  Regardless of how tired she had been the prior night or how poorly she had been treated by her clients, a well-prepared cup of coffee made it all better. Despite the fact that Lehsunian coffee was far more bitter than that of her native homeland, the otter still enjoyed the ritual just as much, and the aroma was beautiful regardless… or perhaps because of its overbearing power. She smiled to herself as she gently pulled down on the handle of the carafe, pressing the ground beans to the bottom and leaving the beautiful blackness awaiting its trip to her lips.


  Despite her eagerness for the drink, Sada forced herself to be patient… patience in all things, she reminded herself. No matter the activity, she who had the greatest amount of patience had the greatest chance for success—it was what her mother had taught her until the day she escaped the oppressive household—it was what the madam at the bordello proved until the day she managed to escape the town aboard a southward-bound merchant ship—it was what the aggressive captain had reinforced in the many long sessions of abuse until she was able to jump ship in a port town. Patience was everything.


  Finally, after a clean count of one hundred, the otter pulled the latch that opened the top of the container, and she slowly poured the beautiful liquid blackness into a fine tea cup. Sanmer, her absent host had a decent apartment, but he lacked the refinement to appreciate fine drinkware; the cup was her’s, and she valued it greatly. She gingerly set the carafe back down and took her thumb off of the latch, letting it fall closed once more… and only then did she fold her delicate digits around the warming ceramic cup, and slowly lifted it to her muzzle.


  The click of the door connecting the apartment to the passage that led to the shop below interrupted her morning ritual. Silently sliding around the table, Sada moved to the large metal pan resting on the counter and, without making a noise, the otter picked it up. She ignored the faint warping of the pan where it recorded its use as a weapon the previous night, and readied herself for a repeat performance; Sanmer never used the door.


  “Sanmer.” called a deep, rumbling voice, “Come out.”


  The call was a direct challenge to the apartment’s owner, but it lacked the sound of a threat. After having encountered a party of the fox’s unexpected guests the prior night she was almost willing to greet the newcomer a little more elegantly… but she still had enough suspicion to do so while holding the pan… just in case. “He’s not here.” she announced, flowing out into the main room to encounter the newest visitor, then came to an immdiate stop at what she saw, pan almost falling out of her surprised grip.


  “I didn’t realize he was going to be entertaining.” the comment was somewhere between sarcastic and casual, and, for as good as Sada was at reading people, she was honestly confused by the announcement… but perhaps it was because she was still stunned by the owner of the rich, bass, vibrato tone. Staring at her was a leather-clad dragon, easily seven foot tall. His scales were as white as the snow of Soyria and his otherworldly pink eyes glimmered the usual red of a dragon in the half-light peaking through the shuttered windows.


  “Personally, I always find Sanmer entertaining.” It was witty banter, a tool Sada favored when trying to gauge a stranger’s intellect, and she was not disappointed in the results.


  “Then you have a far greater appreciation for tomfoolery than I, my lady.” the dragon inclined his head slightly, the taller of his two sets of horns coming within a hair’s breadth of scraping the ceiling, “But here we are speaking so candidly to one another without being properly introduced… never would I expect to be so forward without at least knowing the name of a fellow conversationalist.”


  “Sada de’Ahm, good sir.” she introduced herself, providing a perfect courtly bow with such grace that she was certain it would put most noblewomen to shame.


  “Ah…” the stranger rumbled, revealing several jagged teeth with a reserved smirk, “So the flower I now see is not only striking, but even its name holds a beauty that eclipses all others.”


  “You are obviously a skilled wordsmith, Mister…?” she opened up the opportunity to let the stranger introduce himself, which he did simply, and without any particularly great amount of presentation.


  “Wiesen.” Despite the dragon’s previously elegant and courtley manner, he managed to ruin the illusion by plopping down unceremoniously into a nearby arm chair. His enormous bulk practically swallowed it up as he lay across it sideways, thighs resting on one arm and the small of his back supported by the other. His size caused the chair to creak, but it held, and he was situated in a way that permitted ample room beneath his rump for his tail to overflow the cushion and spill out onto the floor, its end curled at an odd angle at the very tip, almost resembling a hook.


  “A pleasure, Mr. Wiesen.” Sada offered another bow, making certain the frying pan was still hidden from his view as she moved to the chair across from the dragon’s, “And now, perhaps, you might reveal why it is you’ve come to visit our mutual acquaintence?”


  “I might…” the stranger acknowledged, his tail reaching out to hook the handle of a large leather carrying case and pulling it closer to the chair where he lounged, “…or perhaps I might insist that such information was priviledged.”


  “We are friends now, dear Mr. Wiesen…” Sada leaned forward in her chair, both to identify that she was wishing to be engaging in her conversation, but also to provide the dragon a very clear view of her low-cut sleeping gown, “Surely you wouldn’t wish to keep me in the dark.”


  “I would never dare keep such a beautiful treasure such as yourself in the dark.” Wisen countered, “Truly, a gem as flawless as yourself should be put on display for all to appreciate like the work of art you are.”


  “Well… he knows how to use his tongue…” Alarice’s unimpressed tone spoke up from behind Sada, “That much is certain.”


  “I was unaware that our fine vulpine host had so many aesthetically appealing female friends.” the dragon announced candidly, his deep voice rumbling in good humor, “My impression of him has suddenly improved.”


  “I thought this place was supposed to be secret.” announced the wolf-husky scholar in a gruff voice, emerging from his room with only a pair of underbritches on. He suddenly seemed to remember how poorly dressed he was when he met the gaze of Sada and Alarice, and moved immediately back into the cover of his doorway, “Random visitors doesn’t usually fit into the equation of a secret hiding place.”


  “He looks like an oversized stable boy.” Alarice’s pet bat announced from his place beside her, “That much leather either belongs in a stable or in the bedroom, anyway.” and he provided a pointy-toothed grin.


  “I find myself in the latter more often than the former.” the dragon responded, “And now I find myself at a loss having encountered far more of Sanmer’s acquaintences than I realized knew of this apartment.”


  “I am in a similar predicament.” Sada admitted, glancing pointedly at Alarice.


  “That would make three of us.” the human woman countered immediately, gazing first back at the otter then to the dragon.


  “A lot more than three.” the milky-eyed human scholar announced, emerging from his room with a hand on the wall. Sada didn’t miss the fact that Roland the wolf-dog went instantly to his side to show him to a chair… and was immediately shooed away; the otter gained a certain respect for the human over his desire for independence; she found it… humorous.


  “My name is Patricia Arnhart.” Alarice introduced herself falsely to the dragon, “And you are?”


  “Hmm.” Weisen responded flatly, then glanced toward Sada, “Far more direct and much less pleasant.”


  “And you are?” Alarice repeated her question in a slightly more challenging tone; Sada didn’t miss the fact that the human woman’s hands were drifting ever closer to a hidden weapon. The otter didn’t know what the weapon was, but saw the tell-tale signs of its existence nevertheless—she’d had plenty of experience having to figure out who was and wasn’t armed in a number of different, compromising situations.


  “Wiesen.” the dragon responded casually, “Although most of my aquaintences know of me as Crook.” he added after a slight pause.


  Alarice seemed to calm immediately, “Sanmer has spoken of you before.”


  “I don’t doubt that.” Weisen responded in a self-important tone, though his grin revealed that it was all theatrics rather than a bloated sense of egotism, “Sanmer is a regular customer… he particularly likes my chains.”


  “I don’t doubt that.” Inigo the bat parotted the dragon’s earlier statement… and the two shared a knowing smile that Sada understood immediately.


  “You wear gloves.” Alvis spoke up for the first time, and only then did Sada realize that the mutt was in the room.


  “I work with heated metal.” the dragon acknowledged, “Hard to do with bare scales.”


  “Would you…” the mixed breed dog paused, and Sada realized he was attempting to gain the gumption to make a demand. When it finally came out the otter was pleasantly surprised with how well he made his demand, “If you don’t mean us any harm, take off your gloves.”


  “Well…” the dragon chuckled, loosening the straps securing them around his wrists, “That was rather forward… here you are asking me to get undressed without even introducing yourself.” but, despite the jibe, Weisen did as was requested, and took off each glove, setting them atop the leather bag situated next to the chair. “Your talon fetish may now be satisfied.” he announced, holding them up bare, palms out first, and then turning them so everyone could clearly see the back.


  Sada was confused at first, until the blind scholar spoke up, “Tattoo, or no?”


  “Ah…” the dragon acknowledged in a knowing tone, the sound almost deep enough that the otter could feel it in her gut, “I take it you’ve had a run-in with the Order of Blades.”


  “Why would you say that?” Roland challenged.


  “Three obvious UPU scholars, and the famed Sellsword Alarice.” Wiesen motioned to one part of the party and then the human woman, “I would say—”


  “Two scholars and a student.” the blind scholar interrupted him.


  “Be that as it may,” Wiesen continued, “considering the events in the square, I would assume that the Order of Blades has an interest in you.”


  If Alarice was displeased at being discovered she didn’t let it show, “Should we be concerned that you know of the Order?”


  “Only if you’re looking after my well-being.” the dragon responded, rolling his legs off of the chair as he returned to a standing position, “The Order and I don’t precisely see eye to eye… which is why I had planned to meet up with Sanmer.”


  “Why would the Order of Blades be after you?” Inigo questioned.


  “Well…” the dragon noted, kneeling down to put his gloves back on, “I assume based on the fact that you’re traveling with three UPU scholars—”


  “Two scholars and a student.” Roland took his turn to correct Wiesen; Alvis appeared quite dejected at the constant correction.


  “Considering your traveling companions…” the dragon rephrased, “I would wager it’s for a similar reason.” Once Wiesen had his gloves on he opened his bag and began pulling out a number of strange metallic mechanisms.


  “You’re a scholar?” questioned the blind human, surprising Sada with his astute deduction considering he wasn’t able to see the dragon’s activities.


  “Tinkerer.” Wiesen countered.


  “An unaffiliated inventor.” Roland pointed out.


  “Under contract, actually.” the dragon slipped a leather strap around his head, pulling several metal-and-glass components down over his left eye. He adjusted a hinge until a lense held up by a metal arm sat snugly on the scales of his cheek ridge like a monicle, “The University wanted my help with a certain project.”


  “And what project would that be?” demanded the human scholar.


  “The one that sadly turned into a fireball in the middle of Newport.” Wiesen noted flatly, “Which, incidentally, is one of the main reasons the Order of Blades is after me.”


  “One of the reasons?” questioned Sada, sliding off of the sofa and taking a step back; she didn’t much care for anyone who was on the hit list of a powerful secret organization.


  Weisen shrugged, “I might have killed a few of them getting away from the square.”


  “Were they following you?” questioned Alvis, glancing out through the cracks in one of the shutters covering the windows.


  “I lost them late last night.” the dragon stated.


  Alvis’ next words chilled Sada to the core, “I’m not so sure you did.”


  Chapter 2a, League of Leaves (pt 4)


  Gift-of-the-Earth was more insulted than concerned that the Undesirable was joining them on the path to his village. Although the Valley Tribe had yet to deal negatively with the man known as among the Rock Tribe as Henry Evans, his people had no interest when it came to interaction with a pariah of such standing. In all, the bear spent his time as far across the group from the human as he could.


  Tobias made several attempts to speak with Gift-of-the-Earth throughout the rest of the day but the bear kept all discussion simple and to-the-point. He had no intention of creating a conversation that the Undesirable would find reason to join. The prong horn was astute enough to have likely guessed at Gift-of-the-Earth’s sudden clamped-muzzle approach and had, several times, attempted to start a conversation in the bear’s native tongue, but the merchant was not wholly convinced that the Undesirable was ignorant to it.


  Finally, as the party began to set camp for the night, Gift-of-the-Earth decided to take the opportunity to approach Tobias, who had been courteous enough to give him space for the several hours prior. “Friend Tobias,” the bear greeted him, mindful of the Undesirable’s place in camp which, thankfully, happened to be on the far side.


  “Friend Gift-of-the-Earth.” the antelope bowed his head respectfully, “I was starting to fear that you were not going to say another word during our entire journey.”


  The merchant glanced over his shoulder to the Undesirable human, then back to the scholar, “I have no interest in traveling with the Undesirable.” he stated simply and to the point, “You and your companions helped me when I was in need, and I am content to return the favor… but I want nothing to do with that creature.”


  Tobias nodded with a sigh, “I can understand and respect that, Friend Gift-of-the-Earth… and I apologize if having him around makes you uncomfortable.”


  “I do not understand how your people can accept him.” the bear offered calmly. He attempted to keep any judgment out of his voice at the Rock Tribe’s willingness to have any kind of interaction with an Undesirable; it was a strange thing considering how many rules they had that turning away someone who would feast on The People would not be breaking at least one of them by doing what he did.


  “There is a word in my native tongue called ‘pragmatism’.” the prong horn stated.


  “Prag-muh-tizz-em.” the Gift-of-the-Earth slowly sounded it out, “It is not a simple word.” he added.


  “And the idea behind it isn’t exactly simple either.” Tobias knelt down to set up the metal bars that would help support the roof of his small cloth tent. The bear likewise joined him, and helped steady the frame as the scholar secured it. Once that was done, the antelope spoke further, “It means that personal views can be change for the sake of practicality… that morals and rules have some amount of leeway when there’s need.”


  “My people practice this ‘prag-muh-tizz-em’ as well.” Gift-of-the-Earth acknowledged, “Any rule that does not have a good purpose is, by its nature, able to be set aside when there is need…” the bear regarded the scholar, “Although there are many rules that exist for a reason… such as shunning those who eat the flesh of The People…”


  “He isn’t eating our flesh…” Tobias shrugged, “And he helped us against men who meant us harm… so it’s hard to condemn him when he’s aiding us.”


  “And you will accept him until he does eat one of you?” Gift-of-the-Earth inquired.


  “I suppose until he tries… yes.” the scholar nodded.


  “So you acknowledge that he is a great warrior, and can help you when he chooses too… how then will you defend yourselves if he chooses to do so?” It was a forward question, but it also had the desired effect.


  “I…” the antelope paused, “I don’t know.”


  “This is a good answer, Friend Tobias… because it means you have the opportunity to think on it now.” the bear stood once again, stretching as he did so, “What I do know is that the village will not receive the Undesirable kindly. I am worried that my people will not respond well to you because you choose to travel with him.”


  “Don’t worry none about that.” the Undesirable noted, walking right up to them. Despite the fact that they had been speaking in the bear’s own language, the human had apparently been able to eavesdrop. His response, however was in the Rock Tribe’s tongue, “I’m not that keen on seein’ yer village anyway, so I’ll prolly just part ways before we get there.”


  “That may be wise for everyone involved.” Tobias offered in their language; Gift-of-the-Earth didn’t miss the carefully subdued smile on the antelope’s lips, hinting what the bear already knew: the human wasn’t a wholly welcomed presence, and that thought comforted the merchant to no end. Without bothering to offer an end to the discussion, Gift-of-the-Earth left the scholar with the Undesirable and found his way to the other side of the camp.


  “I’m not saying commoners are stupid!” the white furred ermine stated emphatically, “I’m just saying not everyone has what it takes to get into the University.”


  “Like money… connections… political power…” the rough-and-tumble sea-smelling human counted them off on his fingers. Two days ago Gift-of-the-Earth would likely have had trouble following along the quickly spoken argument, but he surprised himself in that he was getting better with the casually spoken Rock Tribe tongue.


  “Now you’re putting words into my muzzle.” Theo the scholar objected, “All I said was that a lot of people wouldn’t do well in even the introductory classes.”


  “Because commoners are stupid…” Nicholas reiterated, “You may as well say it, prissy-paws… you think you’re better’n most the people who work harder in a day than you do all year.” the human followed up the accusation with a hearty snort and spit.


  “That’s not what I’m saying at all!” the ermine objected, “I’m just making an observation about what it takes to be a scholar at the University!”


  “Well, how’d you like it if I said you prolly wouldn’t survive ten minutes as a sailor?” the human challenged.


  “I’d say that you’d probably be right.” Theo admitted, “I’m just not sailor material.”


  “Because it’s too lowly a job for ya?” Nicholas grunted with a scowl, “Is that it?”


  The ermine’s expression changed immediately from defensive to indignant, “You’re playing with me… that’s it, isn’t it?” Theo paused when the human’s frown turned into a smirk, “You’re having a laugh at my expense!” the scholar challenged the sailor.


  “You’re one a the rich-y types, prissy-paws…” Nicholas finished laying out his bedroll, “I figure you can afford to let me do some things at your expense.”


  “Well I don’t appreciate it, thank you very much.” Theo responded, “You keep talking about how the nobility and the church and the scholars always pick on the commoners, but now you think it’s fair game to—”


  “Enough, please.” Tobias announced, walking back across camp with the Undesirable trailing him, “We don’t need to broadcast our location to anyone within shouting range.”


  “No worries there…” the Undesirable human spoke up, “yer fires aren’t curbed so you’re already doin just that.” Gift-of-the-Earth took his leave as Tobias and his ‘pet human’ wandered past; the bear was pleased in the sense that he didn’t have to mention the fires himself.


  One place in all the camp where it seemed the man known as Henry Evans hadn’t made himself present was near the dragon and the white fox that had seemed to have taken the post as his ‘keeper’. Not waiting to hear any more of the discussion, Gift-of-the-Earth made his way to the third of three corners of their bivouac. He caught sight of the cowl-wearing, red-scaled dragon sitting by the fire but, before he could engage the young saurian in conversation he was intercepted.


  “Hello, Earth.” Sanmer greeted him, stepping between the bear and the dragon.


  “Greetings.” Gift-of-the-Earth responded simply, “You have made a good fire.” he gestured to the campfire that was suitably screened from long-distance viewing.


  “Thanks.” the fox announced proudly, “Kesst did it.”


  “You have some worldly skills.” the merchant addressed the dragon, glancing past Sanmer.


  “We all have our strong points.” the fox took a step to interpose himself again, “It’s good to have the right people for the right—” Sanmer ceased talking as Gift-of-the-Earth bodily hefted him and set him aside, “…job.”


  The bear approached Kesst “You do not spend much time talking, Young One.” he addressed the seated dragon directly.


  Kesst shrugged, the gesture very faint, and almost unnoticed, “I don’t usually have a lot to say.” he offered, eyes on the fire.


  “I have not seen many dragons.” Gift-of-the-Earth admitted, “But, from the few words you have spoken, it sounds like you have seen some of my people.”


  “The Two-Souls.” Kesst spoke, with an almost endearing sense of awe in his voice.


  “Tell me, Young One,” Gift-of-the-Earth used the honorific title again as he took a seat on the ground beside the dragon; the merchant was somewhat surprised that Kesst didn’t recoil from him, “The men who saved you from those who meant you harm… did any of them wear one of these?” and the bear pulled a Bonding Stone from his hip pouch, presenting it to Kesst, “This is called a Bonding Stone… the Two-Souls wear them.”


  “They… uh…” he paused, “Yeah! Yes!” he announced, pointing to it, “Prince Malcom was wearing one!”


  “Prince Malcom?” Sanmer questioned, quickly sliding between the bear and the dragon as he spoke, “Like… the Prince?’


  “He was with the Tribals who saved me.” Kesst responded.


  “So… you’re saying you saw the prince turn into an animal?” the fox questioned.


  “It is not impossible to believe.” Gift-of-the-Earth acknowledged, “Prince Malcom completed the ritual of the Two-Souls some years ago while he was staying with the Oak Tribe.”


  “You mean our Prince Malcom?” Sanmer interjected, “Are you sure?”


  “I made his Bonding Stone for him.” the bear nodded, “I believe I can say that I am very sure, yes, Sanmer.”


  “Wow…” the fox murmured, holding up the Bonding Stone; Gift-of-the-Earth was caught by surprise that Sanmer had somehow taken it from him without him noticing, “Can I have it?’ the white-furred fox asked.


  “If you wish to buy it, I can will sell it to you, yes.” the bear acknowledged, “It is imperfect, and I cannot present it to a—”


  “Sure sure… that’s fine.” Sanmer acknowledged, cutting Gift-of-the-Earth off in the discussion, “I mean… it’s still a Bonding Stone, right?”


  Gift-of-the-Earth scowled, suddenly wondering exactly what Sanmer had in mind for it, “Anyone familiar with them would know that it was not a—”


  “How familiar?” the fox’s eyes caught his gaze, the intensity of the question very distinct.


  “Any of my people would know it was not a—”


  “Sold.” Sanmer grinned, dumping a small bag of coins into the bear’s paw, which was outstretched in a half-completed gesture, “That’s good enough… you think?”


  Gift-of-the-Earth’s mind worked at a feverish pace to try and figure out how the trade could cause problems in the future; the fox’s keen mind was obviously far keener than the merchant’s. In the end the bear sighed, “Yes… our trade is complete.”


  Sanmer’s grin grew wider as the amulet disappeared into the folds of his clothing, and the fox said not another word about it. Perhaps it was that silence that concerned Gift-of-the-Earth the most.


  Chapter 2b, Outside Influence (pt 4)


  Vic was no stranger to ‘family drama’, as he’d been privy to more than his fair share during his childhood. His father, a traveling fox merchant full of wanderlust had some how chosen to make a relationship with Vic’s raccoon mother, a wonderfully calm, centered, healer. Despite their constant disagreements, however, everything had always seemed to get back to good… but, in Vic’s mind, he wondered how Cruffington Flew and his father could be so different and, at the same time, so much the same.


  Vic had always cherished his family, but he hadn’t realized just how much of his life they were until he lost them. It had been almost two years since he’d received the news that his mother and father had been killed; all he knew was that his mother had tried to help some injured missionaries and, in so doing, was labeled as a witch of some kind by the Tribals who were after them… nobody survived. During the months that followed he had entered a deep depression, and hadn’t snapped out of it until he’d met Cruff.


  The young fox-coon student sat by the campfire and contemplated the frustrations of dealing with the two “Churchies”. Vic had fallen into a degree of admiration and adoration with Cruff before finding out that he was as much an initiate of the church as he was a student at the University, but, as time went by, that affiliation didn’t seem to be as big of a problem as he’d expected. Having come to Newport alone it somehow ended up being comfortable to have Cruff as a part of his life. Vic never knew if their relationship would grow into something more, but it really hadn’t ever been much of an issue.


  Suddenly, it seemed, the fox-coon was starting to look at the larger picture. Ever since the two had helped Friar Arlowe escape the church’s holding cell things were starting to become much more… real. Even though the two had been ‘intimate friends’ for some time, only recently was Vic starting to look at it in the form of a long term relationship and, if he had to be honest with himself, he didn’t know how far it would go… or could go, for that matter… especially with the two raccoon dogs’ filial issues.


  It was all the macrocosm of family dynamics, he realized. No family was perfect, and all had their problems. Vic found it distasteful the way Friar Arlowe had continued to evade his son; the fox-coon despised the way Cruff danced around the issues and refused to settle the problem; it was deplorable the way the three royal heirs were unable to resolve their problems and instead pulled the entire kingdom into their sibling struggles. He almost began to wonder if he was better off with his good memories of his family rather than waiting for the next thing that would cause issues of his own. No, he realized… he would have traded anything to have his parents back… imperfections and all.


  So where did that leave him and Cruff? Theirs was a relationship of convenience—he was pretty sure they both knew that. They would be together as long as they each got something they wanted out of being a pair. In his case, Cruff meant that extra degree of consistency… a certain amount of stability, and someone he knew and someone he could let know him. Vic hoped that they’d still be friends when one or both decided to go their own way, but he also realized that there were issues in all relationships, not just family ones.


  The fox-coon glanced over at Cruff, who had chosen to sit by himself after his recent discussion with the monk; Vic couldn’t blame him, and decided to keep company with his own silence. It seemed strange to think he’d been doing that more and more lately.


  * * * * * *


  Cruff really wasn’t sure what to expect from a talk with his father, but, whatever he’d been thinking would be discussed, what finally was revealed was not it. Almost everyone where he’d grown up had a strong belief in God and the Church from a young age; it was often said that the eastern side of town north of the Dock Divide might have been thousands of leagues from Mehnzil physically, spiritually it could easily have housed the Cathedral. Regardless, the young raccoon dog was suddenly privy to some information that caused him to question… well… more than just a few things.


  Normally he would have sought out someone to discuss his thoughts, but that seemed unreasonable considering his limited choices. His father was a great cause of his concerns, thus the Monk was not an option; he could have approached Brother Rhys, but the last thing the rat priest needed was to hear about the raccoon dog’s issues… especially as they related to a crisis of faith. He glanced across the camp to where Vic was seated, just in time to see the fox-coon look away; had Vic been staring at him?


  In most circumstances Cruff would have gone to Vic first but, suddenly, at least insofar as his issues related to Friar Arlowe, it really didn’t seem like a good idea. Vic had become a little more distant since they had left the church… and for good cause: he was putting his reputation, his future, and even his life on the line in order to help Cruff save his father. It was a lot more than the raccoon dog could have asked for, and was certainly more than he had expected. He and Vic had been friends for nearly two years, that much was true… but the help his fellow UPU student offered went far beyond—


  Beyond what? Cruff let out a sigh, gazing at the little symbols he’d been doodling into the dirt with a long stick; the little scratched-in pictures made about as much sense as his thoughts. Vic was Cruff’s friend… a friend with benefits. There were a few times when the raccoon dog had thought that the fox coon may have assumed it was something more, but, then again, it may easily have been his own inconsistent thoughts on the matter projected onto his—


  Cruff again found himself unable to provide the right label for their relationship. Yes, they were friends… but usually friends didn’t get as intimate as the two had been. Was theirs a relationship of convenience? Yes—that much was true. Cruff was able to work with Vic in a professional capacity at the university, but they also made great partners on much less formal ‘projects’. They fit well together… literally as well as figuratively. Yet Cruff realized it wouldn’t work… it couldn’t work… not in the long run.


  In time, Cruffington planned to be a graduate of the University of Progressive Thought. If he also continued his hard work and dedication to the Church he would eventually become an ordained priest. They were two very worthwhile goals, and neither was a place for a scholar or a holy man with a male lover… let alone a spouse. While the University often overlooked private matters, they were not as accepting when it came to open physical love between those of the same sex… and to call the Church ‘prudent’ in such matters would be like saying that an ingot-forger’s furnace was ‘warm’.


  No, he realized, there wasn’t a long term place in his life for Vic as a lover, and he truly prayed that the fox-coon would be able to understand that when the time came. Until then, Cruff would be walking a tightrope between convenience and isolation; he hoped that he wouldn’t end up falling… and taking Vic with him. He smiled into the darkness at the silliness of the thought—he was sitting in the middle of a camp surrounded by men and women who had been labeled as outlaws and undesirables by the church, and he was worried what it would look like professionally if he had a male lover. “Cruff…” he addressed himself, “you really have an issue with your priorities.”


  * * * * * *


  Those who knew Brother Rhys best knew he kept himself busy with menial tasks whenever he needed to quiet his mind. It was no wonder then that the campsite was near spotless, and he was already working on splitting enough firewood to get them through the night and most of the next day… despite the fact that they planned to leave when the sun was barely up. Still, the physical labor did him good, and it allowed him to focus on his own thoughts.


  Brother Rhys could see it in the eyes of his companions that they too were absorbed in their own musings. He resolved to hold his own council and digest what his mind was telling him… and it was saying plenty. As a member of the Church he’d had a strong love and respect for it for as long as he could remember. Although he didn’t always find his interpretation of the ancient texts to coincide with the ones presented by the Church, he had an unshakable faith in God, and anticipated that his loyalty to the Holy House would stay with him for all his days.


  “Then why isn’t it?” he murmured to himself, halting in his collection of fire pit stones long enough to wipe at his brow with a pocket cloth. He still believed that the Church was inherently good and that the House of God was righteous and just… but his talks with Friar Arlowe and, indeed, his own experiences in the last few days made him question if it was possible that certain elements could compromise its pristine perfection. In fact, merely entertaining the alien thought seemed so unnatural to the rat that he was almost beginning to question his own sanity… almost.


  What made it harder was the news from their newest group member, the large, very prominent gorilla, Sister Antoinette. Although Brother Rhys knew that any number of mistruths and misperceptions were possible in a mortal’s words, she had seemed so certain of what she was saying, and her conviction was as keen as any Inquisitor’s. Merely thinking about the Inquisition was enough to shock the rat back to his undesired questions; he had seen the affects of Inquisitor Ignus’ interrogation of Friar Arlowe. Was that Just? Was that Pure? The rat wasn’t sure he could answer those questions truthfully in a way he wanted.


  Brother Rhys couldn’t answer the questions at all, in fact. What he realized he could do was to continue gathering information… to broaden his understanding of what had transpired, and what was still happening. There was something he was missing… some piece of the puzzle that would allow him to resolve his crisis of faith. The Hymn of Arn declared clearly that God’s way was unfallible, and that it was the imperfection in mortal eyes that made things unclear. If he continued to watch then the answers would come and he could resolve his own worries by better understanding what it was he was witnessing.


  Finally setting his work aside for the night, Brother Rhys returned to where everyone else sat in camp. Although the party was scattered about amidst the firelight and the tents, a strange sense of camraderie began to fill the rat. The men and women with him were his Brothers and Sisters, both figuratively in their travel and literally in the eyes of God. They may not have understood why he came with them anymore than he could understand their own motives… but, when it came down to it, they all chose to help Friar Arlowe, and their sacrifice and hardships would eventually allow them all to see what God had in store for the righteous. Settling down amidst his scant pile of traveling robes, the rat was finally ready to sleep… conscience clear, senses receptive, and mind open.


  * * * * * *


  Sister Aurelie realized that little of what Sister Antoinette said made much sense to the rest of the group… but the cat understood far more than them, and the Sister realized that the profane treatment of the order had been squarely on Sister Aurelie’s shoulders. The cat was not a maiden in the way the rest of the Sisters were… such imperfections had cost Aurelie’s fellow sisters much, and it was not something that could be conveyed to anyone… well… almost anyone.


  Aodhan sat down on the fallen log beside Sister Aurelie, the finger’s of his paw entwining with the ones the cat’s, “It was not your fault, Risaa.”


  “If not for me, the Church would never have—” the cat began, but the wolf spoke up.


  “You cannot control the actions of others, Risaa.” Aodhan stated flatly.


  “If I’d only have—”


  “You could not have done anything but what you did, Eyara.” his words were spoken softly, but with enough conviction that he was nevertheless able to interrupt Sister Aurelie again with little difficulty. The tribal word was one that he’d used in private many times before when talking with the cat years ago, but it still made little sense to the Sister now.


  “You never told me what that means.”


  Aodhan smiled in response to the comment, “What do you believe it means?”


  The playfulness of the question managed to snap Sister Aurelie out of the dark, brooding thoughts that had colored the evening, “Why don’t you tell me what it means?” the cat smirked, countering the wolf’s question with one in turn.


  “Because I do not think it needs to be explained.” Aodhan’s second paw found Aurelie’s, and he drew the smaller cat closer.


  “Maybe I want to hear what it—” but the Sister didn’t have a chance to finish the comment as the wolf’s muzzle pressed against the cat’s, and, suddenly, Aurelie was purring, every last thought struck blank. It was a gentle kiss… a soft one, with barely a meeting of lips, but it had a profound affect on the cat. Sister Aurelie let out a shaky breath as Aodhan drew back, his eyes opening slowly to meet the cat’s gaze with volumes of unspoken words, “…means.” the single syllable warbled out of Sister Aurelie’s throat.


  “It means ‘Cherished’.” the dark furred wolf finally spoke, his tongue playing across his muzzle as if fighting for every last chance to taste any remaining hint of the cat on his lips. He smiled.


  “Where…” Sister Aurelie’s voice came out as a squeak, thus the cat paused, and started the question anew, “How did… did you learn to do that?”


  “A kiss?” Aodhan inquired, one of his teeth peeking goofily out from beneath his lips as he grinned, “You don’t learn how to kiss… you just… do it.”


  “But…” the cat leaned a little nearer, “You do it… so… well…”


  Aodhan released one of Sister Aurelie’s paws and gently caressed the side of the cat’s face, running his fingers through long strands of hair, “I had the right kind of inspiration.” he smiled anew. Aurelie’s heart skipped a beat upon the realization that a repeat performance was imminent and the wolf drew the cat closer, cradling the back of the Sister’s head in his palm… and the second show somehow managed to beat the first.


  Chapter 2c, Revelations (pt 4)


  Alarice scowled as she moved quickly back into her room; if there were members of the Order of Blades on their way into the building then the morning would start with the first of many acts of vengeance. It took her less than a minute to grab what few weapons she was not already wearing and by the time she returned to the main room it was readily apparent that everyone was anticipating conflict. Of course, not everyone had the same response to that realization, as was indicated by Sada’s retreat into the kitchen.


  “There’s at least half a dozen of them.” Alvis spoke quietly, having moved from his place at the window to join the rest of the party.


  “There’s more of us.” Roland countered, pulling out the blade that he’d received from Inigo. The wolf-dog swung the weapon back and forth clumsily in the air.


  “Numbers count for a lot of combat.” Alarice acknowledged, but left off the part of the adage talking about skill; she didn’t have high hopes for the scholars making much of a difference in the upcoming engagement.


  Inigo was obviously thinking the same thing, and quickly moved to her side, lowering his voice as he addressed her, “What’s the plan?”


  “Alvis and Roland first…” she commented, glancing at the young shepherd-husky who was strapping his sword belt around his waist, “And Joshew can follow them.”


  “They’ll get slaughtered.” the bat announced, but not before he saw the blind human engaged in conversation from both sides by his fellow scholars.


  “They’ll distract the Order.” Alarice corrected, “We won’t stand much chance if they get us with a surprise attack, so we’ll spring it with them. Once the Blades are in the open we’ll close in and solve the problem before they can do any serious harm.”


  “Makes sense.” Inigo nodded after a moment, “We’re not being paid to protect them.”


  “Right.” the human woman acknowledged, then glanced toward the kitchen; she didn’t fail to miss seeing that the window was open.


  Her bodyguard likewise caught sight of it, “Looks like the otter had second thoughts about joining us.”


  “One of the benefits of a slight frame.” Alarice confirmed casually, quite appreciative of the Sada’s limberness if she had been able to make it through the small window.


  “Alright…” noted Roland in a hushed voice, walking over to join the two, “They’re probably turning over the shop downstairs… what’s the plan?”


  “Ms. De’ahm appears to have thought better of taking part in this conflict.” Weisen commented.


  “We won’t need her.” Alarice offered with confidence.


  “Maybe not… but it sure would be nice.” Alvis countered.


  The human woman rolled her eyes, “Listen carefully and we’ll do just fine…” As it turned out, however, that wasn’t to be the case.


  In total, the Order of Blades had sent 10 men into the shop. Alvis had managed to hold off one of the Blades, a tall human with salt-and-pepper hair, but after a few exchanges of blows, the mongrel had fallen without even managing to land a single cut. Roland had fared no better, having been run-through in the initial attack. In a strange, almost humorous twist of fate, Joshew did far better than either of his fellows.


  The blind scholar somehow managed to either anticipate the attacks against him, or else had the luck of of the Dark One himself. Without the benefit of sight, Alarice had expected him to fall first, but he actually managed to hold off the Blade attacking him with a series of three skillful blocks of his walking stick, which served surprisingly well as a staff.


  Once the initial rush was complete Inigo took a flying leap down the staircase. He came down with an overhead chop, putting all of his momentum into the strike… yet the man still managed to deflect it into the wall, which accepted the bat’s blade to the hilt. Before Inigo could extract it three more of the men were upon him and he was forced him to fight with only one sword… which he did to great effect; he even managing to trip the third man. It was then that Alarice joined the fray, and she did so with a flourish.


  Descending the stairs by riding the rails, the woman deflect a series of strikes from the men at the bottom. She landed with her sword piercing the back of the man who Inigo had tripped. It was at that very moment when things started going sour. She pulled her blade free but three more men were upon her in an instant. Although she managed to block their first several strikes, each was surprisingly quick, and they had each scored a blow… one was a light ‘kiss’ of a blade on her flesh, but two of them were significantly worse.


  Despite the injuries she had sustained and the number of men pressing her in combat, Alarice was still able to identify the sound of a crossbow releasing a quarrel, and, out of the corner of her eye, she watched as the apparent leader of the attacking Order barely managed to deflect it out of the air. The display of martial prowess concerned Alarice for only a moment, until the rapid repetition of the crossbow firing led to the man being overcome by the sheer number of missile weapons coming his way; in the end, he managed to deflect one more quarrel… which meant that six found their mark.


  Back up on the stairs Weisen had dropped the strange contraption that resembled a circular-barreled crossbow with eight strings and pulled out two flintlocks, but she could afford him no further attention as the Blades fighting her pressed the attack once again. Already wounded, it was all she could do to keep their weapons at bay but, despite her great skill, she was no match for her assailants, and one strike found its mark, sliding through the leather armor beneath her girdle and buried itself in her abdomen.


  Alarice reeled from the blows that continued to rain down on her, forcing her into a defensive stance… she hated defensive stances. It would only be a matter of time before too many strikes slipped past her parries; she was already bleeding profusely and it seemed as only a handful of seconds had passed. She could have readily have blamed the incompetence of the scholars, but she realized that it wasn’t anything she hadn’t expected… there just happened to be more assailants than she had planned for.


  Off to her right Alvis collapsed as he was overcome by his wounds and off to her left she could tell that Inigo was bleeding even more as the battle bestowed upon him injury after injury. Everything seemed to fade into slow motion as she grasped uselessly at the hole in her gut; her life was flowing from her right along with her blood. Somehow, without any logic, Joshew remained standing, still unharmed as he fought back against the Order of Blades… but Alarice knew it would only be a matter of time before he too was overcome. Missing a step, she fell; none of her attackers bothered to continue to fight—they all knew she wouldn’t be getting back up.


  The sound of combat drew further and further away as Alarice’s vision continued to blur. At one point she managed to force herself to act, even getting so far as to grip her dropped sword, but the moment she attempted to stand her body gave out and she fell right back to the ground. The impact sent stars through her vision… or perhaps it had been the sounding of one of Wisen’s flintlocks but, whatever the reason, another Blade lay dead. For a moment, the woman’s hopes raised… but they were dashed a moment later as Joshew’s luck finally wore out, and two of the Order ganged up on him, one running him through from behind.


  Weisen discharged his second firearm, and a huge spray of wood erupted from the door frame next to where one of the Order had been standing a mere moment before. That man, the one with the salt-and-pepper hair, grabbed the door, which was hanging at an angle due to the blast, and pulled it free. Using the door as cover, he started up the stairs toward the dragon and several others moved to follow, leaving Inigo to fend for himself against his attackers.


  The battle on the ground floor didn’t last much longer the bat had managed to hold off four Blades for as long as he was able… but even with his conditioning and training, eventually his stamina began to give out and all his wounds took their toll. In the end, one of the Blades grabbed him from behind and another stuck an off-hand dagger right into the bat’s chest. Alarice would have cried out if she’d had the energy but, instead, she could only whimper as he fell to the ground, unmoving.


  “They’re done.” announced the human man with salt-and-pepper hair from his place, advancing up the stairs, “Now deal with our quarry.” it was at that moment that the most horrific pain of realization struck Alarice; these men hadn’t even been after her! She was dumbfounded for a moment by the waste. That surprise quickly turned into indignation… which gave way immediately thereafter to fury.


  screeching with as much rage as her weakened state could muster, she managed to force her unwilling body to a standing position. Somehow, she still kept hold of the sword she clutched with every last ounce of wrath within her. She defiantly took a step toward the closest Blade and raised her weapon to strike at him… then collapsed as he smashed his hand guard right into her face—and everything went black.


  * * * * * *


  Weisen did not watch the group on the ground floor get slaughtered with an easy conscience, but, at the same time, he realized that going to extraordinary steps to prevent it would accomplish little more than his own demise. what the dragon did realize was that few men actually died quickly and peacefully from battle wounds, which meant he had some time to save them… but only if he could do so without interruption.


  “You can’t run forever, Crook.” announced Johannes. The human spoke from around the door he was using as a wooden shield as he marched his way up the stairs.


  “I don’t plan on running, old man.” the dragon responded, dropping his empty flintlocks as he reached down to pull a metal strap up from around his throat, tucking a small wire between his teeth so the contraption attached to it could rest next to his muzzle.


  “Your trinkets won’t do you any good here, rogue…” Johannes declared, setting himself in position with the heavy wooden door as a foil for whatever Weisen had planned, “we’ll beat past them just like all of your hirelings.” The poor human had no idea what he was up against.


  Flipping a switch on the small metal tank strapped to his belt, Weisen took in a deep breath, eyes and nose watering from the acrid burn of the fluid that came out as a fine mist from the nozzle hooked against his muzzle. Still, he didn’t cough—he refused to cough. Instead, the dragon felt the burning pain over every square inch of fleshy tissue in his maw before he exhaled his breath in as powerful a huff as he could manage. The igniter on the nozzle clicked, and, a split second later, the men on the stairs were engulfed in a gigantic wall of flame.


  It was not true Breath by any stretch of the imagination, but it was certainly effective both in its application as well as its intimidation factor. Anyone that didn’t know Weisen would usually have assumed that he was most likely a thoughtless brute or a brainless oaf based on his size, but that would be their downfall. In the case of Johannes, the man who had been after him for weeks, it wasn’t that the human thought him stupid… he just underestimated his intelligence.


  Not only was the door incinerated, but Johannes himself ended up as little more than scorched bones. The dragon’s device worked so well, in fact, that the two Blades immediately behind him were also seared to a crisp, and the stairs themselves gave way, tumbling another of the Order to the ground. One man, a particularly lithe, graceful cat, managed to leap against the seared wall, and launched himself off of it, coming down on the second story landing only a few feet from the dragon.


  “Your toys might be impressive, Crook, but how do you plan on handling a Blade one-on-one?” the cat demanded, eyes narrowing as he drew a rapier. Blade, having counted on the dragon’s attention being on his rapier, took the opportunity to surprise him by throwing a small knife from a hidden bandoleer. Weisen quickly raised an arm, feeling the tiny weapon bounce harmlessly off of the form-fitting armor he wore beneath his dig coat. Weisen didn’t remember the cat’s name at that moment, but had seen him on enough occasions to recognize him. Despite the oddity of it, the dragon preferred to kill people he knew; it helped him realize the severity of what he must do.


  Slamming his foot firmly on the wooden floor, Weisen broke the plank where he stepped, forcing it down even as the opposite end of the board broke free of the nails holding it in place… and launched it right up between the cat’s legs. As anticipated, Chester (yes… that was his name, Chester) dropped his sword and grabbed his crotch. The dragon twisted his right arm, holding it out at a ninety degree angle, triggering the mechanism that kept the short sword within his coat bound against his forearm.


  With the device activated, the weapon launched out along the length of Weisen’s arm, not stopping until the hilt was in his talon. Now armed, it was no great feet to close the short distance to the disabled cat. Weisen was able to grant him a swift and merciful death. Immediate threat out fo the way, the dragon then addressed the two remaining Blades down on the ground floor. The resounding THUNK of a heavy metal pan heralded the end of combat for one of them men as Sada downed him with a well placed blow to the back of his head.


  Despite Weisen’s confidence that he could survive the fall if he were to jump down to join Sada in facing off against the last Blade, he did not want to chance a likely injury. As he considered his course of action, the otter woman was put on the defensive as her opponent came at her. She managed to deflect the first attack with the pan she held, and desperately pushed the second aside… at that point Weisen knew he had to act.


  Twisting his right arm again, he pulled on a latch, forcing the short sword to withdraw into his coat. From there, the dragon held his talon straight out, palm facing the man attacking Sada, and he quickly reached up to pull the release on his sword rail, launching the short sword like an arrow. Weisen’s aim was true, and the last Blade was struck through from behind, pinned to the wall where he stood.


  If Sada was taken aback by the death in the shop she did a fine job of not letting it show. The otter woman quickly moved around to the five wounded and began binding wounds. Weisen picked up his bag and attached it to his belt. He moved to the edge of the broken stairs, slammed his talons into the wooden wall and stepped off, tearing lines down the paneling as he used the material to slow his fall. Once he was on the ground floor he approached her.


  “They weren’t after these five… they were after you.” her words held just a hint of accusation, but she hid it relatively well.


  “So it would seem.” he acknowledged, kneeling down to look over the woman who had originally introduced herself as Patricia, “Ms. Arnhaert appeared to have reason to believe they were after her as well.”


  “As much as I can tell,” the otter woman announced, tying off another bandage around the unconscious dog, “She thinks the Church hired the Blades to kill them… something having to do with that big explosion in town.”


  “Mmm.” Weisen nodded, slowly lifting the human woman up, “Well, I would like to say my own issues are unrelated, but I believe there may be a small degree of overlap in our predicament… however it was not the Church that hired the Order of Blades to cause problems for me.”


  “Wonderful.” Sada murmured, grunting as she slowly managed to pull the black-furred mixed-breed up and onto her shoulder, “See if you can help me get—” but she stopped talking when she saw that Weisen was already hefting up a second member of the wounded, carrying them both over one shoulder. She quickly changed the topic of dicsussion, “Why are you wearing the armor of a Templar?”


  Weisen glanced to where the otter was looking: the throwing knife had cut a long gash in the sleeve of his duster, revealing the armor beneath, “That is a story for a time when we are safe… and when there is ample opportunity to tell it without several people bleeding to death while I narrate.”


  “I know a place.” Sada noted without pressing the issue. She turned, and disappeared into the shop, stumbling under the weight of the unconscious scholar.


  Weisen delayed only long enough to hoist up the remaining scholar, then the bat. Despite the encumberance of carrying four people, he realized he was loathed to leave the unconscious member of the Order of Blades where he lay. Making up his mind, Weisen hooked the tip of his tail around the sword belt of the bloody-headed Blade and dragged him out as well.


  walking through the darkened shop wasn’t as difficult as it might have been; the Blades had gone a long way in tearing it up and most of the furniture was already tossed into piles against the walls. Emerging onto the street, Weisen was pleased to see that his steam carriage had gone untouched in the alley where he had parked it. He made for it immediately.


  “No…” Sada called from off to the side, motioning for the dragon’s attention “Down the side street… this way.”


  “It will be faster with transportation.” the dragon countered, motioning with his muzzle as it was the only part of him not carrying someone. Suddenly realizing what he meant, the otter woman let out a chirp, and quickly moved to match strides with him—two of hers for everyone one of his.


  “I still expect an explanation about the templar armor.” she added.


  “And perhaps I might be wondering as to why you came back after succeeding in your escape, my Lady.” Weisen countered.


  She frowned, remaining quiet for a few seconds before answering, “I’m still asking myself that.”


  The dragon chuckled in response, realizing that he liked the otter a little bit more for her unwavering desire to remain seemingly neutral, “We all have a ‘better’ nature, my lady…” he winked, “it is the part of us that usually ends up getting us into the most trouble.”


  Chapter 2a, League of Leaves (pt 5)


  Henry Evans was as good as his word. The moment there was even the faintest hint of Tribal presence the human disappeared into the forest. Although Kesst was content to stay as far away from the man as possible, it was to the dragon that the wildman chose to announce his departure, “I’ll be waitin for all’a’ya t’get outta here… no worries ‘bout leavin me bahind, buck-o… I’ll keep an eye out for ya.”


  “…alright.” it was a simple reply, but good enough for the man and, with that, he took a step into the brush and literally disappeared. Despite the human leaving, Kesst was still filled with the horrible sensation of being watched… but his attention was quickly pulled elsewhere.


  “Well, yes… I suppose if you had to pay a woman for sex then it might be something you could come to enjoy.” Sanmer’s comment to Nicholas seemed strikingly loud amidst the quiet discussion of the party.


  Despite the highly sensitive topic, the sailor didn’t seem the least bit perturbed by the volume, and answered back with an equal amount of fervor, “It’s not about having to pay for it, fox.” and he heralded the veracity of his comment with a hearty *hock-ptui*, “It’s about actually knowing what a woman wants.”


  “Your money?” Sanmer replied with a wry smirk.


  “Exactly!” the sailor acknowledged with a ‘ha!’ and a slap on his knee, “Thing is, every woman who drops her drawers without the aid of a ring is after something… and, with a whore, you know what she’s after… and that makes things a helluvalot easier.”


  “Personally, I find the entire matter rather distasteful.” Tobias added in his two cents, “The thought of a woman willing to cheapen herself by offering her body up in such a way is not only demeaning to the lady, but to any man who would—”


  “And here I thought scholars and priests were cut from different cloth.” Nicholas smirked, talking aside to Sanmer at an obviously high volume, “Guess it just goes to show that both are willing to show how superior they are over every little—”


  “Maybe you should stop making it so easy.” Theo interjected.


  Nicholas spun about to address the ermine, staring down at him, “What’s that, prissy-paws?” he demanded gruffly.


  “It is the fact that you patron the women of ill repute that he questions your character, not because you are some kind of low-born.” the white-furred scholar announced, “It seems to me that you’re the one that has a problem with social status, not he.”


  “And it seems to me that you’re fulla shite.” the sailor announced in a matter-of-fact tone, following it up with a distinct spit on the ermine’s boot.


  “You’re quick enough to point out his fault based on the fact that he is a scholar, and yet he has never once approached you as if you were a lesser man because you were a sailor…” the small scholar somehow managed to stand his ground against the large human, “Please tell me how that isn’t discrimination.”


  “Theo…” Tobias spoke up, pausing in his walk to regard the ermine, “It truly isn’t something worth arguing ov—”


  “It is worth arguing about, Tobias.” Theo countered, turning to glance at the prong horn, pointing at Nicholas, “This man is so caught up on the fact that you and I are members of the University that he is willing to overlook the fact that we are, first and foremost, people. People who are worthy of the same respect we would pay to him, and represent far more than the—”


  “Stop pointing at me unless you wanna lose the finger.” the sailor announced gruffly.


  Kesst was not particularly interested in the direction the discussion was going but, fortunately, it came to an abrupt end as Enarork spoke up, “Be silent.” the bear’s voice was almost a growl, “Behave.” he added, followed by, “We are almost there.”


  “How can you tell?” Nicholas questioned, glancing around, “All I see is forest.”


  “The smell.” Sanmer volunteered, nose lifted up to test the wind, “Learn to use more of your senses, human.” the fox smirked at the humor of the statement; everyone knew that humans had some of the poorest senses around.


  “Har har.” the sailor faked a laugh.


  “I will go first.” the bear announced, stepping past everyone to move toward the front of the group, “Follow me, and do not hold any weapons.”


  Tobias looked back toward the group, “Initial greetings among the tribesmen are always done peacefully… if you hold a weapon you are identifying that you intend to fight.”


  “Must explain why the missionaries always have so much trouble whenever they’re escorted by guards.” Theo offered quietly.


  “Yeah…” Nicholas chuckled, “most soldiers figure pulling a sword out is the same as a friendly wave when they’re on the road.”


  “Men trained to survive war figure having a weapon out and at the ready means the best chance in a fight.” Sanmer declared, “Can’t fault them for doing what they’re trained to do.”


  “It’s a self-fulfilling prophecy with the Tribesmen.” Tobias stated, “If you draw a weapon it’s the same as you saying you intend to use it.”


  “The joys of social misunderstandings.” Theo murmured quietly, stepping into line behind Enarork as the bear proceeded forward. As usual, Kesst found his way toward the back of the group, following along for less than a dozen steps before a shout caused their guide to stop.


  A female bear emerged from the undergrowth, shouting the greeting again, “Rohn!” she called, holding a paw in the air as she looked to Enarork.


  “Oani, Kunsa.” the party’s guide responded, likewise holding his arm high, a warm smile on his muzzle as he addressed the much younger bear woman.


  “Oani, Rohn.” she said in a much more casual voice, approaching Enarork. The two embraced, resting their heads on one another’s shoulders and only then did she look past him to the rest of the group, “Wenyai’u’Vahn?” she questioned. There was no hiding the fact that she was eying everyone, obviously surprised by the party’s presence.


  “That’s his daughter.” Tobias noted quietly, “They were greeting one another, and she wanted to know about—”


  “The Stone Tribe.” Kesst spoke up, and took an inadvertent step back when several eyes settled on him. The dragon cleared his throat and addressed Tobias, “You… you said earlier that the thing Enarork showed us was a ‘Yio Vahn’… Bonding Stone… and… one of those words was ‘vahn’… and you said earlier that ‘wenya’ was ‘people’… so she called us stone people… right?


  “I thought they called us Rock Tribe…” Nicholas spat to the side, “But now I’ve heard Rock Tribe and Stone Tribe and Stone People… which is it?” his objection, and accompanying ‘hock-ptui’ went unanswered.


  “You are learning our language?” the bear woman spoke up, gaze focused on Kesst. The dragon was not enthusiastic about having so much attention on him but, thankfully, Tobias took over from that point, seamlessly stepping into the discussion with his greater skill of the tribal tongue, and began gesturing to each person in return… most likely introducing the group in general, as far as Kesst could tell.


  In the end, the bear woman turned to Enarork and they exchanged several more words. The merchant then pointed to the different members of the party, speaking their name one-by-one. Once he was done, the tribal merchant looked to the group and motioned to the female, “This is Keiara, my daughter.”


  “Not afraid to show it off either.” Nicholas added, eyes obviously taking their fill of her scantily clad body. Kesst felt his scales burn in embarrassment when he realized that the woman was wearing hardly more than her father; she had a loincloth and a wrap of leather around her chest but, other than that she had nothing on but stone and bead jewelry.


  The dragon’s prudent reaction was also echoed by Theo and, to a lesser extent by Tobias, who was obviously much more used to the way of the tribal people… but still blushing nevertheless. Kesst felt slightly more at-ease since he realized that his display of awkwardness was not as obvious as the reddening in the ermine’s and antelopes’ visible skin—the dragon didn’t have any obvious signs thanks to his scales.


  “The women of the tribal folk do not have the same sense of prudence as our own women.” Tobias announced what was obviously on everyone’s mind, “It takes some getting used to, but it’s important to remember that you will do far more insult by looking away than by approaching it casually.” the prong horn, however seemed to be having as much trouble as the rest of the group in following his own suggestion. The rest of the group, excluding their sailor.


  “So we’re allowed to appreciate em?” Nicholas smirked, obviously doing just that, “I’m liking Tribals that much more already.”


  “Mr. Poole…” Theo spoke up in a quiet tone, “Her father is right here.”


  The large bear merchant chuckled, and noted something quietly to Tobias, who seemed to blanch at the comment. “Tonight?” the word came out as a rasp; Enarork nodded with a smile.


  “Share the info?” Sanmer spoke up, making Kesst almost jump in surprise when he didn’t realize the fox had once again moved right next to him.


  The antelope pulled at the collar of his fine tunic, obviously uncomfortable, “We’re being invited to the tribe’s ritual… tonight… it begins at sundown.” Kesst didn’t miss the urgency in the scholar’s voice; it was already getting dark.


  “Ritual, is it?” Nicholas questioned, eyes moving to the prong horn, leaving Keiara for just a moment, “So… a party or something?” and they returned right back to the curvy female.


  “It’s called the Rite of the Bower’s Bounty.” Tobias acknowledged, glancing to Enarork, who had moved past the party. Two more bears, a male and a female, had come into view and he stopped in front of them. The three talked with one another, seemingly oblivious to the party—what really caught Kesst’s attention however was that the newcomers were entirely naked. That fact also didn’t seem to escape others’ notice, and the dragon took the opportunity to review the reactions of the party rather than fixate on the clothless people.


  “Heh…” Sanmer smirked goofily, “They’re ‘bare’.” Nobody bothered contesting the comment.


  Enarork’s daughter approached Nicholas, their eyes on one another, and everyone in the group (except the human) took an involuntary step backward. She stopped at arm’s length from the sailor and held out a paw, “Would you like to join me for the ritual?” her voice was decidedly feminine despite holding the deep growl of a tribal bear.


  “I suppose that depends on what’s involved.” Nicholas countered, but he took the paw, obviously not worried about waiting for an answer. The two headed off back the way she had come.


  “The Rite of the Bower’s Bounty is—” Tobias began, pausing in his explanation as Enarork’s loin cloth fell to the ground, and he disappeared into the forest, joined by the two bears with whom he’d been conversing.


  “I think we can all guess what it is, Toby.” Sanmer replied, his tongue sliding from the left side of his muzzle to the right, “So… I guess we’d be pretty poor guests if we didn’t accept an invitation…” and the fox slapped the dragon’s back, “Right, Kesst?”


  The dragon was not particularly inclined to respond but, fortunately he didn’t have to since Tobias continued, “The Shaman will be busy tonight, so—”


  “Heh…” Sanmer interrupted, “everyone’ll be ‘busy’ tonight.” His green eyes continued to inspect Kesst in a way that made the dragon exceedingly uncomfortable.


  “Are we even going to be welcome in camp with all of—” Theo paused as if searching for the right word, “with all of this going on?” the ermine was gnawing distractedly on a small stick, looking by all accounts as uncomfortable as Kesst felt.


  “Yes, we’re welcome, based on what Enarork had to said.” the prong horn nodded, “Although you should be aware that the ways of the Tribals are far different then our own. We are entering a village that will be displaying that in a very obvious way tonight.” Tobias seemed calmed by that point, but Kesst could see the tell-tale signs of his discomfort by the way he rubbed at the grip on his walking cane as he talked.


  “I have a feeling Mr. Poole doesn’t mind learning those differences first hand.” Theo announced, glancing in the direction the sailor went; he scowled around the stick, but continued chewing on it.


  “We aren’t going to be forced to take part in all that… are we?” Kesst spoke up.


  “Afraid of being surrounded by so much fur?” Sanmer inquired, the fox’s tail curling around the dragon’s thigh, “Don’t worry… I’ll keep you safe.”


  “Oani!” a deep, rumbling voice called to the group in the tribal tongue, forestalling any further discussion. If Enarork was ‘tall’, then the massive bear crashing his way through the forest was a veritable giant. Kesst was taken aback by the huge tribal, whose muzzle was large enough that he could likely have snapped someone’s head clean off their neck; Kesst guessed that the bear’s biceps were easily the thickness of his own thighs.


  Thankfully, he did not appear to be hostile, “You are friends of Enarork… yes?” the mountain-of-bear asked in a heavily accented version of the common tongue.


  At first Kesst had thought the man was naked but, after a moment’s observation he realized that the tribal wore a harness as black as his fur. Oddly enough, the straps were placed across his chest and around his waist, but did nothing to cover his genitals. Sanmer’s tail was no longer curled around the dragon’s thigh—it was, instead, wagging quite profusely. “Yes… yes we are!” the fox announced, moving to the front of the group, “Who are you? I like your harness. Does that come in a smaller size? What did you say your name was again?”


  “I am…” the enormous tribal paused for a moment in thought, “How you say in your Words… Roaring-Flood.” His red clay-colored eyes focused on Sanmer, “Among my people, guests always tell who they are first.” he reached forward with surprising alacrity and grabbed hold of the fox by his tunic and hoisted him off the ground so they could be face-to-face without Roaring-Flood having to look down at him.


  “Wow… strong too.” Sanmer crooned, “If you want we can get to know each other better.” and his vulpine smile left little doubt as to what he was suggesting. The bear didn’t bother replying, instead, he simply about-faced and disappeared back into the forest, the only sound other than crunching vegetation was the surprised yip when fox was thrown up onto the Tribal’s shoulder. “Hey!” Sanmer shouted back to the group, “Don’t be bad guests—mingle a little!” and then he was gone.


  “I am not entirely comfortable with this.” Theo announced quietly.


  “It’s fine.” Tobias commented, moving back to join the Ermine, “Kesst?” the antelope glanced over to the dragon.


  “I just want somewhere safe to rest.” Kesst acknowledged, “…alone.”


  “Alright.” the prong horn nodded purposefully, “Follow me into the camp and just stick together… if anyone comes up to us let me do the talking and I will try to decline gracefully. Between the drinks they will be imbibing, the food they will be eating, and the herbs they will be smoking, everyone should be in a good enough mood that they hopefully won’t take offense.” he cleared his throat, starting forward toward the direction in which everyone else had departed.


  The three of them came to a stop after emerging into a large clearing; all around them were Tribals engaged in various acts of debauchery and shameless gratification, “They don’t have any civility…” Theo murmured, “No wonder the Church is trying so hard to convert them… this feels like the exact opposite of a holy ritual.”


  Tobias glanced around quickly, then pointed to a large, dome-shaped tent made of what appeared to be furs tossed atop a framework of curved branches, “There… that’s a guest hut.”


  “How can you tell?” Kesst asked, looking at the structure which, as far as he could tell, looked exactly like all the others.


  “There’s no sign of a family mark on the ground nearby.” the prong horn announced, heading right toward it, “Most tribes raise extra shelter in their camps in case they have guests.”


  Many ursine eyes gaze after them as the three went to claim the empty ‘tent’. Tobias held the thick leather flap open so Kesst could enter, then paused at the opening to scratch something into the dirt with the tip of his cane. The dragon watched him do so; when it was obvious that the prong horn wasn’t following him in, Kesst spoke up, “Are you—?”


  “They won’t think twice about a dragon avoiding them… most Tribals are familiar enough with the Church by now to expect it… but it would be rude if I disappeared without at least being seen and introducing myself.” the prong horn paused as the ermine moved past him to enter the tent, “That would be the same for you, Theo.”


  “I wouldn’t know what to say.” the scholar declared, “…or do.” he added, eyes slowly migrating to where two bears lay beside a fire, oblivious to the world around them as they engaged in what should have been a private act; the female was particularly vocal. “or…”


  “Oani.” spoke up a nearby voice, and another tribal approached the tent. She wore a very complex band of beads around her waist which held up a simple flap of leather covering her unmentionables, though her chest was completely visible. Kesst remained in the shadows of the tent, but Tobias and Theo were right there with nowhere to hide.


  “Oani.” Tobias repeated, his voice cracking. He turned to the side, announcing to Theo, “Oani is a greeting.”


  “Oani!” Theo announced loudly, almost at a shout, eyes flittering every-which-way, appearing by all accounts as if he were going to explode in awkwardness.


  “Tasyn!” the bear called over her shoulder, “Neva ohm ma’hali!” A few moments later a second female bear joined the first; Kesst thought for a moment that they could have been related based on the similarities, but he suddenly realized that the second was completely naked, and he had to swallow quickly to avoid an inadvertent eruption of flame. Poor Theo looked like he was also trying to avoid a premature eruption.


  “Oani.” the second bear woman murmured, her voice sultry, and very suggestive.


  Tobias spoke quietly, but at a fairly quick pace in the tribal tongue. As far as Kesst could tell it sounded as though he was tripping over his words… much to the merriment of the two bear women. In the end, the prong horn glanced to Theo, “They are inviting us to join them and their sister for A Breath.”


  “A Breath?” the ermine inquired, eyes locked on Tobias, obviously thankful for somewhere to stare that didn’t involve ‘jiggly parts’, “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “The Tribesfolk smoke for ritualistic reasons.” the prong horn responded, “It’s a collection of holy herbs and sometimes a tonic of sorts, but it—” he slowly trailed off in his explanation as the two bear women took gentle hold of the ermine and slowly pulled him off into the camp, “…and the ritual claims another victim.” the scholar murmured quietly, sitting down beside the tent, sighing.


  “They aren’t going to hurt him, are they?” Kesst asked.


  “Only in pride, prudence, and piety, I am afraid.” Tobias announced, shaking his head, “In my time I have studied the tribes there are few rituals I have learned to dislike as much as the Rite of the Bower’s Bounty.”


  “Why?” although it seemed readily apparent, the dragon asked anyway.


  “A scholar’s first duty is to remain impartial. Clear-headed, attentive, astute, and impartial.” the antelope glanced back into the tent at the dragon, “This ritual does not make it easy considering it involves alcohol, mind altering herbs, and more kinds of natural stimulants than you could mention on a page of alchemical reagents.”


  “And behaving like animals.” Kesst added, most of his view beyond the scholar consisting of writhing furry bodies.


  The antelope nodded, “And behaving like animals.” he confirmed.


  The night turned out to be a long one. Kesst had trouble sleeping, and alternated between dozing, and listening to Tobias speak with any number of visitors that came to see him. At some point, the scholar opened the tent subtly and splashed some sweet-smelling liquid on the ground out of view of the celebrants; the dragon didn’t envy Tobias having to put on a happy face and suffer through an event that obviously didn’t sit well with him.


  When the sun finally appeared in the sky Kesst arose, stretching out his sore body. He would have loved to likewise stretched his wings but Tobias was laying on a pile of furs inside the tent with him, so he thought better of it. Ignoring the wing that felt as though it had fallen asleep, the dragon emerged into the early-morning air. Although he had fully expected the camp to look as though it had been the casualty of an alchemical explosion, he was thoroughly surprised at what he encountered.


  Despite the raucous party that had taken place through the night the camp was actually immaculate. If he had not been present during the chaos of the evening Kesst never would have known what had transpired. Numerous Tribals were already up and about, going through all of the activities that Kesst would expect to happen in a camp without any indication that they had been partaking of every excess known in life only a handful of hours previous.


  “Oani!” several young bears called to the dragon in unison, raising paws and waving his direction as they wandered past, carrying a thick net filled with fish between them. Kesst slowly raised his forearm, twisting it at the elbow before slowly wagging his talon in their direction. They all smiled, repeating their greeting before continuing onward toward the large ring of fires being stoked in the middle of the camp.


  Kesst remained watching the village for a time, looking for any sign of the missing party members. It was a number of minutes before he spotted Nicholas, fastening his belt as he emerged from a tent; the sailor’s usually gruff expression was dramatically softened, and he whistled on his way over to join the dragon, a spring in his step, “Oani.” the human announced, a smirk on his face as he spoke the Tribal word.


  The dragon didn’t have to say a thing as the two were joined by Sanmer, “Damn… what a party.” the fox declared, moving with very purposeful, dainty steps, white-furred tail swishing happily… but mostly in one direction, gingerly avoiding moving too far to the other side.


  “Got to know the locals?” Tobias questioned with a yawn, head emerging from the tent as he looked around at the gathered party.


  “Oh yeah.” the fox declared, all smiles, “And I found out why his name is Roaring-Flood.” he winced when his tail swished a little too far to the left.


  “He is a fisherman.” Enarork’s rumbling voice provided a much more company-friendly answer than what Kesst assumed Sanmer would have.


  “Spear fishing?” the rogue proposed, ears wiggling mirthfully.


  Tobias quickly forestalled any further uncouth discussion by being direct, “Will the shaman meet with us today?” he asked the bear.


  Enarork nodded in confirmation, “Yes… but not until after breakfast.”


  “Good.” Nicholas attested, then paused, glancing around at the party, “So where’s prissy paws?”


  The entire group fell silent at that, taking a moment to glance around at the surrounding tents. Kesst caught sight of the ermine first, “Over there.” he noted, gesturing to a structure easily as large as theirs where Theo had emerged from the flap. The ermine smoothed out his tunic, secured its topmost button, and made his way back toward the party, but not before using his tail to caress the underside of the muzzle of one of three naked bear women lingering in the doorway.


  All three smiled, waving to the scholar as he left, obviously smitten. Sanmer reached over, placing a finger on the underside of Nicholas’ chin, and gently pushed up, closing it.


  Chapter 2b, Outside Influence (pt 5)


  “Cruffington.” Friar Arlowe hailed his son from several steps away. He didn’t wait to hear a response before continuing forward to sit down across the fire from him, “We need to talk.”


  Camp had been set for hours and it was getting rapidly darker, but he could still tell thanks to the glow from the fire that Cruff’s gaze was vacant, “I’m not sure I have anything else to say.” the young Raccoon Dog stated, his voice distant and disinterested.


  The monk swallowed his hesitation and continued, undaunted, “Then I will talk and you can just listen.”


  “I’ll believe it when I hear it.” Cruff retorted, still gazing into the fire, “You haven’t exactly been one to talk about important things lately.”


  “I was going to be a sweeper.” Friar Arlowe announced.


  “Huh?” the admission had caught his son’s attention and the younger Raccoon Dog finally looked his way.


  The monk smiled, “I was going to be a sweeper.” he repeated, “The district commissioner had set up enough funds from the budget to afford two men to keep our neighborhood clean.” he leaned forward and poked at the burning logs in the small campfire between them, “They even offered me the job…”


  “When was this?” Cruff asked neutrally, head down, but eyes gazing up at him.


  “Two days before the Church offered me a different position.” Friar Arlowe rubbed the prayer beads between his fingers, holding the necklace gingerly, “I was actually more excited about being the sweeper.” he chuckled softly, “Your mother—”


  “You’re going to say she pushed you into the Church?” his son questioned pointedly.


  Friar Arlowe looked up, meeting Cruff’s challenging gaze, and slowly shook his head, “No… she said she would support me no matter what I chose…”


  “…and you chose the Church.” the young Raccoon Dog finished for him.


  “No.” the monk shook his head again, “I chose to be a sweeper.”


  “Funny.” his son stated flatly, “…you look more like a monk.”


  Friar Arlowe sighed and sat up a little straighter, “When I said that the Church chose me I meant it… and they were not very pleased with my answer.” the monk put the beads away, “The next day the commissioner told me that the funds had to be used for other projects and he had to rescind the offer.”


  “Which made the Church’s offer sound pretty good, is that it?” Cruff questioned.


  The monk sighed helplessly, offering a shrug, “Perhaps if you’re ever a father you might understand.”


  “Says the man who was a monk instead of a father.” the young Raccoon Dog didn’t pull any punches, but, then again, Friar Arlowe hadn’t expected him to.


  “I would have liked to.” the monk offered. When Cruff didn’t respond, the older Raccoon Dog continued, “Your mother is well?”


  “She was fine when I visited last,” Cruffington nodded, “…yeah.”


  “She writes to you.” the monk added, as much a question as a comment.


  “More than my father ever did.” the young Raccoon Dog pointed out.


  “I know life for you was hard—” Friar Arlowe began, but Cruff cut him off.


  “No you don’t.” he looked up, eyes locking into a seething gaze, “You have no idea what it was like after you left!” his voice raised in volume, “Don’t even say you—” he paused, standing. Cruff glanced around at the gathered camp, all staring at him and he slowly sat back down, “… don’t say you know it was hard… you don’t know.” he finished, much quieter.


  Friar Arlowe nodded thoughtfully, “Then… tell me.” It was a simple request, but he knew exactly what he was asking for. The monk was surprised when he received it.


  Cruff spoke openly and evenly, narrating it as impersonally as if it weren’t his own life. The callous, disconnected way in which he heard the events unfold were almost more painful than if his son had been throwing accusations at him the whole time. He found out that the stipend the Church promised never managed to materialize in full and the pittance his family had received ran out far too soon. He learned about Cruff having to start work from a young age, taking any job he could to help his mother make ends meet.


  “I didn’t know.” Friar Arlowe offered softly as Cruff paused to take a drink from his water skin, obviously overcome for a moment by his emotions..


  “I guess not.” the young Raccoon Dog acknowledged, wiping at his muzzle before continuing, “Mom never stopped talking about everything you’d done for us, but all that time the only thing I could see was that my dad ran out on us and left us with nothing.” he sighed, “At least now I know she wasn’t as brain-addled from you leaving as I thought she was.”


  “Things weren’t supposed to happen that way.” Friar Arlowe announced, feeling the pain deep in his heart for just how horribly his family had been harmed by his decision, “You were supposed to have a good life.”


  His son looked back to him, gaze defiant once again, “I did.”


  There was silence between them for several long moments; the monk was just about to start counting the pops of the fire when he realized that the discussion wouldn’t continue unless he pressed the matter, “You told Father Bryce during one of your sermon recitations that your mother helped you get into the University.”


  “She knew I was interested.” Cruff acknowledged, “Mom saved most of what the Church gave her for the future… and I guess she figured the future was in the University.”


  The next question was hard for Friar Arlowe to ask, but he knew it would nag him until it was spoken, “Before or after she told you about where I’d gone?”


  “The same time.” his son answered, “She told me the money came from the Church, but, other than saying that’s why you left, that was about it.”


  “The University and the Church?” it was the next logical question for the older Raccoon Dog to ask.


  “The University was for me.” Cruff announced, “Mom was right… I guess I always wanted to understand more about the world, and UPU is helping me do that.”


  “The University tells us how—” Friar Arlowe stated.


  “—and the Church tells us why.” his son finished for him, “I guess I never really liked hearing only half of the answers.” the Cruff shrugged.


  “Even though you knew that’s where I went?’ the monk asked.


  “Not everything in life revolves around you, Friar.” the young Raccoon Dog challenged.


  Friar Arlowe was taken aback by the comment but, in the end, he simply nodded, “This is true… I apologize for—”


  “For being right?” his son’s expression softened slightly as he looked back for the fire, “There were more questions…” he sighed, voice cracking faintly, “Questions that needed answers… even if I didn’t think I’d ever find any.”


  Friar Arlowe fought back his own tears, “Usually men join the Church to have less specific questions answered.”


  Cruff shrugged, “I guess I’m just not ‘most men’ then.”


  “And now that you have your answers?” the older Raccoon Dog questioned, “Now what, Cruffington? Are you going to—”


  “To stay with the Church?” his son asked, “The one that’s running us down because I helped a heretic escape?” a faint, almost sorrowful smile spread across Cruff’s muzzle, “Somehow I don’t think that would be a healthy decision.”


  “I’m sorry I have made such a mess of your life…” the monk swallowed hard before adding the next word, “…son.”


  It took a few moments before Cruff responded, looking up to meet the older Raccoon Dog’s gaze once more, eyes damp, but the smile still there, “I thought we already agreed that this isn’t all about you, old man.”


  They shared a soft chuckle at that and, once more, a silence began to grow between them. The newest quiet was much more comfortable than any they’d shared, and yet Friar Arlowe wasn’t quite ready for that rift to fully form. Standing up, the monk moved to sit down beside the younger Raccoon Dog, “For what it’s worth, Cruffington… I’m proud of you.”


  His son coughed, and inconspicuously reached up a paw to wipe at his eyes, “Yeah… I mean… thanks… I guess.”


  “It’s true.” Friar Arlowe announced, “You’ve done so much with so little… I’m proud of you, and I think you should be proud of you too.”


  “Well… I…” Cruff coughed again, clearing his throat as he regained as much fo a stoic expression as he could manage, obviously fighting with his emotions, “I’m proud of you too… Dad.”


  The title caught him off guard, and struck him as forcefully as a quarrel to the chest. It was impossible for him to wrap his mind around everything the word intailed, and so he settled for a much simpler question, “For what?”


  “For speaking out.” Cruff announced, “You stood up for what you believed in even after what the Church said… you were willing to do whatever it took to follow through with what you felt was right.”


  Friar Arlowe nodded at that, feeling a single tear escape him as he acknowledged what his son had to say, “I wish I’d done that twenty years ago.”


  The younger raccoon dog slowly stood, turned to face the monk, and spread his arms. Looking at his son, Friar Arlowe likewise stood; it was an obvious invitation, and not one that he could have possibly turned down. The embrace was everything—it was shrugging off two decades of uncertainty; it was reaching a mutual understanding with his son, now a man who was capable of forgiveness; it was, most of all, closure.


  They broke the hug only after the sound of a twig snapping off at the side of camp. Turning to regard the heralding noise, Friar Arlowe froze in place, seeing a handful of Hunters, Templars, and an Inquisitor. For the second time that night something struck him as forcefully as a quarrel to the chest: a quarrel to the chest.


  Strangely, it didn’t hurt, but, by that time, the raccoon dog realized in the back of his mind that he must have been in shock… but not too gone to clearly make out the words, “Capture whomever comes willingly… cleanse the rest.”


  Chapter 2c, Revelations (pt 5)


  “Nicole?” The young girl ran, the sound of her enraged father far-too-close behind her, “Nicole!!!” he shouted, “Where’re ya?!?!” She knew that he had seen her when she darted out the back doors; it was always a risk running when he came home drunk, but she was usually more often than not willing to chance it. Sometimes she succeeded… other times, not so much. “GET BACK HERE, GIRL!” he roared almost as well as she’d heard some of the lion kids’ dads do, which wasn’t bad for a human. He always seemed to roar best when he was drunk… and he did spent a lot of time drinking.


  Their family home was right up against the forest—the east most manor in Vallara, which was a very good thing for Nicole, who often found herself wandering the woods when her father was at his worst. He hadn’t used to drink so much… that had started after his wife died. She was a nice enough woman, from what Nicole could remember of her. Most of the commoner children seemed to think it was strange that the girl barely even knew her mother but, as the woman had once said, “They’re commoners, Nicole… they don’t know much about anything.”


  Her father though—he had always been a big part of her life. He was right there any time she was going to learn a new lesson or start a new activity. Lord Arnswold made it a point to see that his little girl succeeded in everything he set her mind to… and he’d had some very big plans for her ever since she could remember. That was, of course, until his wife died. After that, Nicole’s father slowly began to pull further and further away from her, seemingly uncaring that she spent most of her days doing little or nothing, so long as she was there for him to berate when he came home from the taverns.


  She was eight, and, as all noble eight year old girls were made aware, it was her responsibility to do as her father told her… and, for the past year, all he told her to do was to stop being such a waste, and to start thinking about who he was going to have her marry. Those were the nice things, of course… usually, when he was very drunk he would start the beatings, and she was expected to be a good little girl and accept them… and not run—like she was doing. No… between being beaten for nothing and being beaten for trying to escape, Nicole much more preferred a reason behind being in such pain… or worse.


  On the occasions when her father was very drunk, but not too drunk, the beatings usually became something else. Sometimes, when he was at his worst, he told her it was her duty to stand in for her mother and be there for the needs he had as a man and a husband. Those were the things she hated the most. The young girl had a strong feeling that the last thing was what her father was wanting that night, so, against his wishes, she had slid out the back door and ran as fast as she could into the forest.


  “God help me, girl… when I get my hands on you—!” Lord Arnswold would probably have finished the sentence, save for the fact that he slipped on the muddy ground and went sprawling on his face. Nicole didn’t need to turn around to know it had happened; she’d heard the sound often enough to tell—it seemed to her that her father spent more time drunk than sober, and the little girl had his particular gait as good as memorized. Crawling through some undergrowth, she was, nevertheless, unwilling to slow; she was going further into the forest than she had ever dared before.


  She’d only have to spend the night in the wilderness and when she came back in the morning he’d forget all about her insubordination… if she was lucky. She pressed through the vegetation that blocked her path; the vines and the shrubs gave way reluctantly. It was slow going and she was making a lot of noise. Somewhere, further back, Lord Arnswold was being even louder as he stumbled, still attempting to catch her. She was, in fact, so focused on her father, that she didn’t notice where the ground ended. Pushing through the last of the bushes she stepped out onto nothingness.


  With no time do to anything but scream, Nicole felt a moment of weightlessness before she tumbled into the open air. She almost threw up when the ground circled around her in a spin, but the sensation was knocked from her by a strong blow from the side; her fall came to halt and she was suddenly ‘falling’ sideways. She had just enough time to gaze up at the long, elegant form of a nearly naked, black-furred bat before they hit the ground.


  The bat tucked into a ball, wrapping his body around hers. As the world spun round and round they rolled across the earth and she felt for a second time that there was the risk of her throwing up. Just as she was about to, however, they finally came to a stop. The bat slowly stood, bringing her to her feet with him as he turned her around to look her over, “I have never seen a human girl try to fly before.” he announced, his words coming out strangely, as if his tongue were weighed down. It was an accent, she realized, as she was used to her father talking about the tribal people ‘butchering the common tongue’.


  “I fell.” she answered simply.


  “So you did.” the bat smiled, kneeling down so he could look at her face to face. Nicole had never met a tribal before; her father had usually forbid her ever so much as getting close to one, but she had heard the stories from some of the commoner children. The man looking at her had black fur all over his body, save for the scruffy fur atop his head, which was red. There was also red fur on his chin, not unlike her father’s beard and a thin line of it running from his belly button down behind the scant amount of clothing he wore around his waist.


  “It was an accident.” she added when he continued looking at her.


  “I see.” he acknowledged, calling her attention back up to his face where intent, strangely-caring eyes gazed back at her. “Are you alright?’ he asked. His expression reminded Nicole of the way her father used to look at her… back when he cared. The sudden thought of Lord Arnswold returned her immediately to the present.


  “My father!” she gaped, turning around to look back the way they had come. Much to her amazement, the two stood near the edge of a cliff and, almost fifty feet away and several feet higher was another cliff with a girl-sized hole in the vegetation. She realized after a few seconds that her father, assuming he had managed to follow her, would likely come into view any moment. She held her breath, realizing that she would be in immeasurable trouble when he realized that she not only ignored his calls and ran away, but she was actually talking to a tribal!


  He did appear on the far cliff a few moments later, but the events didn’t happen exactly as she had expected them to. Lord Arnswold came crashing through the bushes and, like his daughter, failed to stop. Nicole’s rescuer stood aghast as the human fell nearly a hundred feet to his death in the ravine, but the young girl felt an emotion she had not recalled having ever felt before that, and what she would later come to identify as closure.


  * * * * * *


  “Psst…” the soft call awoke Nicole out of a light sleep. Opening her eyes, she looked up into the smiling black-furred face of Ma’heed. It had been two years since the fateful night when she had been freed of her father… two years since she was then subjected to the orphanage. After her father’s death she had been without a parent and no immediate family members were close enough or so inclined to take her, and so she was handed over to the Vallara Orphanage for Girls.


  It was a far cry from her family’s holdings, but she considered it an improvement. Since arriving, Nicole was only beaten when she had done something wrong… and nobody had once tried to demand of her what her father had otherwise done. Despite the fact that she was orphaned nobility, the other kids treated her just the same, which was equally comforting and insulting. She accepted it in due course since it was the only way she would make friends… at least, that’s what the orphanage caretakers said. In truth, Nicole didn’t have an easy time making friends, which is why the visits from Ma’heed were so treasured.


  “Get your things.” the bat whispered in a mellow, hushed tone, “I have a surprise for you today.”


  “Are we going outside the city?” Nicole questioned, grabbing some clothing and pulling it on over her bed gown. She laced on her shoes and grabbed a coat.


  “We just might.” the tribal smiled.


  It had not been an easy road for Ma’heed in convincing the orphanage to let him borrow her from time to time, but, over several months he had somehow managed to earn their trust. Once they had finally okayed it he was practically allowed to come and go as he pleased… which suited Nicole just fine. In all her life she had never met anyone, city-dweller or tribal with whom she had the connection she shared with the bat. Each of his visits made her life at the orphanage that much more bearable and she counted the days until she would finally be allowed to return to her family’s manor home and start her life for herself.


  As she had expected, Ma’heed brought her far out into the wilderness, further than they had ever been before. Each time the bat stopped, Nicole expected them to turn around and head back but, each and every time, it was just to rest; after a few minutes they would push on further. When they finally did stop it was already past midday, and the girl’s heart burst for joy with the knowledge that they would most likely not make it back to the orphanage until nightfall. For a moment she was concerned that she would miss dinner, but she realized that it would be worth having the extra time with Ma’heed.


  “I was waiting for a chance to introduce you to someone very special.” the bat declared. Taking a seat on a rock, the tribal patted one beside himself as he let out a sharp, high-pitched whistle. A few moments later, some rustling in the nearby brush heralded the approach of something… or someone. What finally emerged from the undergrowth surprised the young girl: a little, black-furred bat toddler.


  Nicole was taken aback, “Is… is this—”


  “This is Inigo…” Ma’heed announced, “my son.”


  “He’s so small…” the young girl murmured, “He’s all the way out here alone?”


  The bat chuckled, “We are very nearly to my village, Nicole… he is barely out in what you would call a ‘back field’.” and the tribal was quiet for a moment before adding, “His sister is not yet walking, but should be soon.”


  “Oh…” she gazed around, unable to see any signs of a nearby town, “His… is their mother looking after her?” she asked.


  Ma’heed’s smile slowly faded and he shook his head, “No, Nicole… their mother is with the spirits.”


  “With the spirits?” the girl questioned, looking down at the little boy, who was inspecting one of her shoes; she didn’t fail to notice that he, like his father, didn’t wear them. “What does that mean?”


  The older bat sighed, “Your father is with the spirits.” he spoke simply, and things suddenly made a little more sense. Despite the joy she felt for the outing, the return trip was just a little bit more somber.


  * * * * * *


  “Do you know what today is?” it was a little more complex than Ma’heed’s usual greetings, but it awoke Nicole just the same. She didn’t even have to stop and think about the answer.


  “It’s my birthday.” she felt her cheeks ache with the width of her smile, and quickly sat up in bed; the bat turned around as she did so. It was a ritual he had started with her four or five visits ago, ever since she had mentioned her fifteenth birthday was coming up.


  According to him, the tribal people considered girls to be women when they became fourteen, which meant he felt he should show her proper etiquette. When she asked if his people turned their back on women when they got up in the morning he pointed out that it was something her people did, and that he would respect it while he was in her town. She put up with it without argument, and got dressed, grabbing shoes then her coat.


  The headmistress of the orphanage said they were planning on doing something amazing for her birthday because it would be her last there; when she turned sixteen she would be returned to the world, a free woman. Nicole really didn’t care—she was happy spending the time with Ma’heed. She was familiar enough with the trails they took that she could keep up with the bat rather than walk behind him, “I wish I didn’t have to go back.” she murmured.


  “It is the way of your people.” Ma’heed answered calmly, “You have been with your caretakers for almost half of your life, but soon you will be free to do as you please… until then, it is best to respect the way things are.”


  “That’s going to be a whole ‘nother year.” Nicole sighed, “I’d rather stay with you.”


  The bat glanced at her, then he licked his nose and he immediately looked away, ears lowering faintly, “I cannot take you from your people, Nicole.”


  Something about Ma’heed’s response made her realize that he took her casual comment seriously, and, for a moment, hope flittered alight in her heart, “You wouldn’t be taking me… I’d be going by choice.”


  “What I meant to say, was that you must do what you are told by your caretakers.” he stated, taking a seat on the ground beside the path, “What you choose to do after they release you is up to you.”


  It was a strange thing for the bat to say; it was subtle and yet not dismissive. “Could I…” she paused, not sure how to continue the question. In the end, she decided that being forward would be best, “Come find you?”


  The bat slowly turned to look at her, ears rising to face in her direction as well, “I… would like that.” he smiled softly.


  “Would you visit me at my family’s home?” she pressed.


  The bat’s smile widened a little further, “Only if you would visit me at mine.”


  “You… you could come live with me.” she offered, the words escaping her before she realized that being so forward was as far from ladylike as could be imagined. Invested, however, she pressed further, “Inigo could come too! He could be like my little brother, and you—” but she was unable to finish the thought as the bat leaned forward and pressed his muzzle to her lips.


  At first she wanted to pull away, the sensation dragging her back to her childhood when her father had done such things, demanding that she fulfill certain duties… but the revulsion never struck… the fear and horror of it were lost beneath something much more powerful. She realized at that moment why the bat had been so aloof for the past few months—she had considered him to be the father that she wished she’d had even as he was trying to keep from seeing her as—as what?


  The question hung at her mind until the moment her hand slid against his loin cloth and felt the hardening flesh beneath. He began to loosen her coat and, for another moment, she braced herself for a wave of nausea… but the only thing that struck her was a sense of desire, and she made no move to stop him. She had his loincloth off before he could undress her, but it didn’t matter; she helped him until she was just as naked as the bat. At first, she almost thought that the forest would be cold without clothes but, she quickly learned that Ma’heed provided her all the warmth she needed.


  * * * * * *


  “Nicole. Wake up.” It wasn’t Ma’heed calling her… it hadn’t been for a long time. The Headmistress of the Orphanage dropped a supply bag next to the young woman’s cot, “You’re sixteen… time for you to go.”


  It wasn’t an exit filled with fanfare, and there was no great celebration… she had simply turned sixteen and, as such, outlived her welcome at the orphanage. The first thought that had entered her mind was that Ma’heed wouldn’t know where to find her if she left, but she realized that it was a juvenile thing to consider. In truth, the bat hadn’t visited her since that fateful day when he had shown her that being with a man the right way was completely different than what her father had demanded of her.


  She had seen that as hope… that they were meant for something. Nicole had started to think of a future with the bat… that they could have a family and that his son would be able to be her son. The young woman, however, had to slowly wean herself off of those childish fantasies. It took several months without visits from Ma’heed and numerous snide remarks from the girls of the orphanage for her to realize what she had tried to ignore: he got what he had wanted… and wasn’t coming back.


  The sense of abandonment was worse than anything she had felt; the loss of her mother wasn’t even an event in her life; the loss of her father was an improvement; finishing at the orphanage was freedom… but being cast aside by Ma’heed? No… that was… unbearable. Nicole had always thought her first destination after being free from the orphanage would be to visit the solicitor in charge of caring for her family’s land… she would get the key and the deed and return to the life she should have lived all along. Strangely, however, that all changed in the blink of an eye, and Nicole found herself heading out into the forest.


  It had been a year to the day since Ma’heed had taken her out into the wilds, but she had visited there with him often enough that it could easily have been a week. The trails remained familiar as she sought out something that was more important than her inheritance: answers. Unfortunately, the answers she got weren’t exactly what she had desired.


  The first time Nicole set eyes upon Ma’heed’s village was an event she would endlessly wish could be purged from her mind. Bodies lay in heaps, decomposing. Some of the piles had been partially burned while others were left to rot over the course of months. Simple wood-and-thatch houses were in various stages of disarray, decay, and destruction; like the bodies some had been burned while others were abandoned where they had collapsed.


  The pungent stench of death lay heavy in the basin where the village had been, but it had obviously happened long enough before her arrival; there were signs of fire but the scent of smoke was all but a distant memory to the land. Nicole had no idea how long it had been since the Tribals had been attacked, but the realization gave way to an even deeper one: Ma’heed didn’t turn his back on her… not by choice. It seemed like a juvenile and hopeless thing, but she ran into the destroyed village with the childish hope that he would be there… alive… waiting for her.


  She knew that it wouldn’t happen, but she went anyway. Nicole had spent her whole childhood waiting for a happy ending, and that was supposed to start with Ma’heed. She never did find his body, and it took years for her to uncover what had happened… but what she did find that day in the village would change her outlook on life forever. Or, more accurately, it was what found her that started the change.


  * * * * * *


  Alarice winced as the light in the room assaulted her eyes the moment they cracked open. It was candlelight, she suspected, but it was still far too bright. The woman’s head was pounding in time with the sensation of the pulse that echoed through her ears; the fact that everything she could see was far too blurry to make out made the sensations all the worse. She tried to sit up, but a searing pain in her abdomen brought back the realization that she was wounded… and more than just a scratch.


  “Hey…” a warm, welcoming voice spoke, and the human woman saw a fuzzy black blur fill her vision, “Welcome back.” as it drew closer, little blotches of red came into view amidst the blackness, and she could tell it was a face; he was smiling down at her.


  “Oh, Ma’heed…” she murmured softly.


  “What?” the smile disappeared and the surprise in the single-word question bit through the haze of Alarice’s mind. She realized the mistake she’d made.


  “I said…” she mumbled quickly, slowly laying back on the cot, “I said, ‘Ow my head.’, Inny—it hurts.”


  “Oh…” the bat responded quietly, “I thought you said—” and he paused, looking away, “…never mind.”


  It was a response from Inigo with which Alarice found herself comfortable. Her bodyguard knew no more of her past than anyone else, and it was something she realized should—no… it had to remain that way.


  Chapter 2.6, Malcom


  Malcom’s stay with the Jungle Tribe was, as usual, a very high-profile affair. Considering he was the chieftain’s son’s favorite consort, the wolf was always well-received by the leopards whenever he came to visit. Despite being entitled to his own guest yurt the Prince spent more than his fair share of time in Ja’ir’s. The teenager was not naturally outgoing with most people and his father considered it good for the young leopard to have such a positive friend. Malcom also knew the chieftain of the Jungle Tribe to be relatively shrewd in the way of politics; the fact that the wolf was a Prince was obviously not overlooked by him.


  While Ja’ir often sought intimate companionship from Malcom, it wasn’t the only thing that the leopard desired. Seeking that in fact, was second to looking for guidance. Ja’ir had few people he could look to for direction or orders, and it was something that the Prince had come to understand about the young man; he liked being told what to do and how to do it… Ja’ir was always eager to please but didn’t have anyone worth doing for. As it turned out, Malcom was able to put that aspect of the chieftain’s son to good use for the benefit of his kingdom as well as the tribe.


  Within a day of the wolf’s arrival, the Jungle Tribe traders were organized and dispatched to Newport. While the leopards were well-known among the marketplace of the city for their hunting prowess, they were only rarely willing to part with the hides from their trapping endeavors. Thanks to the Prince’s influence, the traders left the village carrying countless supplies for the relief efforts, including the leather, which would be invaluable for clothing, shelter, and manufacture. It would turn out to be a very lucrative trip for the Jungle Tribe as well.


  As anticipated, Newport was lacking in many important supplies. Aside from the meat and fur, merchants at the marketplace also bought as many textiles as the leopards had, along with all of the fresh fruits and vegetables that brought. The traders returned to the tribe weighed down by all the Rock Tribe goods as they could carry, including some of the usually unattainable wares such as forged weapons, which were illegal to sell to the tribesmen. It was proof enough to Malcom just how desperate many of the townsfolk had become. Of course, as far as information, that was only to start.


  According to several of the traders, Noriene had not been doing much to oversee the reconstruction of the damaged city. While Malcom was not surprised to hear that she did not elect to take direct control of the repairs, he was not foolish enough to think that she was being inactive. Far from it, the Prince knew that his sister was doubtlessly hard at work attempting to uncover the cause behind the explosion which, he had learned, came from a University experiment gone wrong. He had little doubt that she would succeed, and then, woe to he who was responsible.


  Although Malcom was far from Newport, he still felt responsible for the welfare of the people. Were he to show his face and make a display of it there was little doubt in his mind that Noriene would not take kindly to his interference in her ‘backyard’, thus he did the next best thing he could think of: he decided to involve his older brother. Yes, he had to admit, it felt a little juvenile pitting his brother against their sister, but he also knew that it would have the desired effect: the people would be cared for.


  Malcom knew based on his discussions with Thaddius that the Prince-Reagent was focused on the issue between Ilyse and Wyra and there was nobody else in his mind who was more qualified. It was a small matter of providing his brother an update on the goings-on in Newport; Thaddius had always been interested in the lives of his subjects and there was a lot happening that the middle-aged wolf never would have found about otherwise. If there was one downfall in Malcom’s mind with the arrangement of the Church caring for his brother it was their tendency to censor information before supplying it.


  Despite the two Princes’ eagerness to meet, the Church also took a very stalwart position in keeping them apart, much to Malcom’s chagrin. It took two days of trial and error before the two had a messaging system in place and, in the end, it was due to the foresight they’d had to get a messenger pigeon suitably trained. Malcom had managed to finally get a letter to him and had received a response… but was waiting to receive confirmation that his second missive reached Thaddius.


  He reread the letter sent by his brother as he awaited the arrival of the guides that would escort him to the Yew Tribe. A part of Malcom regetted being so caught up in the events of Newport that he wasn’t able to fully utilize his time among the leopards of the Jungle Tribe, but he also knew that the duty he had to his people would always take precedence; regardless of whether his brother or sister ended up on the throne, the youngest of the three heirs would always be needed by Lehsunia.


  “I wish you didn’t have to go, Wild Wolf.” Ja’ir noted quietly, seated beside him. Goodbyes were never easy when Malcom left the Jungle Tribe, but the cheiftain’s son always sought to spend as much time with him as possible, “Will it really be four weeks before I see you again?” the leopard made no attempt to hide how morose he was.


  “Perhaps less.” Malcom replied calmly, “or perhaps more.” he turned to offer a reassuring smile to his young lover, “I cannot say what plans the world has for us, Ja’ir… but, if all goes well, then yes… four weeks.”


  “It will be a long four weeks.” the leopard announced.


  The wolf placed a paw on the teen’s shoulder, “Then put it to good use.” He smiled when Ja’ir’s green, slitted-pupil eyes met his gaze, “Ask your father.”


  Ja’ir shook his head, “He would never allow it.”


  Malcom’s smile became a good-natured grin, “You don’t know that until you ask.”


  The leopard slowly reached forward and gently caressed the stone hanging from the Prince’s neck, “I could never claim an Uto Vahn…” the wolf didn’t miss the fact that his companion used the tribesman word for the Bonding Stone he wore. Ja’ir slowly drew his paw back, still looking at the amulet, “You are amazing, Wild-Wolf… in all ways I can think of to use the word, you are amazing.”


  “Buttering me up won’t—” Malcom paused at the confused expression the leopard wore. Being one of the few tribesmen who were interested in learning the Lehsunian tongue, Ja’ir had done an excellent job, and often preferred to communicate that way rather than his native one, but he did have trouble with expressions. In the end he settled for one used by the tribesmen. “Feed me all you want, I won’t nap.”


  Ja’ir nodded and sighed, “Perhaps I could go with you?”


  Malcom gave the leopard’s shoulder a light squeeze before letting it go, “You are needed here, Ja’ir-hamah.” and he gave his companion a light pat, “Besides… if you come with me then you won’t have a chance to ask your father about—”


  “Oani, Wenya!” came a general call from the east, which could mean only one thing.


  “Oani!” the leopard scouts at the edge of the village responded in kind, moving to meet the three representatives from the Yew Tribe that had come to collect Malcom. The leopards and the deer clasped wrists, and all eyes turned to where the wolf sat with his companion.


  Ja’ir sighed next to him, and slowly stood, “Spirits lend you speed, Wild Wolf.”


  “Talk to your father.” Malcom responded. He knew it wasn’t the meaningful, emotional goodbye the leopard had wanted, but he knew that the teen would obey… and that would be for the best. They exchanged glances once more, and then the chieftain’s son headed off to the duties of the day. When the wolf looked back to the approaching honor guard from the Yew Tribe they were already within hailing distance.


  “Hello, Wild-Wolf.” the eldest of the three deer greeted him. Her name was Morning-Mist, and to Malcom, it suited her. Of all the people of the Yew Tribe, she was the one most often sent to collect him as she was well received by all the Tribes. Despite the fact that she was nearly as old as his brother, she was possessed of an unearthly, nigh-immortal aesthetic that only seemed to make her more beautiful with each passing season.


  “Oani, Aesha Humn.” he responded to her, naming her in her own tongue, bowing in the fashion of the tribesmen, resting his closed fist on his chest and lowering his head. She was worthy of the respect… not just because she was a Shaman, but because almost everything he knew of the mystical ways he had leanred from her.


  Aesha Humn was also joined by Tiger-Stalker, one of the Yew Tribe’s best up-and-coming warriors. The buck nodded to the Prince and provided a bow similar to the one Malcom had just supplied the Shaman, “Oani, Malcom-hamah.” The wolf smiled and held out a paw; the warrior clasped wrists with him and returned the smile, formality complete. When the Prince had first spent time among the deer people he and Tiger-Stalker had often trained side-by-side; Malcom was stronger, but he could never match the buck’s agility. They had always been an excellent team.


  “Oani.” the third member of the Yew Tribe party greeted him as well; Malcom recognized the young buck who had delivered a message to him several days prior when he had been among the Valley Tribe. The messenger quickly bowed in the way of his people.


  “You have met Ulit Amih before, yes?” Aesha Humn asked Malcom.


  “Yes.” the wolf responded, “Runs-on-Air visited me when I was with the Valley Tribe.” he answered simply, using the translation of the messenger’s name.


  “He was there again not long ago.” the Shaman spoke, heading back the way from which the deer had come. Everyone else stepped into line and the Jungle Tribe scouts returned to their lookout, essentially ignoring their departing guest; it was the way of the tribesmen to not dwell on goodbyes, “Keiara of the Valley asked of him to tell you that her father returned safely… and that she looks forward to your next visit.”


  Malcom nodded, “I am glad to hear—”


  Aesha Humn continued speaking, “…and that her father brought with him several men from the Rock Tribe.”


  The Prince couldn’t keep his ears from raising at that. He glanced to the young messenger, who looked back immediately at him, speaking in the tongue of the tribesmen, “And our scouts have also done as you asked… they have tracking the Men of the Symbol, and those they follow.”


  “There’s time for that later.” Tiger-Stalker announced, interrupting the young buck, “He can hear it from the scouts themselves when we return to the village.”


  Ulit Amih fell silent, and looked slightly let-down that he couldn’t tell Malcom what the wolf had asked about, but the Prince chose to pick the young buck’s brain on another matter, “Tell me about the Stone Tribe that visited the Valley Tribe.” he requested.


  The messenger began explaining everything that Keiara had told him. They were five in number: one an antelope, a white-furred weasel, a human, a fox, and, much to Malcom’s surprise, a dragon. By the rough description given, the wolf had assumed that they had been scholars from the University, but with the inclusion of the dragon their purpose in the tribe lands was beyond his grasp. What Ulit Amih said next, however, put an even stranger spin on things, “Enarork of the Valley said they had met the Undesirable in the forest.”


  “Did they now?” the prince inquired, stroking his muzzle in thought.


  “Aye, boy…” announced a gruff voice with a strong Wyrenese accent from the undergrowth beside the pathway. A dirty, mud-covered human emerged from the brush, waving away an errant fly that appeared to be dive bombing something unpleasant-looking smeared on his cheek, “…figured I’d come tell ya mahself.”


  The three deer with the Prince quickly gave the man space, turning up their noses as they backed away; Aesha Humn made a warning gesture with one of her hands. Although the Yew Tribe did not have the extreme dislike of cannibals common among most other tribes they certainly had no love for them, and preferred, if given the option, to treat then with as much ambivalence as the rest of the tribesmen.


  Malcom paused, turning to regard the vagabond, providing the deer the courtesy of several feet of distance “Well then, Mr. Evans… I suppose you had best report.”


  Chapter 2.6, Noriene


  Noriene gazed around the well-lit audience hall. The room was a half-circle with amphitheater seating. She stood with her back almost against the flat wall, behind a podium, while her audience sat in the raised seating before her. Usually reserved for the presentation of university discertations, she had convinced several of the UPU’s grandmasters and head professors to provide her an opportunity to speak with them, and she planned to put it to good use.


  She began quite formally, “Gentlemen, thank you for meeting with me today.” The Princess shuffled her notes, not because she needed to look at them, but because it was customary to give the audience a moment to quiet. When they did, she continued, “I am well aware that your busy schedules and already filled days have been even further complicated by the events surrounding the tragedy of the Albatross. Let me assure you before going any further that my reason for calling you here today is to address that very issue.”


  Despite being nobility, the wolf knew well and certain that the good-will of the scholars would be stressed if she wasted too much of their time but, congruently, she would not be taken seriously if she was not thorough and specific in her explanations. Noriene would be walking a thin line because science was not a woman’s pursuit. Regardless, she chose to push ahead and see just how much of their patience she was worth. As it turned out, her aid for the University granted her a fair amount of it.


  The Princess began with a brief overview of her own personal experiences in the square when the Albatross exploded. Every time she came to a specific, meaningful point she would nod to the first-year student assisting her, and he would post it in written format using tacks on the wall. Her assistant was a nervous-looking, spindly-thin young stork who probably jumped on the first ship to Lehsunia as soon as he was fledged. Despite the fact that his appearance lacked any sign of fortitude, he was, nevertheless, very attentive and eagerly did as he was directed… which, as far as Noriene had been concerned, was all that mattered.


  She began her narrative with a discussion on her arrival at the square. The Princess was unsurprised by the turnout and had been quite optimistic in what the University of Progressive Thought had to present. The first quarter of an hour was spent following the UPU’s men at arms to her specific vantage point. After that, she had held discourse with no less than four of the Professors themselves: Milhoy, Averstrude, Wilcox, and Riart.


  “Now…” she leaned forward intensely, resting her paws on the podium, “I do not need to remind any of you that Professor Riart was not a member of the team assembling the Albatross… so many might consider it strange that he was even there at all…” as the wolf’s eyes went to the pine martin seated at the front row, so too did many others in the audience, “But I believe I have the answer…” she turned and nodded to the stork-boy, who immediately went to the wall and posted the first banner, and Noriene read it as it was pinned up, “My handmaiden.”


  The room errupted in raccious laughter or, at least, what would have passed for it among the stuffed-shirt hire-ups among the University. It took only a moment to quiet down before the Princess glanced to the stork, who immediately retrieved the banner. She looked back to her audience, “As with most Professors of the UPU, Professor Riart had worked for months on many of the calculations for the Albatross’ propulsion system, so it was not at all unusual for him to be present.” she offered a pleasant smile, “Milhoy worked on the fuel system, Avenstrude handled the structural components, and Wilcox led matters of bouyancy.”


  It was the first point in which she began to lose some of her audience. Despite her cleverly placed attention-getting moment of humor, very few of the University elite liked being told things they already knew; she moved quickly onward. “My reason for bringing this up, gentlemen, is because we all know what representatives from the University were present… I myself spoke with four of you, not including your men-at-arms, and this nice young man here.” she motioned to the stork who, for a moment, she was convinced was blushing beneath his feathers… not that anyone could see.


  She continued, moving on to her next point, “There were many people at the unveling… but it is important to note that not everyone had access to the Albatross.” she nodded to her assistant, who posted the first real banner on the wall, and she read it even as he did, “Limited access to the Albatross.” Noriene glanced around the room to see several of the men nodding, others pulling at their beards in thought, and still others talking quietly amongst themselves; the fact that the last ones were still looking toward her meant that it was meaningful conversation… and that, she didn’t mind.


  “Second, it is important to note that, up until the explosion itself there was no indication that there was any kind of damage, any tampering with the failsafes, or any sign according to the safety mechanisms installed on the Albatross itself that anything was out of the ordinary.” she motioned to the stork, who posted the next banner, which she also read, “All systems appeared to be working normally.” and, when she looked back to her audience, she saw that there was even more head nodding… even more beard stroking… but much less talking; it was a good sign.


  “If there was limited access to the Albatross and that no system showed signs for concern then we must conclude one of three things:” she motioned to the stork, and then read from the list he posted, “First, there is the possibility that the Albatross was flawed from the beginning.” the comment brought an immediate objection from the room, filling it to a near-roar from the many displeased voices attempting to talk over one another. As things finally began to quiet down she quickly interjected, “Then we are in agreement that this is not a valid option.” she nodded to her assistant who immediately struck it out with a large black ink brush.


  The wolf smiled as the men calmed down just enough for her to be heard—so far so good. “The second option was that the Albatross was sabotaged by someone who had access to it, and who was willing to give their life to destroy it.” she looked around the room, which had suddenly fallen silent, “However… I must point out that no bodies were found in or around the immediate area of the wreckage.”


  She waited patiently as the Professors began immediately attempting to conjecture how such a saboteur would be able to blow up the Albatross and still manage to escape without dying. As expected, the thought of a Church dragon came up because they could fly, but it was immediately discounted on the fact that a dragon would have easily been seen.


  Once her audience had begun to quiet down enough for her to continue, she looked to the stork, who revealed the third option by moving his wing, “I would propose, gentlemen, based on the lack of confidence in the first two options, that we are dealing with a saboteur who was able to rig the Albatross to explode, and then set it off remotely.” The room errupted into discussion that rivaled her the talk on her first point but this time the Princess was much less willing to let the conversation continue, and she ended it in theatrical fashion.


  Even as the men continued their banter, discussion, conjecture, and brain storming, the wolf reached under the podium and pulled out a good size xylophone. She next picked up the voice amplifier that had been facing her direction, and turned it to face the instrument. She counted the third bar from the left, and gave it a swift tap with her mallet. The discussion in the room turned to cries of surprise and alarm as previously unnoticed glass balls suspended from the ceiling burst, causing the chemicals in them to mix and create flashes of light and sparks that were harmless by the time they reached the audience below. She immediately had their attention once again.


  “I assume that any of you who were present at the unveiling recalled the single tone played across the loudspeaker a moment before the Albatross exploded.” she nodded to the stork, who moved to an area hidden by a divider, and came back out wheeling a metal table with a scale model of the Albatross. It had not been made perfectly and there were a number of inaccuracies, but at least it looked close enough like the real thing that nobody in the room would have doubted what the little construct was supposed to represent.


  “Professor Milhoy… I trust, based on the explicit direction that certain reagents should be allowed nowhere near the Albatross’ fuel system that you were concerned about the danger of chemical reactions.” without waiting for an answer she turned to Professor Wilcox, “And when it came to matters of bouyancy, the ballasts had a specific mixture of airs and vapors, also quite reactive to certain catalysts…” and then she looked to the audience as a whole, “If someone were to know what was used within the Albatross and had the knowlege of even a first year University student, then they would know how to cause a great amount of damage.”


  “Your Highness—” Professor Milhoy spoke up, “I would remind you that very few men outside this room knew even the first thing about the Albatross, let alone specific information such as—”


  “This is true, Professor.” she nodded, holding up a paw to silence him, “But we must also understand that no secret is truly a secret unless it is known by only one man.” She let the thought sink in for a moment… just long enough for the Professors to wonder just how much they could trust one another, before she continued, “I do not mean to say that any of us has willfully given away information… but none of you present at the unveiling can deny that there was a particular scent that had no right to be there.”


  She didn’t need to explain what she was talking about… every last one of them knew by sight, touch, and even scent the different alchemical reagents. In the end she was right; the Princess wasn’t the only one who had smelled it, and that truly got them talking. When she held up a paw, however, they fell silent almost immediately; at that moment she realized that she had her audience, and she wasn’t about to let go.


  “Gentlemen… I know how the saboteur detonated the Albatross without being there… and now I think you do to.” she struck the next bar in line on the xylophone… and the miniature model disappeared amidst a blast of smoke and flame. “I will now take your questions.”


  * * * * * *


  It was dark by the time Noriene was finally finished with her meeting. The self-important men of the University had originally given her a maximum of an hour of their time but, once they realized she wasn’t “just some girl” they had taken her seriously… and that led to nearly six hours of explaination, discussion, and enlightenment. She considered her day well spent… especially considering the benefits she had reaped from her presentation.


  The professors had continued to listen as she spelled out numerous ways that the key-note bomb could have been used, and then went further to propose several possible directions from which the attack could have come. As expected, several of the professors were quick to place blame on the Church, which Noriene “reluctantly” accepted as a topic of discussion and then ran with… purely for the sake of brainstorming, she pointed out.


  It was well-known within Newport that the Church was up to something; not long after the explosion numerous small groups left the local cathedral on errands that no represenative bothered even trying to explain. Many rumors were whispered around the streets that they were seeking an escaped prisoner, but those whispers became much more sinister within the halls of the University—what if it was all a ploy to help a saboteur escape? That was a thread that the professors were not willing to let slip by easily.


  Toward the end of the discussion they had been so wrapped up in their own dialogue that she considered it time to close up, and she spoke into the voice amplifier a simple thought, “Hmmm… it could be a saboteur from the Church… but I wonder where he got the technical insight into creating a resonant frequency bomb.” at which point she had shrugged, and carried her items out with her.


  She considered it a shining moment for herself, as many of the stuff-shirt professors actually hurried after her in an attempt to chase her down. She was, of course, just slow enough for them to catch her in the halls where what they had to say was carefully monitored for confidentiality. A leonine Professor whose name she didnt’ know was the first to address her, “Princess… how did you piece together the explosion and the tone?”


  The wolf smiled at the man, who was somewhat younger, and obviously in better shape than his contemporaries, hence being the first to reach her, “The way any scholar would, good sir… with conjuring up a hypothesis, formulating a theory, and then creating a proof of concept.” The other Professors who had amassed around her nodded thoughtfully… and approvingly.


  Professor Riart spoke up next, “Then you are in agreement that the Church could have sent a saboteur and successfully executed the use of such a device?”


  “Assuming they had the know-how to either create or obtain one?” she shrugged, glancing around the hall before finding her bearings and starting for the exit, “I suppose so, yes.”


  “Your Highness… do you have an opinion on how the church may have obtained a detonator as to the type you described?” Professor Milhoy pressed.


  “I would assume it had something to do with the Order of Blades.” she responded casually, causing each and every one of the Professors to come to a halt.


  “What would a mercenary organization have to do with this?” asked Professor Wilcox.


  “I extended a contract to them in response to the attack…” Noriene paused to secure her grip on the tomes she carried, “…and they turned it down.”


  “What does that mean?” asked Professor Arvenstrude from the other side of the princess.


  “It means that the Order of Blades doesn’t want to work against itself…” she glanced at the human professor, “which verifies that it had something to do with the events at the unveiling.”


  “Which is why there is reason to believe that the Church hired them.” a sly smirk spread across his vulpine muzzle, “Princess, your mind is a keen one.”


  “Thank you, Professor… I think so as well.” she nodded, “Now, I have taken up enough of your time, so I suppose I shall be on my way.


  Each and every one of the men gave her a fond farewell, the unnamed professor being so forward as to kiss her hand in parting. She showed suitable courtly grace in response ot the genteel gesture, though she made a mental note to find a way to teach the uncouth Professor respect for a fellow scholar rather than treating her like some common place courtly flower. She would have to teach them quite a few things, she realized, such as how to realize when someone wasn’t reaveling the whole truth.


  Noriene’s handmaiden joined her at the steps to the university and escorted her to her waiting motor carraige, “Did the talk go well, my Lady?” the ermine asked.


  “Yes, my dear.” the Princess acknowledged, “And now we will have one more stop before we return to the manor.”


  Her handmaiden closed the door once both were inside, “Where shall I direct the driver, your Highness?”


  “I have business with the Templars.” Noriene announced casually, “Tell the driver that we are going to the Cathedral.”


  Chapter 2.6, Thaddius


  It was Thursday; Thaddius never particularly liked Thursdays. Not only were they the least eventful of all days, but the Church’s schedule meant that Brother Maynard didn’t often find time to visit him. “Not that it matters now.” the black wolf reminded himself. The Labrador, in fact, hadn’t spoken with him since Monday… and that talk had not gone well.


  Thaddius had not purposefully disobeyed the Priest… well… he had… but it had been for good reason. Brother Maynard hadn’t learned as much about the unease between Ilyse and Wyra as the wolf so he couldn’t fault his mentor for being unfamiliar with the situation. It hurt to think that he had to go against the dog’s wishes, but eventually the Priest would come around and understand that Thaddius had done what he did for the good of the people—he certainly wasn’t ready to listen when they had spoken.


  Brother Maynard had accused him of being petty and infantile, saying that his humors were out of balance if he couldn’t understand that anything happening in Newport would reflect poorly on his sister, and not him. Thaddius had responded that Ilyse and Wyra didn’t care about which of the siblings was responsible for what city; whatever happened in Lehsunia would make Lehsunia look bad if not handled. The response had somewhat molified the Priest, and they finally sat down and began to discuss specifics.


  As any good ruler should have done, Thaddius had dispatched envoys to Newport. The diplomats joined the separate fleets and would return to their homelands to present apologies from Lehsunia along with reparations for the loss of their respective sailors. As his father had always instructed, Thaddius appealed to the Ilyseans with Lehsunian wool and textiles while to the Wyrenese, the black wolf sent white iron from the northern hills. “To each his own.” the prince announced to the Priest, reiterating his father’s favorite saying when it came to diplomacy through trade matters.


  The Priest had not bothered congratulating Thaddius for his keen insight, nor had he complimented him on a job well done. Rather, the Labrador explained that he was pleased that the action was not a total loss. The dog then spoke aloud as he wrote a note to himself, “Send envoys to Ilyse and Wyra reminding them that it was Thaddius’ gesture of goodwill, and not the Princess’.”


  “They will know it was from me, Brother Maynard.” the wolf had responded with an optimistic smile, “I am the true King, and only I—”


  “Noriene is the Governess of Newport.” the priest cut him off, “Whether we want to admit it or not, she has her paws in everything and we need them to know without having to guess.” the dog leveled a strict gaze at him, “The fact that you do not understand these things makes me worry for you… your highness.” The Priest set the paper and quill down then fully turned to regard Thaddius, “Honestly, Thaddius… to have spent your time focused on events in Newport when the Church required you for more important things…” the dog shook his head, “You disappoint me more than I could say.”


  “Malcom said—”


  “And now the true issues finally arises.” the Priest interrupted him, “Are we to the point that you are more inclined to take the advise of your Tribe-Raised brother than my own?” the Labrador shook his head sorrowfully, “You have hurt me, Thaddius… it may not show in my body, but my heart bleeds because of your choices.” He stood up and turned his back to the black wolf, saying not another word for the duration of his stay.


  Brother Maynard left shortly thereafter, taking his notes with him. The priest departed without saying anything more and he didn’t stop and listen to the wolf’s admission of regret. That had been on Monday, and Thaddius had not seen him since. He was unable to remember ever having been without the dog’s guidance for so long, and it had been far too many days since their prayer session… so many it hurt… and not just emotionally; the Prince-Reagent felt as though he was going to burst because of his overabundance of—sin.


  Thursdays… Thaddius did not much care for Thursdays, and that day was certainly no exception. He didn’t know how long it would be until the priest determined that the wolf was penitent, but he stalwartly hoped the wait would not be much longer. Having been confined to his room, the only time Thaddius had any interaction was when one of the young scullions brought him his meals and took away his chamber pot. It was the same boy each time… a white furred young marmot.


  If the wolf hadn’t known better he would have thought that the Brother Maynard had hand-picked the page; the Priest knew that Thaddius had a thing for white fur. The boy had been respectful… always respectful… and gracious, and compliant, and obedient… always obedient. When he came that morning to bring breakfast Thaddius was forced to send him away—it had been so long since Brother Maynard had visited him he didn’t want to grant his sinful thoughts any more fuel for the fire.


  The wolf had very nearly given into his vices… not just once, but twice. After the page had brought dinner on Wednesday night he had almost ordered something from the young boy that would have ended only in tragedy. That very morning he found himself very nearly sticking his muzzle into the marmot’s neck fur; Thaddius was so aghast he ordered the boy out immediately and, instead had gone without breakfast—too easy a castigation for his near-crime. Remembering his own shortcomings was painful thing to do so he pointedly chose to think on other topics.


  Information did not easily find its way to Thaddius. The marmot knew only what he was told, and that was little-to-nothing. Without Brother Maynard’s visits the wolf was blind to the world, and not even Malcom had shown. It wasn’t as though his brother hadn’t tried—Thaddius found out on Wednesday that the young prince was barred from the castle while Brother Maynard was seeing to the elder prince’s isolation; Malcom was sent away without being given the chance to hold council with him.


  Thankfully, however, his brother was nothing if not resourceful; one of the messenger pigeons he had trained jointly with Malcom had arrived on Wednesday night. As usual, the young prince was his best informant. The letter included the usual small talk and personal updates, but what Thaddius truly hungered for was any information about the kingdom, the people, and any news his brother thought suitable to share… and he had plenty.


  As Brother Maynard had suspected so it was that Malcom reported: Noriene had ignored the issue of the foreign nations. Thaddius had suspected that Brother Maynard would have considered that a win, but, for all the Priest’s insight into life he knew little about ruling or politics… it only reinforced the wolf’s understanding that he had done what was right. It was only a matter of figuring out a way to help convince his mentor of that. That wasn’t the end to Malcom’s message, however, and Thaddius had read on.


  His brother also told of the issues arising in Newport due to the unforseen failure of a University experiment. Thaddius would have spent hours debating fault and resposibility with his brother were he there in person, but it wasn’t an option. Instead, he merely sat and read Malcom’s report of what was happpening with the people; that had to be enough. Unfortunately, it wasn’t.


  Thaddius spent most of Thursday going over what information his brother included. Many University scholars were being acosted in the streets; numerous people were homeless, injured, and dead; the city guard of Newport was pressed to the limit controlling the chaos; over three city blocks were destroyed or condemned. It was not a pleasant prospect to deal with for him but, in a bitter-sweet twist, his sister was seeing to the people of Newport—Thaddius was both relieved and enraged at the same time.


  As the future King of Lehsunia, it was Thaddius’ task to look after his subjects. Try as he might, the black wolf was never able to subscribe to his father’s ideals of delegating responsibility and trusting in others to do for him… it always felt as though he was taking the easy way out and depending on someone else to look after what was his responsibility. The thought that his sister was handling the situation came very close to sickening him and, the longer he spent re-reading the missive from his brother the more infuriated he became—the fact that he hadn’t had a ‘prayer session’ in the better part of a week certainly didn’t help.


  He remained seated in his room alone reading the letter and re-reading the letter and then reading it again, letting his mind soar in whichever direction it chose to go. He contemplated all of the things his brother had written, and then reconsidered everything that wasn’t written; Malcom was an intelligent young wolf and the Prince-Reagent knew that many of his messages often included hidden bits of information… if only he could manage to piece them together.


  The young prince always laughed the thought away casually, of course. If ever Thaddius brought up the hidden messages his younger brother would insist that there was nothing but what he wrote… which, of course, was his way of convincing Thaddius to try harder. Ever since deciphering Malcom’s report on the dead rising in the eastern woods, the Prince-Reagent knew that his brother’s interest in carefully hiding these special reports was insightful—who knew what would happen if such information got into the wrong hands.


  Thaddius’ intense focus on the unwritten content of the missive had just started to overcome his intense frustrations of the day when a gentle knock came from his door, “Your highness?” it was the white-furred bundle of sin himself, “I have brought dinner.”


  * * * * * *


  The young page’s name had been Ecquert, and he obediently took off his clothing at the wolf’s demand. The marmot had been loyal in joining Thaddius on his bed. The scullion did not object when the Prince-Reagent set the food aside and chose instead to harvest his drink from the lad himself. Ecquert showed no hesitance in fact until the wolf rolled over and moved his tail aside, telling the marmot that he desired to be filled by something other than dinner.


  Thaddius was crying when Brother Maynard finally came to him very late Thursday night. The Prince-Reagent had not bothered donning any of his clothes save for his undergarments, which were so red that all of the blood didn’t show. Ecquert was still on the bed… mostly… although a few pieces of him graced the wardrobe, the carpet, the drapes, and the Prince-Reagent’s desk. The scene was horrible, and he knew it.


  Sobbing, the wolf looked up at the blank expression on the Labrador’s muzzle, “Brother…” the wolf croaked, voice full of shame and self-disgust, “It… happened again…”


  “Of course it did, Thaddius…” the dog’s comforting tone was an antidote to everything that ailed him, and he fell to the ground, crawling on his paws and knees until he could throw his arms around Brother Maynard’s legs, sobbing. The patient Priest knelt down and softly stroked the wolf’s blood-caked head, “…you are a strong man… but you are still only just a man, and the Dark One has touched you deeply.”


  Thaddius slowly sat back and looked up into the compassionate gaze of the Labrador, “I’m sorry I did not listen to you, Brother Maynard… I’m sorry I was disrespectful and prideful.” he lowered his nose to the ground, “I… I need to attone.”


  The Priest’s paws gently descended on the Price-Reagent’s shoulders and slowly brought him up to a standing position, “You will.” the Labrador’s patient smile reassured Thaddius that everything ultimately would be alright. “I will contact some men who know discretion and we will handle this… just like always.”


  “Just like always.” Thaddius nodded vigorously, and paused when the Priest pulled him in for a comforting embrace. The wolf felt immediate self-loathing when he realized that he was already hardening within his sheath due to Brother Maynard’s proximity. He was aghast a moment later when he realized that the Labrador felt it against his abdomen, and the Prince-Reagent drew back and away quickly, “I am sick, Brother… I am ill, and there is no curing me.” he kept his voice low… low and full of self-reproachful; even after Ecquert his lust was nowhere close to satiated.


  “Yes, your highness… you are indeed ill.” the old dog acknowledged, taking Thaddius’ evening coat down from its peg before handing it to him, “But I am here to help you get better, my boy… and with God’s aid it will happen. Now come… when we return the room will be clean, and you will be on your way to healthier thoughts.” The announcement could mean only two things: it was past midnight, thus it was no longer Thursday. Second, it meant—


  Thaddius’ smile shone so brightly it chased away the dark clouds troubling his mind, “We will pray.”


  “Yes, your Highness…” the Labrador confirmed, the acknowledgement making the wolf’s groin so firm it hurt, “We will pray.”


  Chapter 3a, “Your Highness” or “By the Spirits” (pt 1)


  Despite the fact that the previous night’s ritual was at an end, the Tribals continued to be just as welcoming (though, thankfully, not as touchy-feely). As the group gathered together in their guest yurt they compared notes: according to Nicholas, Keiara had issued an invitation for the group to join her and her father for breakfast while Sanmer was convinced that the party would be better served joining Roaring-Flood, who had also extended an offer to host them.


  Theo mumbled something about how a nice, quiet morning would be pleasant while Tobias’ previous reservations seemed to disappear with the last of the ritual, and he was eager to accept either offer, even going so far as to check then double-check his recording device. At first, Kesst thought the party was of a mind to dissolve into their own respective mornings but, at length, the group was finally driven to a like mind… by Sanmer.


  “You’ll like his place.” the Fox continued to encourage the group, leading them through the collection of tents, huts, and yurts, “It has lots of room… well lit… furs all over…” Sanmer licked his muzzle, “Roaring-Flood said he’ll have at least six different kinds of fish too… can’t beat that!”


  “Well… that doesn’t surprise me.” Tobias acknowledged, next in line behind the excitable Fox, “Enarork did say he was a fisherman.”


  “Feh.” Nicholas responded with a huff, and accentuated it with a spit off to the side, “Most fishermen get one or two kinds a fish… if you’re out on the ocean you take whatever your net gives you… and you aim for the largest schools. If someone’s pulling up one fish at a time that’s a lot of wasted energy.” Several eyes made their way to him and he clarified simply, “Fishers always say more fish is better than different kinds of fish.”


  “I would suppose stream and river fishing may differ from sea fishing.” Tobias offered amicably, a faint twitch of his left ear the only indication that the contrary nature of the sailor was even acknowledged.


  “Yeah… and six.” Sanmer returned himself to the focus of discussion, “I mean… six different kinds of fish means that even someone who doesn’t usually like fish might find something they like.” the Fox glanced over his shoulder toward Kesst who, as usual, remained toward the back of the group, “You like fish, right, Kesst?”


  “I… uh…” the Dragon paused, “I… don’t think I’ve ever had fish.” The admission, meant to help the conversation pass him by unfortunately had the opposite effect.


  “Never had fish?!?” Nicholas’ question was practically a statement in and of itself, “What kinda person’s never had fish?”


  Kesst responded with a half-shrug, “I’ve never been anywhere near the sea… the merchants in Altenburrough always said fish goes bad fast enough that it doesn’t make sense to transport… so the closest thing we had was fish jerky.”


  “Can’t blame him then.” Theo spoke up, “Nobody in their right mind would eat fish jerky unless it was the only thing available.”


  If Kesst had expected Nicholas to bristle at the Ermine’s comment, he was mistaken, “Well now…” the sailor chuckled, “First sensible thing I’ve heard a scholar say in a long time.” and he gave Theo a firm slap on the back.


  The Ermine rolled his shoulder to recover from the impact of Nicholas’ open-handed smack, “I’m guessing you don’t like fish jerky either?”


  “Not compared to real fish anyway…” the sailor paused, “Well… not normally.” he corrected himself, “The Merchants in Jiuyan sell some damn good stuff down by the docks in most cities. Guess it makes sense though for an island kingdom to know how to make anything with fish good… even jerky.”


  “I thought the Jiuyani doesn’t like outsiders.” Tobias noted, raising an eyebrow as he regarded Nicholas.


  “They get along with sailors from any kingdom… we’re a special breed ya know, Toby.” the human responded, letting out a definitive *hock-ptui*, “If you live with rolling timber under your feet ya may as well be from Jiuyan.”


  “At least that explains how all those Jiuyani crafts get to the mainland.” Sanmer acknowledged simply, “I mean… if they hated everyone they wouldn’t really be doing that much trade, now would they?” he smirked, pausing outside a singularly large yurt, “Well… we’re here.” his smile grew even wider, tail twitching happily.


  Tobias approached the wood-framed archway that led into the building and gave a double tap against it using his palm, “Oani, Waka’Miné-hamah.”


  Roaring-Flood’s unmistakably deep voice practically exploded with exuberance in his reply, “Oani, hamahni!”


  “Heh…” Sanmer grinned, tail wagging, “it rhymes.” the Fox winced, and his tail calmed, but he was still grinning.


  “Hello, friends!” the enormous Bear repeated the greeting in the common tongue, and a large, black paw pulled away the leather blocking the passage in, “Come… come…” he waved them inside, standing to the side of the entryway, still holding the flap open.


  “Already did…” Sanmer mumbled to himself, though hardly in a low enough tone for it to go unheard, “…a few times.”


  “Thank you for your hospitality, Waka’Miné-hamah.” Tobias inclined his head as he stepped into the bear’s home. To Kesst, it sounded almost ritualistic in tone.


  Roaring-Flood nodded at that, “You make my home…” then paused a moment, obviously in thought, “… ah… harder… for being here.” and he followed it up with a welcoming smile. Like Tobias’ comment, it seemed almost ritualistic.


  “Hotter.” the prong horn corrected the Bear patiently.


  “Or both.” Sanmer announced, sliding past the scholar so he could stand next to their host, seemingly as giddy as a young kit as far as Kesst observed. The Dragon’s attention, however, was not on the Fox much longer as the aroma within the confines of the structure hit him like a solid wall.


  During Kesst’s many months on the road he had, on more than one occasion, been privy to lewd, downright crass tavern discussions. During these discussions one or more men would comment about a specific scent associated with sex. The Dragon had no particular idea what they meant until that moment. The heady, thick scent of male musk hung in the air like a fog and every breath Kesst took was laden with it. If there had been any doubt in the Dragon’s mind what had happened between the Fox and the Bear last night, the unmistakable aroma dispelled any doubts; he could honestly say he understood the tavern side discussion of the ‘stank of sex’.


  “Sit.” the Bear proclaimed, motioning to several hide bags positioned in a circle on the floor. They created a ring around Roaring-Flood’s fire pit, a section of ground lower than the rest in the yurt. The fire was crackling softly, most likely being built up from whatever embers remained after the prior night, but what most of his fellow travelers were gazing at was the large wicker basket piled high with fish.


  Kesst had seen fish before, of course; during his travels he’d seen fishermen near the rivers plying their trade with rod and line, but he’d never spent any great length of time around sea food of any sort. Even as he took the seat furthest from the basket, the scent of the morning’s uncooked breakfast somehow managed to peak through the still-overpowering wall of Bear-on-Fox; combined, it was enough to make the Dragon ill. Offering a quick excuse, Kesst made his way outside.


  Nicholas, the only one to really pay any attention to the Dragon’s departure, and he followed Kesst out of Roaring-Tide’s home, “Hey… you okay?”


  “I don’t think I’m going to like fish.” the Dragon offered, rubbing at his nose as he tried to dispel the scents that could not be unsmelled.


  The sailor chuckled, “Not sure all you’re smelling in there is fish, Kesst.”


  “I’m not really hungry.” he shrugged, still holding his nose. It took a moment for Kesst to realize that the human hadn’t responded, and was just staring instead. The Dragon sighed, “Yes… I could smell that too… it’s so obvious I’m pretty sure even a human could.” He waited a moment to see if Nicholas would respond to his declaration, but the sailor just remained right where he was, staring. The whole situation made Kesst doubly self-conscious, but it only got worse when the human finally spoke up.


  “You… you got wings.”


  The announcement caused the dragon to freeze. It took less than a second for Kesst to realize that his recent shrug loosened his cloak; with his talon rubbing at his snout he had been unable to keep the clothing in place… which meant that his charade was at an end. Before Nicholas could say anything else or, more importantly, do anything, the Dragon clutched his cloak close, about-faced… and fled.


  The Valley Tribe village became a blur as Kesst sprinted through the spaces between the homes. Bears here-and-there paid him little mind, some even going so far as to glance toward him as he sped by, but little else. The dragon didn’t know the exact layout of the village but he remembered the rough path the group had taken to get to the guest yert. Kesst aligned himself in that direction and continued onward.


  He figured if followed the path’s general direction he would be able to continue with that road and eventually arrive on the side of the village opposite Newport and, from there, he could get back to the open countryside. Kesst was ready to put his plan into action… right until Enarork walked into his projected route. Already prepared to flee, the Dragon was forced to make a split-second decision based on whether or not he figured the Bear knew what was going on. In the end, it didn’t matter, as fate had a different plan for him.


  “The Shaman wants to see you.” Enarork announced. It was not a greeting; it was not an accusation; it was not a shout… but it was enough to get the Dragon to stop.


  “E-everyone’s still…” it was a feeble attempt to sidestep the issue, trying to get the Bear’s attention on the fact that the party wasn’t present rather than the fact that the Dragon was. It didn’t help.


  “He wants to see you.” Enarork stated simply.


  “I…” Kesst pulled his cloak closer.


  “You do not need to be afraid.” the Bear noted calmly, “The tribes do not fear wings.” The Dragon’s talon spasomed at the announcement, letting the hem of his cloak fall loose. Even more disconcerting, the ursine merchant followed up with, “And you are in no trouble for having the inner fire as long as you do not use it here.”


  “…h-how do..”


  “All men carry secrets.” spoke a voice off to the side, a tone confident and firm, but devoid of any tribal accent, “But they cannot hide them from those who know where to look.”


  Kesst turned to regard a Bear of no particularly amazing build. His dark brown-with-gray-streak fur was well kept, but neither shaggy nor short, curly nor straight. In all, he could have passed for any average Bear… a kingdom Bear. The aging man wore breeches and a tunic of Lesunian make, but had a sash and belt that was distinctively tribal, “Who are you?” the Dragon demanded, still far too concerned to be calm.


  “This is our Shaman.” Enarork announced.


  “You’re not a Tribal, but you’re their Shaman?” Kesst challenged.


  “You’re not with the Church, but you have God’s Breath and wings…” the older Bear stated with an unconcerned tone, “If I can accept that and not judge, can you do the same?”


  The pure silliness of comparison in their two conditions was enough to shake the Dragon out of his fight-and-flight instinct, “…how did you know about me?”


  The Lehsunian Bear smiled, “Trust.”


  The response didn’t make sense to Kesst… perhaps it wasn’t supposed to. What the Dragon did understand, however, was that the ground was rapidly rising up to meet him. The Dragon didn’t have enough time to consider the cause of his affliction before everything went black… but ‘trust’ wasn’t exactly something he was feeling.


  Chapter 3b, The Prodigy (pt 1)


  The hunters struck quickly, and mercilessly. Aodhan, who had been sleeping fitfully, came to the moment Cruff’s scream signaled the Church’s attack. In the little time it took him to process the placement of the combatants on the battlefield already far too much was happening. Cruff knelt beside Friar Arlowe, who had fallen where he had been struck by a quarrel. Vic had still been asleep while Rhys was only just starting to rouse.


  Their attackers consisted of far too many combat-capable enemies. Although Aodhan had little experience with Inquisitors, he knew enough that the iconic black cloak and cowl gave the dragon away. He was accompanied by three men: a second dragon, a rhino, and an eagle, all armored in the gilded plate mail of the Church’s Templars. The final five that rounded out the group all had holy symbols sewn into their leather armor, but they had the road-savvy look of scouts to them… most likely Hunters sent to track them down… and they apparently did their job well. All were mounted, which meant that fleeing would not be easy.


  The two Sisters, Aurelie and Antoinette were fastest in responding to the attack. Aodhan found himself racing after them to join up and create a defensive line… such that it was. Both Sisters carried pole arms but the wolf had nothing but his teeth and claws… and two curved blades he planned on reserving for moments where their use could be put to best effect. With Cruff kneeling by the fallen monk and Rhys finally getting to his feet, a portion of the hunting party charged them while the others readied crossbows. Aodhan was not confident about the outcome of the encounter.


  “Get to the forest!” Sister Antoinette roared, “They can’t follow on horseback!”


  The Inquisitor shouted a response to his followers, but it escaped Aodhan as combat was joined; the collision of the three Templars slamming into the three of them meant nothing else in the world mattered. The Rhino was the only one of the Templars not bothering to remain mounted, instead he had climbed off his horse and was leading the charge with his horn… and it was Aodhan who was set to receive him.


  To either side of the wolf the Templars collided with the Sisters. Aodhan’s heart quickened as the Eagle bore down on Sister Aurelie, by the cat proved more than capable in receiving him. Halbard shaft in paw, Sister Aurelie set to receive the charge, bracing the butt of the weapon against a nearby rock… and the Templar was unseated as he took the halberd’s spike to his shield. Tossing the torn metal away, he was up a moment later, ready for combat to continue.


  The Dragon Templar fared much worse against the enraged gorilla. Sister Antoinette didn’t bother standing her ground or bracing her halberd; she moved right out to meet the charging attacker. With a powerful thrust, the woman imbedded the blade of her halberd right into the throat of the man’s steed, standing like a stone statue against the rushing horse.


  Her weapon snapped cleanly from the force of the charge, but, with forward momentum halted, the dragon sailed right over the horse’s head and onto Sister Antoinette’s weapon’s spike. With a grunt, she used the Templar’s momentum to heft him into the air and send him pitching onward to the ground a number of yards away. He remained there for several seconds, stunned and bloody.


  Despite Aodhan’s readiness, the distraction on either side of him caused him to hesitate that one second when it most mattered, and the rhino’s horn came rushing in faster than the wolf could track. Whether by the will of the spirits or sheer luck, Aodhan managed to pivot his foot at the last minute and push the majority of his weight to the side allowing the Rhino to charge by, merely clipping the wolf’s ribs with his shoulder.


  wincing at the impact, Aodhan chose not to hesitate any longer, and his knives came out. With two quick steps chasing after the rhino, he sheathed his weapons again, using the Templar’s back to holster them. Alarmingly, the two blades didn’t fell the stocky warrior, and the Rhino turned to face him, rage playing cleanly across his battle-hardened face.


  Still focused on the enemy before him, Aodhan couldn’t spare the attention to see how the rest of the party was faring. Although he heard shouts and screams from the temple-goers, he wasn’t able to leave the sisters’ sides… not yet… not while they were still in danger… not while Aurelie was in danger. His spirits lifted for a moment when he heard the sound of someone break-away on foot, heading toward the forest. That hope was dashed a moment later by the sound of a chorus of crossbows firing, followed by an anguished cry from Cruff, “VIC! NOOOOO!” Aodhan lowered his ears against the impact of a body against the ground.


  It became quickly apparent to Aodhan that no matter how well they did individually against their attackers that they were outnumbered. That truth was all the more evident when he heard Sister Aurelie scream, “Sister!!!” and the wolf turned to see Sister Antoinette kneeling on the ground, her arm raised in defense, nearly cleaved in half by the Inquisitor’s long sword. The Gorilla’s halberd lay in two pieces at her feet, and, to make matters worse, Aodhan could do nothing to aid her—his own opponent pulled a battle axe and came at him anew.


  Much better prepared for the rushing assailant, Aodhan was able to evade the attack more effectively, backpedaling then leaping to the side as the Rhino charged, swinging his axe. The wolf growled, however, realizing that every moment he didn’t spend disabling his foe meant more and more of his allies had the chance to be harmed. In a case of life mirroring his thoughts, Aodhan felt his heart skip a beat when Sister Aurelie let out a cry of surprise and alarm; the Eagle Templar was up, and charging the cat with his broadsword in talon.


  Focusing as much as he dared on Aurelie’s confrontation, Aodhan’s attention was actually pulled completely from his foe as the cat sprang high into the air, using the halberd like a pole to vault upward, catching the Eagle by complete surprise. Although the Templar raised his sword to guard against the downward swing, the cat’s momentum and added weight powered right through the weapon, and Sister Aurelie’s halberd buried itself blade-first into the Eagle’s skull.


  Aodhan’s attention went immediately back to the Rhino, who had also paused to watch the cat’s acrobatic prowess. Their eyes met at that moment, and combat continued as if it had never ended. The two continued to exchange blows, and, despite the wolf’s eagerness to end the fight quickly with a decisive strike, Aodhan was forced to remain on the defensive due to the Rhino’s aggressiveness. To make matters worse, the Hunters were reloading, ready to concentrate fire on another member of the group… but they never got the chance.


  “Kena!” shouted a voice in the tribesmen language, the call to attack. The cry was echoed by the sound of a war horn… which identified the tribe immediately; Aodhan watched out of the corner of his eye as sections of the grasses and shrubs rolled away from the ground and numerous cervine warriors rose up from their shallow hiding pits.


  “Tribals!” shouted one of the hunters… the Hound, it sounded like. In unison, the still-mounted crossbowmen turned to face the newest threat, weapons cocked and at the ready… but not one of the five had a chance to fire before the Yew Tribes’ bows sang their own song of death. The Wolf, Hound, and Human Hunter each fell out of their saddles, dead before they hit the ground. The ferret managed to duck down, using his steed for cover, and held tight as it fled off back into the grass lands. Of the five Hunters, only the Tiger remained alive and present, though he had two arrows in him regardless.


  “Friends!” Aodhan shouted, using the Tribal word ‘hamahni’ to identify to the deer that he and his party meant no harm. The Yew Tribe didn’t appear to need tge reminder, as all of their arrows were aimed at the Church men… and most of those strikes found their targets. Stepping away from the Rhino, who suddenly had more to worry about than one wolf, Aodhan went immediately to Aurelie and knocked the halberd from the cat’s grasp.


  “What are you—” Sister Aurelie objected, having been so focused on the blade imbedded in the Eagle’s head, then paused, apparently noticing the deer for the first time. After that, the cat had no problem relinquishing a hold on the weapon, “Oh.”


  Despite the appearance of the dozen tribesmen, the remaining trackers from the Church refused to give up the fight… and Aodhan noticed it before the cat, “Saury!” he shouted, bowled out of the way by the Rhino as the armored Templar charged. The wolf hit the ground hard, going into a roll to bring himself up to his feet. He spun around at the ready, heart frozen in terror at the thought of what he’d see had become of Aurelie… but the imagined images tearing at his mind were not what he encountered.


  The cat and the Templar both stood, but their positions had been juxtaposed. The Rhino remained facing in the direction of his charge, and Aurelie had turned to face him, standing behind the imposing Templar. It wasn’t until the Rhino fell to one knee that Aodhan realized that the blades he’d stuck in the man’s back were gone. The Rhino wavered where he knelt, unmoving, as if stunned, and didn’t so much as turn around.


  Aurelie’s paws, covered in blood, remained at her sides. A single, thick drop of the liquid fell from the cat’s index finger; the Rhino dropped to his other kneee as a fresh cascade of red poured from his neck. A second drop joined the first on the ground beneath the cat’s paw; the Rhino landed on his side, rolling onto his back as another spray of blood was sent arcing into the air, and that’s when Aodhan saw that both of his blades were imbedded into the man’s throat. A third drop fell from Aurelie’s digits; the third and final jet of blood from the Rhino was far weaker than the prior two, and was joined by a faint gurgle… then nothing.


  Aodhan remained oblivious to the exact specifics of the split-second exchange between the two combatants, but he realized that no answer would be forthcoming… not with the fight still raging on around them. Only three of the Church’s lackeys remained, although it didn’t seem to be making the battle any easier. The Inquisitor, seemingly invulnerable, strode away from the unmoving body of Sister Antoinette and, with barely a thought, added a deer to the number on the ground, knocking the tribesman’s attack aside with one swipe from his weapon, and following it up by tearing the man’s throat out with his claws.


  The Tiger hunter, having been dismounted by the volley of arrows, still fought on, even with two shafts sticking out of his shoulder. Cruff had taken up a defensive position with Rhys near where Friar Arlowe had fallen, and Aodhan was surprised to catch a glimpse of the old Raccoon Dog fighting along beside them. Although none of the three had the skills of a warrior and their stances were all wrong, the strength of numbers allowed them to fend off the tiger readily, and, even though none seemed eager to strike back at their attacker, they seemed to be doing well enough defending against him. Taking no more time to calculate his options, Aodhan charged to help the deer with the Inquisitor; Aurelie was right beside him.


  The Tribesmen surrounding the Inquisitor had more than just his sword and claws to contend with, however, and the cloaked dragon’s tail managed to trip up one of them. Just as Aodhan and Aurelie closed the circle around him, the Inquisitor tore his cloak loose and threw it into the face of one of the more aggressive bucks. He followed that up a moment later by spreading his large, green wings. With a powerful leap and a strong flap, the man launched into the air, forcing the tribesmen around him to cover their faces from the down blast of wind.


  At first Aodhan thought that the Inquisitor meant to retreat… but, instead, he simply circled around, rivulets of liquid fire dribbling down from his maw. The wolf opened his muzzle to shout a warning he knew would be too late, but a weight struck him from the side as Aurelie took him to the ground, both hurtling to the side as the Inquisitor unleashed an enormous gout of flame down upon them all. The cat’s quick thinking left them unharmed, but at least half of the deer were caught in the worst of the inferno.


  “You have embraced Hell, Heathens!” the Inquisitor shouted, “And so Hell now embraces y—!” his trite promises of damnation were cut short as a fresh volley of Yew Tribe arrows sought him out in the air, and, while most were easily evaded, enough found their mark that he was brought down. Aodhan’s heart dared to hope for a moment when the dragon landed hard… but the Inquisitor still managed to find his footing, and rose up, eyes practically burning in rage… but that fury didn’t last long. Following the distinct plnk of a crossbow, one of the Dragon’s eyes opened wide—the other was filled by a quarrel. Vic, laying on the ground, dropped the empty crossbow as his body finally gave out.


  The Yew Tribe rallied again, forcing the last hunter away from the priest, monk, and acolyte. They dispatched him with the clean efficiency that only a tribal war band could manage. Aodhan was ready to move and greet the buck that appeared to be leading them, but his plan was interrupted by a cry of anguish from Aurelie. Turning to regard the cat, the wolf watched as the Sister ran to where Antoinette lay on the ground; Aodhan could tell even from that distance that she would not be getting back up. The gorilla whispered something softly to the young Sister, then lay still.


  The next minutes were a blur as the wolf was forced to put his emotions aside and deal with what had to be done. Taking stock of the remainder of the group, Aodhan made certain that everyone knew the deer were not to be trifled with, and all weapons were immediately stowed. He checked on Friar Arlowe who, as it turned out, was one of the least injured members of the party; the holy text he had stored in his breast pocket took the quarrel meant for his heart. Cruff and Rhys had taken a fair share of injuries… some a little more severe than others, but nothing life threatening. Aodhan’s ribs hurt from where he’d been shouldered by the rhino, but Aurelie—


  Aurelie! The wolf finished his assessment and ran quickly to the cat’s side. Sister Aurelie lay atop the unmoving gorilla, crying over her. Aodhan swallowed the tightness in his throat and knelt down beside the cat, reaching a paw out rest on his dear friend’s shoulder. Aurelie spoke between sobs, “She… asked us to help… the Sisters.”


  Paw still on the grieving cat, the wolf glanced around. The Yew Tribe were taking stock of their losses even as two of their number spoke with Friar Arlowe. Rhys and Cruff where kneeling beside Vic and, based on their expressions, Aodhan knew the news was not good; when the Rat began speaking Last Rights, he was sure of it. They had all but failed against a Church hunting party, and then, only managed to survive thanks to the timely intervention of the deer.


  “She asked us to help the Sisters.” Aurelie spoke again, voice a little stronger; it held within it the stubborn defiance that Aodhan had come to know as iconic to his childhood friend, “We have to help them.”


  Aodhan’s gaze lingered on the sight of Vic; Cruff was crossing the fox-coon’s paws over his chest, placing a small pocket book beneath them. He glanced down to Sister Antoinette, far more peaceful in death than he ever could have recalled seeing her before. The wolf was not one to give in to hopelessness, but the prospect of saving the envoys from the Sisters Divine seemed near impossible. He looked back to Aurelie, the cat’s vibrant, intense gaze staring right back at him. Aodhan nodded; “We will.”


  Chapter 3c, Making Friends (pt 1)


  Fleeing under the cover of night was not a feasible option considering the fact that The Order Of Blades attacked the safe house during the morning. Rather than rely on stealth or subterfuge, Wiesen elected the much more direct route of losing any followers: pure and unadulterated use of speed. He smiled to himself as he sat at his work desk, remembering fondly the scream that emerged from Sada who, apparently, was not used to a steam transport.


  Unlike most of the horseless carriages found among the higher class citizens of Lehsunia, Weisen’s was not crafted by the Motorized Transportation Union… in fact, most of the components within it were in direct opposition to the regulations with which the MTU constructed their carriages—just one of the benefits of creating it in his own workshop. The exact specifications of Wiesen’s custom carriage were known to nobody other than himself… which was precisely how he preferred it.


  Once his traveling companion’s initial surprise at the get-up-and-go of their mode of travel had passed, she began issuing directions to the dragon on where and how to get to the safest place for the group to recover. It was not an easy path to follow, especially because they were forced to reroute more than once due to the carriage’s size—some alleys just couldn’t accommodate it. The otter did go as far as to subtly comment about how she never seemed to have this trouble with other men’s carriages, to which the dragon offered with just as much subtlety that he always seemed to have exactly this much trouble with most women’s alleys.


  They did get there, ultimately, and Wiesen was very pleased with the spot she had chosen. The entrance to the structure involved dropping below street level into what appeared to be a modified section of unused sewer beneath Newport. In addition to having more than enough space to store his transport, the large, hall-like open spaces provided ample arrangements to care for the ailing members of the party. Not only that, but the base of operations came fully stocked with support… from a rather unexpected source: priests. Still, they had been among the clergy for three days, and were welcome.


  It felt strange to be back within the confines of a church, even if it wasn’t the Church, but he had to admit that it was a far cry from the Cathedral where he once held sway as a Templar. Stranger still, of course, was the fact that holy site where they hid was entirely underground… an enigma among an organization which prided itself on making its presence obvious. That too, however, was explained by Sada.


  The caretakers, as it turned out, were fine, God-loving people. They were pious, and well-meaning, and eagerly aided the injured party without a second thought. Sada spent her time speaking with the man and woman to whom Weisen assumed everyone else reported. Within a matter of hours the dragon had to admit that the place, despite the secrecy of its hidden location, did have the expected feel of the Church. He found out not long thereafter that, oddly enough, all the people present were being hunted by the Church… the very institution they had all served. The parallels were not lost to the Dragon.


  The hosts did a fine job of making him feel welcome, and it was obvious that they already knew Sada. According to the otter, she and the underground community took turns caring for one another; she assisted them with funding and they kept an eye on her. They didn’t berate her for her occupation and she weathered through most of their sermons and hymns; in fact, according to one of the underground church’s brothers, they even managed to get her to join in on one or two. It was an imperfect union for an imperfect world… which made it a perfect fit. The thought made Weisen smile.


  The dragon sat up in his chair, taking a break from his work as he thought back over the past few days. He let out a deep breath and he slowly raised the magnification goggles up from his eyes to rest around his head, secured with the elastic band that held them to his face. Weisen rubbed the back of his neck, rolling his shoulders as his talons located the long, jagged scars over either shoulder blade. It had been nearly ten years since he received them, but they had yet to feel better… physically or emotionally.


  Most of the Wisen’s scars were never seen, thanks to the Templar armor he was almost always wearing but, during the moments when he chose to work on devices, he found that the heavy plate hampered his ability with the finer instruments… and it was during that time when he finally began to feel his age. Although the majority of scars adorning his body were visible, the vast majority were superficial… except for those where his wings had once been… but he continued to remind himself that it had been necessary.


  Shaking the cobwebs of his past out of his head like the strain he shook from his arms, the dragon focused back on his work. Weisen lowered the goggles over his eyes again and picked up the minute instruments he’d need to finish up the work on the fine mechanisms of his project. His work was interrupted by the soft rap of knuckles on the workroom’s open door.


  “I didn’t even know the priests had place for tinkering set up back here.” Sada’s voice was a mix of curiosity carefully hidden within pleasant chit-chat.


  Weisen stood and turned to face the otter; despite his work, he was a gentleman, and a gentleman did not ignore a lady, “They did not.” the dragon announced, making certain he was facing her head-on—in addition to being a gentleman, he didn’t want Sada asking any questions about his scars; the wrong questions could become dangerous, “I brought all of this with me and the Brothers were kind enough to let me set up shop.”


  “Not precisely the Church you’re used to, Templar?” her tone was playfully chiding, and without accusation.


  “It was always said that the First Herald was the greatest among them.” Weisen announced, paraphrasing the scriptures so often spoken at the Church functions, “But the Dragon was not the only one.”


  Sada smiled, taking a seat on a stool by the door, crossing her legs, “Each exemplifying a divine trait found among good men, if I remember the teachings correctly.” she leaned forward, placing her elbow on her top knee, showing (most likely on purpose) a fair amount of cleavage thanks to the low cut of her gown, “I forget… which did Vigo the Dragon preach?”


  Weisen let out a sigh, fighting to keep from rolling his eyes, as he had an idea where the otter was going with the line of questioning. It wasn’t hard to tell that she already knew the answer, “Pride.”


  “Also known as Vanity… which…” she tapped the end of her muzzle in theatrical show of deep thought, “…is also…” she raised an eyebrow, “…a sin?”


  The dragon nodded, “Which would be considered highly circumspect, until you realize that, according to scripture, Dragons may be Prideful without being Vain.” he let his scaled lips part in a smirk, “So, it becomes as clear as mud that we Dragons are not preaching hypocrisy, but, rather, are merely the most perfect race in the kingdoms.”


  “And that served Mehnzil so well during the great war.” Sada’s grin widened.


  “As equally well as convincing me to remain in their service.” Weisen’s smile disappeared, “Though they fared much better at becoming the defining religious power.”


  “They did manage to eliminate almost every other order, didn’t they?” the otter’s pleasant mood likewise dissolved. It was evident that their conversation of the Church had come to an end. To replace it, her small ears perked up and she craned her neck, “What is it you’re working on, by the way?” she inquired.


  “Just a project.” the dragon spoke, still facing the otter and using his body to block the work bench, “Surely you must be aware that an artist does not like his work seen before it is complete?”


  Sada did not appear to be an otter that took false pretenses to heart but, for whatever reason, she seemed inclined to humor him, “Well then, Mister Artist… do not keep a lady waiting… that is also bad form.” and, with little more to be said, she showed herself out. Weisen did not for one moment think that she wouldn’t return.


  * * * * * *


  It was another three days, and five visits from Sada before Weisen would focus on anything beside his special project. In that time most of the group of scholars he’d run into at the apartment had come to. The priests of the underground church knew the art of healing and, the dragon was pleased to see, also supplemented it with elements of herbalism, alchemy, and even chemistry. He was further astounded when he found out that several of the brothers had learned the craft from the University of Progressive Though, which was, to Weisen, quite surprising.


  Joshew was the first to awaken, having been least harmed. The priests caring for him were concerned that he was blind, but, once he found out that they were servants of God, the scholar was quick to shrug them off and tell them that the Church might have been able to do something about it once, but that time had long since passed. All in all the human was nowhere close to thankful for their assistance and seemed, by all accounts, to be as warm with them as a frozen-over pond.


  Shortly after he regained the ability to move on his own, Joshew demanded to be shown to where Roland was located. The Wolf-Dog had yet to regain consciousness, but the human scholar had stayed by his side the whole time, refusing to let the priests provide any aid to him beside fetching things he required. Wiesen admired the human’s dedication to his friend, but he found the distrust and dislike of those willing and eager to help to be most off-putting. Although Roland was still alive, he had yet to regain consciousness, and the Priests had grown increasingly concerned that his injuries may have been the most severe out of everyone.


  Alvis was the next to recover, and had made quite a fuss about being surrounded by so many people when he first came to. All but one of the priests had left, and the young coyote had spent hours calming and reassuring the on-edge mongrel. Since that time, the youthful priest had barely left the scholar’s side… which was a good thing in Wiesen’s mind since Alvis seemed to be the kind of Dog that really needed a babysitter.


  Inigo had spent nearly four days under the care of the priests, and another two recovering enough that he could stand. Unlike Joshew, the bat was quite grateful for their aid… perhaps a little too grateful, and he made excellent inroads toward earning his independence with offers for ‘repayment’. The bat, like Joshew, had someone to take care of once his own wounds were treated. When he was given leave to be up and about, Inigo had spent his time by Alarice’s side up to and including that very morning, when she had finally awakened.


  Alarice had introduced herself as Patricia Arnhart… one of many names, the Dragon would have assumed. It was obvious based on initial observations (not to mention the snippets of conversation Weisen had overheard) that the woman was not ‘with’ the scholars, per se, which left her as much of an enigma as if they had been a cohesive group, if not more so. What Weisen couldn’t fully comprehend was why UPU scholars of fine moral compass would be cavorting around with a woman of likely dubious origin. The explanation in part, he’d guess, would have something to do with the explosion in Newport the day before he’d run into the motley crew.


  That quandary, he realized, would have to wait for the right time to be answered… not only because he didn’t have enough information, but because his project was finally ready to be completed. Pulling his goggles off and setting them down on the work bench, Weisen took a deep breath, feeling accomplished as he gazed upon his almost-finished creation. Although it wasn’t his finest, or most complicated, it was made in less-than-ideal conditions, and it was still finely crafted.


  Seated on the work bench, as if perched, was a delicate talon-crafted dragonfly. The tiny piece of art was scarcely larger than the dragon’s thumb-claw, but still contained such detail as to be nearly indistinguishable at any distance from a living one. The wings, he had crafted from thinly shaven crystal, supported by gossamer-like strands of silver wire. The metallic insect’s body was formed of reconstituted opal powder, providing it with an organic-like incadescent shimmer. Throughout the entire construct were infinitely tiny gears, crafted with the greatest of care, and possible only thanks to Weisen’s magnification goggles.


  “Well… as fantastic as I had imagined.” the dragon crooned softly to his creation, picking up a tiny silver key, barely the thickness of a toothpick. He lowered it down, placing it securely in the carefully hidden keyhole positioned between the insect’s body segments and, with as much care as when he had crafted it, Weisen gently turned the key one complete rotation… and then drew it out.


  The moment the dragon stroked a finger across the dragonfly’s multifaceted emerald eye, it began ticking ever-so-faintly; the construct’s wings began vibrating so quickly that the buzz drowned it out. Weisen wasn’t content until the clockwork insect rose into the air, hovering in front of him. His attention, however, didn’t remain on the dragonfly for long.


  “You have an amazing gift.” a voice spoke from the doorway to the workshop, forcing the dragon to swivel around on his stool. Standing just within the room was Alvis, still patched up, bandages wrapped around his forehead, abdomen, and right arm.


  Alternating between being pleased at the opportunity to show off his work and frustrated that he was being spied upon, Weisen held his talon up; the dragonfly landed in it obediently. “Are you feeling better?” the dragon asked.


  “The… the men outside…”


  “The priests?” Weisen questioned.


  The mongrel was apparently disinclined to refer to them by their profession, “They said you… you’re a Templar…” he took a step closer, “Is that true?”


  “It was.” the dragon confirmed.


  “Did…” again the young dog paused, “…your back…”


  “What about it?” the tinkerer questioned flatly.


  “All the Church dragons I’ve ever seen have had… uh…”


  “Wings?” despite Weisen’s wish to avoid coming across as hostile, the word still fell from his maw with all the acidity of a cauldron of lye.


  Alvis recoiled at the growled word, “I… just…” and he quickly showed himself out.


  The dragon let out a deep breath, gazing down at the dragonfly in his grasp. He opened his talon, and the clockwork insect rose into the air once again. All of the questions that the people he brought to the underground church were not to his advantage. Everything he went through for the sake of the Church had meant nothing when it had really counted, and yet he still couldn’t come to surrender his deepest secrets.


  Gazing up at the hovering dragonfly, Weisen swallowed the taste of ozone that had been gathering in his throat. So many people beyond the Church knew of the fire the holiest of Dragons were capable of producing in what was called God’s Breath… but they didn’t understand the real truth… not all of it. Reaching up for the dragonfly, he let it land on his index finger, crystalline wings flexing and relaxing as it balanced comfortably there. Most people would say God’s Breath was fire… but that was because even fewer Dragons ever gained anything more than that. Weisen had God’s Breath… but he did not breathe fire.


  A soft, roiling fog began to pour out between Weisen’s teeth, and he tried to fight it back but, in the end, he was unsuccessful. Closing his eyes, the Dragon felt the pain inside manifest as his body did what it willed, and he exhaled a roiling mass of vapor, glowing softly as it surrounded the clockwork dragonfly. As if being inhaled, the mists seeped into the mechanism and, moments later, the insect took off, flying of its own volition, and no longer a toy for him to control.


  The dragon lowered his head, raising his talon to his face as he wiped his eyes dry. He had been a tool of the Church for decades, doing their bidding, and sacrificing to maintain the secrecy of what he could do from anyone outside the divine walls. Weisen had built for the Church, and he had destroyed for the Church. He had made, and he had unmade. The Dragon had been a Templar but, ultimately, he was little more than a tool… no different to them than the fantastic things he could make with his talons… or his breath.


  Weisen was done with that life, but that life was not done with him. He could feel no remorse for the life he had lived, but still felt sorrow for the one that could have been his. Refusing to let more tears form, the dragon stood, and held out a talon; the dragonfly returned to him. It was not truly alive, but it was still far more than what it had been… and it would remain loyal even if it was its own being. Tucking his creation into a satchel, the dragon made for the exit to the workshop.


  The Church of Mehnzil had failed on many levels, and if he had been responsible for any of that then it would only be proper if he helped make things right. He had come to Newport for a reason, and, even though he was required to take a detour, he could not avoid his path forever. Approaching the nearest member of the clergy, he bowed his head to the nun, “Sister… I am in need of aid.”


  “Of course, Brother.” the sheep rested a hand on his arm, “How may I help?”


  “I’m looking for someone.”


  “Then I will help if I can.” she smiled reassuringly, “Who are you seeking?”


  Weisen took a breath, having feared speaking to anyone about it for the longest time… but, among the people of this church, he felt that he could, “A dragon… red scales… his name is Kesst.”


  “And why do you seek him, Brother?” the ewe inquired.


  That question took some time for the white dragon to answer… when he finally did, it was in a quiet tone—almost a whisper, “He is my son.”


  Chapter 3a, “By the Spirits” (pt 2)


  Gift-of-the-Earth enjoyed his quiet breakfast with his daughter. Keiara spent most if it talking about this-or-that… the usual way of a young woman without a husband… which she was… and had been… for over three years. Unlike most fathers, however, the trader was not concerned with the fact that his daughter remained unmarried for so long; she had always been a free spirit… much like her mother.


  He finished chewing the acorn cake in his muzzle before he swallowed, and brought his daughter’s casual rambling back to an important topic, “Did you find time to practice your Stone Tribe tongue with the human?”


  Her mischievous smile was not entirely unexpected, “Some, father… it was the night of a ritual, after all.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth consumed another acorn cake while she gave her excuses, and took another moment to chew it carefully before sending it down to join the first already in his stomach, “There is time before… or after… even between… Daughter, do not tell me that you did not exchange at least a few words with the man… how do you ever expect to practice their tongue if you do not speak it?”


  Keiara’s smile grew wider, and switched over to the Stone Tribe language for her next comment, “We did speak some, father… and Nih-kol-us spetd some time showing me how the Stone Tribe tongue works.”


  The trader did not need to see the expression she hid behind her ceramic cup to realize that her words could have signified a number of things… specifically because she chose to speak it in a language where ‘tongue’ had more than one meaning. He eyed another one of the small cakes, but said what he had to say before picking it up, “I see…” and that one too went the way of its brothers.


  His daughter continued her search for information, picking up where she left off before breakfast with more questions about the group of Stone Tribesmen “Will they be staying with us long, Father?”


  Gift-of-the-Earth swallowed his newest mouthful, “I do not know, Daughter. That is for the Shaman to decide.”


  “Are they going to continue as guests, or will you invite them to stay with us? If you have traveled with them then you may claim the right of—”


  The trader cut her off, “I know what I can claim, Keiara.”


  She sat back in her seat, looking over the collection of food that she had barely even touched, “I would like to learn more about them… and I think they would be better off learning more about us. Do you think the Shaman will allow them to stay with us here in the village, or will he send them along?”


  Gift-of-the-Earth sighed, wiping his paw off on his knee before turning to regard his daughter, repeating his earlier statement, “Whether they stay or not is for the Shaman to decide… you can ask me if there will be fish this season, or when the elk will return to the valley, but I could not answer the first as well as the river, or the second as well as the vale.” He stood slowly, grabbing one final acorn cake as he did so, “Know where best to direct your questions, Daughter… I will be back soon.”


  She smiled, offering a wave of her paw, and the customary parting phrase among the women, “I will wait for you.” and she finally decided to start eating breakfast. He smiled to himself when she started in on it with purpose.


  Having already visited the Shaman that morning, Gift-of-the-Earth knew that the bear was ready and waiting for the Stone Tribe guests. The dragon, Kesst, was already with him, and it would be the trader’s responsibility to get the rest of them. Although they had been invited to his daughter’s home, his traveling companions had chosen instead to eat breakfast with Roaring-Flood. The fisherman had a way with people, so it was hardly surprising. The black bear’s loud voice boomed from within the walls of the hut; Gift-of-the-Earth assumed he was most likely telling one of his only-mostly-true stories.


  The trader approached the entrance and waited for a break in the tale before gently tapping the wooden frame three times. Once he was certain he heard silence he called in, “Hello, Friend Roaring-Flood!”


  The large fisherman shouted out heartily, “Hello Friend Gift-of-the-Earth! Come in! We were wondering when you would join us!”


  The trader stepped into the building and looked around at the gathering. Nicholas was given a place of respect directly to Roaring-Flood’s side… most likely because, according to the human, they both had respect for fish… or something of the sort—the specifics had been lost to the bear in translation. An empty place by the fire pit across from Nicholas was most likely where Kesst the dragon had been sitting; Gift-of-the-Earth took note that nobody seemed to pay it any mind.


  Tobias sat directly across from Roaring-Flood, a position honoring the host of the home seeing as it left the antelope as the one closest to the door, and he greeted the trader respectfully as he passed, “Hello, Friend Gift-of-the-Earth.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth responded in kind, “Hello, Friend Tobias.”


  “Some day you’re going to have to teach me greetings, Tobias.” Theo stated in the Stone Tribe tongue. The ermine had a spot between Nicholas and Tobias, while Sanmer was seated directly on one Roaring-Flood’s knees. The fisherman was paw-feeding the fox a whole smoked Silver-Finger.


  Gift-of-the-Earth had never particularly enjoyed Silver-Fingers… he found the small fish’s texture too soft.


  Roaring-Flood spoke up, using the Stone Tribe’s words for the benefit of his guests, “Come! Sit! You will join us for food and story!”


  Sanmer took the Silver-Finger right out of Roaring-Flood’s grasp using a combination of his lips and tongue; Gift-of-the-Earth noticed that there was far more contact than necessary. It made the trader wonder if the big fisherman had finally found a willing participant for the rituals. Clearing his throat, Gift-of-the-Earth realized it would be up to him to bring focus back to the group, “The Shaman is ready to meet with you.”


  Nicholas looked up from his bowl, “Ready… as in… right now?”


  Gift-of-the-Earth nodded, “Yes. Now.”


  Roaring-Flood’s muzzle was a mask of confusion for a moment as his mind caught up; although the big fisherman spoke some of the Stone Tribe language, it wasn’t nearly as half as good as the trader’s… and Gift-of-the-Earth was only barely skilled at it. When Roaring-Flood did manage to decipher the topic of discussion he spoke up in The People’s tongue, “They are going to see the Shaman?”


  Tobias addressed the fisherman’s question, “Yes. Gift-of-the-Earth is speaking for us.”


  The trader stood his ground as the fisherman turned to regard him, “We caught in fire, and these Stone Tribe saved my life.”


  Roaring-Flood’s rounded ears perked up, “You could have given them Favor, and sent them along… isn’t that the way of their people?”


  The antelope smiled, “We are not looking for Favor, Friend Roaring-Flood… if we were we could have that at home. I am looking to learn more about your people…” Tobias cleared his throat, covering his muzzle with a cloth before coughing.


  Gift-of-the-Earth rested a paw on the door frame, “And releasing the hold the Spirits of Fire have on him.”


  The prong horn nodded, “That too.”


  The expression on Nicholas’ face had continued to slide further toward displeased at each word not spoken in the Stone Tribe tongue, and he took the opportunity to address it, “Most of us here don’t have any idea what yer all sayin’… ya know?’


  Roaring-Flood fed another Silver Finger to Sanmer, who accepted it happily like a little cub. The fisherman then relocated the fox to the ground and stood, still speaking in the language of The People, as if Nicholas hadn’t bothered objecting, “If they saved you, then I would stand with them too… What say you, Brother?”


  Tobias paused, then glanced back to the rest of the Stone Tribe, speaking in their language, “They’re brothers…”


  Theo looked confused, “Like… brother brothers, or more like—”


  The antelope answered before the ermine could finish the question, “Family brothers. That’s the only meaning of ‘Rost’ in their tongue.”


  Nicholas set his empty bowl aside, “Yeah? Well in Common ‘rost’ is what you clean offa metal that got wet.”


  Roaring-Flood didn’t seem to mind the banter; he embraced it instead, “Yes… Gift-of-Earth isa brother. We share … ah… what is a word? …Rohn.”


  Tobias answered for him, “Father.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth nodded, “Yes. We have different mothers, but we have the same father.”


  The antelope was quick to add in his own words, “Among the tribesmen that is not a mark of shame or of concern… they do not have the same marriage rituals as we do.”


  The human finally started to smile again, “Well… that’s another thing they have goin’ for em then, isn’t it?”


  Sanmer’s smile only grew, “I’m sold. Where do I sign?”


  Roaring-Flood was obviously confused, turning to Gift-of-the-Earth to ask, “What is it they are saying?”


  The trader shook his head, “Nothing important.”


  Once everyone had gathered up their few belongings, Gift-of-the-Earth led the procession out of the hut. Tobias remained near the trader along with Theo while Sanmer walked alongside Roaring-Flood, who remained at the back of the group. Between them was Nicholas, who only finally realized that someone was missing, “Hey… where’s Kesst?”


  Gift-of-the-Earth was ready with an answer, “He is already with the Shaman… come.”


  Chapter 3b, The Prodigy (pt 2)


  Friar Arlowe stood quietly by Cruffington’s side, saying nothing as they witnessed the quick ceremony performed by Brother Rhys. Although the rat was not traditionally a speaker at funerals, the monk could think of no one better for it, and the priest was happy to do what he could. The ritual and accompanied words were no longer than the time it took for Sister Aurelie and Aodhan build a bonfire.


  Although it was tradition to bury the dead, it had always been said that God understood the need to burn bodies if a holy site was not accessible. While a funeral pyre was usually reserved for battlefields and sailors at sea visiting desert islands, Friar Arlow would have liked to have thought that God would have an understanding for their situation, and silently prayed that Vic would find peace.


  The fox-coon had been a fine young man, and there was no reason that Friar Arlowe could see as to why he deserved such a fate. Of course, the monk was not above the understanding that people did not always get what they deserved and, on far too many occasions, what they did receive was certainly not fair. Life, he acknowledged, was not fair, and, as he remained by his son’s side, Brother Rhys finished his prayers and set fire to the collection of wood that held the body of Vic Ventor.


  Cruff, the monk noted, held his own council, simply staring at the flames that engulfed the body of his companion. The young raccoon dog did not whimper and did not weep; he stood passively, watching as the purifying flames scoured Vic’s mortal coil. Even when everyone else looked away, Cruff continued to stare and, nearly an hour later, as the fires finally began to die down, did he speak up, barely a whisper, “The Church just keeps taking.”


  During the time the two raccoon dogs stood watching Vic’s pyre, Aodhan and Brother Rhys took the time to build a second bed of wood while Sister Aurelie did her own version of the Last Rights, somewhat different than the ones the monk had learned, most likely the version more normally used among those from Trevossier. Once the wooden platform was constructed it took Aodhan, Rhys, and Aurelie to heft the enormous gorilla atop it. Although it was the responsibility of speaker of the last rights to administer the flame to the pyre, Sister Aurelie collapsed into tears and so Aodhan took over. Arlowe was surprised when the wolf even managed to recite the final lines on Aurelie’s behalf. The wolf had continued to astound the raccoon dog on many occasions, but it didn’t register as strongly as it might have; the monk was approached by one of the deer.


  The tribesmen had remained patiently with the group as the last rights were spoken, but the older buck addressing him hinted in his tone that they didn’t plan to remain around forever. He motioned to the bodies of the church’s hunters, all joined together where the tribals had placed themin a large flame, “There are more of these men not far from here… they will see the fire.” The man spoke with a distinct accent, but his grasp of common was good enough.


  Aodhan had spoken with the deer on the party’s behalf and had somehow convinced the tribals to take the group to safety. As the monk looked around at the many warriors, he suddenly realized that their numbers were dwindling; during the prayers some of them had probably left, “Just a few more minutes…” the raccoon dog requested, “We will be ready to go soon.”


  Aodhan came over, leaving Brother Rhys to console Sister Aurelie. The wolf cleared his throat, “No… we should now.”


  The deer with graying fur regarded Aodhan and spoke to the wolf in the tribal tongue. Aodhan shook his head in response, offering up some words of his own. Although Friar Arlowe knew scarcely more than a pawful of words in the strange language, he had a feeling that the two were discussing what would come next. Glancing to his son still standing beside Vic’s pyre, the monk shook his head and interjected, holding up a paw, “Just five more minutes… please… just five more.”


  Aodhan exchanged another set of words with the buck, who nodded, and went back to his men. The wolf regarded the monk, “I am sorry, Friar Arlowe… but if we stay any longer more people will be at risk… we must go.”


  The raccoon dog nodded and sighed, “I will get my son.”


  * * * * * *


  The group was on the road two minutes later; they had barely had time to pack and their campsite was left completely abandoned without even an attempt to clean it. The majority of the tribals still with them led the way, followed by Aodhan. The wolf spread his time between talking with the deer closest to him in the strange tribal language and comforting Sister Aurelie, who leaned against him for support in ways more than physical; the cat was still completely inconsolable, and changed between issuing soft, mournful words, and being overcome with tears.


  Next in line was Friar Arlowe himself, accompanied by his son. Although the monk was able to travel under his own power, he had to admit that the lack of a night’s rest was starting to take its toll, but he was far more concerned for his son. Cruffington trudged along beside him, looking nowhere but forward. In one paw he clutched what appeared to be a ribbon bookmark, one he’d claimed several days previous had been a gift from Vic—his other paw carried the branch that the fox-coon had been using as a walking stick. By all accounts, Cruff looked like he was in shock… or, hopefully, just lost in his own thoughts.


  Behind the two raccoon-dogs was Brother Rhys, accompanied by one of the young tribal bucks… the only one who didn’t appear to carry any weapons. He had introduced himself to the rat as Ulit Amih, and then explained it meant ‘Runs-on-Air’ in the common tongue. The two spoke quietly as they traveled, and seemed, by all accounts, to get along well enough.


  Although the tribal’s grasp of the common tongue was not perfect, the two made do, partly because of Brother Rhy’s patience as much as Runs-on-Air’s enthusiasm. Their conversation got much deeper when the buck inquired about what a priest did, and asked about Brother Rhy’s god. The rat’s answers were from scripture and prayer, and ones that Friar Arlowe had heard hundreds of times, and so the discussion ceased holding his interest.


  What the monk did find interesting, however, was the group of deer following along behind them. While they were not always visible, the raccoon dog was able to catch sight of them now-and-again, running into and out of the moonlight, using the forest for cover. It was during one such study of the deer that Aodhan joined him, and surprised the monk by asking a rather simple question, “Are you alright, Friar?”


  Arlowe turned to regard the wolf and slowly shook his head, “I have not been right for some time, Aodhan… no.”


  The wolf matched his pace, continuing the conversation, “The Church is doing wrong.”


  The raccoon dog shook his head again, “No… men are doing wrong. Whether a man is a cobbler, a tailor, a sailor, or a priest, we all have the capacity to do wrong… but the men who are responsible for this are doing so at levels beyond all reason.”


  Aodhan walked with him in silence. The monk looked back to the deer following along behind them. Despite having watched them for over an hour he still couldn’t figure out exactly how many were out there. The wolf caught his attention with what came across as something similar to a chant ora single line out of a missal, “Like the spirits of the forest, I am one.”


  The raccoon dog turned again to Aodhan before spekaing, “That sounded almost like a prayer… what is that?”


  The wolf glanced back to the deer, “The men following us are scouts, called ‘Nyeora’, or ‘Phantoms’. They pray to the gods every time they leave the villages. I do not know the entire prayer, but that is the final line… at least, that is the best way to translate it.” his eyes found their way back to the monk, “The most skilled among them could walk right behind you without you ever knowing that he is there.”


  Friar Arlowe nodded, letting the reference of the pagan gods go without rebuke, choosing instead to focus on a different thing the wolf had said, “They say spirits, which is plural… many—and when they say they want to be like the spirits and be one… what does that mean, or is something lost in the difference in languages?”


  Aodhan smiled at the question, “They mean to be one with the land. It is like how there can be many trees, but when we talk about them all we talk about the forest… one thing is actually many things brought together.”


  Cruff spoke up from the side, “So… they want to blend in?”


  The wolf nodded, “Yes… and no. They want to become part of the forest like a tree, so yes, they want to be able to hide… but it means more than that; they want their spirit—their essence to become part of it.”


  The younger raccoon dog smiled without humor to the expression, “Might want to keep your voice down if you keep talking about stuff like that… Brother Rhys wouldn’t be too happy hearing it, I’d bet.”


  Friar Arlowe rested a paw on his son’s shoulder, “ ‘Answer all questions truthfully—it is no man’s place to decide—’ ”


  Cruff sighed, finishing the recitation of the verse for his father, “ ‘—what another man wants to hear.’ I know… I know…”


  Aodhan smiled at the exchange, “From my time learning with the sisters one of the greatest lessons was that we must be able to find the wisdoms taught to us in all things… while I do not agree with everything the Church has to say, its books are filled with much knowledge… it is just a shame that those who claim to teach it are not themselves its students.”


  The two raccoon dogs looked to one another, and then to the wolf. They ended up speaking in unison, “Amen.”


  Chapter 3c, Making Friends (pt 2)


  Alarice wasn’t able to remember the last time she had willingly stayed somewhere for three days, but, considering that the underground religious sect seemed safe, she made do. The woman didn’t bother counting the days she was unconscious; even after recovering from her near-death experience she realized that she wouldn’t be fit for the streets, and so she buried her impatience and submitted to the care of the priests… and Inigo.


  The bat had seemed near-frantic the afternoon when she had awakened and, according to the head priest, Brother Marteen, Inigo had seemed obsessed over her wellbeing. Of course, once it was determined that she would live, the bat had very quickly returned to his usually crazy-go-lucky attitude and everything after that seemed to be more business-as-usual for him… he even hinted a few times that he hoped she would get better faster so they could get back to more ‘traditional arrangements’.


  Inigio’s antics were not all that unexpected, but what did surprise Alarice was that, out of the entire group, not a single one of them had died. Whether it was pure luck or some divine entity looking down on them, for one reason or another all of the scholars survived. While she would normally have congratulated herself on yet another decisive victory, the fact that she was the second-to-last of the party to awaken left a sour taste in her mouth; it made her feel somehow… lesser.


  Despite spending most of her time recovering, Alarice, nevertheless, also made sure that she was up and about as soon as she could stand. Looked-after and assisted by Inigo, she made the rounds, exploring the secret church until she felt that she had its floor plan memorized. It was hardly as large as the more traditional Mehnzilian variety, but that just made it easier to locate each of the members of her party.


  Sada, as it turned out, was the party’s reason for being among the underground sect. The otter had an agreement of sorts with the renegade religious faction, and that ended up serving the party well. Alarice made a mental note to thank Sada suitably with a reasonably sized financial gift when the opportunity presented itself; if she remained on the otter’s good side it was very likely that they would both be able to benefit from the relationship.


  As far as the scholars went, Alvis was the first to regain consciousness, and had spent the most time among the clergy. From Alarice’s understanding, the mutt was quite open, discussing everything he knew about anything; no topic was off limits and he was happy enough to engage the priests and nuns in conversation all day long. This, of course, only further confirmed to Alarice that her decision to remain mute on all topics with the scholars had been a good one; the young mutt was a security risk.


  Joshew, (and, by association, Roland) was easy to find… Alarice just had to follow the complaints. The blind scholar had spent his days in a combination of caring for the unconscious wolf-dog and complaining about the church. The clergy of the temple, for the most part, were quite understanding and patient… even so, he was doing himself no favors by working as fervently as possible to alienate their hosts, and Alarice elected to resolve that issue as soon as possible… assuming she could find the time. The one major obstacle to free time for the woman (other than healing) was dealing with Weisen.


  The dragon turned out to take up a far greater amount of her waking hours than she normally would have preferred. On the up-side, he wasn’t wasting it—he was a fount of information. After the fight at the apartment, Weisen had managed to take one of the Order prisoner; while the rest of the party had been unconscious, the dragon had taken it upon himself to ‘harvest’ a good amount of information.


  Alarice had not been conscious during the interrogation, but she did catch a glimpse of the body as the priests prepared it for burial. It further reinforced in her mind that the dragon was not one to be trifled with… and it was then that she began to hear rumors about Weisen being an ex-Templar. The thought was a strange one to the woman; it had always been her assumption that there was no such thing as an ex-Templar… and so a rather engaging conversation began between the woman and the dragon.


  She was rather direct, “So, Mr. Weisen… tell me… what is this ‘ex-Templar’ thing everyone is talking about?”


  His answer was exactly the opposite, “There is not much to say… Ms. Arnhart.”


  Alarice didn’t miss the way Weisen emphasized the pseudonym she had provided, “You can just call me Alarice.”


  The dragon blinked, but didn’t say a word. Alarice sighed, “There was no way of knowing who you were—you will have to forgive me if I was not willing to trust the first random dragon who wandered into a secret apartment.”


  Weisen’s smile came easy to him, indicating right away to the woman that his indignation was all an act, “Then perhaps, if you mean to say you trust me now, you might see fit to provide me with your real name?”


  Inigo, who had been walking right beside the woman was quick to speak up, “You just got it. Her name’s Alarice.”


  The white dragon’s smile left, “I very much doubt that… ever since the famed female outlawAlarice Dubois from Trevossier, nobody within the kingdoms that I know of would willingly name their child Alarice… which means, either you’re lying, or you’ve taken it as a title… just like the all of rest before you have done.”


  The bat’s gaze switched off between the human and the dragon, then back to the human before returning his stare to Weisen, “Well she’s been Alarice as long as I’ve known her… so that’s good enough.”


  Alarice smiled sweetly, covering up her concern over how much the dragon knew about her pseudonym.She gestured to Inigo, “Either way, you’ve heard the man… Alarice it has been, so Alarice it shall be.”


  The dragon chuckled, “If I were a betting man, I would wager that you killed the last Alarice…” he paused, picking at one of his teeth casually before continuing, “Tall,Ei’Kaean human woman… short, curly brown hair… just starting to gray when I met her. Pretty though… very pretty.” he nodded thoughtfully, “Green eyes.”


  Alarice chose to call his bluff, though such a feat would require a hint of information from her own reserve, “The Alarice I knew was barely past thirty… long, black hair..brown eyes… and she was from Lehsunia.”


  Weisen raised an eye ridge at the description, “Barely past thirty? Long, black hair?” he tapped a talon on the table where he sat, “Three scars along her right cheek?”


  The human woman took a breath in surprise; how had the dragon known? She didn’t quite like those kinds of quandries, “You know more than you’re letting on…”


  The ex-Templar smiled confidently, “The woman you’re describing was a ward of the prior Alarice when I met her… of course, she was barely in her teens at the time. Her name was—”


  “Adrianna.” Alarice spoke in unison with him.


  Weisen nodded, “Yes, precisely.”


  Inigo fidgeted off to the side, “So… your name isn’t really Alarice?”


  The woman rolled her eyes, “Inny… you’ve said yourself numerous times that youhad a feelingit wasn’t my real name… why are—”


  The painful agony in his tone was a display of over-the-top theatrics, “But I never really knew for sure!”


  Alarice let out a sigh and leveled her gaze at the dragon, whose mirthful expression indicated that he truly was enjoying the argument. Although she herself couldn’t successfully convince herself that she wasn’t likewise stimulated by the banter, she had a specific reason for speaking with Weisen, “As joyful as this inquest as to the origin of my name may be, I did have a reason for speaking with you, Mr, Not-a-Templar.”


  Weisen nodded, “Yes… I would suppose you had questions regarding the rumor regarding the Order of Blades prisoner.”


  The woman paused, “Rumor? I was told point-blank that you took a prisoner.”


  The dragon smiled pleasantly, “Oh? Yes, Ms. Alarice… that much is quite true… I did indeed manage to take a prisoner from among the men who had attacked us.”


  She frowned at his casual response, “So how is that a rumor?”


  Weisen folded his talons on the table in front of himself, gazing down at them as he noted with a hint of what might have been frustration, “I thought you were in reference to the fact that the man might still be alive.”


  Alarice took several moments to recover from the dragon’s answer; she didn’t realize any men from the church would be so casual about inflicting death upon anyone, let alone a prisoner, “You killed him?”


  “Yes… three times.”


  Inigo chimed in, “How can you kill someone three times?”


  The dragon unfolded his talons and turned to regard the two of them, “Inquisitors are taught how to sustain a questioning… all I had to go off of were rumors and second-hand accounts. All the while, I knew we could not allow him to live… but I am not heartless, and I saw to it that he did not suffer… now, are you more concerned about the prisoner’s three demises, or what information I obtained from him before the third and final time?”


  Alarice took a seat, “By all means… tell us what you learned.”


  Weisen went on to discuss what the man knew, which was frustratingly little. She was surprised to find out that the men that had encountered the group were actually after the dragon and not them, but at least that meant that he shared a common enemy and would be easier to work with if they had mutually beneficial ends. Weisen had some interesting viewpoints to go over, but that discussion was interrupted before he could cover everything.


  “Brother Crook…” one of the church’s nuns approached the table where the three sat, “I have found the men you’ve been seeking.”


  The dragon bowed his head to the ewe, “Thank you, Sister Yvette. Might I please trouble you to show them in?”


  The nun bowed her head, “Of course, Brother.”


  Inigo was the first to speak up after she left, “Crook? As in, a guy who steals stu—”


  Weisen interrupted the bat by flopping the end of his tail on the table, the tip of which appeared to had been broken a long time past, creating a hook as it bent in on itself, “No… as in a shepherd’s crook.”


  The bat didn’t even seem to register the response; he simply sat there rubbing the little splotch of red fur on his chin, “Hmm… maybe I should take that for a name… Crook—he who has stolen a hundred hearts.”


  Alarice smirked, “Why stop at a hundred? You may as well say you’ve stolen a thousand.”


  Any further discussion was brought to a halt as the ewe returned, leading two scruffy-looking men: a flea-bitten rat and a heavily scarred, broken-tusk elephant. Weisen spoke up the moment the nun excused herself, “Greetings, gentlemen… I was informed that you may have some information regarding an acquaintance of mine… a red scaled dragon… Kesst by name.”


  The rat bowed deeply, almost groveling, “Yessir… a’course, sir…” Seen ‘im ourselves, we did… a’course, yer grace.”


  “Lil bugger kicked me in mah sack.” the elephant growled.


  Weisen tented his talons in front of himself on the table, “Wonderful… I am told your names are Grange and Suros…” he leaned forward, “Which is which?”


  Alarice simply sat back and watched the dragon talk to the men; she had seen their type all over town. Personally she would have leaned hard on them and got all she wanted at the tip of her sword, but Weisen’s method showed an extremely fine amount of finesse. She admired his use of words in the way an artist might have used a paint brush, and, before he was done, the two ruffians were eagerly telling him all they knew.


  Inigo whispered quietly aside to her, “He’s good.”


  She nodded, watching as the two men headed off back toward the nun who remained waiting for them. They had told him everything and he hadn’t parted with even a single coin, “Yes… he most certainly is.”


  Chapter 3a, “By the Spirits” (pt 3)


  Kesst had heard stories whispered in the shadows of the taverns he’d passed through… stories of what would become of people who were drugged. In some stories, innocent maidens would find themselves with child; in other stories a careless traveler would awaken missing one or more body parts; the darker stories told tales in which the victim didn’t awaken at all. What all the stories in common shared was that everyone who had been drugged awoke bleary eyed and confused—Kesst, however, did not find that to be true in his case.


  The dragon sat up immediately, taking in his surroundings with acute senses and a clear mind. He was in a yurt, much like the one the party had been using, and yet it was distinctively different at the same time. Rather than straw-covered ground, this new structure had a canvas floor covering everywhere except for the fire pit, which was in the direct center of the room. The fire itself was burning low, but it, and four lit oil lamps provided plenty of light by which gaze about the room.


  Cross-timbers were just over head height and bundles of drying plants hung down from them, giving the interior of the yurt a pleasant aroma of herbs tinged with something the dragon couldn’t quite identify, but the scent grabbed his attention and wouldn’t let go. Kesst sniffed the air and identified the origin of the fragrance: a thick black, tar-like substance was bubbling in a brass pot beside the low flames of the fire pit. He would have approached it for further inspection if not for the movement from off to the side.


  It was the Lehsunian bear Kesst had seen before he’d lost consciousness. The man was seated on a cloth pad of some kind that was adorned with beads, “You haven’t tried for the door yet… that’s a good start.”


  Kesst’s reply was direct, “What do you want with me?”


  The bear chuckled, adjusting the spectacles that perched atop his snout, “From what I understand, it was you and your companions who wanted to meet with me… so I believe that should rightfully be my line, wouldn’t it?”


  The dragon scowled, his wings moving to stretch reflexively, but they failed to do so, entangled by something. He felt a momentary stab of fear, and the beating within his chest picked up pace, “What did you do to me?”


  The bear remained seated, and pantomimed the directions he offered, “Reach behind yourself and feel for a leather strap at the middle of your back. Take hold of it in your talon, hook a claw through the loop, and then pull up.”


  Still doubtful, Kesst nevertheless complied. He reached behind himself, realizing for a moment that he wasn’t wearing his cloak. Quickly overcoming that frustration (the bear already knew of his wings regardless), the dragon found the strap the shaman spoke of and slid his index finger through what felt like a metal grommet. He hadn’t expected to feel anything metal amidst the leather… not from something belonging in a tribal village anyway. His question was direct, “What did you put on me?”


  The Shaman sipped from a steaming ceramic cup of liquid before answering, “It’s called a Wing Catch. Well… a modified one, at any rate.”


  Still scowling, Kesst pulled the leather strap and the light pressure that held his wings against his back suddenly relaxed and both of them spread immediately. He glanced to the Shaman, who was smiling around his mug, “I… don’t understand. What is this?”


  The bear set the cup down then grunted, getting to his feet. He approached slowly, and took a seat closer, but still out of arm’s length. He smiled at the dragon, “The Church used Wing Catches decades ago to restrain flying prisoners… that is a modified version that will make it easier to conceal your wings when you’re in questionable company, but it can release them in mere seconds if there’s need.”


  Kesst raised an eye ridge as he regarded the Shaman. The dragon slowly folded his wings again and felt the leather cord pull his finger back. Letting go of the grommet, Kesst wasn’t able to see what happened, but he felt his wings hug tighter against his body, and the strap secured itself back in its starting position with a barely audible ‘click’. He was so surprised, he repeated an earlier question, “What do you want with me?”


  The Shaman laughed, “I am only looking to help, my boy… just help.”


  Kesst gave the bear an appraising glance, “I haven’t met many people who—”


  His response was interrupted by the very firm smack of a palm against the wooden supports of the yurt’s doorway, followed by a deep voice hailing loudly, “Oani, Shi-Pani!”


  The greeting was accompanied by a much quieter, snickering tone declaring “Hee hee… that rhymed too!”


  Tobias informational tone was readily recognizable, “That’s a name, Sanmer… it means Metal-Eyes in the tribal tongue.”


  The Shaman smiled, and noted quite pleasantly to the dragon, “Forgive me a moment…” at which point he stood and approached the flap covering the entrance to the yurt. For a split second Kesst considered running but that chance quickly passed and he instead took the moment to locate his cloak and threw it on before their host could invite everyone inside with a welcoming, “Please, come in.”


  As the Shaman moved the flap aside, the rather large floor plan began to grow quite cramped; Roaring-Flood, the ever-impressively-sized fisherman came in first, followed by Sanmer. Next were Tobias and Enarork, followed by Theo. Nicholas came in last, but not before spitting off to the side of the entrance. If not for the fact that everyone sat in a semi-circle facing the Shaman, the dragon would have felt a little claustrophobic in the space provided… and it also helped that Sanmer sat on Roaring-Flood’s knee.


  Kesst remained off to the side, but not without being noticed. Nicholas spotted him almost immediately, “Oh… there ya are, kid… geez… next time give us a heads-up before ya go runnin’ off.”


  The Shaman spoke up before Kesst was required to, “Kesst and I were chatting about many wonderful topics… it has been years since I had the opportunity to speak with a dragon.”


  Tobias was very quick to jump on an obvious trait, “You’re this tribe’s Shaman… but you aren’t one of the Tribals…”


  The aging bear stood up immediately and presented a paw to Tobias, “Professor Julius Blackburn… at your service.” The prong horn, and the ermine beside him both took in a quick inhale of breath, and froze. The Shaman raised an eyebrow, paw still outstretched, “Is everything alright, gentlemen?”


  Nicholas rolled his eyes, “So much for scholar manners.”


  Tobias recovered first, clasping the bear’s paw with both of his own, shaking it vigorously, “Oh, my goodness… the Professor Blackburn? Truly?”


  The bear smiled pleasantly, arm still being wagged about in the antelope’s grip, “Yes… the last time I checked.”


  Tobias continued gushing, “Oh… my blood is all aboil… never in a dozen years would I have thought I would meet Professor Julius Blackburn… you’ll… you’ll have to excuse me… I am all light-headed… the Professor Blackburn… right here… with me…”


  Nicholas rolled his eyes, and added in a distinct falseto, “Well bless my laced doiley, I do believe I may be a’faint with disbelief and—” the falseto ended, “who in the bloody-hell is Professor Blackburn?”


  Theo’s scowl was immense for such a short scholar as he turned to face the sailor, motioning to the bear, “Professor Blackburn was the foremost scholar of tribal ways and lifestyle. He has written no less than eleven discertations on—”


  “You look a lot healthier than some of the more expensive busts I’ve seen of you.” Sanmer announced to the Shaman, reclined on Roaring-Flood as if the bear were his own personal armchair.


  The Shaman spoke up, holding his free paw up, “Please, gentlemen, I’d prefer my work to speak for itself… there’s no need to—”


  “I can’t believe I’m in a tribal village with Professor Blackburn.” Theo looked like he was going to hyper venteliate.


  The bear tried again, “If we could just—”


  Tobias finally let go of the Shaman’s paw, “…but you disappeared over ten years ago!”


  Whether anyone else heard the Shaman’s whisper, Kesst certainly did: “And they always seem to wonder why.”


  The chaos within the tent continued for almost a half an hour. Although Kesst was not usually one to weather a storm of social interaction, he was actually quite comfortable with his back to the yurt’s wall, attention focused almost exclusively on the Shaman who, as it turned out, fell into his position with the tribe quite by accident, and enjoyed the life so much that he never bothered looking back. The story was, in fact, quite lengthly, and took up an entire hour after the initial settling-down period.


  Tobias and Theo were correct in that the bear was some kind of very important scholar. Based on the few things Kesst had heard of the Shaman, he was so good at understanding the tribals that they made him a mystic. Although the dragon was certain that there was an interesting story there, all Professor Blackburn had to say on the topic was, “I was studying the ancient rites of the people with their shaman, and after he died, they informed me that I was the only one who was able to take over for him… I had been chosen to be the new Shaman.”


  That, in and of itself, ended up resulting in another round of questioning from both Tobias and Theo, interrupted only when Sanmer piped in with his own question, “What can you tell us about the Two-Souls guys and the Bonding Stones?”


  That single question got the attention of the Shaman… and the other two bears. All three exchanged glances, and Kesst wondered if they were ever going to get down to the business of asking about a remedy for Tobias’ cough. The prong horn, however, seemed suddenly transfixed on having the question about the Two-Souls answered as well and, despite his continued cough, urged Professor Blackburn to explain exactly that.


  The Shaman sat in silence for several long moments, even longer than it took him to pick up his mug and take a deep drought from it. When he finally did speak, his words were direct, and very to-the-point. He reached into his tunic and pulled out a gemstone hanging from around his neck: a Bonding Stone. “I can do more than tell you… I can show you.”


  Chapter 3b, The Prodigy (pt 3)


  The past several days had been a rush of activity for Prince Malcom. While a trip between the Yew Tribe and River Tribe villages was nothing special, the wolf and his otter escort were set upon by slavers from the Bone Tribe. The jackals had struck quickly and without warning, subduing and carrying off two of Malcom’s allies before anyone had registered what had happened. At that point, the only thing that had saved the prince’s other two escorts was Berro.


  Prince Malcom glanced to the large timber wolf; Berro was idly lounging on the collection of reeds that served as the burrow’s bed. The feral wolf stared back, his eyes glinting in the half-light permitted in by the semi-subterranean structure’s thin, squat window holes. The burrow was small enough that the prince was easily able to reach across the distance and rub his companion behind the ear. Berro closed his eyes, leaning his head into the affections.


  Malcom stroked the wolf’s cheek fur, and then lowered his paw to gently caress the large gemstone Berro wore around his neck—what the tribesmen called a Yio Vahn, or ‘bonding stone’. “Good thing you were there.” The feral wolf nosed Malcom’s own Yio Vahn in return. When the young prince had been given over to the tribesmen one of the first secrets he had learned was the truth about what the people of Lehsunia called “the skin changers”. There were rumors among the kingdom that the tribal people could take the form of animals… the truth, however was far less magical, but far more meaningful… and the prince had found out first-hand.


  The bearers of a Bonding Stone did so only once they had proven themselves worthy of being a Two Soul. What the people of Lehsunia assumed was a single person able to take two forms was, in fact, two separate beings capable of such emotional and mental closeness that they could as well have been one person. Malcom had encountered Berro years ago as a lone pup being attacked by a mountain lion and, upon returning to the Oak Tribe with the tiny wolf in his arms, the people had readily noticed; both had been wounded by the feline’s claws identically, and they took that as a sign.


  Being a Two Soul was a distinct honor, and he spent most of his adolescent years learning more and more about the title. In the end, both he and Berro grew up, and grew together; he couldn’t imagine life without the big bottomless pit. As if on cue, the large, feral wolf gave out a lazy, “Rughf.”


  Malcom rolled his eyes, “We just ate two hours ago.”


  “Rughf.”


  The prince smiled, and opened one of the pouches on his belt; he tossed a good-sized hunk of bone to his companion, chiding, “You’re not really hungry… you just want something to keep those overactive jaws of your busy.”


  Berro stopped complaining, letting out a complacent “uf.” and he started in right away on his ‘chew toy’.


  Malcom closed his belt pouch, adding, “But only because you’re a hero.”


  In truth, the otters of the River Tribe considered them both to be the main reason why the Bone Tribe didn’t manage to kidnap any of the escort group sent to collect the Prince. When the tribes went to war (or in the case of slavery attempts by the Bone Tribe), there was rarely true violence involved. All the battles were symbolic and had set rules of conduct. Many of them, in fact, were staged events… some even held yearly, much like sporting competitions, or arranged to settle disputes without bloodshed.


  Rather than fight to the death, the entire affair was more of a large game (albeit, a very serious game) with all warriors brandishing clubs called Fosha-Hek. They were soft wood wrapped with Fosha, a type of spongy moss that stained fur upon impact. Any warrior struck by the club would be marked and would be considered defeated. In the case of the Bone Tribe, the slavers used the clubs to indicate who they would be taking hostage.


  The half-dozen jackals that had descended upon Malcom and his allies as they traveled most likely weren’t aware that the Prince was a Two Soul; slavers never attacked groups that included them for one very important reason: animals didn’t do ‘bloodless’. It did not take much convincing to get the Bone Tribe slavers to release the two captured otters in exchange for Berro not biting through the neck of the jackal he’d pounced. The skirmish ended amicably and the two parties went their separate ways. Malcom had spent the last two days settling in at the River Tribe village and reacquainting himself with their mud-and-hay ditch huts.


  Out of all of the tribes, the Prince took note that the River Tribe was most like the people of Lehsunia. Although some family groups traveled between one of three villages, most were settled and stayed in one place year round. Yes, they believed in the spirits the same way the other tribes did, but the otter folk also believed in a single god, albeit, not precisely in the same way the Lehsunians did. Also, the River Tribe wed, and maintained monogamous relationships which, for the most part, was different than how the other tribes addressed a much more ‘open’ tribal version of marriage.


  A call from one of the many window openings in Malcom’s hut pulled his attention to the present, “Young-Chief?” The tribesmen had no word for ‘Prince’, and so they had made do with a rough equivalent.


  Malcom recognized the voice, and so called out to the otter by name, “Hello, Friend-Tein, please enter.”


  The black-and-gray otter moved around to the entrance and placed his paw to his muzzle, then to the doorway; it was a spiritual gesture of thanks for being provided shelter. “It is good to see you again, Young-Chief.”


  The wolf was uncertain if the otter’s formality was just him being playful or if there was a reason for it. Malcom gestured to one of his hut’s two clay pillars the River Tribes used as stools and decided to switch to using the otter’s common name, “Is something wrong, Friend-Waterside?”


  The otter sat down, rubbing a section of his chest fur where the black-and-gray created several lines of ‘zebra striping’ and nodded. Waterside looked up, his brown eyes holding within them a hint of concern, “Our traders have been hearing many things about the Men of Symbol from the Stone Tribe… and The People are worried.”


  Malcom nodded in thought for a moment, stroking his muzzle for a time before he opened it to speak, “When I was among the Yew Tribe I heard that they were getting closer to the forests, and that they were chasing after others from the Stone Tribe.”


  Waterside fidgeted, his webbed digits wringing together in his lap, “The Men of Symbol have moved into the forest… in large numbers.”


  The prince paused, licking his suddenly very-dry muzzle. If the Church was sending that many people into the tribe lands… “Does the Yew Tribe know?”


  The otter’s expression was somewhat helpless, “The last we heard from them was that they had interfered with the Men of Symbol by aiding those they hunted.”


  Malcom’s next words were whispered in his native tongue, “Oh my god…”


  Waterside didn’t know the common tongue, but the context and tone were not lost to him, “Malcom…” the otter paused, having switched from a formal title to his private name, “… Malcom… the last time the Men of Symbol where in the tribe lands in these numbers…”


  The wolf nodded, “I know, Tien… the Birch Tribe.”


  “Can you do anything to help them? The Yew Tribe are our allies.”


  Malcom nodded, “They are mine as well.” and he glanced over to Berro and called him by his translated name in common “Gut!”


  The large timber wolf looked up and cocked his head to the side; Berro was taught in the tribal tongue and common depending on the need, “Owr?”


  “Get the cage.”


  The four-legged wolf stood, hopped off the reeds, stretched, and trotted out the door at a quick pace, “Orf.”


  Waterside remained where he was, and spoke again before after Berro walked out, “The Yew Tribe have Phantoms… they should be able to alert the village when they see the Men of Symbol… but they have so few Two-Souls.”


  Malcom shook his head, “The Stone Tribe are not worried about Two-Souls, Friend-Waterside… they treat them like any other foe.”


  The otter was taken aback, “But, the Bonded will—”


  The Prince shook his head again, “The Stone Tribe do not use Fosha clubs… they kill their foes the same as a Bonded does.”


  Waterside was struck dumb. There was a long pause before he was able to speak again, “But… that is… savage.”


  Malcom nodded, “Yes it is.”


  The discussion came to a close as Berro returned to the den, gripping the handle of Malcom’s small pigeon cage in his muzzle, “Nghf.” he announced around a mouth full of wicker, and the wolf set the covered cage on the ground by the Prince’s feet.


  The otter’s little round ears went up immediately, obviously recognizing the container, “Your birds?”


  Prince Malcom nodded, “Yes… I can send messages. With the right words we can hopefully avoid any bloodshed.” He didn’t recall exactly how many pigeons he had available or how many were currently out with missives, but he hoped he’d have enough for the correspondences he had in mind. Slowly taking the cover off of the cage, his heart dropped—he had far fewer than he would have liked, which meant his job was that much harder.


  Chapter 3c, Making Friends (pt 3)


  Roland followed along silently behind the letter carrier, ignoring the opportunity to say anything to the people of Vallara even though it had been years since he’d seen them last. If they cared that he returned they showed no indication of it; their attention was on the letter carrier… it was hardly common for official missives to arrive from the University… not in Vallara, anyway. Roland went back to looking forward, following the messenger without a word to any of the people from his past.


  In the end, that’s what they were, wasn’t it? He’d left them behind… left them behind with his old life on his journey to become something… to make a difference. He escaped Vallara, and, though he had to admit that there were times he achingly missed his old home, it never really was home, was it? He’d escaped… he avoided the life his father had meant for him, and, as part of the University, he was free. Roland couldn’t, however escape one question: why was it he’d come back?


  The messenger, a tall, long-legged gazelle walked straight up to the too-familiar cottage that served as his father’s office, his mother’s healing practice, and their joint home. It had once been Roland’s home as well, but that time had passed. “Perhaps I should go wait over by the—” but his objection went ignored as the door opened.


  Roland’s mother answered the knock, her pleasant canine face much more capable of the genuine sincerity and empathy of a healer than his father’s severe, professional lupine expressions. She cocked her head to the side curiously when she realized the man was on official business, “Yes… may I help you, sir?”


  Although her attention was on the letter the gazelle offered, Roland couldn’t help but give her a simple, “Hi, mom.”


  She opened the door wider, “Please… come in.”


  The messenger entered, and Roland did behind him. The healer closed the door soundly, following the gazelle without a word to her son. The young wolf-dog hadn’t taken his mom’s feelings into consideration about him joining the University… perhaps his decision to leave had hurt her more than he’d realized.


  The letter carrier cleared his throat, and addressed the husky calmly and clearly, “I am here about your son.”


  Roland’s mother smiled, slowly opening up the envelope, “He’s been so busy lately, I just figured he hadn’t had the time to write.”


  With more of her focus on the letter than himself, the young wolf-dog felt a chill go up his spine, “I have been busy, Mom… but I didn’t write a—”


  The messenger interrupted him, “I am sorry, ma’am… but your son died.”


  The envelope fell from his mom’s paw, the letter within landing open on the floor. Roland’s eyes followed it down, gazing at the university seal and a message written in beautifully calligraphy, detailing a sorrowful condolence.


  The husky sobbed softly, a faint whisper escaping her “Oh, Rolly…” and those were the words that awakened him.


  If emotional pain were translated into physical pain, then the state of going from dream to the waking world was a perfect exchange; he hurt everywhere. One of his eyes opened, but the other was prevented from doing so. The wolf-dog went to reach up for it, but he felt restraints on his arm. What was going on? As the grogginess and bleariness slowly left his gaze, a fuzzy form slowly began to take shape—and the fuzziness left it, revealing Joshew leaning over him, cheeks damp.


  The human shook his head, another tear silently joining the first as it ran down the line of his cheek, “Oh, Rolly…” Joshew hadn’t called him that in a long time.


  Roland took a breath, and it hurt his throat… and his chest—especially his chest. The human rose up at that, but the wolf-dog spoke before Joshew had a chance, “…Rolly?” Roland’s ears fell as he heard the croaking sound that passed for his voice.


  The human immediately wiped the dampness off his cheeks, fidgeting as he addressed the question, “The… *ahem* the healers back at the University said… ah… that injured people do better when… they… have people… uh…”


  Even smiling hurt, “Worried about me… Shew?”


  Joshew struck the bed frame with his cane, “You STUPID SON OF A BITCH! Why in the hell would you charge trained men with swords? Just what were you thinking?!?!”


  Roland couldn’t pass up the jibe despite the continued pain from his smirk, “Mood swings… yeah… you were worried.”


  The human let out a huff, “You practically died, Roland.”


  The wolf-dog didn’t miss that the humans’ affectionate name for him was wiped aside as quickly as the tears, “Swords have a way of doing that.” Roland flexed his arm, leather straps creaking as he kept him in place.


  Joshew reached out a hand and placed it on his shoulder, “Stop doing that… they restrained you so you wouldn’t thrash around and reopen your wounds while you slept.”


  One word in the human’s explanation caught the wolf-dog’s attention, “They?”


  His fellow-scholar frowned, “Yeah… the priests.”


  Roland’s ears went up; his left ear ached when it did so, “What do you mean, priests? Did the Order capture us and bring us to the—”


  Joshew shook his head, “No… we won… believe it or not… no thanks to that stupid charge of yours… I mean it, Roland… how did some cognition like that make it through your thick skull to think that something like that was a smart idea?”


  Roland let out a breath, “Sometimes any action is better than inaction.”


  The human was quiet for a moment, “Is this about your grandmother, isn’t it?” The comment may as well have been a punch to his muzzle; Roland went even more silent, if it was at all possible. Although he could barely move his head, he made do with looking away from Joshew; he’d forgotten that the human knew about that.


  The blind scholar’s fingers moved slowly up the wolf-dog’s chest, and found their way to his neck, then head. Joshew took hold of it, and slowly rotated it back in his direction until Roland saw the two milky-white eyes staring right at him, “What happened to your grandmother is nothing like war. It didn’t involve you getting killed in a hopelessly stupid charge, and it isn’t something you can change by being some kind of martyr now. I know you blame yourself, and nothing I can say is gonna change that… but you have to let it go, otherwise you’ll just let it eat you alive for the rest of your life… and you know she wouldn’t want that.”


  Roland sighed, clenching and relaxing the paw of his second arm, suddenly remembering he had two of them. The wolf-husky slowly flexed his bicep and found that it was not restrained. Reaching up, he took the human’s hand off of his face with purpose, “I promised myself I’d never let anyone I lo—anyone I cared about get hurt because I didn’t do something… so yeah, maybe I decided to lead the charge, yeah, but—”


  Joshew didn’t miss a beat, “Well what about someone getting hurt because of something you did do? What about that?”


  The wolf-dog huffed, “I already told you, Shew, I didn’t sabotage your—”


  “You are more blind than I am, you stupid mutt.”


  Roland’s ears raised again, “What’s that supposed to—” but his words were cut off as the human found his way to the wolf-dog’s face with his own, and Joshew’s lips pressed to the end of his muzzle. Their kiss did not last long, but it was just enough time for Roland to realize that his muzzle hurt plenty too… but the tingling through his body made it all worth it. He was glad that Joshew wasn’t able to see what was most likely a very silly grin stuck on his muzzle when the human finally pulled back.


  When Joshew next spoke, his comment was a simple if indirect one, “I’m not so keen on the idea of you getting yourself killed, Rolly.”


  Roland licked his muzzle, enjoying the faint aftertaste of Joshew’s lips on his own… something he hadn’t experienced in… well… too long. “Even after all those times you told me to go mix Dragon Stone and Adder Bile?”


  A bitter smile found its way to Joshew’s face, “Your head’s too thick for it to kill you… I figured it might blast through enough of that rock-for-skull that you might get over yourself and let others get a word in now and again.”


  Despite himself, Roland made his way through another painful smile, “Says the over-confident, bile-filled, angst-ridden, seething cauldron of—”


  Joshew’s smile was a little more genuine, “I get the point.” The human’s next action caught the wolf-dog completely by surprise. Slowly, and carefully, Joshew laid his head down on Roland’s chest, and let out a deep breath.


  Roland did so as well, feeling better despite the pain, “I’m glad you’re okay.”


  “And I’m glad you’re so incompetent that your suicide charge didn’t end up getting you all-the-way killed.”


  The wolf-dog winced through a smile, “Bastard.”


  “Asshole.”


  Roland caressed the humans’ back with his free paw, “Bone-head.”


  Joshew gripped the wolf-dog’s chest fur just a little tighter and smirked, “Flea-farmer.”


  To anyone else it would have sounded as if their exchange was a series of insults but, to Roland, they were the greatest compliments that ever could have been spoken; it meant that the two were making progress in overcoming… well… everything.


  Chapter 3a, “By the Spirits” (pt 4)


  Kesst sat by impassively but attentive as the Valley Tribe’s Shaman, Profesor Julius Blackburn introduced the group to Yesni, a very large female feral black bear with several distinctive gray steaks in her fur; the dragon couldn’t help but feel that her shaded pelt shared a great deal with the Shaman’s own coloration. Although she was initially quite guarded around the group, she slowly began to relax, and, as the explanation of the Two-Souls came to an end, she was seated next to Professor Blackburn with her huge head rested in his lap.


  Sanmer offered up what was probably the fourth or fifth version of the same general question he’d asked since first discovering that there wasn’t anything dramatically magical about a Bonding Stone, “So… Tribals don’t actually change into animals?”


  Rather than having the Shaman repeat his earlier answers, Enarork took the opportunity to speak, “No… that was a story your people made.”


  Tobias’ ears raised, “But… why not explain things then?”


  Roaring-Flood flicked an ear and snorted, “You say ‘why not?’—we say ‘why?’ Two-Souls are good… right… special. The Rock Tribe say other things… Two-Souls are wrong… man turns into beast is bad. Men of Symbol say it is dark magic when they don’t know what it is and do not want to learn.”


  Theo rested his paws together in his lap and cleared his throat, “If they knew what it was they wouldn’t think it’s dark magic.”


  The big bear scowled, “They say what it is before they know what it is… that is not right. That is problem for Men of Symbol, not for The People.”


  Nicholas spat off to the side, “Until they become your problem because they have their heads so far up their arses they lose the ability to see what’s what.”


  The Shaman held up his paws, “Please… this did not start as a political discussion and does not have to end up there.” He then turned to Roaring-Flood and spoke several words to him in the Tribal tongue before looking back to the group, “If I have learned anything during my time with the Tribesmen it is that their view is just as valid as our own.”


  Nicholas smirked smugly, “Don’t let the Church hear you saying that or—”


  Sanmer interrupted him, “Why even bother with a magical necklace if it doesn’t have any magic powers?”


  Enarork frowned in response, “The Stone Tribe uses symbols often… do you not recognize one when you see it?”


  The white fox sighed, “You have no idea what I could have done with something like—” he paused, and a decisive, mischievous grin spread across his muzzle, “eh… I’ll survive.” and he began casually fingering the imperfect Bonding-Stone he held in his paw.


  Tobias quickly sidestepped that discussion by raising a question, “Professor… you said that Yesni is a she-bear.”


  The Shaman nodded, “Yes.”


  The prong horn’s ears focused in on the bear, “I thought you had said that Two-Souls are considered so holy because a spiritual bond only forms when someone from The People creates that link with an identical animal… how can that be if you are male and she—”


  The Shaman held up a paw to halt the scholar’s question, “Yesni is a special case, Tobias… in fact, though she wears the twin of my Bonding Stone, it was her sire who was the second half of the pairing. Although he has been gone for years, she has stayed with me.”


  Enarork smiled kindly, “You are too ‘hohtou’, Shaman.”


  The older black bear chuckled, adjusting the spectacles on his snout, “There is nothing ‘modest’ about it, Enarork… Shehl sired five cubs in the time he and I were Bonded… the fact that one happened to be—”


  The white-furred trader spoke right over him to the group, “Shi-Pani is too ‘hohtou’… too ‘modest’… our past Shaman saw a great Sign. Shi-Pani has a second Bond with a new Bondmate. It shows that he is right to be our Shaman.”


  Tobias tapped a finger against the end of his muzzle in thought, “Is it normal for a Two-Soul to have more than one Bondmate in their lifetime?”


  Roaring-Flood shook his head, “Only three Two-Souls before Shi-Pani… he is four.”


  The prong horn nodded in thought, adding, “And it’s not normal for a male Two-Soul to have a female animal Bondmate?”


  Enarork reached into his pouch and pulled out what looked to Kesst to be a cat’s eye agate hanging from a hemp lanyard, “There is a story among the Yew Tribe of a—”


  Roaring-Flood chuckled deeply, licking his muzzle, “I like that story.” and he leaned aside to Sanmer, taking several moments to whisper something in into his ear. The fox’s ears rose further and further and, whatever it was, it happened to be enough to get the rogue to blush visibly, and make his tail wag. Kesst also didn’t miss the fact that the fox slid the cat’s eye necklace into one of his pouches.


  Professor Blackburn cleared his throat, “The story suggests that the great grandfather of the current Cheiftain had no wife, but his Bondmate was a female deer and that she bore him twofawns… which would make the Yew Tribe’s—”


  Nicholas slapped his thigh with a raucous ‘haw!’ followed by a, “family gatherings really interesting events?”


  Sanmer’s tail continued wagging, “I like the way Roaring-Flood told it better.”


  The Shaman cleared his throat and addressed the gathering gruffly, “Be that as it may, no, Two-Soul partners are usually far too much alike to be a male and female pair, which is why Yesni is not my Bondmate.”


  Theo glanced between the feral bear and the professor next to her, “But you both still wear the Bonding-Stone?”


  Professor Blackburn nodded, “As a tribute to her father, yes.”


  Roaring-Flood stared at the Shaman and stated flatly, “Hohtou.”


  The Shaman responded with a casual gesture which meant nothing to Kesst, but all three Tribals burst into laughter, and Tobias’ ears reddened a little. The prong horn lowered his voice and noted quietly, “That’s the equivalent of a middle—”


  Nicholas gave Tobias a firm slap on the back, “I think we can all guess, Toby.”


  Professor Blackburn gave Yesni’s head a light shove, at which point she removed it from his lap, allowing him to stand, “And, aside from getting off-topic, that is the ‘secret’ behind the Two-Souls… nothing magical… just culturally significant and, if your belief takes you down that path, spiritual.”


  Theo’s small, rounded ears raised, “Does yours?”


  The Shaman reached down to stroke the back of the feral bear’s head, “Does what?”


  The ermine rephrased his question, “Does your belief take you down a spiritual path?”


  Roaring-Flood let out a thunderous guffaw, “Shi-Pani is our Shaman! He is our leader in the way of spirits!”


  The Professor cleared his throat, “There are things in life that we cannot understand using just one point of view…”


  Tobias raised an eyebrow, “So… you do believe in spirits?”


  The Shaman glanced between the group and the two Tribals, “I believe anything is possible, so it is therefore not reasonable to rule out the possibility of spirits.”


  Theo likewise raised an eyebrow, “Does that mean you’re avoiding the question?”


  Professor Blackburn frowned, “It means that I am not interested in sharing theories and hypotheses that have not been given a chance to undergo rigorous testing.”


  Roaring-Flood’s ears went up and he turned aside to Enarork, and the large black bear offered a few words to his brother. The white bear shrugged in response, replying in the common tongue, “I do not know those words either.”


  Nicholas scowled, placing a hand roughly on each scholar’s shoulder, “You two so thick skulled that you can’t tell now’s not really the right place or time to have talks like that?”


  Kesst did not miss the way the Shaman shot a quick, appreciative glance at the human, but the dragon was taken aback when the older bear’s gaze locked onto him. The Professor’s next words were strangely generalized, “I believe there is something that gives us life and animates us that will always escape our ability to measure, catalogue, and analyze… and if that means I believe in spirits, then I was chosen well for my duties here.”


  Sanmer nodded, still toying with his faux-Bonding Stone, “Well, that’s all good and all, but what I really wanna know is—”


  The discussion was interrupted by a young grizzly lumbering into the clearing behind the Shaman’s hut. The youth was carrying what looked like a long strip of paper… which was strange to Kesst as he hadn’t seen any paper anywhere around the village. The grizzly was shouting out something in the tribal language, and all three of the bears in the group were immediately attentive… and so was Tobias. Although Roaring-Flood and Enarork each waited with the group, Professor Blackburn went to speak with the teenager.


  Theo watched the discussion, muzzle dropping open slightly as the Shaman took the piece of paper from the messenger, “I didn’t know that the Tribals knew how to write.”


  Enarork responded, likewise watching the exchange, “Some do… if we learn the ways of the Stone Tribe.”


  Tobias also kept an eye on the Shaman and messenger, adding, “The tribes don’t have a written language, but some learn how to write in Common.”


  Professor Blackburn returned to the group, a look of concern stuck to his ashen face, “The Church is moving soldiers into the Tribelands and heading for the Yew Tribe’s village. I must go to Newport and see the University immediately.”


  Enarork and Roaring-Flood burst into discussion immediately in the tribal tongue while everyone else tried talking over one another in the common tongue; there was so much going on that Kesst had absolutely no idea what anyone was saying regardless of language. In the end, Professor Blackburn silenced everyone or, rather, Yesni did with an enormous feral roar at the behest of the Shaman’s simple hand signal.


  Professor Blackburn quickly took ownership of the silence and took the opportunity to speak, “I must travel to the University and report this immediately… if they plan on attacking the tribes then this atrocity cannot go unknown.”


  Tobias shook his head, “If the Church is already at the Tribelands then the Yew Tribe won’t fare any better than the Birch Tribe did without help.”


  Roaring-Flood growled at that; Kesst had no idea what the prong horn had referenced, but it had a profound reaction from the Tribals. The large black bear beat his fist against a tree trunk, “We can help deers… then go to the Rock Tribe village.”


  Enarork nodded, “We can speak with the Cheiftain and gather our warriors.”


  Sanmer put his fake Bonding-Stone away, “A small group would move faster… and wouldn’t take as long to get ready as an army.”


  Kesst took a step back, “Are you really talking about going to war with the church?”


  Tobias shrugged, “We can’t do nothing… if the same thing happens with the Yew Tribe as what happened with the Birch Tribe—”


  Theo nodded, “We can intercept the church’s forces and tell them to pull back.”


  Nicholas rolled his eyes, “That’ll go about as well as asking the waves to stop beating against the rocks.”


  The Shaman picked up a satchel, “Whatever the plan, we must move. Come… we can decide on the way.”


  Chapter 3b, The Prodigy (pt 4)


  Brother Rhys had always considered himself observant, but rarely had he taken on the role of observer. Ever since becoming a priest the rat had preferred to take a more active part in the events that played out around him. Of course, that had been before his view of the world had ended up on its side.


  The rat still believed strongly that the church was an instrument of good in the world, but there were far too many questionable actions taken by the clergy in far too short a period of a time for him to have faith in the institution’s perfection. It was a bitter pill to swallow for many reasons, but he used his time in travel keeping to himself and holding his own council. Rhys did not find it easy to reorganize his outlook on life, duty, and faith, but the young priest had always considered himself to be resilient, and he attributed his newest predicament to be just one more test God had set before him.


  Despite his ready smile and upbeat demeanor, life had not been a simple matter for him. Just as with anyone else, the rat had been exposed to his fair share of loss; the carefully covered pit of emotional despair threatened to open anew as he thought about the pain of his past, but he took several moments in mobile meditation, choosing to focus on the here-and-now in an attempt to crumple the flood of feelings back down; it wasn’t a good time… it was never a good time… not for that.


  The rat let out a deep breath, then jumped as a voice spoke up from beside him, “You… ti-red?” It was a quiet inquiry, welcoming, if a bit timid in its hesitance. Brother Rhys turned to regard Runs-on-Air. The young buck had been welcoming and engaging conversationalist during the first day of their trip, but he had become strangely distant that night and said barely a word throughout the following day of travel. Rhys knew exactly why it was the man had given him so much space.


  The rat offered the buck a calm smile, “No… just thinking.” That much was true; Rhys had been thinking… mostly about things that Runs-on-Air had brought up the prior evening about their respective faiths. The priest followed up the answer with a declaration, “I didn’t mean to offend you last night.”


  Runs-on-Air had a confused expression for several seconds; it was obvious he was puzzling through the translation of the apology. After a time, the buck nodded, then inquired, “What is ‘off-end’ to mean?”


  Brother Rhys smiled, repeating the question with correct grammar, “What does offend mean?” and he followed it up with the answer, “It means to make someone unhappy and angry.”


  The young Yew Tribe man nodded, rubbing at the base of one of his short antlers, “I know. You are—ah… good—you are good man.”


  The rat shrugged helplessly, wondering to himself how his own thoughts should so easily transition from his head to his muzzle through the simple involvement of a second party, “Even good men can still do bad things.”


  The two walked in silence for a time, located clearly toward the middle of the group. Rhys was pleased that Friar Arlowe and Cruff, who were walking ahead of him were on speaking terms again, and what little bit of their conversation filtered back to him seemed positive. Aodhan and Sister Aurelie walked at the head of the group; the wolf had spent most of their nearly-two-day trip speaking with the apparent leader of the cervine war band and the cat was obviously content with keeping him company. That left the rat to himself… except for the strangely pleasant company of his gregarious companion.


  As if on cue, Runs-on-Air announced, “We are here.”


  The apparent ‘path’ the deer had been following may as well have been invisible to Brother Rhys but, almost as if on cue, things became just a little clearer as the group rounded a corner. The space between the undergrowth grew a little wider; the trees seemed to be just a little more orderly; gradually, the occasional view of thatched roof and wooden walls became a clear view of a decent sized village comprised of about two dozen buildings.


  While the egocentric side of Rhys’ mind pointed out that the huts weren’t anywhere near as well-built as even the stable buildings of Newport, the aesthetic side of him appreciated the rustic beauty of the settlement. That side won out. “Your village is amazing…”


  Runs-on-Air paused, cocking his head to the side, “What is ‘uh-maze-ing’ to mean?” He quickly corrected himself, “What does ‘uh-maze-ing’ mean?”


  Rhys offered a ready smile, finally pleased to be talking about an enjoyable topic, “It means I like it.”


  The young buck mirrored the smile, holding a hand out to the rat invitingly, “You come with me… see more?”


  The enthusiasm Runs-on-Air displayed was infectious, and the priest, despite his reservations, slid his paw into the deer’s grasp… and he was whisked off into the midst of the village by the lively buck, who offered little more than what Rhys took as a farewell shout in the tribal tongue to those who led the group to safety. Amidst the village, Runs-on-Air was well-regarded by everyone he saw, responding to their friendly greetings of “Oani, Ulit Amih!” with kind words in return.


  After going through what must have been the entire length of the village, the buck finally slowed.Brother Rhys, still held by the young deer, found himself drawing breath quickly, already near the end of his stamina. When Runs-on-Air finally came to a stop and let go of the priest’s paw, they were just outside the ring of huts, mostly concealed by a large collection of trees.


  Once the rat had regained his breath, he finally had a chance to look around, and what he saw made him freeze in place immediately; he and Runs-on-Air stood in front of a large rocky outcropping that poured a generously sized waterfall down into a small lake… that glowed. If that hadn’t been enough of a surprise, the priest received a second shock: the young buck was getting naked right there. Without giving Rhys an opportunity to question it, the deer, still smiling, motioned with his head, “Come… swim… here…with me.”


  * * * * * *


  Aodhan had never been well-versed in the habits of deer tribes but the Yew Tribe was welcoming, gracious, and very forgiving of his occasional faulty manners. Although the group split up, the wolf had no concerns about everyone; as long as they had the protection of the Yew Tribe nothing bad would befall them in the village. Despite losing track of the various his friend was his most important companion. The wolf reached over and gently brushed a section of the Aurelie’s hair away from the sleeping cat’s angelic face, “Eyara.”


  It was an uncommon word among the Tribesmen. While a friend was known as ‘hamah’, literally ‘friend’, it had a plural version: “hamahni”. Even the closest of friends, known as a ‘comah’, or ‘companion’, it could also be presented as more than one: ‘comahni’. Eyara, on the other hand, had no plural; there was only one. it was a spiritual word, indicating that the singular individual in possession of the title was in possession of a unique honor that could not be duplicated.


  Very few people ever found their Eyara and it was unheard of for someone to find a second—to even think such a thing was possible cheapened the word. In Aodhan’s case, he was fortunate enough to find his before he had even reached ten summers… but it had taken a long time for him to be winning to fight for it… and that in and of itself had been a long road leading up to where his life had taken him to the point that he would even think of being able to include Aurelie in it.


  The wolf continued to sit on the floor, staring at the sleeping cat. The dying fire in the middle of the room cast flickering light across the walls of the guest hut provided to them by the deer of the Yew Tribe. The accommodations were simple, but pleasant, with several reed mats and some woven, soft grass blankets—unlike the Oak Tribe, the Yew Tribe did not use furs to adorn their dwellings. Aodhan wondered idly how the guest huts looked to the eyes of his traveling companions who, by sheer virtue of birth, were probably used to far finer arrangements.


  Arlowe and his son were in the next structure over while Rhys was… well… Aodhan honestly had no idea where the rat had gone off to since he’d disappeared after scarcely three steps into the village… but the wolf was still unconcerned; the priest was in good hands no matter who was looking after him. The wolf put the thought of them out of his mind just as quickly as they had come into it; looking down at Sister Aurelie, he realized he had all he needed to think about right in front of him.


  The cat slept soundly for a time… long enough that Aodhan started to doze off before a sudden shift in Aurelie’s breathing pulled the wolf back to attention. The Sister’s head rolled first one direction, then the other, faintly mumbled words escaping Aurelie’s muzzle. The suddenly fitful sleep seemed much less restful, and it concerned Aodhan—especially when he clearly heard Aurelie say the name, “Ignus…”


  The wolf slowly reached out, resting his paw on the side of the cat’s face, and he whispered softly, “Saury…”


  Sister Aurelie bolted upright immediately, claws out, “NO!”


  Aodhan managed to intercept the cat’s wrist before the attack found its mark on the side of his face. He looked his Eyara right in the eyes, seeing first a gaze of anger and fear which quickly dissolved into sorrow, regret, and alarm, “It is alright. Saury… you’re safe—” he froze as the cat embraced him tightly, “—it was a bad dream.”


  Aurelie shivered, the cat’s lithe body pressed up against him, and the Sister immediately began sobbing, “We have to help them… we have to go back and help the rest of the Sisters, Aodhan… we can’t let the Church keep them imprisoned.”


  The wolf nodded, slowly folding his arms around his Eyara, “We will, Saury… I’ll figure out something.”


  They didn’t exchange any more words after that. Aurelie remained in his arms, face planted against his shoulder, until, eventually, the cat began to stop shaking and, after a time, fell back asleep. Letting out a soft sigh, Aodhan slowly lowered his Eyara back to the reed mat and covered Aurelie once more with the woven grass blanket.


  Letting out a deep breath, Aodhan rose to his feet and snuck out past the linen fabric covering the doorway. The wolf gazed up at the sky, letting his mind wander out to play amidst the stars in the sky. The moon was nearly full, which provided as much light to the heavens as the sparingly placed fires around the village gave to the earth. There was a strange balance in things, he reminded himself, and hoped that whatever upcoming actions he was planning would help to preserve that balance.


  The flapping of wings and the quick flutter of an avian silhouette in front of the moon pulled the wolf’s attention back to the present. It took a moment for him to catch sight of the pigeon as it winged its way through the village and disappeared through the open window hole in the village’s Shaman’s hut. Although Aodhan knew little about her, he did know that Aesha Humn did not sleep much, and he was hardly surprised when she emerged from the doorway, fully astute and awake, holding a piece of parchment in her hand.


  Her declaration, on the other hand, did surprise him. Shouting in a hearty tone, the doe proclaimed in the language of The People, “Awaken! The Men of Symbol mean to attack! Awaken, and prepare!”


  Aurelie appeared in their own hut’s doorway, eyes blinking blearily, “What’s going on? What’s with all of the shouting?”


  Aodhan glanced back to his Eyara, “Get dressed… we need to find everyone else… quickly.”


  The cat gave him a concerned look, “What’s wrong, Aodhan?”


  He turned to face Sister Aurelie, “We need to get ready… the Church means to attack this village.”


  Chapter 3c, Making Friends (pt 4)


  Brother Jessen hummed softly to himself as he brought the tin serving tray of full of breakfast down the corridor. Although he was reluctant at first when he heard that the temple was getting visitors, he had come to peace with it, as he had with so many other things in his life. By the end of the second day he’d had the opportunity to hear about Sister Sada’s companions directly from the otter and assured that they wouldn’t cause any problems. By the end of the third he’d been assigned to one of the newly awakened casualties… his name was Alvis.


  Despite being such a similar species to Jessen, the mutt was, at the same time, dramatically different. The young priest had embarrassed himself horribly the first time they’d spent an hour together… mostly just staring; when the scholar pointed it out, Brother Jessen excused himself immediately and didn’t return for the rest of the day—he ended up being chastised for it seeing as that left Alvis free run of the temple.


  It wasn’t that the sect had anything to hide… well… aside from itself. It was a church… and a very pious one, and its only downfall was that it was not part of the Church. Brother Jessen still remembered when he was in service to that Church, and lamented that he was forced to serve God in a less visible way. The coyote wasn’t interested in fame or acknowledgement, per se, but being hidden away from prying eyes meant that he couldn’t exactly preach the holy word, which meant that he wasn’t as much of a priest as he could be.


  The coyote pushed his own brooding thoughts from his mind as he carefully balanced the tray on one paw, giving the third door down the hall on the left a gentle knock, “Good morning, Mr. Lazarus… are you receiving visitors?”


  The scholar’s voice came from within, “Visitors? Um… yeah… hold on…”


  Brother Jessen patiently waited as he heard the rustling sound of fabric followed by the fleshy sound of bare paws on the stone floor. The coyote frowned, ears dropping slightly, “Were you sleeping? I’m sorry… I brought breakfast, but I can come back later if you—”


  The door opened and Alvis stood there, robe tied off tightly around his waist, fur disheveled, further reinforcing the thought that the scholar had probably just awoken. The mutt offered a half-awake smile accompanied by a friendly wag, “No… I’m good, thanks… it’s never too early for breakfast.”


  The coyote attempted to mimic both, holding the tray out toward the dog, “Oh… very well then… I have eggs and ham and toast and cheese today… with a porridge.”


  Alvis stepped aside, motioning Jessen into the room; the coyote did as suggested, and moved over to the small night stand next to the bed before setting the tray down before quickly adding, “I also have a jar of water here… I’m sorry, but we do not have any juice, and milk is not easy to come by in this part of the city.”


  The scholar returned to the bed and took a seat on it right next to the night stand, offering in a friendly tone, “It’s better than what we ate half the time at University.”


  Brother Jessen looked around the room before locating what he was seeking; the coyote brought the chair over to set in front of Alvis, and took a seat as the mutt began serving himself some breakfast. The young priest observed the mutt, studying his otherworldly mixed-colored eyes—Jesssen had never seen anyone with one blue eye and one hazel eye before. He managed to realize he was staring and looked aside just in time to avoid Alvis catching him. Regardless, the coyote added a quick, “Sorry.”


  The scholar cleared his throat and glanced back to the tray, “There’s a lot of food here… have you eaten anything yet?”


  The coyote smiled sheepishly, rubbing the back of his head uncomfortably, “Uh, no… I don’t usually eat until after my morning chores are complete and I still have to make sure you’re settled in before I’m done.”


  Alvis took a bite of toast and chewed it slowly, then swallowed before speaking up, “So once you’re done with me you’re gonna go eat?”


  Brother Jessen nodded, “Yes.”


  The mutt cleared his throat again and began serving up a second dish, “Then you’re all set to have breakfast.” and he pushed the plate into Jessen’s paws, tail wagging, “I don’t like eating alone anyway.”


  The coyote smiled despite himself, and the two sat quietly eating. The young priest did as well as he could to avoid staring at Alvis, and, for the most part, succeeded. Every now and again, when he couldn’t resist examining his guest his mind was alight with comparing and contrasting the differences between the two of them. The dog was larger, and had much thicker, fuller fur. Jessen had slightly longer legs while Alvis was stockier. If the priest were to guess, he would have assumed they were likely near the same age.


  Alvis’ next words caught Jessen by surprise, “Everything alright?”


  Flustered, the coyote stood up, and the plate on his lap tumbled to the ground, “Oh… drat!” and he knelt, immediately trying to pick everything up, only to bump heads with the mutt, who had leaned forward, obviously in the thought of doing the same thing. Jessen paused, seeing stars for a moment, and offered a very succinct, “Ow.”


  His antics got a chuckle out of Alvis, “That’s usually my line.”


  The coyote’s tail wagged faintly for just a moment, and he finished gathering the rest of the food before stacking it back on the plate, “I’m sorry… we don’t get a lot of visitors, and I guess I don’t have much experience playing host.”


  Alvis smirked, “Doing better than I would probably.”


  Brother Jessen took a seat on the chair once again, “Do you get a lot of people visiting the University?”


  The shepherd/husky nodded, “All the time… but I’m an apprentice, so I don’t usually get to see them.”


  The coyote also nodded, mimicking the action, “That’s a lot what it was like when I was a priest in training at the Church in Graddin.”


  Alvis’ ears raised, “You mean there’s another one of these places in—”


  The young priest shook his head, “No… just here I think… I used to be part of the clergy of the Mehnzilian Church.”


  The mutt paused at that, glancing around the room, everywhere but at the coyote, “So… why did you leave?”


  Jessen shrugged, quickly figuring out the best way to dodge the question’s full significance, “The Church didn’t want me.”


  Whether Alvis was curious or tenacious in seeking the truth, the coyote didn’t know, but the scholar asked a follow-up question, “Is it common for the Church to dismiss priests, or is that not a normal—”


  The young priest’s ears flattened and he closed his eyes as the words came out, “The Church didn’t want me to like men.”


  The mutt was quiet for many long moments, and when he did speak it was a rather obscure, single word, “…what?”


  Jessen stood, his face feeling flush with embarrassment, and he turned to leave, berating himself for the stupidity of choosing to be honest, “Never mind.”


  Alvis’ paw reached out to grab his wrist and the coyote pulled back in anticipation of being struck… but not attack came. instead, the mutt let go of him and spoke softly, “The priests here know you like men?”


  Brother Jessen remained standing, no less ill-at-ease, but he slowly nodded, “This temple is in service to the Divine Trait of Love.”


  The mutt’s response would have been comical if not for the fact that it was so blunt, “The wha?”


  The coyote shifted his stance uncomfortably, “Love…” he repeated, “The original religious sects were each created in service to the Divine Traits… The Church of Mehnzil serves the Trait of Pride, and our temple serves Love.”


  Alvis blinked with a vacant stare, and shrugged, “Well… uh… then I guess that makes sense… I mean… as long as you love someone, right?”


  Brother Jessen let out a sigh, shaking his head as any positive association he might have had with the mutt went out the window. In the end, it was always the same. “You wouldn’t understand unless you had to deal with it.”


  The scholar stood up immediately, “Yes I would! I mean… no, I probably wouldn’t, but I am… so… I mean… I do!”


  The coyote paused, staring at the flustered mutt. Cocking his head to the side, the young priest raised one ear and an eyebrow and provided a very eloquent, “…huh?”


  Alvis cleared his throat and smoothed out his robe, “The… uh… University isn’t so strict about that stuff as the Church is… and, uh… as long as you don’t go around rubbing it in everyone’s face they really don’t care.”


  Jessen’s ears lowered, “You’re saying I should join the University? I don’t understand… What does the UPU have to do with—”


  The scholar covered his face in frustration, “That’s not what I meant… I mean… about the love thing… and about people… y’know… not understanding… and… and…” the mutt kept tripping over his words before loudly blurting out, “I like men too!”


  The coyote paused, and the shepherd/husky quickly straightened up, ears pulled flat against his skull sheepishly as his voice echoed around the room and, as one, they both began to laugh. It had been a long time since Jessen had found a reason to be so mirthful over a topic that had caused him so much pain… and it felt good.


  Their association became much more relaxed after that, and the priest spent another hour with the scholar as the two talked about anything and everything. They discussed their respective differences in their professions, they talked about their families, about each of their pasts, and about where they each hoped the future would bring them. What really caught Jessen off guard was that, when it was time to leave, they parted with a kiss.


  It was a short one—innocent and quick… but it felt nice… very nice. The priest didn’t know if he had instigated it or if Alvis had, but he was glad they had shared it. While the day had started with trepidation about having to serve food to a near-stranger, the young coyote hoped fondly that it would be added to his list of regular chores. He spent the rest of the day with a spring in his step and wag in his tail.


  Chapter 3a, “By the Spirits” (pt 5)


  Although Theo agreed with him, Kesst’s vocal objection to becoming involved with any affairs of the Church went essentially unheard. Between Roaring-Flood’s cries for war and Enarork’s staunch determination to aid the Yew Tribe the dragon may as well have not spoken up at all. He could tell Tobias was torn between options; the prong horn was no warrior but with so much at stake he seemed hesitant to avoid helping in some way. Even though Sanmer originally sided with Kesst, Nicholas’ constant argument of how the big guys were always pushing the little guys around ultimately changed the fox’s mind.


  Kesst was not happy about following the group through the darkness of the night toward what would only end up as a horrible altercation. He knew enough about the Church to know that they got what they wanted, and if they were set on eradicating the Yew Tribe for who-knew-why, then no amount of show of force would convince them otherwise. He trudged near the back of the group, behind the party and the dozen-or-so bear warriors that had accompanied them. He contemplated several times the possibility of safely sneaking off while nobody was paying attention; he’d spent his life running from the Church… no sense in going straight to them.


  The dragon paused at the *clink* of a coin being flicked by a thumb into the air, and he reached out to snatch it as it fell in front of him. Sanmer slowed his pace, taking up a spot to Kesst’s right. The dragon glanced at the fox, “What’s this for?”


  Sanmer smirked, “It’s a copper mark…”


  The traveler signed, “I know what it is… I want to know what—”


  “I’m buying an end to your silence.” The fox continued walking beside him, waiting several steps before continuing, “Your mood’s more obvious than a storm cloud on the horizon and I wanna hear what’s up in that head of yours.”


  Kesst sighed, “Nothing to say… you know why I don’t want to go.”


  Sanmer nodded thoughtfully, rubbing the fur at the end of his chin as he considered the words, “Yeah… I guess not…”


  Out of the entire party, only the fox would be able to understand the real reason why Kesst was so interested in avoiding the church, “You guess?”


  The rogue shrugged, “Yeah… I mean… sure. Nobody here really wants anything to do with violence. Tobias is a scholar and probably can’t even hold a sword, so he has a reason to not wanna go… Theo… probably even less of a good warrior than Toby. Nick? Well… he’s a sailor, so he probably knows a thing or two about brawls, but I wouldn’t really call him a soldier. Other than the bears here, I don’t think any of us are exactly right for war.”


  Kesst shot the fox an accusing gaze, “What about you? I’ve seen you handle a blade… you’re no stranger to weapons.”


  Sanmer smirked, a dagger coming to his paw right away. The handle spun around in his grasp as the weapon moved in almost hypnotic directions in a dizzying display of dexterity before disappearing back from where it had come, “I know my way around knives, yeah… but there’s a big difference between hiding in the shadows and standing in front of any army…”


  The dragon shook his head, “All the more reason we shouldn’t be doing this.”


  The fox flicked an ear, the corner of his muzzle tugging up into a smirk, “That’s funny, y’know… considering everything you’ve been through and everything you’ve had to do I wouldn’t’ve figured you for a coward, Kesst.”


  A number of objections came immediately to his mind but, in the end, Kesst realized that Sanmer was just trying to rile him up, “Choosing not to throw my life away isn’t cowardice… it’s common sense… it’s survival.”


  The rogue nodded, the smile disappearing, “So… after everything the Church’s put you through, you figure it’s best to run and hide from it.”


  Kesst pulled his hood up into place atop his head, “It’s the smartest thing to do.”


  Sanmer kept pace with him, but looked forward along the path toward the rest of the group and the bears escorting them, “So… you’ll just let em push you around and keep you running your whole life?”


  The dragon looked at the ground in front of himself, watching each step purposefully, “I’ll live longer that way.”


  The fox blurted out a humorless ‘ha’, followed by a very direct and bland, “Well, I guess that’s good for you… but not so good for the people who don’t run.”


  Kesst grit his teeth, realizing where Sanmer’s train of thought was leading, “I can’t be responsible for the people that choose the wrong action.”


  He heard the rogue nod beside him, “True… true… but I can’t help but think how much better chance everyone’d have if everyone who was running would stop and maybe consider helping everyone else who was willing to stand up and fight.”


  The dragon came to a stop, opened his muzzle to object, then turned to face the smug rogue… only to discover that Sanmer had already left his side, and was nowhere to be seen. Scowling deeper, Kesst readjusted his hood, huffed, and continued along the road. He realized then that, being at the very back of the group, he would easily be able to disappear into the forest and be on his way without anyone realizing he was gone. It crossed his mind… more than once, in fact, but he continued on after the group, cursing himself for his stupidity with each and every breath.


  * * * * * *


  The sun had already left the horizon by the time the party neared what their ursine guides identified as the hunting grounds of the Yew Tribe. How they knew, Kesst was unable to tell, but they were very certain of it. Only a few minutes later the entire party froze at the sound of a very distinct brass horn. The horn was met in kind by a much more earthen, organic sounding one. Kesst realized that the first sounding was a Battle Trumpet, but it was Tobias who identified the second one, “A Tribal War Horn.”


  Professor Blackburn, dressed almost entirely in the same clothing as the Valley Tribe’s warriors, shouted to the bears in the tribal tongue, and they added quickly for the group’s benefit, “It is an attack! Come!”


  The Shaman, Roaring-Flood, and Enarork charged forward along with the warriors of the Valley Tribe. Behind them, only a few steps went Tobias and Nicholas with Theo in hot pursuit. The sailor, at the head of the three, quickly spoke, “Everyone stay close to me… as long as we stay together we’ll be fine!”


  Kesst slowed to a stop as the rest of the battle group rushed forward. The dragon took a deep breath, steadying himself despite the much faster beating in his chest. He stood on a precipice… he had a decision to make and it couldn’t be put off any longer. There was no sense of foreboding or trepidation… just the realization that he had a quandary that could not be answered by anyone else. He was almost thankful to hear the sound of Sanmer emerge from the undergrowth beside him, “Well… you’re still here… you didn’t disappear back on the trail, and you didn’t disappear just now.”


  The dragon shrugged, “Not yet…”


  Sanmer raised an eyebrow, “Still might?”


  Kesst shrugged again, “Not sure…”


  The rogue nodded, leaning back against a tree, “Theo’s probably going to stay in the back and do what he can for the injured… I heard him talking to Tobias about trying to talk the Church down…”


  The dragon sighed, “That’s not going to do any good.”


  The fox’s laugh was without humor, “Yeah… I think you’re probably right.”


  Sanmer’s casual stance and relaxed demeanor gave Kesst a moment’s pause, and he followed up on that confusion with a question, “You came all this way… are you going to help?”


  The rogue smirked at the question and used Kesst’s own words against him, “…not sure.” The dragon had a follow-up question ready, but he never got a chance to use it; moments later a huge blast of flame from somewhere up ahead put an end to their conversation.


  Kesst glanced quickly in the direction as a large column of fire rose up beyond the trees; when he looked back toward the rogue he wasn’t entirely surprised to see that Sanmer was gone… again. Cursing himself, the dragon moved to the shadowy cover of the thicker areas of canopy and snuck closer to the sounds of battle, staying out of the early morning sun as best he could in the hopes he would not be seen.


  It was several minutes before the village came into view; it was little more than a collection of wood and mud huts arranged together on roughly even land. There were no walls… no defenses or fortifications… no place for the women and children to hide. The dragon stood stunned, in shock, as a mounted warrior wearing the holy symbol on his tabard took advantage of that last fact and ran a tribal woman through with his lance as her two children were trampled beneath the hooves of his charger. If that were the worst of the atrocities Kesst would have been valid in his hatred for the Church… but it didn’t stop there.


  Several Inquisitors circled in the air. As they swooped down each lined up their dive, flecks and droplets of flame leaking through their teeth seconds before they opened their maws, fire bathing entire structures. None of the buildings held any strategic advantage and it was readily apparent that none of them housed warriors… but the attackers were not interested in defeating the tribe—they were blatantly intent on destroying every trace of the deer.


  Kesst, frozen in abject horror, watched as one of the Inquisitors swung around through the air in a wide turn and quickly lined himself up to dive down at a small group of fleeing children. Despite being too far away, the young Dragon couldn’t stop himself, and he immediately took off into the burning village, crying out a warning. The children continued running, and the Inquisitor opened his maw—but was forced to bank right to avoid a bolo.


  Kesst traced the trajectory back to wolf, who was already picking up another. A young feline woman dressed in what looked like a foreign version of holy garb stood beside the wolf, bloody halberd at the ready as she fended off three Church footmen, keeping them at bay as he prepared another throw. To the side of the two, a small group of Yew Tribe warriors with what looked like two monks fighting alongside them also kept up the pressure on the Church’s soldiers. There was more to it than met the eye, the dragon realized, but he didn’t have time to consider it as another Inquisitor swooped in.


  The black-cloaked dragon opened his muzzle, ready with a wave of flame… but he fell from the sky in a smoldering gout of smoke and fire. Kesst’s muzzle snapped shut the moment he realized what he’d done, the tail end of his Breath licking his teeth. Numerous eyes, both tribal and Church went immediately to the young dragon, and, with resignation, he slowly let out the rest of his breath, this time without flame. Several of the airborne Inquisitors lined up on him, their maws already burning in anticipation of ending the ‘abomination’.


  Kesst closed his eyes, “And that’s it.”


  The flames engulfed him completely, and he felt them incinerate every last lick of clothing on him. The Wing Catch provided to him by the Shaman was gone a half-second later as the fires obliterated everything, so hot that the young dragon couldn’t even register the pain of being burned to nothing. As the combined Breaths finally ceased, Kesst opened his eyes. Surrounded by smoke, ash, and glassed earth, he was completely unharmed. Not the only one to notice his pristine condition, numerous Inquisitors pointed, roaring out, “ABOMINATION! DEMON! HERETIC!”


  Kneeling down, Kesst spread his wings, and roared back—what his scream lacked in words it more than made up for in all of the emotions tied up in years of endless pursuit, unjust prosecution, and the complete, unadulterated rage of being victimized… a casualty of the very people who had set their sights on the innocents of the village. Although Kesst had not meant to, his roar was joined by a flame the likes of which he didn’t know he could muster, and the sky was alight as if it were noon.


  The fighting all but halted at that, but Kesst was beyond noticing by that point. His wings spread, and then beat down against the ground, cupping huge amounts of air and propelling him skyward. Although nearly every last Inquisitor had long-since fled the immediate area of Kesst’s wrath, one remained… and that one had his attention thanks to the small, struggling form he held. Noticing Kesst, the Inquisitor turned, and blurted out a gout of fire.


  The young dragon closed his inner eyelids, not even otherwise blinking as he passed through the flames completely unharmed… but what the Inquisitor did next surprised Kesst completely; the other dragon threw the young deer right at him. Turning and swerving, Kesst grabbed hold of the youngster, wrapping his body around the flailing boy as he spread his wings out to fight against the backward momentum caused by the impact.


  Having had very little practice flying, the dragon relied on his body to react in the air, but it had no frame of reference for the sudden predicament… and he spiraled out of control, the ground rushing up to meet him. Kesst grabbed the boy tighter, “HOLD ON!” he shouted, closing his eyes as he used one last flick of a wing and his tail to roll over so he would hit first, hoping that God would be on his side for once and the boy would be okay… and then he met the earth, and the result was bone jarring.


  Several minutes passed before the young dragon regained his senses. He gazed skyward, feeling pain all over. He blinked once, then twice, and slowly opened and closed both of his talons. He let out a groan, having trouble sitting up from the indent he created in the soft earth. A forceful pull at his chest caused him to hesitate, and he slowly rose his head, staring wide eyed and aghast at the enormous tree root emerging from his chest.


  Kesst had never seen someone impaled before, and had never expected for the first experience of it to be himself. He honestly expected there to be more blood, and that’s when horror gripped the young dragon… not because of the fact that wood thrust itself into his back and out of his chest, but because there was no blood… no torn flesh… no broken bones. Kesst stared in shock at the cracked and broken red porcelain of his chest, the perfectly rendered scales chipped and shattered.


  Small, artfully crafted gears clicked and whirred in the empty space beneath the crafted exterior where flesh should rightfully have been. Some moved faster than others when he reached up to touch the root with his left arm. The dragon, still dumbfounded, opened his muzzle to speak… to scream… to cry…but, just then, the gearsstopped turning.


  Chapter 3b, The Prodigy (pt 5)


  Friar Arlowe had expected the Church to come in force, and knew they would be ruthless in their pursuit of anyone named as a heretic, but the complete and unrestrained slaughter they had brought to bear against the Yew Tribe still managed to astound and sicken him. The monk, hardly skilled at the ways of combat, remained at the middle of the village, eager to aid any who would need succor or healing… but little was he to know that he’d soon be forced to tend to his own grievous wounds.


  Battle was joined near the southern edge of the village, but the fight did not remain contained there for long. As soon as the warriors of the tribe moved to address the invasion, Inquisitors came in by wing, laying waste to the wooden homes with their flaming breath. Friar Arlowe, who had been in one such structure, considered himself blessed to have survived its collapse… two of the other four occupants in there with him were not as lucky.


  From there, the monk spent his time evading the fiery blasts from the strafing dragons and trying to get to whomever he could that needed aid. In a majority of cases it was too late to help but, in a few situations he managed to get some of the injured under cover of the tree line. If the tribe lost the ground war there was little doubt in Arlowe’s mind that the injured would be found in the woods… and that was not something he was willing to think about.


  Brother Rhys had likewise stayed out of the majority of the combat, aiding Friar Arlowe to the best of his abilities. The rat, unlike the raccoon dog, had not suffered the collapse of a burning building, but he hadn’t fared much better; during a forray into the burning village the rat had been set upon by one of the Church’s foot soldiers. Although there were deer warriors with the priest, he still ended up taking a nasty blow to the abdomen… but he didn’t seem willing to let it slow him.


  It was nearly a half hour after the attack first began before the event that changed the tide. A pale white fire, like the touch of God himself, rose into the air and smote the half dozen Inquisitors that had laid waste to the village. Although one or two of the flying dragons remained, the display was enough to route the Church’s forces and, from there, the remnants of the Yew Tribe’s warriors managed to push them back. If Arlowe had thought the worst was over, however, he didn’t realize what he would have to face when he returned to the gutted, burned, charred village.


  Aodhan and Aurelie, who had been at the forefront of the fight, had weathered the worst of it relatively well. Aurelie, amazingly, other than a few errant droplets of blood here-or-there, was completely untouched. Aodhan, who had spent the majority of his time attempting to harry the flying Inquisitors, did not have the capacity to protect himself quite as well, thus he had a number of superficial wounds, but no single one was very serious. Friar Arlowe did what he could to treat the injuries so they wouldn’t sour, then left him to the ministrations of Sister Aurelie, who was more than happy enough to take over.


  Right about mid-village the Raccoon Dog paused to tend to some injured children. Their mothers were mulling about speaking to him as he worked, but he didn’t know what they were saying; what he did know was that the young ones had been burned, and needed help. Brother Rhys, being supported by the young buck Runs-on-Air, found him there. The rat wasted no time in getting his attention, “Cruffington was hurt in the attack.”


  Friar Arlowe looked up immediately, dropping the burn salve container as he did so, “Where is he? He is well?”


  The priest lowered his gaze and slowly shook his head, “Come… this way.”


  They traveled a good distance across the village to one of the western huts; it had been singed but was still standing. Based on the sounds of cries and wails from within, Friar Arlowe assumed it had been converted into a hospital… or at least as much of one as the Tribals could manage.


  With all the desperation of a concerned father, Friar Arlowe pushed his way into the hut, and glanced quickly around until he saw his son. He went immediately to the side of the cot where the young Raccoon Dog was laying and he knelt down, taking hold of Cruff’s paw, “Cruffington?… Cruff?… Son?”


  One eye cracked open, a grimace of pain evident on Cruff’s muzzle, “…Dad?”


  The monk offered a painted smile, “You were supposed to stay out of danger…”


  The younger Raccoon Dog groaned, rotating his head to look his way, “…says the guy who looks like he… ungh… picked a fight with a campfire…” Cruff’s attempt at a laugh came out more like a grunt.


  Friar Arlowe gave his son’s paw a squeeze, “Danger found me.”


  “Yeah,” Cruff grunted, “…me too… only in my case, danger had an axe.”


  The monk slowly rested a paw atop the bandage stuck to his son’s side. Even the gentlest of pressure elicited a wince from the young Raccoon Dog; Arlowe was no healer, but he could tell that the blade had likely gone through his ribs… but hopefully through nothing more important than bones.


  “We really showed em.” his son offered with as much bravado as he was able to muster. Friar Arlowe grew more concerned when Cruff’s smile revealed pale-looking gums.


  The monk looked up and around, raising his voice, “Hello? Who—who is the healer here? Is there a doctor? Who is caring for these people?” His questions met with no reply… either nobody understood him, or there wasn’t one, “Someone? Please? Help!”


  Cruff pawed at the monk’s robe from his place on the bed, “Dad… quiet… not so loud…” and he winced again, lowering his arm, “There are hurt people here…”


  Friar Arlowe felt his heart begin to beat faster in his chest, “Cruff… I’m going to go find someone who can help you…” and, as he stood, all he could think, over and over in his head was “God, please… I’m begging you… help my son… God, please help me find someone who can save him.”


  * * * * * *


  Aodhan had experienced his fair share of wounds in his life, but he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been stabbed by a sword; the sensation was not one he’d wished to repeat. Sister Aurelie flittered about him, tending to each and every one of his wounds, talking, if it were at all possible, even faster than speaking… which would have been quite a feat for anyone other than his Eyara. He had objected to the close watch repeatedly, but it fell upon deaf ears as the Cat continued to obsess about every little injury… that was, at least, until they heard Friar Arlowe’s screams.


  The cat was very adamant in a response, “You, stay. I’ll go.”


  Apparently disallowed from joining Sister Aurelie and Friar Arlowe, the wolf instead chose to move about the village to see about helping where he could. Where he ended up, however, was in joining several of the Yew Tribe in welcoming the war band that had come to them from the Valley Tribe in their time of need. As an honorary member of the Oak Tribe, it was Aodhan’s duty to act as the intermediary between the guests and the hosts.


  It was not a very in depth duty, and mostly consisted of listening to both sides and keeping the peace if any arguments arose… not that any did considering the Valley Tribe warriors were heroes for their timely intervention. What it did provide, however, was the opportunity for Aodhan to meet the village’s “saviors”, which included the Valley Tribe’s shaman… a rather interesting bear wearing Lehsunian spectacles—he had no trouble whatsoever speaking the Stone Tribe’s tongue to several Lehsunians who had apparently traveled with them to aid the Deer.


  The Valley Tribe’s Shaman, Metal-Eyes made quick introductions of the Lehsunians. Theo, the injured ermine at the Shaman’s side was nursing a leg. A Human and a Fox, Nicholas and Sanmer respectively each appeared to have taken their share of wounds in battle, but they seemed more restless than injured—according to the Ermine, one of the group was under the care ofa healer, and they were still missing one of their number… a Dragon.


  Aesha Humn, the Yew Tribe’s Shaman was quick to counter, “The Dragons were among the Men of Symbol.”


  Metal-Eyes shook his head, “This Dragon was not with them. He is special. He—”


  The cry of a young fawn caught everyone’s attention as the boy sprang over a blackened fire pit, all the while crying for Aesha Humn. He was young enough that his words were not fully clear, but old enough that his use of the tribal tongue was already accented like the rest of his people; the combination of both traits made it hard for Aodhan to understand him… though he did distinctly hear the word ‘Dragon’ more than once.


  Metal-Eyes spoke up to the Lehsunians in their tongue, “The boy knows where Kesst is… he was with him when they fell from the sky.”


  Theo knelt down and spoke hesitantly in The People’s language, “Can you… show us…um… daffodil?”


  The big white bear beside the Shaman, Gift-of-the-Earth by name, corrected the Ermine, “Where. ‘Can you show us where?’.”


  The large black bear, Roaring-Flood, smirked, giving the small Ermine a slap on the back and addressed him in Common, “Is good start… words sound close… ‘amoa’ and amohah’.”


  The Yew Tribe Shaman finished speaking with the boy, who immediately about-faced and headed back the way he had come. Intrigued, Aodhan chose to follow the group; though his task as intermediary was essentially complete, he was somewhat intrigued to hear about a Dragon that had chosen to side with The People over The Church.


  The fawn ran past the edge of the village and into the outskirts to an area just before the trees thickened. He slowed as he approached a distinctive disturbance in the earth, and shied back away from it, remaining behind the Yew Tribe Shaman as she knelt down to look at it. Making a warding sight in front of her, the woman murmured, “What in the name of the spirits is it that lays before me?”


  The Valley Tribe Shaman stepped forward, “It is from the Stone Tribe… his name is Kesst… the Stone Tribe call it an ‘automaton’.”


  The word sounded strange to Aodhan; even though he’d spent years among Lehsunians he could never recall ever having heard it spoken. He took some comfort from the white-furred ermine’s reaction; Theo fainted dead away.


  The Bears all knelt down by the impact sight and only then did the wolf Approach. Just as they had said, there was indeed a Dragon laying in the indent… but he was unmoving and had a large hunk of wood sticking out of his chest. While Aodhan would have expected blood to be coating the area of the wound, there was, in fact, none. What should have been flesh-and-scale around the injury was instead a mess of cracked and broken ceramic. He couldn’t help but ask, “Is… is it dead?”


  Aodhan expected the answer to be an obvious ‘yes’, but he was surprised by the Valley Tribe Shaman’s, “No… he is not.”


  Together, the three Bears carefully pulled the dragon-like mechanism out of the hole, being exceedingly careful to cut the root off and keep it in place. One of the other Deer that had come with noticed that and, stepping forward asked, “Is it like us? If you remove the wood will it bleed to death?”


  Metal-Eyes gave the Deer no focus, but answered the question as he and the other bears set the unmoving impaled dragon-like ‘thing’ on a stretcher, “Yes, he is like us… removing the wood won’t make him bleed to death but it will cause more harm than good if done by someone who is not skilled at this sort of thing.”


  Aodhan spoke up, “We have a healer among our number if you need.”


  The Bear Shaman shook his head, “No, but I thank you… we need an Artificer.”


  A series of confused expressions showed on everyone’s faces at the strange word, and it was Enarork who spoke up first, “What is an ‘Artificer’?”


  Metal-Eyes sighed, “A very, very rare kind of healer.”


  Roaring-Flood crossed his arms over his massive chest, “This Dragon was a good one. Where can we find an Artific-watever?”


  Aesha Humn nodded, “He helped my people… we will help however we can as well.”


  The Valley Tribe Shaman shook his head, “This is beyond The People… I will have to take him to the Stone Tribe village.”


  Aodhan took a step forward, speaking up in Common, “Are you taking him to the University?”


  Metal-Eyes opened his muzzle to say something, then paused, replying likewise in Common, “I… don’t know. The only Artificer I ever met was a white Dragon named Crook.”


  Enarork grunted, nodding, “Then we will find him.”


  The Valley Tribe Shaman nodded; the two bears assisting him picked up the unmoving Dragon on the stretcher. Only once they were out of earshot of the Deer did he bother adding, “One problem… Crook is a Church Templar.”


  Chapter 3c, Making Friends (pt 5)


  Sada was purposefully late to breakfast the morning of Evencrest. Although it was only a minor holy holiday among the hidden sect she couldn’t bring herself to be a part of it; she was no stranger to the church and she didn’t feel right letting her traveling companions know just how much of a part of it she really was. True, she had saved the practitioners numerous times from destruction but, then again, they had saved her first.


  when finally she did attend the gathering she saw the party seated as an entire group for the first time since their arrival. Although the closely packed gathering of Alarice, Weisen, and Inigo all shot her a glance, each of the scholars were too busy with their own activities: Roland and Joshew with one another, and Alvis with Brother Jessen. It made the otter smile to know that both the mongrel and the coyote were finally getting a chance to socialize—and with one another, nonetheless.


  She remained silent, simply nodding to Alarice, who returned to a quiet discussion with Weisen while Inigo appeared bored, casually swirling his index finger in the luke warm honeyed tea given to the visitors as part of the Evencrest celebration. The otter nodded thankfully to Sister Harriet who delivered her a small mug of coffee; hosts did not drink tea for the celebration, and Sada was thankful that everyone was already too wrapped up in their own activities to notice the difference in her drink opposed to theirs… or so she had thought.


  Despite being blind, Joshew glanced her way, “So what’d you do to have all the luck?”


  The otter met the blind scholar’s glance despite him not being able to see it, “I beg your pardon, Mr. Helix?”


  If the human had an issue with the use of his family name he didn’t bother letting it show, “The rest of us are stuck with tea, but you get coffee? That’s the lifeblood of any real scholar… not this stuff.” Joshew slid the tea away from himself with the back of his hand.


  Roland frowned, objecting to his compatriot quietly, “Shew… our hosts are practically right here… don’t be rude.”


  The blind scholar clicked his tongue in distaste, “I’m not being rude… I think it’s only fair to let em know I don’t drink rabbit-food.” The human stalled at the sudden pause in conversation from across the room where a lapin acolyte turned and glanced at Joshew, who lowered his head and voice, murmuring, “There’s a rabbit here, isn’t there?”


  The two scholars continued to argue quietly like an old married couple, though the human’s realization did take a little of the edge off of his gruffness. If anyone else in the group had noticed Joshew’s faux pas they didn’t bother mentioning it… most likely because they were all busy with their own interactions: Alarice and Weisen were discussing the Order of Blades and Alvis… Sada smirked to herself as she saw the mutt make good use of one of the many tips she had provided him.


  The young scholar, sitting right beside his coyote host, took a sip of tea during a break in their conversation. Once the mug was back on the table he stretched, letting out a wide yawn. Although one paw went back to the table to join the mug the second found its way to the back of Brother Jessen’s chair. If Sada were any less in control of her emotions she would have blurted out a laugh at the way the two mens’ tails wagged in perfect unison back and forth behind them, or perhaps gushed a little more than smile simply when she saw the coyote lean just a little closer to the mutt.


  The quiet morning passed in relaxed company until the second course of breakfast had been finished. Alarice and Weisen had moved from a discussion about what information the dragon had obtained from their (now deceased) prisoner and on to possible plans of action in response to the Order of Blades’ activities in Newport. It was during the dragon’s unrolling of a map that Alarice sent Inigo off on some random errand; Sada was not close enough to hear exactly what it was, but the bat leaving was the catalyst she was waiting for; the otter slid out of the dining hall and followed after him.


  She was barely three steps into the hall before she saw that Inigo was not unaware of her presence. He waited for her, standing with one paw on his hip, the other still holding his tea cup from breakfast. He wore a self-confident expression drawn across his muzzle as he smirked, “Just couldn’t stand to be away from me for even a minute, hmm? Not surprising… but it usually doesn’t happen to most women until after I’ve taken them for a ride…” and he offered her a suggestive wink.


  The otter was not impressed, “Cute.”


  A needly-toothed smile accompanied the bat’s words, “So I’m told.”


  Sada didn’t have a lot of time, so she cut to the chase. Losing all hint of playful banter, she stated quite plainly, “You used to be cuter, Gahl’Agra.”


  The bat’s tribal Common Name wiped the smirk right off of his muzzle, but he was fast enough to recover—he’d been trained well, “You must have heard wrong… it’s Golgara… Inigo Golgara.” and he accompanied the name with a flourishing bow.


  She remained unimpressed, and pressed the advantage, “Gahl’Agra… it’s the name you gave the ladies at the brothel.”


  There was something about seeing the seemingly unshakable bat off balance that gave Sada the faintest bit of a high, but he still somehow, admirably, managed to keep up his charade, “Well, despite the fact that I might be skilled enough to be a courtesan, I would remind you that I am, in fact, my Lady Alarice’s chief bo—”


  “Your father told you that outsiders should know you as ‘Spinning-Leaf’… Gahl’Agra in the tribal tongue. The Madame changed it to make it easier to say and decided it would be good to give it to you as a family name.”


  Inigo dropped the tea cup he had been cradling in one paw. It landed on the carpet-covered wooden floor with a faint thunk; tea splashed all over the rug but the cup did not break… unlike the bat’s previously impervious visage. He tried several times to formulate a complete thought, but failed with each attempt, “How do you know about the—?… Where did you hear my—?… Why did—?…”


  She took a step forward, “They told you to forget your life… to forget what came before… your family… your village… your language…”


  The bat looked down at the ground where the tea cup had fallen and stared for several seconds before returning his gaze to meet hers, “Ena sumuno… Never forget…”


  Sada saw in the bat’s gaze that he finally remembered her. She smiled… just a little. It had taken some time before she had realized just who the bat was and she hadn’t had the chance to approach him. “Ena sumuno.” and she held out a webbed paw to Inigo, as she had done during the times they had met in the Brothel.


  Rather than accept her paw he collided with her, wrapping his arms around her and burying his face in her shoulder; it was something she had come to expect from the young bat years ago whenever she went to visit him during his first few months at the Brothel—despite the fact that he was taller than her after so many years did nothing to dispel the memory of it, or the familiarity of the gesture. His voice was muffled as he spoke against her blouse, “I thought you were dead… I thought they killed you.”


  The otter slowly slipped her arms around to embrace Inigo in return, “They tried… but Sahjah doesn’t die easily.”


  The bat cleared his throat, slowly pulling away once the strongest of emotions had passed, “You changed your name, Owa.”


  Sada smiled when Inigo used the tribal word for ‘mother’. Although they were barely a decade apart he had always called her that, ever since she had helped him come to terms with his new place in life. She had been sold to the Brothel by Bone Tribe slavers two years before Inigo had been brought in by sell-swords. “Yes… I did.” She had done what she could for the young bat up until—The smile slowly faded however and she nodded, “After… well… after the event that took me from you, I traveled to Soyria to get away from all of this… in Old Soyrian, de’Ahm means ‘By Your Grace’… it’s an oath.”


  Inigo blinked, standing with the same awkwardness she remembered from the young bat, “When did you return?… why did you return?”


  Glancing back at the door to the dining room, the otter took a step closer to the bat and lowered her voice, “After the Madame put me to the knife I was tossed out into the Red Alley and left for dead… but the people of this church found me, and took me in.”


  Inigo’s large ears raised and he glanced back toward the dining room, then once again to the otter, “So… you came back for the priests and priestesses here?”


  Sada smiled, and reached into her blouse, pulling out a small brass symbol; it didn’t take long before she saw the bat’s eyes widen as he recognized it as the same one worn by the priests and priestesses, “I came back as a priestess here.”


  Inigo’s muzzle worked several times without any words coming out; had the otter been just a little more sadistic she might have commented on it but, instead, she let him have a moment to finally spit out what he was going to say, “You… you mean you… a River Tribe courtesan… you’re… a priestess?”


  She slid the symbol back into her blouse before countering in a matter-of-fact tone, “Still a courtesan, and now a priestess as well… yes. No stranger than a Mist Tribe orphan becoming a sword for hire.”


  The bat shrugged helplessly, “And a man-whore too… got some skills there that still come in handy.”


  Sada offered a bitter-sweet smile, “How far we’ve both come… a swordsman with two weapons, and a priestess who prays on her feet and on her back.”


  There was silence between them for several breaths before Inigo spoke up once more, “I thought you were dead.”


  The otter nodded, “It was best for everyone… if you knew I was alive you might have said something and then the Madame would have come for you next.”


  The bat nodded, then let out a sigh, “You waited until we were alone before you said anything, and it would have been easier to just say nothing at all… which means—”


  “I need your help.”


  Her admission was honest and straight-forward; it was a big change of pace for the otter woman, but she realized that the bat was too astute and they shared too much of a history for her to be anything less than direct. It paid off, “Owa, tell me what I can do.”


  Sada took in then let out a breath before replying, “It won’t be easy.”


  Some of Inigo’s easy-going humor returned, “Neither was telling the Madame ‘no’.”


  The otter nodded, “Alright…” she repeated another breath before getting down to business, “I need you to help me convince your employer and Lord Weisen to—”


  “Lord Weisen?” Inigo had obviously recovered enough to interrupt her.


  Sada nodded, “There is far more going on here than it seems, Gahl.”


  The bat paused, folding his arms together as he leaned back against a wall, gazing at nothing in particular “Gahl…”


  The otter cleared her throat, unable to spare the time for him to reminisce, “Will you help me, Inigo?”


  The bat’s ears swiveled in her direction, “I won’t do anything that’ll put Alarice in danger, and I won’t do anything against her either.”


  Sada smiled, nodding in appreciation of his loyalty, “It will put us all in danger… but no more than anything else these days… and no… we’ll need her help too.”


  Inigo glanced her way, “And how do you plan on getting her to help? Her services aren’t all that cheap. Do you have enough coin?”


  The otter’s smile widened, “It can aid in resolving the ‘Order of Blades’ problem.”


  The bat’s debonare, self-assured air returned in the blink of an eye as he pushed himself off of the wall and rested his paws on the hilts of his blades, “In that case, I would be honored to aid you in whatever quest involves poking the Order in its ‘ouchy places’.”


  Sada’s eye-roll was more nostolgic than anything else; despite everything that had changed, so much remained the same.


  Chapter 3.6, Thaddius


  Thaddius was not unaccustomed to traveling the halls of the castle late at night; he often found that the peaceful walks helped him ease his troubled and busy mind. Sometimes he would manage to make it back to bed before the sun rose and, on other nights, it just put him closer to the dining hall so he could eat alone without having to answer hundreds of questions from dozens of courtiers.


  Brother Maynard assured him that dealing with dignitaries and petty nobles would become easier in time… especially once he wore the crown, but the big black Wolf often dreaded that upcoming eventuality. Those thoughts were in the back of his mind, however… his main objective for the night was to simply go to the north tower so he could watch the moon set. There was something beautiful about the quiet drifting of the silvery disc down to the horizon as his back felt the warming rays of the dawning sun. In his mind, it was the perfect plan.


  Those plans were derailed however by the sound of a fervent objection, “No! Please! My Lord, I—” but the plaintive female voice was cut short by the sound of an impact… the back of a paw against a face if Thaddius was not mistaken. When it involved women, that was not a sound he enjoyed hearing. Changing his destination, the black wolf took a side hall and at the top of the stairway he encountered what appeared to be a very one-sided altercation.


  The ‘damsel in distress’ turned out to be a young ermine woman… a castle serving girl who Thaddius had not seen in… a long time. The aggressor was the brutish, uncouth, poorly mannered son of one of the lesser petty nobles; frankly, the Wolf had no idea why the boy’s father hadn’t drowned him years ago. The loutish cur had one paw around the girl’s throat while the other was pinned between the two of them, obviously intent on removing the clothes that separated them. Thaddius was not content to walk by.


  It took the Wolf a moment to remember the whelp’s name, “Wilbur… Remove your paws from her person immediately.”


  The hound pulled his paw out from between them but kept his other around her throat, as he turned to regard Thaddius, “It’s Wemble, you brainless dolt… and this isn’t any of your busin—” but he froze when he saw to whom he had spoken and his tail tucked immediately. “Oh! Your—your Majesty!”


  Thaddius reached over and grabbed hold of the canine refuse by the wrist, making the sniveling brat yelp in pain as his paw was forcefully removed from the cowering woman’s neck. He looked immediately to the serving girl, “Has this sack of offal wronged you, my lady?”


  The boy continued whimpering, but his woefully inaccurate sense of self worth apparently wouldn’t let him keep quiet, “Your Majesty… she’s… she’s just a servant wench… she—” he was silencedas Thaddius squeezed his wrist tighter, forcing him to his knees.


  The Wolf didn’t bother looking at the pathetic piece of scum, rather, his eyes were taken aback by the frail beauty of the living art that stood before him. The young ermine woman was pressed as far back against the wall as she could be, her flawless white fur marred by the unwanted advances of the unclean churl who, for as far as the Prince was concerned, was as good as a demon masquerading as a nobleman’s son.


  She kept her eyes on the ground, still shivering but, at length, she finally responded, her voice meek, and quiet, “N-no, your… your Majesty… I’m sorry… he is Sir Eilwyr’s son, and I should not have objected to—”


  The Wolf didn’t wait for her to finish fretting; she was mistaken if she had thought she had done something wrong, “My lady… did he wrong you?”


  The cowering canine somehow managed to muster up enough of a tone to object, “Your Majesty! She is a serving wench… is she is not mine to do with as I—?”


  Thaddius’ roar was enough to silence the conceited whelp, “NO! She is NOT!”


  The Dog was near tears, “My… my father—”


  The prince picked the pathetic lout up by the scruff of his neck and growled into his face, “Will be better off without a disappointment like you.” Thaddius easily ignored the Dog’s screams and cries, gripping his shoulder and the back of his neck as he repeatedly drove the hooligan’s head into the stone wall of the passage. By the fifth or sixth collision the simpleton’s objections had silenced and, after one more solid impact he turned, walked a few steps to the stairway, and tossed the Dog down them.


  Without providing whatever-his-name a second thought, the Wolf then turned to the ermine woman, who was still cowering. “He will not harm you again, my dear… I swear it.” The prince extended a paw to her but paused as she drew back even further, if such a thing were possible considering how closely she hugged the wall. Looking down at his digits he was aghast to see that several of them were covered with blood and Thaddius was immediately embarrassed. “I… beg your pardon, my lady.” and he immediately began wiping it off on his trousers.


  The ermine woman’s eyes slowly meandered to the stairwell, and the faint moan that arose from the bottom, “Your Highness… you… could have killed him.”


  The wolf approached her, gingerly running a single claw through the pristine white fur of her cheek, pained by the imperfections he saw that had been caused by the touch of the unfortunately still-alive, conceited, woefully uncouth son of Sir Eilwyr. Thaddius sighed, shaking his head, “I am afraid that is very unlikely, my dear, for life’s twisted sense of humor usually guarantees that those who deserve death the most often live the longest.”


  The serving girl pulled her simple dress tighter around her and, as she looked back to him, the Wolf realized that there was still fear in her eyes. The sudden realization that disposing of the honorless lout in a manner he so deserved may have been excessive. Despite the fact that the Dog deserved to be punished, the simple, frail sensibilities of the beautiful treasure in front of him were likely unable to bear such decisive justice, “I apologize if I have offended you, my dear… that was not my intent.” Thaddius offered a stiff bow, and turned to leave.


  “M-my Lord?” The sound of her ruffling dress indicated that she stood.


  He remained where he was, maintaining his composure as he kept his back to the vision of heaven behind him. His memory finally found the name he’d been seeking, “Miss Evelyn, is it not?”


  He heard her courtesy behind him, “Yes… Your Majesty.”


  Despite wishing to provide her a chance to forgive him his overbearing trespass, the Wolf said the first thing that came to his mind, and that was about her beautiful color, “Your fur… it has not always been white, has it?”


  “M-my fur?” there was a pause, “No, your Majesty… itrecently turnedwhite in preparationfor the winter.”


  A smile slowly spread across the wolf’s muzzle, and he whispered to himself, “Just like in my dream… it must be a sign.”


  He suddenly remembered she was there by the sound of her meek inquiry, “Your Majesty?”


  Thaddius hated himself for asking the question, but he realized it was important far beyond his sense of comfort, “Miss Evelyn… I apologize for the necessity of this question, but has the… impropriety shown to you this night been an issue for you during your tenure here at my family’s castle?”


  The ermine woman quickly shook her head, “No, your Majesty… I… shouldn’t have been out in the corridors so late… it was my fau—”


  The Wolf’s paw went from her cheek into the wall as a fist, “No.” it was a single word, but spoken with all the conviction he had, “You were not at fault here, my Lady. The wretched pool of effluence at the bottom of the stairs is to blame… and, if he survives the morning I will see to it that his father knows of his hedonism.”


  The small, innocent creature before him immediately looked terrified, and she grabbed hold of his forearm. The Prince recoiled at her touch, realizing just how much he would tarnish her perfection… he was unclean, and could not bare the thought of her being anything but pristine.


  She pulled away, cowering at his sudden movement, but she spoke nevertheless, “Please, your Majesty… I shouldn’t have been out this late… please… I beg of you… just…” and she began sobbing.


  Thaddius winced, his discomfort at the situation growing. Had he inadvertently offended the poor girl? Had he wronged her without knowing? A thought suddenly popped into his mind unbidden—what if they were lovers and they were merely playing at a game? It would be highly unorthodox, but it wouldn’t have been the first time the Wolf had heard stories about women requesting their lover to—NO… not this vision of perfection… she was too clean… too pure… but, still, the Prince had to know one thing, “Miss Evelyn…” he couldn’t even manage to look at her as he asked the question, “Did you… invite that man’s advances?”


  He finally received a firm, distinct answer from the girl as she offered a very emphatic, “No!” followed by a much quieter, “…your Majesty.”


  He nodded, once again content in his acknowledgement that the young woman was as pure as her fur, “Then he was clearly in the wrong. I truly do understand compassion and forgiveness, Miss Evelyn… but Why do you concern yourself with what becomes of that vile poltroon?”


  The young woman covered her face with her dainty paws, “The Priests said—”


  The Wolf’s ears raised immediately, “What do the Priests have to do with this? If anything they would call for that man to be made lesser for it.” he made a gesture with his fingers of a scissor, “The Church prides itself on taking a harsh stance of any man who would defile an untouched maiden.”


  Evelyn moved her paws as she looked up to him, tears on her cheeks, “The church is caring for my baby.”


  Thaddius felt his heart stop at the admission and his brain along with it. There was a pause of several breathes before he could remember how to speak. When he finally did, it was a simple question, “If you have a child, why are you working? Is your husband too unwell to provide for you, or did he—?”


  She lowered her head again, sliding down against the wall to a seating position, “… I am… unmarried… your Highness.”


  The admission struck him like a slap to the face. What he’d heard conflicted with every image of the girl in his mind. As he felt the righteous indignation begin to boil within him it was all he could do to get the next words out of his muzzle without a growl accompanying them, “And… your child’s father… why did you not marry him to at least hide the shame of what you had wrought together?”


  Evelyn shook her head, still looking down, “I cannot marry the father of my child, your Majesty…”


  Thaddius felt his hackles begin to rise as he clenched his fists, and a growl escaped with his next words, “Why? Did you not know his name, girl?


  Her next words were so quiet that he was barely able to hear them, “…he was my father too.”


  The Prince literally fell away at the admission. His back impacted against the wall and he slid down it until he was seated on the ground much the same as the ermine woman. Clearly Thaddius had overstepped his bounds. He could only wheeze the next comment, “I… cannot believe such a thing was by choice…”


  She lowered her head into her paws, “…it was not.”


  If it were possible for heartbreak to bring about a renewal of purpose and the innervation of one’s soul then that was what Thaddius experienced when everything finally clicked. He rose again to his feet, direction clear in how he would have to redeem himself for thinking ill of such a perfect creature, “You do not want me to have this issue addressed because it will bring up unpleasant history for you.”


  She nodded, “Please, your Majesty…”


  He held a paw down to her, “Then I will resolve this situation in another way.” The moment Evelyn’s fingers slipped into his he hoisted her up to her feet. Smiling reassuringly at the young woman, Prince Thaddius moved her paw to his forearm and walked her down the hall arm in arm; true, she was not royalty, but she was in his care and she deserved treatment befitting of a lady… especially after all she had been forced to endure.


  “Sire… where we we going?”


  The Prince berated himself; he was so eager to render assistance that he had rudely kept his charge in the dark. “I am bringing you to one of my most trusted retainers who will escort you somewhere safe.”


  She tensed, “But… my baby…”


  Thaddius smiled comfortingly, “Will go with you, my dear. There is a Church in Newport who will be able to see after him, and I will send you with enough coin to help make certain that you are comfortable and, once you are gone, I will have Sir Eilwyr’s… get dealt with.”


  Although she relaxed somewhat as they took their next steps, her next question did not sound wholly relieved, “Your Majesty… I—I cannot accept your charity.”


  The Prince took a few more steps before stopping outside their destination. He rested a paw on her shoulder and turned her to regard him as he leveled his gaze down at her, “First, Miss Evelyn, I am Heir Apparent to the Throne of Lehsunia, and you will do whatever I tell you…” He softened his gaze and smiled, “Though I am in awe of your pride and self-sufficiency. Very well… if you will not accept a gift, then we will call it a retainer fee.” and, before she could question him further, he knocked loudly on the door.


  There was a slight pause before an answer from within, “Present!”


  It was not a common response for the knock on a door in Lehsunia, but, then again, Umberto wasn’t Lehsunian by birth. The Wolf nodded patiently to the ermine and looked back to the portal and announced “It is I.”


  Chaos and cacophony sounded clearly from within the room and, a few seconds later, a mostly naked wolverine opened the door. Thaddius was pleased to see that the man’s undergarments were suitably red, but, considering their guest, it was most unbecoming. The Wolf announced clearly, albeit a little too late, “I have a guest.”


  As the door closed, Thaddius looked back to the ermine on his arm, who had hidden her face in embarrassment. Sensible sensibilities, he reasoned, and quickly spoke up, “That was inadvertent, my Lady… please except my apologies. Umberto Marino is one of the Templars assigned to me by the Church, and I can think of no better man to see you safely to Newport than he.”


  The Ermine woman nodded and responded hesitantly, “I… I am sure he is wonderful, your Majesty… I just don’t understand what I—”


  “I have already said, my dear.” he kissed her on the forehead as he turned back to address the reopening door. Umberto emerged, pointedly avoiding eye contact with the woman; he was obviously nearly as embarrassed as she. The Prince spoke directly and to the point, “You are to escort Miss Evelyn to Newport. I will pen a letter of reference personally, and I wish you to bring her and it to my sister’s. She will begin working there immediately in the same capacity as she has done here.”


  The wolverine saluted, “Of course, my Liege.”


  “And see to it that she is given an advance on her wages…” he looked down to the young woman, smiling warmly, “100 Crowns per month should suffice.” Perhaps it was easily ten times the normal stipend for even the highest rank castle servant, but Thaddius considered it was for a good cause.With nothing more to be said, he about-faced and made his way off down the hall—the north tower was still waiting for him, and he never particularly cared for surprised expressions… especially when it came to wages.


  Chapter 3.6, Noriene


  The Strangled Cockerel wouldn’t have been Noriene’s first choice for a meeting place but, then again, that’s why it was so perfect. She pushed her way through the hinged doors and pulled her cowl closer around her face… not so much for anonymity, but because the hem was laced with sweet-scented herbs which went a long way to making the heavy air bearable; between the scent of stale alcohol, pipe weed, and unwashed bodies she needed something, and it was the best she had available.


  Her appointment was waiting for her at one of the tables in the far back of the building which, fortunately, had an outside vent near it. Taking a seat, the Princess lowered her hood, realizing that few people would bother looking and fewer still in the run-down portion of town would recognize her face. In fact, trying not to draw attention was more likely to draw attention than her features. Of course the woman seated opposite her was such an eyesore that she was almost painful to look at probably helped redirect attention too.


  The old monkey didn’t bother looking up from her brown-colored soup, “You’re late.”


  Noriene knew better than to ever expect a ‘your highness’ from Professor Cadence VanHousen… the sour old scholar had little in the way of people skills. In the end that suited the princess perfectly fine—she wasn’t interested in the monkey’s ability to foster relationships, after all.“Then the Church owes you an apology… they rarely if ever seem to have any interest in chronology.”


  The monkey snorted, lowering her head down to take a very noisy sip from her soup spoon. She smacked her lips and let out a breath before speaking up, “I trust your meeting with them was worthwhile, otherwise you never would have wasted my time… or yours.”


  Noriene had almost removed one of her gloves before thinking better of it; between the tables and latrine, there hardly appeared to be a step up in cleanliness. Folding her still-gloved paws in front of her on the dirty surface she got straight to the point, “It was indeed worth my time… as for it being worth your time, that depends…”


  Professor VanHousen put down her spoon and finally looked up, staring at the wolf through her thick lensed spectacles, “And what would it depend on?”


  “My contacts in the Church have confirmed that one of their Templars is missing, and that they still haven’t managed to deal with him.”


  The monkey huffed, reaching for her spoon again, “Why would we even begin to care about a Templar deserting?”


  The old scholar’s arm stopped at Noriene’s response, “He was a Techlar.”


  Cadence rested her hand back on the table, her stare becoming more intent. The term was anunofficial one, but used quite often in the University to identify a member of the Church who also had an affinity for clockwork mechanisms, and usuallyAir science.“I see… you now have my attention. Do go on.”


  A smile blossomed slowly on Noriene’s muzzle, “And he has the True Breath.”


  The Monkey blinked once… then again, and huffed a few times in disbelief—the first indication of any kind of animation from the usually stoic scholar. It was a few seconds before she managed to speak up, “If he’s been gone more than an hour then the Church has fully and completely Code-Browned.”


  If a sign of life were abnormal from the Monkey, hearing her use a term coined by young students was even more unusual… the term ‘Code-Brown’ was mainly used by first year scholars identifying when something ended up so bad it may as well have been sent down the sewage chute. Regardless, the Professor was very right about that point… they had Code-Browned. “He’s been gone for two months.”


  The monkey scoffed, “And I assume they have absolutely no idea how to go about finding him or where to look? Ha… maybe they’ll have more luck praying for a solution to their most unfortunate debacle.”


  The Princess lowered her voice as she spoke her next words, “The Order of Blades have found him… here in Newport.”


  The monkey raised one of her bushy eyebrows, “So the Church has gone crawling to the Order, have they? Hmm… well then they truly have gone the wrong direction… in that case I suppose they have no plans to convince him to return.”


  Noriene raised one of her gloved paws, scowling at the brownishhue the table top had given it, “Strangely, the Church has not taken responsibility for the Order of Blades… although my contacts within the clergy were quite certain the altercation several days back in Old Town involved the Templar and agents from the Order. I have been reassured that they have no idea who is involved with the contract.”


  Cadence’s response was completely without commitment, “Mmm…” and she hoisted up her bowl to drink directly from it, taking several noisy droughts before draining it dry.The Monkey wiped her mouth off with the back of a sleeve and set the empty vessel back onto the table before speaking up again, “…but something tells me you may have a theory.”


  The Wolf didn’t bother keeping a bemused expression from her muzzle as she met the monkey’s accusatory stare with a smile, “If I do, let’s just say I don’t yet have enough confidence to present it before a committee…”


  The monkey, not willing to rise to the bait, simply looked back to her empty bowl, “One of these days, princess, you will find that you give yourself far too much credit, and that you may not be quite as clever as you think you are. On that day you are going to fail. Bleh… the soup here is horrible.”


  Not many people could get away with attempting to undermine Noriene’s value in anyone’s eyes, let alone her own, but the ancient professor in front of her was one exception. Instead of focusing on the first comment she decided instead to address the non-sequitor, “For such horrible soup you didn’t seem to mind guzzling it down.”


  Cadence let out a distinctively unladylike belch, “I paid for it, so I may as well finish it… besides… have you never heard that tearing a bandage off is much less trouble than slowly picking at it?’


  The Wolf nodded, “Perhaps… but, then again, I believe this entire building is a bandage in need of changing.”


  The monkey shrugged, sitting back in the booth yet still somehow managing to appear to be stooped over, “Then tear it off.”


  Noriene likewise leaned back, “Perhaps I shall…”


  There was silence between the two for several long moments before the Professor spoke up again, “We didn’t come here to speak about décor or menu… perhaps you’d like to explain the plan now that you’ve completed your little game of espionage?”


  The Wolf didn’t let the Monkey’s dour comment affect her in the least, “Knowing what I know now, I plan to send out feelers to locate the Templar… obviously.”


  Professor VanHousen seemed unimpressed, “Obviously.”


  Noriene smiled half-heartedly at the Monkey’s repeating of her own word; it was almost infantile but, then again, Cadence was not known for her people-skills. “The Church is looking for him, and so it only makes sense that I find him first.”


  Cadence nodded, “Then align goals… if you want to find the Templar then maybe you should give him a reason to find you.”


  Intrigued at the thought, the Wolf leaned forward again, “And how would you propose I do that, Professor?”


  “If he truly is a Techlar then he may have an interest in the University, and he may be looking for a place to set up a workshop.”


  The Princess shook her head, “No… he would be trying to lay low… he wouldn’t risk practicing his art.” Noriene knew better than to suggest such a thing, but she wondered if Cadence would take the bait.


  The Monkey did. “Either you are far more dense than anyone gives you credit for, or you just don’t understand how the True Breath works… it isn’t some casual past time… it’s a compulsion… he has to create.”


  Noriene let Cadence’s insult slide. “Be that as it may, Lord Crook was last sighted in Old Town and after—”


  The Professor immediately cut her off, “Did you say ‘Crook’?”


  The Princess nodded, frowning finally at being interupted, “Yes… I am told it is a nickname… a title of some sort. His true name is—”


  The Monkey interrupted her again, “Weisen.”


  She didn’t bother frowning a second time, since it would be a completely wasted effort with the primate, “You recognize the name?”


  A faint hint of some long-forgotten vitality came alive in the ancient scholar’s eyes, “He was the reason I joined the University.”


  Noriene flicked a piece of something unpleasant off of the table, “That must have been quite an event to encourage a woman to attempt to become a scholar—wait…” the Wolf’s ears fell in confusion, “Haven’t you been part of the University for over a hundred years?”


  The Monkey seemed unconcerned with the obviously inflated number, “Sixty two, and yes. By all counts, I would put Lord Weisen Crook at somewhere just over two hundred.”


  The Princess blinked, stunned at the number, “I thought even dragons rarely lived past one century… he must be more decrepit than you.”


  Once again Cadence appeared unconcerned regarding the blatant reference to her age, “One more thing you obviously don’t know about dragons with the True Breath.”


  Noriene nodded, content to leave things at that, “Be that as it may, I have several ideas as to how I can bring my resources to bear… if the Church wants to find this Templar then I will have to find him first.”


  “Then either our discussion is at an end, or you are about to suggest that you have a proposal as to how I can further waste my valuable time for your benefit.”


  The Princess smiled, “Oh Professor… you’re ‘wasting’ your time for far more than just your future Queen, or have you already forgotten? I understand how memory is for someone of your age, but, honestly…”


  The monkey smiled blandly, revealing numerous missing teeth, “Honestly, princess, I have been old for enough years that there is not a thing you could say that I would not have already heard a hundred times—”


  Norniene smiled, chiding further, “Don’t you mean a thousand times? You’re surely old enough that you’ve probably heard them no less than a thous—”


  Any inking of what might have passed for humor (not that there was much of it in the first place) was fully gone from the Monkey, “I have little patience, and you’ve already tried all of it. You may be the Princess, but don’t forget that no one is above everyone, and until you realize that good will inspired by your title will only get you so far I would advise that you stop. wasting. my. time.” Cadence stood abruptly, every single one of the primate’s joints popping at the sudden movement.


  The Wolf likewise stood, her approach shifting immediately as she reminded herself that she truly did need the unbearable woman,“I understand completely, Professor. Perhaps I had crossed the line into the realm of too much familiarity, and I apologize for that… I do not often have the pleasure of connecting with such a well-regarded mind and my giddiness may have caused me to—”


  The Monkey snorted out scornfully, “Enough… just tell me my part in this pageant and let me return to my office.”


  Noriene became that much more direct, “Well enough… your office is fine. Go about your business and await word from me… and send me a missive if you should encounter any information that might be helpful to the cause… please.”


  Professor VanHousen’s reply was quite dismissive, “Well enough.”


  The scholar turned to leave, but the Princess felt compelled to offer a final parting suggestion, “Nobody else should hear of this meeting.”


  The Monkey showed herself out after offering a very bland, to-the-point, “That should go without saying.”


  Noriene waited several minutes before likewise heading out. Although she garnered a few glances from some of the patrons she let them be and made her way to the exit. Her carriage was waiting two blocks over. The door opened for her and her handmaiden waited with a welcoming smile and a paw up into the transport, “An emissary is awaiting you at your manor, my Lady.”


  The Princess waited until the door closed before she gave her lover a kiss, and business followed pleasure, “An emissary? From whom?”


  “Your brother, my Lady.”


  The carriage started off immediately as Noriene puzzled through the announcement, “Why would Malcom be sending someone to speak with me mid-week? His messages usually do not arrive until the weekend…”


  Her handmaiden nodded, “You have two brothers, Mistress.”


  Noriene was, for the first time in a long time, surprised.


  Chapter 4a, It’s Pronounced Cameo (pt 1)


  The journey from the Yew Tribe’s village to the Stone Tribe’s land was not a long one, but traveling the open fields from the edge of the forest to the enormous, walled collection of homes they called ‘Newport’ was far more time consuming. Gift-of-the-Earth had made the journey may times from his own tribe’s village and he was certainly not unprepared for it, but having Metal-Eyes and Roaring-Flood along made the trip a great departure from his usual travel with the many traders from the tribes.


  He thought often of the Yew Tribe as they traveled; the destruction caused at their village was like nothing he’d ever seen before. While Theo called it ‘barbaric’, the bear couldn’t see the comparison for a word used to describe The People and what had happened there… nobody from the tribe lands would ever consider something like that—it was wholly under the auspices of the Stone Tribe’s Men of Symbol. Sanmer had said he’d expected nothing less from the Church, which made Gift-of-the-Earth wonder anew how the people of the Stone Tribe could let them coexist… The Men of Symbol were nearly as bad as any of the Undesirable.


  The human named Nicholas made the most sense out of all of his traveling companions from the Stone Tribe; he kept quiet, offering only the occasional “It ain’t right.” or “No reason for what they did.”; it was how Gift-of-the-Earth felt, and it made him appreciate the simple, down-to-earth viewpoint of the Wave Rider all the more. He was, at his most base level, very much like Gift-of-the-Earth’s brother, Roaring-Flood, who had said essentially the same words a number of different times since the attack.


  Unlike Roaring Flood, however, Nicholas was sitting near him by the fire while the big black bear was off in his tent probably working up to the fourth verse of the Story of Spring—the muffled vulpine cry from within made Gift-of-the-Earth revise his assessment; that sounded like the fifth verse. The human rolled his eyes, shaking his head, “Gawd… don’t even wanna think about it… don’t even wanna think about it.”


  Gift-of-the-Earthstood from his spot at the fire and moved a little further away so he could enjoy the quiet of the night. They had set up camp almost beneath the shadow of The Cherished Mother; it was a good place, and well-chosen for a number of reasons. Despite the obvious sacred stone, their camp site was off of the main pathway that the Men of Symbol used in their travel to and from the eastern portion of the Stone Tribe’s land. The party had seen a number of their metal-wearing warriors and so it did not take much to convince his traveling companions to take the extra detour to what the bear considered to be the ‘proper path’.


  Despite the benefit of getting to choose the camp site, not everything went quite as planned. Having never had the boon of traveling with a Shaman, Gift-of-the-Earth had been excited to see the Rite of Greeting as it was performed by a holy man, but Metal-Eyes simply patted the merchant on the shoulder and suggested that he enact it. Thebrownbear had… without the aid of the Shaman or Roaring-Flood; it seemed almost ironic that the only one keeping him company for the rite had been the small white-furred scholar… though, at least he had been courteous enough to keep his barrage of questions silent until the ritual was at an end.


  Of course, that had been hours ago… they had made camp and practically everyone was already asleep. It had been an exhausting day, and it didn’t make much sense to still be awake… and yet, Gift-of-the-Earth was… there was too much on his mind for him to sleep.


  He was startled by Metal-Eyes‘ voice beside him, “You seem troubled, Gift-of-the-Earth.”


  Thejeweler turned to regard the old shaman, surprised that the man still had the skill and knowledge to move so silently amidst the tall grass of the plains, “I would like to settle my mind, but every time I focus on one issue the others distract me.”


  Metal-Eyes made no offer of advice, and no suggestion that might help… instead, he simply gazed northward to the enormous pillar of stone—the physical manifestation of the divine… The Cherished Mother, and the Shaman finally spoke… but it was not in the language of The People; it was the strange words of the Stone Tribe, and yet Gift-of-the-Earth realized what it was… he was speaking the Rite of Greeting in their language. The old bear had his paws together, head lowered, and he intoned the words.


  “Earthen Mother; Cherished Protector; Guardian of the Lands; Watcher of All Children. Your cubs thank you for your guidance. We come and go, but you remain, to stand for us where we may see and know that you will still be here, always.”


  The Shaman didn’t raise his head from its position of supplication for many long moments and Gift-of-the-Earth waited patiently until he did. Only then did the trader ask the question, “You spoke to her in their tongue… why?”


  Metal-Eyes smiled, still looking into the distance at the Cherished Mother, “Spirits are beyond the limits or the care of language, my friend… it should not matter how we honor them… only that we do.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth sighed, adding in as flat a tone as he could manage, “The prayer is not as beautiful in the Stone Tribe’s tongue.”


  The shaman’s smile did not diminish, “A prayer is beautiful no matter the language, Gift-of-the-Earth… speaking with spirits has a beauty beyond the words we use.”


  The trader’s dour expression just couldn’t manage to hold back the faint smile that crept up onto his lips and he turned to more fully regard the shaman even as the older bear looked to him, “You have come so far since the first time I met you, Julius Blackburn.”


  Metal-Eyes smiled and clasped wrists with him, the expression slowly fading as he spoke, “This is not about the prayer, is it? Are you afraid returning to the Stone Tribe will change me?”


  Gift-of-the-Earth slowly let go of the Shaman’s wrist and shook his head, “I know returning will alter you… every time I go into their village I feel changed after coming out. No, Metal-Eyes… I am more upset that we will go into their village and after we leave they will not be different.”


  The Shaman chuckled in a good-natured tone, “We are not going to Newport in an attempt to change anyone, Gift-of-the-Earth… only the Men of Symbol of the Stone Tribe assume to visit a host and expect to move the entire home.”


  Thejeweler’s eyes slowly drifted to the small supply tent where they had placed… the reason for their trip. “I know… We are going to Newport for…” his words faltered, unable to figure out the right way to address the subject.


  The Shaman finished for him, “Kesst. We are going to Newport for Kesst.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth sighed, “Kesst is something I… cannot understand, Metal-Eyes.”


  The older bear smiled, resting a paw on the trader’s shoulder, “Do you have to?”


  Theyounger bear paused at the comment, finding it strange beyond words that the student of learning who had joined their tribe decades in the past with the argument that he had to understand everything would suddenly question another bear’s need to comprehend something he didn’t know. Rather than answer Metal-Eyes’ question, Gift-of-the-Earth instead countered it with one of his own, “Can I see?”


  The shaman’s smile was a patient one, “Come… we shall do something better.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth followed Metal-Eyes to the storage tent, a broader, shorter structure than the rest. It was made of thick leather, made to keep vermin and small animals out of the group’s supplies while they camped. At the Shaman’s behest, a bedroll had been set and he had slept there beside the not-a-dragon ever since they had left the tribe lands. Nobody had said a thing… most likely because they were glad it was not their task. As Gift-of-the-Earth followed Metal-Eyes into the tent he stooped down; it was not made to accommodate a fully-standing bear.


  The broken husk of what was once thought to be a living dragon remained right where it had been set. Kesst was laying on a blanket, still partially wrapped up in it. Despite the large, gaping hole in the not-a-dragon’s chest, it still looked very much like a living being, which was a great testament to whatever craftsman created it. Other than the blank, unstaring, glass-like eyes, the only thing that ruined the illusion was the section of Kesst’s sternum that had been broken open where he had been impaled by the tree root.


  The break was horribly uneven, not unlike the time he had seen a Yew Tribe archer pierce a ceramic bowl with an arrow… it was a hole, but it looked more like numerous, roughly circular chips had been taken out to create it… and a spider-web of cracks further marred the surreal perfection of the sculpture that was the not-a-dragon’s chest. The wreckage that had been Kesst was completely naked save for the blanket, and the bear was unable to miss the fact that the crafter was complete in all details. Metal-Eyes took the edge of the cloth and covered that portion of the not-a-dragon, “The crafter took great care when designing him.”


  Despite the number of questions that Gift-of-the-Earth wanted to ask about the thing laying before him, he settled on what was probably the least offensive, “You think that Kesst can be… can be… cured?”


  Metal-Eyes smiled patiently, “I believe that he can be repaired… yes. There will need to be a lot done to make it happen, but I think he can be fixed.”


  The jewelermoved a paw to the enormous break in the not-a-dragon’s chest, but did not touch it, “…fixed.”


  “Gift-of-the-Earth… do you have a Soul Stone?”


  “I do.” The trader looked up from the break and withdrew his paw. Glancing to the Shaman, he reached into his satchel and felt around until he located the hemisphere shaped rock that was warm to the touch. The stone glowed as his paw came into contact with it, providing a faint, whitish light as it emerged from the pack. He deposited it into Metal-Eyes’ waiting paw.


  The glow remained while the Shaman handled it, but it faded quickly as he placed it on the small leather bag that held the party’s collection of dried meat. “You and I both light the stone with the light of the spirits… but neither the leather nor the jerky within it can.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth smirked, “I am a jeweler, Shaman… I do not need to be reminded how a Soul Stone works.”


  Metal-Eyes chuckled in response, “Of course… of course…”


  Thebrown bearwatched as the Shaman picked up the stone and moved it over to Kesst, “Do you mean to say that the—” but none of the other words made it out of his muzzle as Metal-Eyes left the stone atop the not-a-dragon’s forehead… and the light never faded… not even for a moment. Gift-of-the-Earth took a breath, “By the spirits…”


  The Shaman took the stone back and held it out to the jeweler, who accepted it mutedly. Metal-Eyes laid a paw on the unmoving not-a-dragon, “Kesst is not alive… he never was… but he is… blessed by the spirits…”


  Gift-of-the-Earth blinked, “How can the Stone Tribe do these things? They do not even believe in spirits.”


  Metal-Eyes was calm and direct in his response, “You do not know how their wagons can move without animals pulling them, and yet you see it happen. You could ride in one without ever understanding what makes them go.”


  The trader shook his head, “This is different.”


  The Shaman smiled, “Men in the Stone Tribe spend their whole lives learning about the world… spirit speakers and Shamans spend their whole lives learning about the world. We all see the world differently even though we look at the same thing.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth looked to Metal-Eyes, “And you see the world both ways?”


  The older bear chuckled softly, “There are no ‘both ways’, Gift-of-the-Earth… the Stone Tribe looks at how a tree grows, and we see why it grows. There is no wrong and there is no right; they are both pieces of the whole.”


  Thejeweler looked back to Kesst, “So they know how to make Kesst alive…”


  The Shaman smiled, “And it is our task to find out why the spirits make him so.”


  Looking at Metal-Eyes’ paw on the unmoving not-a-dragon, Gift-of-the-Earth slowly extended his own, placing it on the crafted exterior of the strange object for the first time… then quickly recoiled; Kesst was unmoving, unresponsive, and as far from living as any of the earth’s stones… and yet he was still warm… he felt alive.


  The Shaman nodded, “And you are now starting to understand.”


  Chapter 4b, Your Highness (pt 1)


  Aodhan had often heard stories told around the campfire of groups that included injured hunters far from home and trying to return. The men in the stories did not often manage to get back to their tribes before the damage done had overtaken them. If they were lucky enough to be traveling with others their bodies were brought back and given their final rights… if not, then their remains were found later and blessed… or, sometimes, not found at all.


  The wolf hated the quiet-time of the night when he could do little but think… especially when he had such dark thoughts to consider. The majority of his traveling party was injured—two critically so. Regardless, they had a destination to reach. It wasn’t a home to return to, per se, but it would hopefully be the salvation for Cruff and the antelope man, Tobias. While Aodhan did not know the injured scholar well, he and his friends had come to the rescue of the Yew Tribe, and for that, he deserved as much aid as the rest.


  The going had been slow due to the wounds everyone had sustained. Despite the fact that the majority of the group should have been staying in one place to heal, they all knew that two of their number would die without proper aid… aid that the healers of the tribe lands simply couldn’t manage. That meant that their only chance for survival would be obtaining the help of a Stone Tribe healer… a doctor… and that meant that they would have to travel to the closest city available: Vallara.


  From the Yew Tribe village, the trip itself should have taken most of a day… but that was for healthy travelers. As it was, Aodhan estimated that they were more than half way; if they had any luck at all then they would arrive by the next afternoon and hopefully, just hopefully, neither of their most critically wounded would give themselves over to the spirits during the night. As it was, Aodhan didn’t eliminate that as a possibility.


  The wolf snorted, shaking his head against the thought—no… they were going to Vallara so that everyone could survive… and they were doing everything they could to make that happen. Friar Arlowe’s full attention was taken up by his son, Cruff. The younger Raccoon Dog had not regained consciousness since falling in battle that morning but, according to the little Aodhan had learned of healing, that was not entirely a bad thing; sleep, at least, gave the body a chance to heal. The one thing the wolf did know for certain was that if there was healing power in prayer, the monk had that completely covered.


  Like Friar Arlowe Sister Aurelie has prayed for Cruff, but the cat took things a step further and provided what healing was possible. The moment the party had set camp Aodhan had combed the nearby area for any herbs that could be used to provide relief and healing while his Eyara had put them to good use. Tobias had taken to fever and his breathing was far from normal, but within an hour, after the benefit of an herbal chest rub, the prong horn was decidedly improved—not well… but improved. Cruff, however, had already begun to suffer from infection, and so the majority of Sister Aurelie’s time had to be spent on him.


  Once the general needs of camp were seen to, Brother Rhys was quick to join in helping how he could. Even less experienced in the ways of healing than Aodhan, the rat was still instrumental with gathering moss and bark that could be used for poultices and to ease the pain of those members of the party who were part of the mobile injured. He brewed teas for everyone who was conscious but still had to work despite their wounds.


  By the time the sun had set, Tobias’ injuries had mostly recovered from the damage done to them by the travel, but he was still no closer to being healed. Cruff, on the other paw, was still hit-and-miss, and Aodhan had no doubt that Sister Aurelie would be up most of the night trying to keep him alive… and Friar Arlowe, still beside himself with worry, would probably not sleep at all. Aodhan had no children and he had no doubt that he knew nothing of what the monk was feeling, but he silently offered the old Raccoon Dog all of his sympathy.


  Runs-on-Air had returned after dusk, having caught several small game animals with snares. The party had eaten relatively well despite not having packed many supplies, but after their dinner was eaten and after the fire had begun to burn low, full bellies didn’t really leave the mood much improved. It was the buck ultimately who broke the wolf’s isolation, joining him at the edge of camp and holding out a clay mug, speaking up in the tribal tongue, “Willowbark tea, Friend Aodhan… for your pain.”


  The wolf nodded in thanks and accepted it, cupping the mug in his paws, “I had thought Brother Rhys used it all.”


  The young buck stared off toward the horizon in roughly the same direction Aodhan had been looking, “No… Rhys is a caring man… he knew you went without and set some aside so you could.”


  Aodhan took a sip of the hot, bitter liquid, “He has a lot more pressing things to deal with than my aches and pains… it makes sense that he handle those first.”


  Runs-on-Air smiled, though continued gazing out over the break in the trees, “You have traveled with him for long?”


  The wolf’s eyes joined the buck’s as they scanned the horizon, taking another sip of the tea, “Long enough to know he is, as you say, a good man.”


  The comment must have been precisely what the young buck had been looking for to get straight to the point, “He wears a symbol.”


  Aodhan pulled the mug from his muzzle and cradled it again in his paws, still eying the distance, “As well he should… he is a Man of Symbol… a Priest.”


  Runs-on-Air fidgeted at that, murmuring the Stone Tribe word “Priest…” before adding “…and… the father and son?”


  The wolf nodded, “Men of Symbol.”


  “… and… Aurelie… the cat?”


  Aodhan finally turned to regard the buck, “My Eyara…”


  Runs-on-Air likewise turned to face him, though he respectfully avoided direct eye contact, “You have been traveling with the Men of Symbol, and they have not turned you against The People? One of them is your Eyara? These people do not seem like Men of Symbol… just like you they helped my tribe when—”


  The wolf raised a paw to silence him, “The Fang Tribe will raid others from time to time, and the Bone Tribe will take slaves… but this is not the way with most of The People. What we see most of the Men of Symbol are those who wish to raid our lands or make slaves of our souls… but not all are this way.”


  The buck nodded thoughtfully, glancing back toward the camp, “Rhys of the Symbol does not seem like the others I have seen.”


  Aodhan smiled slightly, “The title they use is ‘Brother Rhys’.”


  Runs-on-Air returned the smile but the expression left his muzzle quickly, “But… isn’t that their word for a brother?”


  The wolf nodded, “Yes. They believe that we are all sons and daughters of their one god… and so those who are closest to their god are all brothers and sisters in his service.”


  The buck remained quiet, thoughtful for many long moments. Aodhan looked back to the horizon, waiting patiently for Runs-on-Air to puzzle through the thoughts going through his mind. When he finally spoke up it was not in a direction the wolf had expected, “Friend Aodhan… I know you are of the Oak, but do you know of the Yew Tribe’s water ritual?”


  Aodhan ran a finger along the fluff of one of his cheeks as he thought, “Bathing in the sacred waters of the Moonlight Fall… I have heard of it… and seen the Moonlight Fall once when I came here with the Oak Tribe Shaman two summers ago… I have heard of the ritual bathing ceremony but…”


  Runs-on-Air flicked an ear, “He joined me in the waters.”


  The wolf raised an eyebrow at the reveal, “I understood that it was seen as disrespectful to enter the sacred waters with clothing.”


  The buck nodded, “He joined me without them… I had heard that the Men of Symbol have their clothing on always… even when sleeping.”


  Aodhan was surprised by that, but shrugged the issue aside, “As you said, Brother Rhys is a good man. I am certain he was being respectful of the spirits and—”


  “… he did not seem uninterested in me.”


  The wolf honestly had no idea how he always seemed to end up at the crux of any forming or disintegrating relationship—the Shaman of the Oak Tribe called him a Servant of Unity, but, in truth, Aodhan simply considered it ‘just his luck’. “I see… So did you approach him about it? Among the Men of Symbol there is a—”


  Runs-on-Air interrupted him, “I have heard… Men do not share themselves with other men, and women do not share themselves with other women. No… I swam with him, and we talked, but I did not let him know that his interest was not unappreciated… and… I hoped that he did not realize I admired him as well.” The young buck paused for many long moments before speaking again, “Are you certain these people are really Men of Symbol?”


  The genuine uncertainty of Runs-on-Air made Aodhan smile, and he took another sip to hide the expression that had been earned by the poor buck’s confusion. Once he had composed himself he lowered the mug and gave a single, succinct nod, “Yes, Friend Runs-on-Air… our companions are very much Men of Symbol… though they are more like what they should be… and much less like the ones who attacked your village.”


  There was another long pause, followed by the audible sound of Runs-on-Air clearing his throat before hesitantly asking “And… about the cat?”


  “My Eyara.”


  Runs-on-Air fidgeted, “I had heard that women among the Stone Tribe wear scents…”


  The wolf nodded, “They do. It is called ‘perfume’.”


  The buck cleared his throat a second time, “Why does.. Brother Aurelie?”


  Aodhan flicked an ear, “Sister Aurelie.”


  Runs-on-Air seemed taken aback by the correction, “But… isn’t ‘Sister’ the Stone Tribe term for—”


  “Yes it is.”


  The young tribesman seemed uncertain at how to proceed, “I am sorry, Friend-Aodhan… I am afraid I do not understand…”


  The wolf finally reached out to rest a paw on the buck’s shoulder, “It is not something easy to understand completely… but you can think of Sister Aurelie as a Bond-Maker, and hopefully that can help put your mind at ease.”


  A smile slowly spread across the buck’s muzzle, “Ahh… that does explain… well… as you say… it explains enough.” he paused for a moment before asking, “Would it be acceptable for me to talk to Sister Aurelie about it?”


  Aodhan shook his head, “It is not the same as a Bond-Maker, Friend Runs-on-Air, and no… I cannot say it would be something you can discuss.”


  The buck seemed taken aback, but quickly recovered, “Another difference between The People and The Stone Tribe.”


  The wolf nodded, “Yes… another difference.”


  Runs-on-Air moved his weight from one hoof to the other, then back again, “But everyone you travel with knows that Sister Aurelie is a Bond-Maker?”


  It was Aodhan’s turn to shift uncomfortably from paw to paw, “No.”


  The young warrior blinked, “They can’t smell—”


  “The Stone Tribe does not smell deeply… they scent the perfume and leave it at that.”


  Runs-on-Air nodded after a moment, “That must be true of all of their senses… if they never seek the truth beyond what they first see then it is little wonder that they our people do not understand one another better.”


  Aodhan glanced back toward the tents where the injured members of the party lay fighting for their lives. The wolf simply nodded sadly in agreement, “I could not have said it better, Friend Runs-on-Air.”


  Chapter 4c, Reversal of Fortunes (pt 1)


  If the several days spent healing among the underground church had tested Alarice’s patience, then the quiet, shadow-to-shadow movement through Newport’s city streets that night tested her nerve. The human woman couldn’t remember the last time she had been so apprehensive about any covert action and she wasn’t certain which likely reason for that was worse. Between her last run in with the Order of the Blades having ended so badly and the thought of having grown soft during her convalescence… neither option really appealed to her. Instead, she simply attributed her jitters to recent dreams.


  The night hours had not been kind to her mind; without mental stimulation to occupy her during the day it left her busy brain seeking an outlet as she slept… and that meant dreams… lots of dreams… too many dreams. As recent as the prior day she had been a mess—shaking hands, distracted thoughts, trouble concentrating… but, as she raised her hand to look at it in the shadowy light where she hid in an alley she was relieved to see that it was as still as stone; there was something to be said about renewed purpose.


  The woman had slept well ever since she had started the plans for the attack on the Order of Blades. With renewed conviction and a direction in which she could channel her frustration, Alarice had spent the entire previous day and much of the night in preparation. She once again had a goal in mind and knew the steps needed to get there. The few scant hours of sleep she had taken during the morning and noon-time of the day were far more rejuvenating than any of the prior nights that troubled her with phantasms and images of the past. Her senses were once again astute, and she didn’t need to look over her shoulder to know that it was Inigo who was approaching her from the back of the alley.


  His voice was hardly above a whisper, “It’s a shame you’re clothed… I’ve always enjoyed coming at you from behind.”


  The bat was apprehensive—he wouldn’t think twice at a lewd remark to anyone else but the only time he presented one to her was when he stress was getting to him. She was not about to condone it, but neither was she about to add more to Inigo’s plate. Instead, she simply reached behind her and, without even looking, grabbed firm hold of his belt and pulled him forward until he was right up against her back, “Make it through this without either of us getting killed and you can come at me from whatever direction you like… but until then—” she gave him a push back, “keep it in your trousers and focus on your other sword.”


  He settled against the wall behind her, immediately returning to business, “The scholars are three blocks back.” Alarice had been surprised when the bat had first told her that he had somehow convinced them to help out in the attack but, then again, they were, for the most part proud men… and proud men did not normally enjoy the prospect of being completely and undeniably beaten to a pulp. What it amounted to, she wagered, was that they were just as eager for revenge as she… which meant that she had a very important resource: explosives.


  She and Inigo had worked together long enough that she didn’t have to be very specific, “How are they transporting it?”


  The bat had no trouble understanding her meaning, “Pony kegs… four of them. Alvis is carrying one and Joshew has three.” Alarice could hear Inigo’s snicker, “I guess Roland has a ‘thing’ about it… something between him and Joshew… but he’s just leading his human like a pack mule… it’s almost romantic, in a fetish sorta way.”


  Alarice rolled her eyes, “Inigo… you are the only bat in all the world who considers fetishes romantic.”


  Her bodyguard shifted behind her, and she heard him jump to grab hold of a metal ladder attached to a fire escape overhead. Inigo called down to her before climbing up it, “Romance is a fetish itself.”


  The human woman let the bat go; she had arrived at their rally point, and there was nothing to do but to wait for the group to gather up. It had been Wiesen’s idea to travel separately, converging on the alley where she was positioned. The dragon would be traveling southward from the city center while Sada would be coming up from the docks. The scholars, who where the weakest part of the plan, traveled the shortest distance, coming directly from the warehouse situated immediately above the underground church.


  Unlike the unfortunate events that had occurred the last time the group had faced off against the Order of Blades, they were much better prepared. Despite being a little stiff and sore from her recovery, Alarice was healed, and she was ready for combat. Her armor had been patched, and she reinforced some areas with extra metal plates sewn into the leather at strategic areas that would further protect her from harm without hampering her agility. She had requested the same for Inigo, and the church had even replaced the blade he had lost.


  Sada, who had previously been armed only with a frying pan, had taken her leave from the Church with combat leather, a knife, and a short sword; while Alarice had no doubt that the otter would be useless in a toe-to-toe fight, she had full confidence that the smaller weapons would suit Sada well with her style of attacking from behind. Although it had been nearly two hours since the human woman had caught sight of the otter, Alarice knew that Sada had as much of an investment on the attack as they… more, most likely, since it was she who had apparently sought the group’s aid in it. As if thinking about the otter were enough to summon her, Alarice heard the tell-tale bird call Inigo used to indicate that another ‘asset’ was in place.


  The human woman answered the call with one of her own as she spotted Wiesen. The large dragon somehow managed to blend in easily with the shadows despite his size, and most unfortunate light coloration. Alarice knew the ex-Templar was wearing his combat armor, but, as always, it was carefully covered by a non-descript traveler’s robe. Nevertheless, she saw that he already had his sword in a talon and, as she watched him, he brought his other arm up, uncurling his fingers. A small, metallic object took flight, spiraling up into the air… and shot off faster than Alarice could track in the direction of the two story manner-like building the group had sought out as one of the Order’s staging buildings.


  It was Wiesen’s investigative and interrogation skills that had originally uncovered the Order of Blades base. The dragon was certainly a force to be reckoned with and, for was was probably the sixth or seventh time since she had met him, she was glad to have him on her side. Once everything had settled down she even contemplated the idea of offering the ex-Templar a more permanent business partnership… it was quite a lucrative prospect having such a skilled individual working for her.


  Alarice continued watching the dragon until she caught the pale lavender glint of his eyes focusing in on her; she raised a hand silently in his direction and his talon raised into the air to signal that he noticed her as well. He followed it up with a gesture and another, most likely identifying that he saw both Inigo and Sada in position above her. With the all of the combatants and their look-out in place that left them waiting for the scholars… which meant only a handful of minutes before Alarice would be able to get her retribution. She decided to make good use of that time.


  Despite all of the accessible holsters the woman had available for firearms, she never felt right without at least four slips for holdout weapons. Most pistols were capable of being reloaded if the gunner had extra time, but holdout pistols were a last ditch weapon that could fire only once.Accurate only at very close range they were considered an act of desperation, or a go-to choice for the particularly choosy (and entirely too flashy) assassin. Alarice had learned to use them early in her career when the more obvious holsters just wouldn’t get past a keen eye… and she had then made them a more permanent part of her load out.


  The woman sat down on a worn metal garbage bin and pulled out the first holdout from where it rested snugly in her bodice. She picked up a discarded scrap of metal and carefully scraped away at the wood of the gun until a very discernible ‘Geoffrey’ was carved into it. She returned the holdout and took her second out from the other side of her bodice, scribing ‘Faula’ into its wooden body. That was likewise put away; if she had the opportunity she would fire each weapon, giving her employees—no… the closest thing she had to friends some taste of retribution, and one final kill eachbefore the night was done.


  She was pulled from her thoughts by a very distinct, very distracting buzzing sound. Looking up, the woman froze in place as she saw a large pearl-and-metal dragonfly buzzing in the air directly in front of her, the flawless metallic sheen of its legs glinting a reflection of one of the oil lamps further up the street. In its six spindly legs it held a device that Alarice recognized, albeit, much smaller than the ones she usually saw. The speaking box addressed her in Wiesen’s voice, “Ms. Alarice… I have viewed the base, and is only lightly guarded; if it normally houses more than half a dozen men then the rest must be out.”


  A smile crept upon the woman’s lips, and she replied quietly, “All the better… we will take care of the guards have their barracks razed before they knew what happened.”


  Wiesen’s voice came through the talk box, a hint of severity hiding his mirth, “I have a feeling they will not particularly appreciate their preferred tactics used against them.”


  She responded bluntly, “Surgeons make the worst patients. Nobody likes tasting their own medicine.”


  “Very well. I will remain here and wait for your signal.” and, with that, the beautifully crafted clockwork dragonfly zipped off out of view into the sky. Alarice mused again how incredibly useful Wiesen could be if, once everything was said and done, he was in a mind to join her very worthwhile employ.


  The woman waited around for some three or four more minutes before she heard the achingly obvious sound of footfall approaching her from the alley. Turning, she saw the three scholars drawing near; while she assumed that the blind man would be making the most noise, she was actually quite confounded to see that he was much more sure of foot and the majority of the sound generated came from Roland, who kept bumping things with his feet as he searched his way through the darkness… and Alvis, who was scuffing his feet noticeably beneath the weight of the keg he carried. Alarice simply sighed and shook her head at the reminder of why she chose to travel so far ahead of the scholars.


  Things finally quieted down again when Roland stopped the party and announced in a quiet tone, “We’re here.”


  Joshew was quick to ask for a layout of what they were approaching and Alarice grit her teeth at the worrisome chatter. It was necessary, of course, as it was up to Joshew and Roland to set the charges—the former because of his familiarity with the explosives and the latter because he was, out of the three of them, most familiar with engineering… or so he said. Once the description was complete, Joshew got straight down to business, “Where do we set the charges?”


  Alarice turned to regard the wolf-dog as he cleared his throat, “Well… uh… the building is a little larger than I’d expected at first.”


  The woman sighed and went straight to the point, “Do we have enough to level the thing?”


  Roland hesitated before answering, “That… depends on what the interior is like.”


  Alarice frowned, “I thought we were going to destroy the outer walls and collapse the thing.”


  The wolf-dog shrugged helplessly, “We can implode it… but that means setting the explosives inside… otherwise we could probably take down an entire wing, but that’s about it.”


  The woman returned her expression to neutral as she realized what the opportunity presented, “No… Wiesen already said that the building is almost empty… we came here to do the job so we’re going to do it right.”


  Alvis spoke up at a whisper, “If it’s almost empty then we won’t really be hurting their manpower… is it worth the risk?”


  Joshew chimed in, “This is about making a statement, not about killing people… and I agree… we’ll blow the whole damned thing and that should get the idea across.”


  Alvis’ tail tucked slightly, “Or just make them mad.”


  The human scholar ignored the objection, eyes gazing (albeit, unfocused) right at Alarice, “So… what’s the plan?”


  The woman paused, taking a moment to consider the options. They had a number of different possibilities, of course, the fact that the explosives weren’t sufficient did change her original thought on the matter. As she weighed her options she heard the sound of Inigo dropping down behind her. She asked him without turning around, “Did you count the sentries?”


  The bat reported immediately, “One hanging out near the door and two on balconies.”


  She nodded, “Wiesen said that he counted six… to be on the safe side we’ll assume you each found different men, so that makes a total of nine.”


  Alvis fidgeted, “Can’t we assume they saw the same men? I mean… I’d rather have to deal with six instead of—”


  Roland frowned, “This isn’t a ‘best case scenario’ or ‘what we hope will happen’ thing, Alvis… we have to assume ‘worst case scenario’ here.”


  Alarice let the scholars get their bickering out of their systems, taking the opportunity to give them a once-over. Thankfully they were all better prepared than they were for the last fight—they all had combat leathers, and both of the sighted scholars were also properly armed; Alvis had a sabre and a main gauche while Roland had a rapier and a short sword… Joshew, unsurprisingly, still had his staff, and remained otherwise unarmed. The woman didn’t hold it against him; not only was he not a fighter, but being a blind non-combatant didn’t really lend itself to swordplay.


  As that thought stuck in her mind, a new one entered. “Here.”


  Joshew seemed surprise by the light impact of the pistol-butt against his stomach, “What?” he questioned, taking hold of the weapon, “Is… this… what I think it is?”


  Alarice rotated it in his grasp until he was holding it correctly, “With any luck you won’t need it… but, if you’re in trouble, hold it just like that and pull the metal catch with your finger… whether you hit or not it should catch your attacker by surprise and might get you a few extra seconds of life.”


  The scholar’s milky white eyes narrowed as he scowled, stowing it in his robe, “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”


  Alvis’ tail almost wagged as he noted gruffly, “This isn’t a ‘best case scenario’ or ‘what we hope will’—OW!” he yelped when Roland punched him in the shoulder.


  Inigo glanced between Alarice and the scholars, “So… not enough boom-juice, huh? We’re really going inside then?”


  Joshew tisked, “It’s not juice… it’s powder.”


  The bat shrugged, “Whatever.”


  Alarice’s response was very succinct, “Shut up.” Once everyone did as was demanded of them, she knelt down and began formulating a very rudimentary map of the area. She felt her heart begin to pick up the pace—it was really going to happen! “Alright… this is what we’re going to do…”


  Chapter 4d, En Passant (pt 1)


  Evelyn’s departure from Graddin Castle was no less hectic than when she had been taken from her father’s home, but there were some very frightening differences as well. The young Ermine woman had never been out of Graddin… or even out on the road, for that matter. Her father had kept her sequestered away from the world and then, when she had been taken from him over a debt, she was kept in a cell… until the creditor discovered that she was with child. From there… Evelyn shuddered, wishing not to remember any of it.


  The men of the Church had been rightfully disgusted when they discovered her child’s origin. She was uncertain as to what would become of her when the Inquisitor and his men took her from her cell. They had paid the creditor’s fee and brought her to the castle, and still she realized that her life was in their hands. There, she was left alone, visited only to be fed and watered… but in the strange, surreal comfort of a princess. It wasn’t until after her child was born, in fact, that her seeming exile from company came to an end… but that made things only that much more stressful.


  The young woman’s first meeting with anyone other than a servant was the very Inquisitor that had taken her from the creditor’s grasp. She was brought to a small room, scarcely the size of the cell where she had been held… the Dragon entered without pomp or announcement and she was afraid of him the moment he sat opposite her at the small table. The Dragon’s wings were covered by a long, black cloak, but she saw that they wrapped around his shoulders beneath the covering, practically a cape themselves.


  He sat looking at her for nearly a minute, his topaz eyes glimmering from beneath his hood, until he withdrew the cloth from his head, revealing scales as black as obsidian. The dragon’s scales were somehow darker than the raven-colored robe he wore… and when he spoke, it was as if he were a predator addressing its prey, “I am Inquisitor Pyre… and you… are Miss Evelyn Vinson…” he quirked a single, thick black eye ridge, “…correct?”


  Back then, she knew almost nothing about how to speak to an Inquisitor, “Y-yes… sir.”


  “Excellency.” The single word reply left no doubt as to the fact that he was correcting her, and she was quick to learn.


  “Yes, your… your Excellency.”


  His expression suddenly and inexplicably softened, “Do you fear me, child?”


  It was not hard for her to speak the truth, “Yes, your Excellency.”


  Inquisitor Pyre held out a talon to her, and, despite pulling back with a start, once she realized what he wanted she immediately and obediently placed her paw in his palm. The Dragon closed his digits gently around her fingers, “As it says in the Book of Salvation, Chapter 4, Verse 3, ‘Let the righteous stand before my angels in joy, and the wrongful flee before their light.’ Are you wrongful… Miss Vinson?”


  She hesitated, his gentle grip on her paw scaring her more fully than when she used to see her father walk into the cottage drunk… but, at least with her father, she knew what to expect, “I… I don’t know… your Excellency.”


  He smiled at her response, and gently returned her paw to the table before withdrawing his talon from it, “Do you know what an Inquisitor is, Miss Vinson?”


  The small Ermine woman shook her head, “No… your Excellency.”


  The Dragon watched her, rotating his head to look at her from one eye, and then the other before he responded, his voice making her shiver as it rumbled, “We are God’s angels.”


  Evelyn was pulled from her thoughts, jumping in surprise at she awoke from the memory replayed as a dream. “Are you alright, Miss?” her traveling companion inquired, features visible thanks to the single candle lamp within the darkened steam carriage.


  She couldn’t bring herself to answer the Templar’s question, and instead asked one of her own as she looked out the window at the night time scenery, “Sir Umberto… where is Theo?”


  The Wolverine, who had been nothing but courteous and kind to her during their almost two days of journeying, remained precisely that as he abandoned his own question to answer hers, “He is asleep in the mid-cab, Miss Evelyn… the ride is smoother there.”


  It was Evelyn’s first time riding in a steam carriage… a large, three-compartment wagon that was fueled by steam rather than draft animals. The portion where she sat with the Wolverine had been identified to her as the passenger cab; according to Sir Umberto, her son was asleep in the cargo bay, the compartment between where she sat and where the driver controlled the carriage in what was called the conductor’s cab. She could feel the Templar’s eyes on her, and so she fought to come up with something to say, “Why is he doing this?”


  The Wolverine shifted where he sat on the opposite bench, “Doing what, Miss Evelyn?”


  “Why did the King send—”


  “Prince Reagent.”


  The correction was kind, but insistent. The Ermine woman fidgeted, “Why did the Prince Reagent choose to send us to his sister? I thought they were… at odds.”


  The Templar’s response was straight forward, but lacked the fervor of a thoughtless follower… he spoke with conviction, “Prince Reagent Thaddius’ orders are to be obeyed, Miss Evelyn… not questioned.”


  He wasn’t a difficult man to deal with, by any means, but sometimes it frustrated her how completely Umberto was devoted to… everything. “Can you… guess?”


  The Wolverine adjusted one of his pauldrons; it was the closest she had seen him come to anything resembling a shrug, “It is not my place to guess or to assume, Miss Ev—”


  “Please…” she pressed, reaching out to take hold of his paw, “Everything’s changing, and I have to understand what I did wrong.”


  His response was immediate, head snapping in her direction with an expression of concern on his muzzle, “Wrong? No, Miss Evelyn… you did nothing wrong.”


  “Why did the kin—Prince Reagent send me away?”


  Sir Umberto looked as though he wanted to provide another non-comital answer but, after saying nothing for a few seconds, his expression softened further, “The Prince Reagent is concerned for your safety, Miss Evelyn… you are one of his subjects and one of his servants… he told me that you are not to come to harm, and so he is sending you somewhere you will be safe.”


  She remembered a similar statement told to her by Inquisitor Pyre when she was first put to work in the castle… but at least she had still been in Graddin, “But… but Newport is so far away from home.”


  The Wolverine slowly toyed with the hilt of the enormous two-handed sword resting against his bench, “You are safe; your son is safe; as long as that stays true then what will stop you from making anywhere home?”


  The Templar’s blunt assessment of the situation caused the realization of her own thoughts to sting all the more. Why did she consider Graddin home? The answer disgusted and repulsed her, but it escaped her lips nevertheless, “…my father…”


  Sir Umberto’s response was somewhere between a wince and a snort; Evelyn realized that there were very few people in the castle that didn’t know of her past, and it embarrassed her to no end. He opened his muzzle to say something when he saw her tears, but shut it audibly, and gazed out the window as he released a breath through his nose with a faint growl. He took one more steady breath, and his next words were mellow and calm, “We will stop soon so you may attend your son, Miss Evelyn.”


  A long silence followed as they each stared out their respective windows. A number of thoughts fought one another in the Ermine woman’s head but none of them resolved themselves without creating twice as many. In the end, she covered her face in her paws, trying to steady her breath and keep from crying… she had been crying a lot lately. The self-loathing came to an end about the same time the carriage slowed and she asked the obvious question, “Are we stopping?”


  The Wolverine pulled his sword closer, “Yes… but prematurely.”


  Her eyes glanced to the weapon, “…is that necessary?”


  Sir Umberto looked her way, “It’s too early to say, Miss Evelyn… but we are outside the capital, so it is wise to be ready… just in case.”


  The carriage came to a stop, and a shout from outside answered the Ermine woman’s question for her, “Thank’s fer stopping… We’ll make this easy so no one has ta get hurt.”


  The Wolverine looked to her, expression severe, “Stay here… do not leave the carriage.” and, with that said, he exited, closing the door behind himself; Evelyn didn’t miss the fact that the Templar took his sword with him.


  Despite having lived her whole life in a house, a cell, or a castle, the Ermine woman was not so naive as to miss the fact that there was trouble. There were two small wooden doors that separated her cabin from the compartment where her son was sleeping, and she moved like lightning pushing the bench cushions aside. When the sound of metal-on-metal signaled an escalation of violence, she climbed into the small void between supplies and a collection of blankets.


  “…mama?” a soft, small, tired voice murmured.


  She quickly took hold of the boy and held him close as metal struck metal again, “Yeah… it’s me, sweety… shhh… go back to sleep.”


  The little kit fidgeted in her grasp, “Is that…” he yawned, “… a dinner bell?”


  She swallowed a whimper, staying strong lest her son grow afraid and cry, “No, my heart… but we’ll eat soon… shush… right now we’re going to sleep a little more.”


  Theo continued fidgeting, “I’m hungry now.”


  Evelyn did the only thing she could think of that would gain the little boy’s obedience, “You know… your uncle always told me that I would grow wide instead of up if I ate when it wasn’t time to eat.”


  The kit’s eyes glimmered in interest when he looked up at her in the darkness, “Uncle Theo?”


  She smiled, hiding her fear behind a smile, “That’s right… Uncle Theo.”


  The little boy cocked his head to the side, ears up, “Are you crying, mama?”


  She sniffled, “No, sugar ball… I—” and she barely suppressed a scream when the carriage door opened.


  “Miss Evelyn?” Sir Umberto called.


  She quickly untangled herself from her son, “Wait here, Theo.” and she climbed back into the cabin, recoiling when she saw the Wolverine’s flawlessly clean presentation marred horribly by blood… some of it obviously his, “You’re hurt!”


  The Templar nodded, “And you are not… so I was successful in my duties.”


  The Ermine woman scrambled out of the cab, grabbing a bolt of silk with the intent of turning it into bandages, but she came to a halt the moment she saw the bodies, unmoving and bleeding within the illumination of the outside lanterns on the carriage, “They’re… dead?”


  The Templar focused on her, leaning against the carriage as he bled. Her attention was drawn back to the Wolverine, who took a steadying breath, still bleeding, “They would have killed me… and done worse to you, my Lady.” She wasn’t sure whether the title was more to placate her or to reaffirm his position as her guardian, but she didn’t bother asking for clarification—besides, she was more focused on what he had said before that; she knew there were plenty of fates worse than death.


  The Ermine woman jumped in surprise as a voice spoke up from the side, “Ah, my friend… now I see why you fought so valiantly.”


  The accent was foreign, that much Evelyn knew for certain. Turning, she watched a relatively tall, thin human step into the light. He wore clothing that was indeed not from Lehsunia; it wasn’t of noble quality but it was certainly a far cry from the garb of a commoner. His long, wavy, dark hair in conjunction with his closely trimmed goatee framed his steely-gray eyes, which remained focused directly on the Ermine. He took a step closer, sheathing his two swordsbut Sir Umberto interposed himself and the Wolverine’s statement was direct and to the point, “You have no business with Miss Evelyn.”


  “And after I came to your aid… and her rescue?” The human flashed a winning smile at the Ermine woman before speaking up, “Miss Evelyn, is it?” he glanced to the Templar, “You are quite mistaken, my fine friend… the ravishing creature behind you is too gorgeous to be kept from sight… I would dare say that every man should have business with—ah…” his words slowly faltered, “no… wait… that is far from what I had meant… to—dash it all… please… allow me to try again!” He cleared his throat and bowed to her, “Sandoval de la Rocha… at your service.”


  Chapter 4d, En Passant (pt 2)


  Although Evelyn did not know of it at the time, there was another injury aside from those Umberto sustained during the fight, granted, that which bled did not bleed blood. The young Ermine woman didn’t know how the motorized carriage worked, but, when it started making funny sounds she realized that it wasn’t good. As it turned out, the damage taken by the transport was severe enough that it would not be able to function for long periods without being given the opportunity to rest. She had never realized that machines were so alike to living beings.


  The driver, who was the only one among them with knowledge of the contraption, had spent most of the following morning working on it as it sat there, letting out a high pitched, almost musical whistle. A steady stream of steam emerged from the top of the front compartment, a sign, according to Umberto, that the device had grown too warm and needed to cool off. Evelyn likewise took the opportunity to compare the machine to her father… but she quickly pushed the thought out of her mind; that was something she didn’t need to consider. Thankfully, there was an entirely different opportunity to be distracted.


  “Mama! Mama! Lookit me!”


  Evelyn turned to regard her son who, only a few yards from her, was bobbling along in the tall grass near where she sat, “Very good, my sweet! Just stay close to mommy!” Despite the fact that he was tall for his age, the grass was still very imposing, and came up nearly to his abdomen. She smiled as she watched him, the shroud of vegetation almost, for a moment, helping her forget that her poor child was marked with the shame of his incestuous breeding. Despite the grass hiding his infirmity, the boy’s bumbling, uneven gait was still there.


  Theo, much to her shame, had been born with one of his feet poorly formed. The Church had provided a special wooden boot for him which helped him when he had to walk, but it made his deformity all the more obvious. The woman smiled past the dark thoughts, letting the joy of seeing the happiness on her son’s beautiful face push the clouds from her mind. Even if their travel were delayed, the weather was exquisite, the sun was warm, Theo was enjoying himself, and the cool breeze ruffled her fur giving her the feeling for perhaps the first time in her life what freedom was like.


  The sound of hoof fall caught her attention, breaking her out of her reverie. Turning to watch the approaching horses, Evelyn saw that there were four in total; three were led behind the first, upon which sat the strange human who had come to her rescue the prior night. Mr. de la Rocha raised a hand in greeting, the other clutching the reins of his horse, “Ah! How nice of you to slow the pace and wait for me…” Several seconds later, as he slowed the horses to a stop, he added, “Not long, I pray?”


  Evelyn waited for the man to dismount. The human dusted off his leathers and tied the lead horse to a small sapling, the other three attached to the first’s saddle. Only once Sandoval turned back to look at her did she respond, using the most courtly manners that she had recalled learning during her time at the castle, “Although I appreciate your help, Mr. de la Rocha, I cannot avoid commenting that your presence continues to bring concern in the guardsman assigned to me. If you were following us in anticipation of a reward, I must apologize, but I am merely a serving woman, and I have no—”


  The man smiled warmly, and took a seat in the grass a respectful distance away, but still close, “This is your son, yes?”


  She glanced between the man and Theo. Mr. de la Rocha, despite referring to her son, was looking at her. Evelyn took a moment in an attempt to try and read the Human’s face, but it gave away nothing. When she answered it was with a hesitant “…yes.”


  The man smiled, giving her a single nod before his eyes went back to the kit, who appeared to be romping through the tall grass, possibly going after a cricket… he did love bugs. When the Human next spoke it was very casual, “He is a strong boy… perhaps he shall become a hunter some day…” the humor in the man’s tone was obvious, “… perhaps his greatest of prey will be that of ladies’ hearts?”


  Evelyn didn’t know if the Human was being purposefully rude or not, but his words were unwelcome. She managed to keep her emotions in check, “You do me a disservice, Sir. I will not stand for my son being mocked.”


  The swordsman appeared immediately and genuinely taken aback, “I—”


  She spelled it out for him, “He will always have my heart, Mr. de la Rocha, but no woman will take for a husband a man who cannot work.”


  The Human pursed his lips in thought for a moment then, cocking his head to the side so his long, curled hair bounced slightly off his shoulder, he questioned her, “Why do you say such a thing? He appears to be a healthy boy… is he the target of a curse? A wasting disease?” the man leaned closer to her, “Why should fate already foretell that your son—”


  Umberto made no attempt to hide his approach, and very firmly interjected, “Miss Evelyn.” She didn’t miss that he had his enormous sword out, resting over his shoulder. If she were at all familiar with the ways of men, she was inclined to believe that the Wolverine meant it as a show of force… just in case the enigmatic Human had any ideas. Despite the fact that the Templar was a reminder of her servitude to the royal family, she had to admit that his presence did make her feel safer.


  The Ermine woman cleared her throat, attempting to dispel the little gray cloud the Human’s callous words had thrust upon her, “Everything is fine, Sir Umberto… Mr. de la Rocha was just confirming that he was still traveling after us.”


  “With you.” the Human bowed his head respectfully with the objection, “…at a… ah… slightly… slower pace.”


  The Wolverine nodded calmly to her, then again to the human, albeit, with a faint glare. He didn’t bother speaking until he was looking once more toward her, “Miss Evelyn, I fear that the carriage will take some time to repair. According to the Conductor however, there is reason to believe that we should be underway shortly after a quick fix. I would prefer that we find a safer place to make camp before he tries to fully complete the repairs.”


  Evelyn would never presume to object to a man’s decision, nor to question his judgment, but she honestly had difficulty figuring out why the grasslands were so unsafe. She had seen no sign of predators, didn’t consider the weather questionable, and certainly didn’t feel uneasy about letting Theo romp around. Obediently, the young Ermine woman got to her feet and chose instead to provide input, “It’s so beautiful here.”


  The Wolverine paused, and looked around. She smiled as she saw him gaze across the countryside in a way other than tactically… most likely for her benefit. In the end, she saw that she’d almost succeeded at getting through to him, but the faint glint of aesthetic appreciation faded quickly with a gruff, “It’s too open.”


  Mr. de la Rocha stood, moving beside her, though he was courteous enough not to try and rest a hand on her shoulder as he’d done the previous night, “There are far worse places to stay than here, my friend… we have a great view of field—or is that field of view?” he shrugged, and continued, “Regardless… I find the line of sight to be exquisite, and second only to the beauty of our surroundings.” Evelyn did not miss the way he looked at her as he spoke the last part of his comment.


  Whether or not Sir Umberto noticed, he seemed perfectly content to a battle of words over the Human’s assessment of what constituted safe, “Line of sight is perfect for a crossbow… and, seeing as we don’t have any of those, that puts us at a disadvantage.”


  The swordsman shook his head, curled hair bouncing with the motion, “And I humbly disagree… you see, cover benefits a crossbowman far more than it benefits his target.”


  The Templar scowled, “You disagree because you’re five beads short of a rosary.”


  If Mr. de la Rocha realized his mental facilities were being questioned, he certainly didn’t let on.The Human let out a full-bellied laugh at the comment, and let it run its course before continuing… even going so far as to hold up a finger to silence the Wolverine, who looked as though he was about to follow-up the comment with another. The swordsman finally straightened up, and looked at the Templar with complete conviction, “If you were to have a crossbowman firing at you, would you not like to know from where he was shooting?”


  Sir Umberto crossed his arms over his chest, “Yes… and I’d be interested in finding out right after I found some place to take cover.”


  The Human shook his head with a sigh, “Ah… but you have just made the cardinal sin when it comes to facing a foe who is armed with a ranged weapon… you find yourself pinned down with no way to fight back.”


  The Wolverine simply rolled his eyes, “You can fight your way, and I will fight mine. I have someone to protect.” He turned to the Ermine, “Miss Evelyn… we should return to the carriage… it will be ready to depart shortly.”


  The Ermine woman moved to join her escort and he held an arm out for her. She glanced back to her son, “Theo… come on, honey… it’s time to—”


  The next thing she recalled was a sense of dizziness, and a powerful ringing in her ears. The whole world had turned upside down, and she found herself on her back… it was several seconds before she realized she had been thrown to the ground by a powerful explosion. The next sense to claw its way through the haze of shock was scent… and a sickeningly acrid burning stench assaulted her nose. She didn’t have to dwell on it long, however, as pain was quick to follow… and everything ached.


  Evelyn didn’t botherfocusing on that, however, as a much more important concern filled her, “THEO!”


  Despite the fact that he was crying, his voice reassured here when he called, “Mama!” Looking up, she saw him hunkered down in the grass, Sandoval standing over him, facing a Weasel wearing a scarf across his face—both men had their weapons out.


  The masked mustelid spoke with a gravely voice, “Don’t care who you are… but we ain’t here for you, Human… now step aside.” As if to reaffirm his intentions the Weasel brandished his long, curved sword.


  Mr. de la Rocha continued positioning himself between the bandit and Theo. “Ah… my apologies… but I must insist that your business is my own. You see, I have a feeling the lady does not want her son going anywhere with you… and I tend to prefer earning the favor of a lovely woman over staying on the good side of a bad man.” The Human dropped down to a combat stance and touched both of his blades together, creating a soft ‘ting’.


  Evelyn watched through bleary eyes, trying to crawl her way to her son since she was still too disoriented to stand. The masked man growled, “Last chance, smooth skin.”


  The Human sighed, “I know… I know… I should accept your offer as putting up a fight will only result in me spending needless time cleaning my blades after I get your insides all over them but..” and he sighed, “… such is life.”


  The Weasel rolled his eyes, “Well, you’re certainly a—” but he cut his comment short, lunging in at Mr. de la Rocha with a straight arm thrust. Although Evelyn’s mind was still foggy from the concussive blast of the exploding carriage, she was surprised at how it failed to register what happened next. Somehow, the Human ended up behind the Weasel, whose sword fell to the ground. Mr. de la Rocha’s boot planted itself firmly in the brigand’s backside, sending the man stumbling into the dirt, face first.


  The Human smiled, returning to a combat stance, “If you have another sword, we can try this a second time…”


  The Weasel growled, making a start for Theo as he drew a short sword, but Mr. de la Rocha was once again in his way, “Please… please, good sir… do not change partners mid-dance… that might lead me into believing you were being rude.”


  The Weasel screached, “I’m gonna wear that toungue a yours ‘round mah neck!”


  Three distinct clangs of metal later and the brigand’s short sword lay beside the first blade on the ground; Sandoval’s rapier tip was pressed up against the underside of his muzzle, “Please… I do not wish to spill blood in front of the boy. If you continue like this I may have to ask him to turn around.”


  Evelyn finally managed to stumble her way to her son, and collapsed atop him, pulling him to her breast and shielding him from the goings-on. Almost comically, the Weasel’s eyes opened wide when Theo was no longer exposed to the violence. Mr. de la Rocha smiled at him… and followed up with a lightning-quick punch to the Weasel’s face, the basket hilt leading the way. The brigand collapsed, out cold.


  The Human inclined his head to her, “My Lady… your guardian is in need of help, but I do not wish to leave you here alone. Please… come with me.” Without waiting for a response, the swordsman was by her in a flash, and running back toward the road. Looking after him, Evelyn gasped, her free paw going to her muzzle as she saw the blackened wreckage of what had been the wagon… if they hadn’t delayed those extra minutes—she really didn’t want to think about what the result would have been. The sound of continued combat snapped her out of thoughts about a dreaded alternate reality.


  Much closer than the road, Sir Umberto was facing off against three men—a Human, a Feline of some kind, and a Dog… all three were masked, just like the Weasel. The Wolverine was bleeding profusely, but he had obviously fought well; two other men lay unmoving by him. Remaining where she was, Evelyn began to feel sick to her stomach, but she worked to remain calm, rocking Theo in her arms as he cried.


  Once Mr. de la Rocha came to Sir Umberto’s aid, the fight was practically over. The three men were obviously not warriors in the same way as her protector and the Human Swordsmen were, and they fell back, bringing the bodies of their fallen comrades with them. The Wolverine and Human exchanged a few words, and both looked back toward her. She was caught off-guard by the expressions of alarm they both suddenly had on their faces… but, a split second later, she was grabbed from behind.


  Evelyn screamed, quickly pushing Theo out of her grasp, blindly willing him as far away from her attacker as she could. He cried out, but her attention was suddenly on the crossbow quarrel pressed up against her neck. Her assailant’s voice was much more proper than those with whom they’d been fighting, “Please stay where you are, gentlemen… this truly doesn’t have to be made even more difficult.”


  Sir Umberto’s fur was standing on end, and his words came out as a growl, “Unhand her, knave! I’ll not ask again!”


  The fox behind Evelyn gripped her a little tighter, “That’s close enough.”


  Mr. de la Rocha was quick to add quietly, “A good thing you’ll not ask again… it appears that would be wasted breath.”


  A mixed mural of emotions flowed across the Templar’s muzzle: fear, anger, concern, guilt, rage… they all had their place but, in the end, he stopped his approach. Mr. de la Rocha, however, continued striding forward, putting away his rapier only to draw out what looked like an exotic, long-handled stiletto. The Human seemed almost jovial in his comment, “What a coincidence this is… we were just talking about crossbows…”


  The man holding her changed the target of his crossbow, leveling it over Evelyn’s shoulder to aim it straight at the swordsman, “I said, that’s close enough.”


  Mr. de la Rocha continued forward at a casual place, “Indeed, sir… I heard you the first time, but I’m afraid this is not yet close enough as my blade cannot reach you.” Evelyn screamed as the crossbow twanged next to her ear. Sandoval casually spun, as if dancing, and the quarrel sailed harmlessly by him. The Human’s approach picked up speed, “I am interested in seeing how you propose to reload with only one arm.”


  The fox behind Evelyn growled, dropping his crossbow. He pulled out a short blade, sticking it up against her neck, “Come any closer and she dies.”


  The Human finally came to a stop, and let out a theatrical breath, “Why do they always think that hostages are a deal breaker?” and, before Evelyn was able to register what happened, Mr. de la Rocha’s arm was outstretched with an empty hand… and she felt the distinct impact of weight against her chest. Gazing down, she gaped at the hilt of the dagger sticking out of her body. The fox, surprised, dropped her immediately.


  Sir Umberto let out a roar, and charged the Human, sword at the ready. Mr. de la Rocha ignored him just long enough to pull out a second throwing dagger, and, with finesse, buried it at a distance right into the fox’s back. Evelyn, detached from the entire situation, was surprised that she was still able to watch the goings on around her. Her chest was sore from the impact, but it wasn’t at all what she expected metal through the heart to—looking down at the weapon, she watched as it fell off of her, the ‘blade’ of it having collapsed into the hilt. “UMBERTO! STOP!”


  The Wolverine almost failed to halt his swing but, at her call, did just that. Shoving the Human roughly aside, he ran to her and helped her up. She showed him the throwing weapon that had hit her, and, in unison, they turned to regard Mr. de la Rocha. The Human was jogging over to where the fox lay unmoving. The Templar took the collapsible dagger from the Ermine’s hand and stalked after him, shaking it angrily in the air,“You could havetold us about this beforehand.”


  Mr. de la Rocha knelt down to retrieve his real throwing dagger from the vulpine corpse, “Between me having to catch up to you by horse, and then providing responses to your numerous accusations and objections, I am afraid there was little time.”


  If the succinct telling-off bothered the Templar he didn’t let it show. Kneeling down, Sir Umberto shook his head, “This one was nothing like the rest of em.”


  The Human pulled off the fox’s traveling glove; a wide smile spread across his face, “That, my friend, is because he was the puppet master, and the rest were puppets.”


  “What are you going on about?”


  Mr. de la Rocha slowly worked a ring off of the fox’s finger, “This.”


  The Templar grabbed the swordsman’s wrist immediately, “Stealing from the dead?”


  The swordsman pulled his arm out of the Wolverine’s grasp and showed him the ring, “This is a signet ring.”


  Sir Umberto looked at it… as did Evelyn, who had slowly drawn closer, Theo latched onto her leg.The Templar snorted, “It looks like a gear.”


  Mr. de la Rocha dropped it onto the dead fox, “Indeed it does… and that means our paths are suddenly much more intertwined.”


  Evelyn finally spoke up, “What… what do you mean?”


  The swordsman gestured around, “This is no casual banditry, Miss… they were after one or both of you.”


  The Templar scowled, “And how do you know that?”


  The Human smirked, heading down the slight incline toward where his horse was still attached to the sapling, “I have encountered these men before… I have even been hunting them… nothing that happens with them is coincidence.”


  The Ermine woman glanced to the Templar, who looked to her, gazed down at Theo, then put his attention right back on the Human, “Is it a coincidence that you happen to have enough horses for us?”


  Mr. de la Rocha, who had begun untying the horses, paused just long enough to look back and wink, “No, my friend… this is called being prepared.”


  Chapter 4a, It’s Pronounced Cameo (pt 2)


  Nicholas sat on the edge of his bed and let out a deep breath; his life was not filled with many difficult decisions—mostly it just involved taking orders from someone who knew half as much but got paid twice as much. Yet, surrounded by relative luxury in the posh finery of what he’d heard called ‘the cheap room’, the sailor did have to deal with quite the dilemma.


  The human rarely found a reason to go to the ritzy section of town, and had never so much as thought of spending the night in one of the too-expensive hotels. True, The Bennigan was far nicer than Nicholas’ usual haunts but, then again, he wasn’t the one paying. In fact, he reasoned, he hadn’t paid for a single thing ever since joining up with his group and being run out of town by mercenaries doing guard work. That he exited on foot rather than ship was unheard of… and almost as unbelievable as the fact that he actually came back. Of course, therein was Nicholas’ difficult decision.


  The sailor’s prior captain had once told him that life got complicated if one kept complicated company, but Nicholas had never quite appreciated the insightfulness of the words until he experienced it personally… and there was little company in his mind more complicated than that with which he found himself. The rogue he could understand, but they had been traveling alongside a desk scholar who had been in the field, and a professor who was moonlighting as a tribal shaman. As if that wasn’t convoluted enough, an enormous jeweler and his brother the fisherbear were also along for the ride… and it was all because of the dragon… thing.


  Kesst was probably the most confusing of the whole bunch, and was one of the main reasons Nicholas continued to second-guess his course. Even Toby, the scholar with an abnormal lack of annoying personality was not quite at the same level of—oh… who was Nicholas kidding? Nobody was anywhere near the strangeness that was a walking, talking, seemingly alive clockwork mechanism. Maybe the University was used to strange curiosities like that, but he was a sailor… and Kesst was so far out of the realm of what he knew that the crafted dragon could easily have been from another world.


  Glancing around the entirely too spacious, entirely too upper-class accommodations he couldn’t help but realize that ‘another world’ was quickly becoming a new part his life. First, the Tribal villages full of scraping dirt and then, pampered surroundings full of… what? He was so unused to the high life he couldn’t even begin to say. “Well… one thing I can tell you for sure: it’s a far cry from the ‘Mountain Home’.” The human let out a half-hearted hock-ptui into a nearby gilded spittoon. The room actually had a gilded spittoon!!!


  The old bear laying on one of the two beds moved a throw pillow from his face and glanced his way, “Mountain Home?”


  Nicholas paused for a moment; how did he know it was a throw pillow? The sailor let out a groan and flopped down onto his own bed, “It’s official… I’ve spent so much time around all those scholars I think I’m turning into a hoity-toity aristocrat.”


  The graying-furred bear let out a chuckle and propped himself up using the pillow, “You forgetting you’re sharing a room with a scholar, boy?”


  “Nope… in fact it reminds me how far-from-simple life is on land… ‘Professor Metal-Eyes’.”


  His room mate grunted as he sat up fully and swung his legs around so his bare paws touched the floor, “I have a feeling you really don’t believe life is any easier out there on the waves, Mr. Poole… you’re just having trouble coming to terms with events that you’ve never encountered before.”


  The human huffed, “Yeah… well things like this don’t happen out at sea, so that only makes my point.”


  “Be that as it may, you are becoming a better man for it.”


  Nicholas really didn’t much care for the sentiment behind the comment, “Well… at least that sounds like something a scholar’d say.”


  The bear pushed himself off the mattress and into a standing position, “Some might suggest it’s something a Shaman would say.”


  The sailor crossed his arms and announced with a gruff voice, “So you’re saying you’re a scholar and a Priest at the same time… and here I was just starting to like you, old man.”


  The shaman adjusted his spectacles with a chuckle. He grabbed his traveling satchel and moved to the adjoining bathing room; Nicholas had never stayed in any establishment that gave a patron more than a single room. The human mused at the thought of having two rooms instead of just one. There was certainly something about the high life… even if it was way too pampered. Just as the sailor was contemplating the many differences between a Scholar Quarter hotel and a dockside brothel the bear emerged… and he looked almost entirely different.


  Although Professor Blackburn had always worn a few hints of his origin as a Lehsunian, the transformation was almost unbelievable. The stout bear had a fine set of black slacks on held up by a pair of suspenders over a fine white shirt. Over both the shirt and suspenders he had a charcoal gray vest; a pair of fine leather loafers completed the ensemble. Although the scholar had originally had a rich, scruffy muzzle, that hairy fur had been groomed short, and almost came close to resembling the circular beards that Nicholas had seen on some of the more ‘genteel’ high born humans.


  The Professor still wore his spectacles, though his beads were all gone. He had the long sleeves of his shirt rolled up to mid-forearm and, as he stepped out of the bathing chamber, was sliding a fine golden ring back into place on his paw. Even if Nicholas couldn’t see his own expression the Professor seemed to find it humorous, “What? Did you expect me to wear a breech cloth into the University, Mr. Poole?”


  The sailor recovered quickly and lied through his teeth, “No… I just can’t remember the last time anyone got dressed so fast.”


  The bear pulled a collapsable comb out of the pocket in his vest and smoothed out his head fur before looking at a pocket watch, “Classes will be done for the day soon… and I believe that will be my best time to meet up with some of my colleagues.”


  The human was attentive to the words, but the majority of his focus was on the fine piece of jewelry the bear wore on his finger; it reminded him of one of the cogs he’d seen in some of the more industrialized boats that had sailed the same lanes as he had, “Don’t normally see Scholars with rings…”


  The Professor’s ears went up as he raised his paw, the back of it facing to show off the ring to Nicholas, “It’s a key, actually.”


  The human raised an eyebrow inquiringly, “Key, huh?” and he spat into the spittoon.


  The old bear nodded, “You wouldn’t believe how many doors it opens.” and, with that, he made his way to the exit, “I know Theo is already out about town gathering information about what’s gone on in Newport since your absence. Gift-of-the-Earth has been speaking with the hotel manager ever since the man found out he was a jeweler. Sanmer and Roaring-Flood—” he paused as there was a loud thump against the opposite side of the wall next to the bed, “… are likely indisposed for the time being.”


  Nicholas shook his head, “I’m no priest, but that kinda thing in a place with so many eyes and ears has a risk of getting too many tongues waggin.”


  Professor Blackburn chuckled, sliding his pocket watch back into his vest pocket, “When you get to be my age you stop caring what those around you do.”


  The human hrmphed, “Well… then they should hold off on that for another thirty years so I can stop caring too.”


  If the bear had an opinion on the comment he didn’t let it show. Instead, he pulled something else out of the pocket where he stored the pocket watch and gave his paw a shake; a large, collapsible cane extended immediately, “Should I expect you to be here when I get back, or are you heading out with the tide?”


  It was probably the most obvious invitation to part ways that the sailor had ever heard from someone not willing to say “Fuck off”, but that made it all the more difficult to answer. Nicholas knew why the group had returned to Newport… but was that his reason as well? Did he really owe anything to the strange clockwork mechanism that had fooled them all into thinking it was alive? was it alive? More importantly, why was he so eager to think of Kesst as an ‘it’? That final question steeled his resolve, “I’m here til we can figure out a way to help Kesst, Professor… you’re stuck with me.”


  The bear smiled, “Well alright then. I trust you’ll keep him safe until I return?”


  Nicholas followed Professor Blackburn’s glance to the large duffle bag in the corner. It was not nearly as dignified as the modified leaf/cloth/tarp stretcher they’d had for the construct in the wild but, then again, there were far more prying eyes in Newport. Kesst had been practically folded over and stuffed into the container. He asked his question, taking special consideration for choosing the right pronoun, “He doesn’t need ta breathe, does he?”


  The bear chuckled, “I will let you continue to puzzle that enigma for yourself, Mr. Poole… sometimes the most worthy knowledge is the hardest won.”


  The sailor cracked a wry grin, “You don’t rightly know, do ya, professor?”


  Rather than answer, the old man simply bowed his head and exited the room, closing the door softly behind himself. Nicholas contemplated the lack of an answer and glanced to the bag containing the broken clockwork dragon. He stared at it for almost an hour, too many thoughts pulling this-way-and-that. He found himself grinding his teeth before deciding that such deep thinking would only suit a sailor who had downed no less than three full pints. He made up his mind then and there to remedy the sitaution.


  With little else stopping him, the human showed himself out and headed down to what should have been the common room in a normal inn… but in the hotel they referred to it as a ‘dining hall’. Honestly, Nicholas didn’t give a capsized dinghy what they called it, as long as they served something with alcohol… and, as luck would have it… they did. He had just sat down to enjoy his first of (hopefully) many drinks when Theo showed himself in through the hotel’s main entryway, a grand double-door affair that looked like a relatively cheap knock-off of some rich man’s manor’s entrance.


  The Ermine caught sight of him and made his way over, sitting down at a chair next to the sailor, “Things haven’t really calmed down around town very much since we left… the guards closed off a whole section of town three blocks around the explosion and people are still pretty upset with the University.”


  Nicholas grunted, “They’re not still tryin ta string up scholars wandering around by themselves, are they?” He took another sip of his drink.


  If Theo realized that the sailor was subtly berating him for going out alone, he didn’t let it show, “People are angry… it’s only normal. There’s some backlash coming the church’s way too… apparently some of the town’s nobles are pointing fingers, saying that the sabotage was their doing.”


  That comment almost made the sailor cough up his ale but he just barely managed to restrain himself, “You mean more’n likely the University’s spreading rumors so they can get fingers pointing in other directions, huh?”


  If he’d expected the comment to rile up the scholar, the response was far from what he anticipated, “Mmm… maybe.”


  Nicholas lowered his mug, “You really think they’d do somethin’ like that?”


  The Ermine shrugged in response, “I’ve heard horror stories about production reveals going very wrong… and from what I hear there were some very powerful scholars backing the project… whatever it was. If their reputation, job, and even lives were on the line I really wouldn’t put it past them.”


  The sailor motioned to the scholar and held up a finger as the serving wench made her way past. He then glanced down at the short Ermine, “You… really didn’t have anything to do with that thing, did ya?”


  Theo shook his head, then paused when the wench returned and set a pint down in front of him, “Uh… thank you?” He looked down at the drink, then up toward Nicholas, “I already said I didn’t.”


  The human smirked sheepishly and gave a half-shrug, “Well… now I believe ya.”


  The two sat quietly for a time… probably the better part of twenty minutes. They each give the other less attention than they gave to their drink. Nicholas finished his first and was most of the way through his second by the time Theo set his empty mug on the table and pushed his seat back and away, “I’m going to go get clean and then try to catch up on some sleep… we’ll have to be up early tomorrow.”


  Nicholas leaned back in his chair, mug still in hand, “And why’s that?”


  The Ermine’s tail lashed once. He picked up a wooden toothpick and stuck it into his muzzle, “We need to get to the University before the Scholar’s Quarter streets fill to capacity… it gets pretty crazy here.”


  The human let out a humorless “Ha!”, and settled forward again in his seat, “The docks are already packed by dawn… I can’t see how this place is—”


  Theo stopped his rant with two simple words, “Steam carraiges.” and the followed up with, “Lots of steam carriages… and a lot of too-rich-to-care people driving them.”


  Nicholas downed the rest of his drink with one gulp, “Yeah… guess that’s a pretty damn good reason. Up early it is.”


  Chapter 4b, Your Highness (pt 2)


  Aodhan had quickly become the unofficial leader of the group but Friar Arlowe was still willing to ague with him over how best to proceed. The party had finally arrived at Vallara and the wolf wanted everyone to stay out in the forest overnight while one or two of them went in to scout the town out. Ultimately the Friar won the argument, but it was only by negotiating a middle ground.


  A small inn was situated at the edge of town, and the Raccoon Dog won approval to relocate the party to the inn while Aodhan and Runs-on-Air proceeded with the scouting.It made sense really, since the two Tribals were the ones least likely to be sought after for any wrongdoing with the escape of a Heretic. Further, there were enough Tribals at any time in Vallara that nobody would so much as look twice. In the meantime, Friar Arlowe would be able to get his son and their other patient under a roof where they could be better cared for; the monk was relieved that his son had survived the journey to Vallara, but he also didn’t want to take any undue risks so close to the help they sought.


  And so it was that the group entered town quietly and cautiously. They had waited until dusk when the half-light of the late day would help provide added cover from any long distance observers. The transaction at the front desk went well enough and the party reserved three rooms. The inn keeper, a long-toothed old Hound didn’t bother asking many questions aside from why it was there were injured men among them; he thankfully accepted the explanation that Friar Arlowe was caring for them. The Dog did create an obvious stir among the party when he wrote it off with the comment of, “Well… with so many a you Curchys in town, what’s one more?” They got their keys… and a number of unanswered questions.


  The monk took the room with two beds and a cushioned chair—one bed for each patient and the seat for himself. Sister Aurelie and Aodhan had a room together, which left Brother Rhys and Runs-on-Air, but, in both cases the rooms were left to one occupant each; Aodhan and Runs-on-Air spent very little time dropping off unnecessary equipment and freshening up before heading off toward the center of town to seek what it was they needed.


  Rather than be left alone, Sister Aurelie and Brother Rhys found other ways to occupy themselves. Both spent some time in Friar Arlowe’s room assisting him with situating and caring for the injured. Once it was determined that both Cruff and the scholar were settled, they each went off to their own tasks. Brother Rhys returned to his room to pray, and promised that he would keep watch on the area around the inn from his window; Sister Aurelie went down to the common room to keep an eye on the entrance to the building. Friar Arlowe was left on his own to care for his son and the well-dressed but bloody prong horn.


  Even though monk was no healer he could tell that Cruff was not doing well. Alternating between checking wounds and praying, he could do little but fret about his son. Each time he felt as though he was at his wit’s end, he forced himself away from his son and chose to focus on the antelope, who was progressing towards health much faster. It was during the fourth or fifth check-in that Friar Arlowe realized that the antelope had regained consciousness. The man opened his eyes slowly, and let out a shaky breath. once their eyes met, the man’s gaze focused acutely, “…Friar?”


  The Monk nodded, “Friar Arlowe, yes, my son. Do not worry… you are safe here.”


  The man grunted as he moved to sit up, but quickly (and wisely) thought better of it, “And… ah… where’s ‘here’?”


  Friar Arlowe was quite forthcoming, “We are in Vallara.”


  The prong horn almost bolted upright but, instead rotated slightly with a grimace, “Vallara? But… my expedition just arrived at the Yew Tribe!”


  The Monk nodded, “Yes… and, if not for your timely intervention the tribe might have been completely obliderated.”


  “But… Vallara is leagues away. How could we even be in Vallara?”


  The Raccoon Dog once again decided that directness was the best policy, “Your wounds put you unconscious for a number of days.”


  The antelope quieted down after that, gazing at the ceiling. When he spoke again it almost sounded as if it was an apology, or, at the very least an explanation, “I’m… not a warrior, really… I’m a scholar.”


  The Monk said nothing at first, waiting until the man gazed his way, and smiled comfortingly, “Very few of us were, my son… but we all still aided as we were able… and, for our assistance, the Tribe was saved from a very wrongful end.”


  The prong horn nodded, the tip of his one unbroken horn scraping against the head board, “Good… good…” he let out a sigh, closing his eyes again before adding, “Oh… I’m sorry, Friar Arlowe… how rude of me. I’d stand, but, well—”


  Friar Arlowe smiled, “Perfectly alright. We have some of our number out seeking a doctor.”


  The man nodded, “Be that as it may, I should have at least introduced myself… Tobias Severna… field scholar in service to—”


  “The University of Progressive Thought.” the monk finished for him, “We learned as much from your companions before you parted ways.”


  Despite his surprise at the announcement, Tobias had obviously learned better than to try and sit up again. Instead, he simply slammed an open hand into the mattress, “They aren’t here? Why would they—?”


  Friar Arlowe moved closer and placed a paw on the scholar’s shoulder, “Calm yourself, my son… they did so because it was necessary… you were not the only of your number harmed in the attack and they needed to get help in other ways.”


  The prong horn’s gaze drifted passed the monk and settled on Cruff, and asked delicately, “Is… is he one of yours?”


  The monk nodded solemnly at the question, “Yes, my son.”


  The scholar put his head back down on the pillow, “It’s alright, Friar… you can just call me Tobias… or Mr. Severna… whichever you prefer.”


  Friar Arlowe’s heart felt broken, just like a pained smile he offered to the antelope, “Of course, Mr. Severna… but, I meant to say that yes, my other charge was indeed traveling with me and that he is my son.”


  The scholarly immediately tripped over his words, “Oh… I… ah… I mean… please forgive me, I didn’t… I mean to say I did not realize—”


  The old Raccoon Dog’s smile was just a little easier, “It is quite alright. You could not have known and I take no offense.” An extended moment of silence passed between them, pregnant with the obvious unasked question of how a monk could have a son. At length, Friar Arlowe offered the answer, “I was married before my time with the Church.”


  Whatever the antelope’s thoughts on the matter, he hid them behind a polite façade of rapt attention, “And… is he recovering?”


  The Monk’s smile disappeared and he changed his focus to his son, taking a seat on the side of the bed and brushing back some of the younger Raccoon Dog’s fur from his face, “We hope a doctor here will be able to help him. Right now he is not getting worse… but of all options at this point, I am willing to thank God for at least that much.”


  Silence filled the room once again as Tobias provided him his moment. At length, however, the prong horn groaned, swinging his legs around and slowly rising up into a sitting position on his bed, “You said the rest of my expedition isn’t here with us in Vallara? Where did they go? Do you know where they’re off to?”


  Friar Arlowe nodded, “Newport. They’re going to the University”


  The scholar let out an even breath, “Theo has some new information to submit, no doubt… and the tribesmen from the Valley Tribe? They went back to their village, I assume?”


  The monk shook his head, “No, Mr. Severna… they went with your fellow scholar, the sailor, and the white-furred fox.”


  Tobias nodded in thought then paused, one eyebrow cocking upwards. He reached up to feel along his damaged horn and to where it terminated in a messy break, “Oh dash it all… that’s worse than a crack, isn’t it?”


  Friar Arlowe slowly urged the scholar back into bed, “Consider yourself lucky. Your antler will regrow in time, I’m sure… far better than a limb would.”


  Tobias’ response was blunt, “It’s a horn, not an antler…”


  The monk was slightly surprised by the severity of the comment, “I… apologize… though it will grow back, yes?”


  The scholar sighed, “I’m sorry, Friar… that was uncalled for. Yes, it will regrow, but it takes far longer than an antler and, unlike antlers, mine do not shed, they simply slough the outer covering as they grow throughout the year and—” the explanation continued on for some time, making the monk’s head spin with how detailed the man was about the differences between antlers and horns.


  He listened, even though he retained little of the scientific information; he knew that sometimes having someone to listen was what people needed the most… and the dizzying elaborations did help keep the Raccoon Dog’s mind occupied. When the scholar finished, it was clear and succinct, “…and, although it doesn’t make up for my rudeness, I’m certain you can understand why it is I am so specific about clarifying that I have horns and not antlers.”


  Friar Arlowe smiled, bowing his head, “You are very much clearly a scholar of the University of Progressive Thought… I am humbled by your knowledge.”


  The antelope’s smile came easy to him, “Well… it’s what I do. I’m sure you could probably talk circles around me when it comes to religious scripture. My mother used to tell me that it is our diversitythat helps make us stronger. If there is one thing I’ve learned from studying people it’s that specialization allows everyone to prosper from our individual expertise.”


  The monk nodded at that observation and was just about to speak further when a soft knock at his door put an end to the discussion. Friar Arlowe looked to the portal, slowly stood, and moved over to open it, mindful that the chain lock was still in place. When he realized that it was Aodhan and Runs-on-Air he quickly unlatched the chain and let them in. There were a few moments of courteous introduction before Aodhan got straight to the point, “There are several of the Church’s hunting parties in town.”


  Friar Arlowe was taken aback by the announcement, “How? Why?”


  Runs-on-Air spoke several words to Aodhan in the Tribal tongue, and Tobias spoke up behind him and to the side, “The prince? You’re saying the prince had them detained?” The prong horn fell silent when several eyes turned his way.


  The monk remade introductions, a little more thoroughly “These are Aodhan and Runs-on-Air. Gentlemen, this is Tobias Severna… he is a scholar from the University… and apparently he knows how to speak the Tribal tongue.”


  The prong horn nodded, and winced, pressing a hand to his shoulder, “My mother started teaching me when I was young, and I’ve spent years living among the people of the wild lands and studying them—er… you.”


  Aodhan leveled a gaze at the scholar, “You have found yourself in an unpleasant situation… the Church is looking for many of our number under less than ideal circumstances.”


  Tobias blinked, “You speak the common tongue very well, Mr. Aodhan.”


  The wolf stepped into the room and closed the door behind himself and Runs-on-Air, “I was raised for a time among the settled people.” Aodhan then switched to the Tribal tongue, leaving Friar Arlowe in the dark as the two exchanged a few words; Runs-on-Air interjected only once, but the response the scholar offered was apparently sufficient for him. The deer glanced to the Raccoon Dog, nodded, then exited into the hall; Aodhan closed the door once again after the buck showed himself out.


  Tobias closed his eyes, letting out a sigh as he nodded, switching back to common, “I suppose that makes sense… we heard about the Chruch planning an attack on the Yew Tribe village and the missive was sent to the Valley Tribe by Prince Malcom himself… it’s only reasonable that he would have pulled some strings to further help give them—ah—give you a fighting chance.” The prong horn scholar paused for a moment before asking, “If the Church is after you… it wasn’t just a coincidence that they attacked the Yew Tribe while you were there… was it? They went after the Yew Tribe because they wanted you…”


  Friar Arlowe swallowed a knot in his throat, “It is… complicated, Mr. Severna.”


  The scholar shook his head, “No… it’s very simple. If whoever in the Church wants you is willing to destroy an entire tribe then either you are very very bad people, or whoever sent out the order has far overstepped the realm of what is reasonable, and you are being persecuted as much if not more so than the tribesmen.”


  Aodhan raised both ears, focused on the prong horn, eyes glinting as he appraised Tobias, “The question then, would be ‘which is it?’,”


  The antelope was very decisive in his quick response, “You took me with you to find a doctor… the answer should be obvious.” For the first time in a long time, Friar Arlowe was able to find the joyful good fortune in not having to explain himself.


  Chapter 4c, Reversal of Fortunes (pt 2)


  The initial charge into the front of the building had been led by Alarice and Inigo with Alvis folowing along a good number of steps back. Weisen took Joshew and Roland in through a side door while Sada remained outside to serve as a lookout, armed with the talk-box that Weisen’s clockwork dragonfly had carried. The plan was for Weisen to shout a warning within the building if the otter woman caught sight of reinforcements… until then, they pretty much had the run of the place.


  The man standing guard at the front door seemed perplexed by the group approaching him and had taken a step forward to object to their presence, but Alarice’s short sword was faster than the man’s tongue. Revenge was never a profitable pursuit. In fact, revenge usually went against everything that Alarice stood for but, as she pulled her sword out of the rib cage of the she had to admit that, if nothing else, it felt good… it felt very good. As the body slumped to the porch she motioned to the door, and Inigo kicked it in.


  The walls were thick and well-built, which meant that only Inigo heard the sound of combat engaged on the far side of the building; apparently the group entering through the side door had encountered resistance. Alarice wasn’t particularly concerned with the other party however; she had to put her trust in the dragon since she had her own objectives to worry about… and that meant getting in, placing the explosives, and getting things done.


  The front room was clear and Inigo had already anticipated her directions before she had the chance to sign them to him. Alvis lingered at the entryway for a moment, gingerly sidestepping the dead body before he came in, hanging back near the door as had been discussed. The two combatants cleared the main entryway and each scanned a doorway: one leading left and the other to the right. It was during that quick inspection that one of the Order’s soldiers came down the stairs, drawing his sword.


  Alarice couldn’t be bothered crossing blades with the man; she pulled out her Faula pistol with her off-hand and pulled the trigger. The man didn’t really have anywhere to dodge on the staircase but attempted to throw himself to the side regardless; a spray of blood emerged from his ribs. He stumbled the rest of the way down the stairs and the woman threw the empty holdout at him. She motioned the scholar to the side passage before heading that way herself, “Inigo, he’s yours.”


  The bat’s confirmation was filled with an obvious double-entendre, “I’ll change things up and make this quick.”


  Alarice didn’t bother with a response, and, instead, shepherded Alvis onward. They passed through the next room without event, and into the next, where Roland had indicated during their planning that their barrel should be placed. “Alright… there’s the pillar… think you can put it where it’ll do the most damage?”


  Alvis lowered the keg to the ground then glanced around the large stone column for a moment, tapping his muzzle in thought. He almost jumped out of his fur when Inigo strode in after them, “That’s the problem with swordsmen these days… one pop of a pistol and suddenly they have no staying power.” He paused, “What are we standing around for?”


  Alarice chewed on her lip, “Alvis is trying to figure out the best place to put the powder keg to do the most damage.”


  Inigo nodded definitively, motioning at the pillar, “I suggest next to the support.”


  Alvis sighed, “It’s not that easy… explosives aren’t like a crossbow… they have a certain way they act that—”


  The bat didn’t seem all that interested in an explanation, “So where do we put it? Less talk, more walk.”


  The wolf-dog fidgeted, then paused when his eyes fell upon something. He went over to a small coffee table, “Well? Help me with this.”


  Alarice motioned the go-ahead with a nod and Inigo went over to aid him, but not without his due amount of commentary, “So… we came in here to blow the place up, but you want to redecorate first? believe me, Heidi Homemaker, if things turn out right this whole room will be redecorated just fine when we’re done.”


  Alvis did not bother responding to the comment until the table was almost right next to the pillar. He gave it a firm kick, knocking it over, and he placed the keg between it and the column, “She asked me to place it the best way possible… and having something to reflect the blast is the best way possible.”


  Inigo reached out to ruffle the fur atop the mutt’s head, “Wow… sexy and smart…assed. You’re quite a catch.”


  Alarice frowned, “Alright, that’s enough. We have our job done. It’s time to get moving and meet up wtih—”


  “We’re not done.”


  The scholar’s objection got both Inigo’s and Alarice’s attention, but the bat spoke up first, “Whadda ya mean we’re not done?”


  Alvis fidgeted, “The powder doesn’t go off on its own… We need to wait until Joshew gets here… I think he plans on creating a powder line that we can set off before—” he didn’t get a chance to finish his words as Alarice pulled out her Geoffrey pistol and fired at another man rushing into the room. The shot hit him in the neck and he fell over, trying in vain to halt the geyser of blood that was spraying out. A second man stepped past him, two swords at the ready.


  The woman let out a frustrated sigh, “Inigo, with me.” and she approached the combatant.


  The bat acknowledged with a simple, “Best way to be.”


  Whether she expected the man to be any good at fighting two foes at once wasn’t something Alarice had given any thought to, but, several seconds after the initial exchange of blows, she was quite surprised that the sword man was not wounded once but, then again, neither was she or Inigo—which suggested that he was more interested in defending himself than causing them harm… from there, she realized that meant that he had reason to believe that reinforcements were coming. She didn’t bother looking back over her shoulder, and chose instead to shout into the man’s face,


  “Where are they? We need to go!”


  Rather than provide an answer, Alvis simply let out a cry of alarm. Alarice didn’t spare her attention glancing back, but the moment Inigo was able to do so safely, he did, and provided her an unwelcome assessment of the situation, “Got another near the dog… you want to help him or should I?”


  she was just about to answer the question when the sound of a breaking window caught everyone’s attention. The fight paused for a moment as a coyote in silvered chain mail followed his thrown round shield in through the window, squaring off against a second member of the Order of Blades who had been closing in on Alvis. Although the coyote wore a helm, Alarice recognized the voice of the mild-mannered priest as he addressed the aggressor, “If you walk away now nobody has to get hurt.”


  Recovering from the surprise, Alarice glanced back to her own opponent just in time to see the pommel of a sword grow greatly in size until her vision went white with the impact of it against her forehead. As she fell, the follow-up sword strike was blocked by Inigo’s blade as he placed himself between her and the man. “I don’t much care for any man who beats on a lady… I can see we’re not gonna get along very—” but his banter was interrupted as the swordsman followed up with a kick to the bat’s midsection.


  Alarice tried to blink away the haziness as she saw him raise both swords, set to deliver a killing blow to both of them… when his back erupted and a spray of blood coated the walls, coinciding with the sound of a pistol firing. A second later she heard Roland announce, “Damn, Shew… you got him.” Alarice, still on her knees, turned to see the human scholar flanked by the black furred dog; Joshew immediately dropped the empty arquebus.


  A moment later the heavy sound of a body striking the floor signaled the end of Brother Jessen’s fight, and the coyote put his sword away, moving to Alvis, who was hiding behind the pillar. He raised his face guard, “Are you alright?”


  The wolf-dog nodded silently, then offered a meek, “I didn’t know you knew how to fight, Brother Jessen.”


  The coyote shrugged, and his face guard fell back down, causing its wearer to jump in surprise.


  His voice echoed through it, “I haven’t in a—” he paused, lifting the visor again, “I haven’t in a long time… but I’m not going to sit and do nothing when people need my help.”


  Joshew cleared his throat, “Good-good-fine-whatever… all of the charges are placed… can we follow up with the social niceties later?”


  Roland nodded, “Yeah… I’m thinking we’ve worn out our welcome.”


  Alarice glanced around at the scholars, while Roland helped Joshew complete a line of the black powder, “Where’s Weisen?”


  The human fielded the answer, “He’s back in the hallway fighting off two men… he told us to meet up with you and he’d find us outside the building.”


  Alvis took a step forward, “We can’t set off the explosives until we know he’s safe.”


  Roland snorted, “Which is why Sada has the talk box… she’ll be able to signal us when he’s clear of the blast.”


  The discussion was put on hold as two more members of the Order of Blade came charging down the stairs. Alarice made the decision, “Out… now.”


  Inigo moved to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with her, as he spoke to the scholars behind him, “You heard the lady… move it.”


  She raised her two swords, “You too, Inny…”


  The bat hesitated, but held his ground, “You need my help.”


  Alarice frowned, stepping between the men and the explosive keg, “I don’t remember asking for your opinion… besides, if there are more of them coming the scholars need you to protect them while they set down the line of powder more than I need you protecting me.”


  He hesitated again, opened his muzzle to say something, then simply sighed. Alarice winced when the discharge of a pistol set her ears to ringing. One of the men in front of her recoiled, shot in the thigh. The bat followed up by throwing the spent weapon at the other man before retreating, adding, “There… you can pay me back later.”


  Alarice engaged the two in combat but, in truth, she was doing little aside from testing their defenses. She wanted to delay them until she heard the sound of the scholars’ powder trail burning. The two swordsmen, however, seemed to have a different idea. While the injured man was slow at moving he still managed to keep her engaged in combat while the second worked passed her. By the time Alarice figured everyone had gained enough distance from the building, the man was already moved beyond her reach, and she cursed silently when he scuffed the line, interrupting the trail.


  Lashing out in frustration, she caught the injured swordsman with the hand guard of her sword then stuck her second weapon into his mid-section, spinning around just in time to block the off-balanced blow from the second man. She fought to spin past him, but to no avail… he was keeping her from the powder trail… and the sound of more boots on the steps coming from upstairs was not reassuring.


  The swordsman smirked, testing her defenses and, at the same time, pushing her further yet from the powder line, “You saved us the trouble of looking for you, Alarice.” It was the first time any of them bothered speaking.Her eyes narrowed dangerously, “It’s more trouble once you find me.” She lunged forward in a feint, second weapon ready to follow up with a quick jab… but he did the unexpected and stepped forward. Alarice opened her eyes wide in surprise as her sword shifted off to the side, glancing off his chest without doing anything more than tearing into his coat without drawing even a drop of blood.


  She had the opportunity to catch a glimpse of some strange metallic vest beneath the cloth… there was no possible way armor could have been so flexible and light to wear beneath clothing—but, she didn’t have any more time to contemplate it as the swordsman’s weapon collided against both of hers, and, suddenly, she found herself swordless. She backpedaled away from the powder line as the man came closer. He smiled confidently as three more men came into the room, “Don’t do anything stupid. You’re worth more alive.”


  Alarice felt a strange sense of serenity as she pulled her last holdout pistol… one she’d held for a long time with a special message scratched into the wood, “What kind of stupid, exactly?“The swordsman in front of her fell into a combat stance, sword at the ready, “There are four of us and one of you… I would call firing that hand cannon the worst kind.”


  She smiled, drawing a finger over the tip of the flare gun, “But this is my favorite kind…” She took aim at the man and he dove aside, providing her an even better view of the powder keg; she hoped silently everyone had gotten out of the house. The first explosion set off two more and, together, the three were more than enough to bring down the entire building.


  Chapter 4d, En Passant (pt 3)


  The following day’s ride was not a pleasant one; Evelyn had no experience managing a steed and was not accustomed to sitting on a saddle for any length of time, let alone hours on end. To make matters worse, the saddle was designed for long distance travel and was decidedly not made for a lady. Forced to hike up her dress, Evelyn’s gown draped around her like curtains fallen off their rod, and her thighs ached horribly. To make matters worse, Sir Umberto was not looking well; his wounds had obviously taken their toll.


  Despite his injuries, the Wolverine continued to persevere… and his attention remained on her and her son—always. Having had little success at managing both her own steed and Theo at the same time, Evelyn had little choice but to give him over to the Templar, who somehow succeeded far better than she at riding double saddle and still handle his mount. Theo, for the most part fidgeted and fretted, but Sir Umberto did a fine job of distracting him by calling the kit’s attention back to the fact that they were riding. Interestingly enough, despite how many times it was said, it always brought Theo around.


  Mr. de la Rocha remained with them the entire time. While the human freely permitted them the use of two of his horses, the swordsman kept hold of Evelyn’s steed’s lead the entire time… for her protection, he had said. While she was first hesitant to believe in his assessment, she quickly learned the benefit of the human maintaining control; it followed his own steed compliantly, and hadn’t once tried to throw her.


  In the end, she considered it just another necessary evil… not unlike the saddle where she was perched… so very, very unladylike. If Mr. de la Rocha took notice of the vulgarity of a woman riding a man’s saddle, however, he was gentlemanly enough not to comment. In fact, other than an occasional assessment of the weather, the human seemed completely at ease saying nothing at all… which made Evelyn all the more curious.


  In the end, it was she who addressed him, “Why are you doing this?”


  The swordsman rotated his head to glance over and back at the ermine woman, shooting her a debonair smile, “I apologize, Miss, but you will have to be a little more specific… as I am doing a number of things.”


  She purposefully worked to avoid imagining anysnide natureto his comment and maintained an even tone, “Why are you helping us, Mr. de la Rocha?”


  The human let out a deep sigh, “What has the world come to when the selfless act of a gentleman is called to question? When a warrior, skilled in the way of protecting those in need must present a reason for doing the right thing in service to no ideal more powerful or right than that of altruism and—”


  Sir Umberto had no qualms about interrupting the monologue, “It has something to do with those men and their gear rings.”


  Mr. de la Rocha cleared his throat and smoothed out the mane of his steed, “I assure you, Sir Templar… the Mechanists are not a force with which to trifle.”


  The Wolverine let out a blunt ‘ha’. “Mechanists? That sounds like a group of men dedicated to fixing broken down carriages.”


  The swordsman pulled his horse to a stop and turned in his saddle to regard the Templar, “It would be great folly to confuse the Mechanists with mechanics, sir… and certainly not something you yourself would benefit from doing.”


  Sir Umberto snorted, “Me specifically? And why’s that?” the Wolverine leaned forward on his saddle toward the human with a scowl.


  Mr. de la Rocha offered a wry grin, “Why… because you would be forced to tell the men at your Church that you were beaten up by a group of wrench-wielding bolt-turners.” and he followed up the comment with a wink before kicking his horse to action once again.; Evelyn held onto her steed as it trotted after the human’s.


  The Templar quickly spurred his own horse after, “And what’s so special about these Mechanist people then?”


  The swordsman continued facing forward, but Evelyn didn’t hear the usual smile in his voice when he was offering up playful banter, “Because, my friend… there are many men out there who argue that the Mechanists rule the world.”


  Sir Umberto’s ears lowered for a moment, then laid back, then slowly rose, “So… what? Are they some kind of University group? Mechanists… they are taking advantage of the scholars’ advancements?”


  Mr. de la Rocha was not precisely clear in his answer, “No… and yes.”


  The Templar’s tone was flat, “You may like being a riddle wrapped in an enigma hidden in obfuscation, sir—and I do use the ‘sir’ loosely… but I do not like deciphering wordplay in a straight-forward conversation.”


  The human’s tone was immediately light-hearted, “Riddle wrapped in an enigma? Well… I dare say you have a poet’s mind for words, Sir Umberto… and there was no hidden meaning behind my answer. No, they are not purely a ‘University group’, but yes, they are taking advantage of the UPU’s discoveries.”


  Evelyn spoke up before the Wolverine could interrogate the swordsman further, “What do you mean ‘not purely’, Mr. de la Rocha?”


  The traveler glanced back at her, “I mean, my Lady, the Mechanists play a game far above the width and understanding of the University. There are members of the University who belong to the Mechanists, but if a man is a Mechanists then their loyalty lays there and there alone. Scholars who wear the ring are and always will be a Mechanists first and foremost.”


  Sir Umberto let out a callous ‘ha’, “Sounds like the University isn’t the bastion of truth it claims to be.”


  The human smirked, “Then perhaps the same could be said of the Church.”


  The Wolverine’s eyes narrowed, “And what are you suggesting by that?”


  Mr. de la Rocha shrugged without commitment, “If you consider members of the Mechanists holding sway within the University to be grounds of questionable intent, then the Church would suffer from the self-same affliction, my friend—there are members in your organization who are just as guilty for wearing the Cog of Fate.”


  Evelyn once again interrupted Sir Umberto’s reply, “Cog of Fate?’


  The swordsman nodded, “The ring—the symbol of the Mechanists. Their order believes that they are the directors of reality, and that they choose the course for the world.”


  The Templar snorted, “No man is strong enough to control the world… that is God’s own power and no mortal man can share it.”


  Mr. de la Rocha nodded, “True, perhaps… no one man… but a single man might control a library… another man may direct the deployment of a city’s guards… yet another could choose which holy book was referenced on a given prayer day… still another could be the one to set priority for foreign policy… and one more might have the king’s own ear. What, I ask you, might happen if all of these men had the same agenda?”


  The Wolverine flicked an ear, “Sounds like a far fetched conspiracy theory to me… if what you’re saying holds any truth—”


  “—and it does, my friend.”


  Sir Umberto drew his steed closer to the human, “IF it holds any truth, then they’re so powerful that it would be insanity to act against them… and, here you are, hunting them. So, I am either to believe the words of an insane man, or to continue doubting you.”


  The swordsman laughed, “Your logic has a single hole—if I am to be insane for pursuing such a goal, then either the organization is in my own head and you have nothing to fear…”


  The human trailed off for a moment, just long enough for Evelyn to follow up with, “Or what, Mr. de la Rocha?”


  “Or they do exist, which would confirm that I am indeed insane for pitting myself against such an obscenely powerful foe.” The swordsman pulled on the reins of his steed, bringing it to a stop, “Of course, all of this conjecture means very little at this point.”


  The Templar likewise stopped his own mount, “And why is that?”


  The human motioned forward ahead of the party, where a large group of riders were approaching on the road, “Because those men, Mechanists or not, are armed.”


  Tying the reins of his steed to his saddle, Sir Umberto quickly transferred Theo to Evelyn, “Stay behind me, Lady Evelyn.”


  Although she was still not entirely skilled and managing her horse, Evelyn did manage to transfer Theo to her saddle and keep her mount from following the Templar as he and the human swordsman moved their steeds closer to the approaching men; Mr. de la Rocha had dropped her horse’s lead. She shushed her son, who had started complaining of a sore bottom, trying to better assess the situation… and smiled in relief when she realized that the men were flying the colors of the Church, and the two Templars in the front wore the tabards of the Holy Symbol.


  Sir Umberto let out a held breath, “The Church. A good turn of events, for once.”


  Mr. de la Rocha shook his head, “Were you not listening to a single thing I had said? It is just as likely that these men mean you harm as any other—if the Mechanists—” but he silenced himself as a single member of the group approaching them separated himself from the rest and drew nearer to them.


  The man, a Templar based on his armor, rode his steed forward, raising an arm in greeting. Sir Umberto trotted his own horse forward to meet with him. The approaching stranger raised his visor, revealing the golden fur of a Retriever, and a pair of icy blue eyes staring out at the Wolverine. “Well met, Sir Umberto. We expected you by carriage.”


  Evelyn’s guardian glanced back at her, then shot an ‘I told you so’ glance toward the human swordsman before looking to the fellow Templar, “We had a few encounters with some of the countryside’s more… negative elements.”


  The Retriever nodded, “Of course, Sir Umberto. We will have you brought to the Cathedral in Newport to treat your wounds.”


  The Wolverine shook his head, motioning back toward the Ermine woman, “In time… but first I wish to see to Miss Evelyn and her son.”


  The other Templar raised a gauntleted fist, “No need. We will tend to her now.” and the collection Symboled riders drew their weapons.


  Evelyn was immediately confused, but that lasted all of a second before she became alarmed. Sir Umberto, far less hesitant than she, drew his steed back and put a paw to the hilt of his sword, “I was charged by the King himself to see Miss Evelyn safely to Newport. What is the meaning of this?”


  The Retriever held his reigns in one paw, a sword in the other, “Sir Umberto—you were tasked with getting this unclean waif and her misbegotten progeny to the lands beyond Graddin. You should know very well that the Church would never abide her kind beyond the guidance of the Priests.”


  Her guardian never wavered, remaining between her and the Church’s riders, “The Church gave our blessing for this handoff!”


  The opposing Templar shook his head, “This whore is a pawn in a larger game, Sir Umberto… when the people find that Lady Noriene is doing nothing to protect the roadways, and that a valued person was lost to bandits along the path—”


  He was interrupted as a rock bounced off the side of his helm. Mr. de la Rocha was dismounted, and reached down to pick up another, “You mean slaughtered by an armed column of the Church’s hounds who then blame it on bandits?”


  The Retriever nodded, and a quarrel whistled through the air; the human, obviously surprised by the attack, fell to the ground facedown—unmoving. The canine Templar continued the discussion,“You have been wounded by the brigands, Sir Umberto, and will receive due honors despite the loss of the king’s honored servant.”


  The Wolverine glanced back to her, and Evelyn saw the indecision in his eyes. His gaze met hers, and he looked away quickly, back to the dog, “I don’t beleive you.”


  The opposing Templar let go of his reins and reached into a saddle bag. He pulled out a scroll and tossed it to Sir Umberto, “It is the will of the Church.”


  Sir Umberto caught it, and tore it open immediately. Evelyn watched the disbelief in his eyes shift to concern, and then anger, then disbelief again, before finally settling into sorrow. She held her breath as the Wolverine looked again to the Retriever… and, for the first time since she had first met Sir Umberto Marino, she feared him. She pulled her son to her more tightly, dreading her guardian’s next words.


  Chapter 4a, It’s Pronounced Cameo (pt 3)


  Gift-of-the-Earth did not travel at his usual spot beside Metal-Eyes that morning; his mind was a jumble with the numerous thoughts that wouldn’t leave him alone. It didn’t seem to bother the Shaman, however, as he was accompanied by Roaring-Flood, who was all too happy to ask him endless questions, pointing at strange sights and inquiring after as many things as a young cub might do on his first trip out of the village.


  Directly to the side of the big black bear, Sanmer took each and every opportunity to provide Roaring-Flood with the answers he didn’t seek. While the fox obviously realized that the fisherbear had questions about the city, what Sanmer didn’t know was what those questions were, so he made up for it by playing tour guide. Roaring-Flood spoke to Metal-Eyes in the Tribal tongue while the fox only understood that of the Stone Tribe, so, even though he would eventually get around to a topic that interested Gift-of-the-Earth’s brother, there was far more talking than was necessary.


  One such discussion came up when Roaring-Flood looked to Metal-Eyes and pointed at a large golden-colored dome, “Why does the Stone Tribe use metal for building?”


  Sanmer took it upon himself to answer the question he thought was being asked. “Oh, that building?That’s the Museum of Progress… it’s a big monument to everything the University of Progressive Thought has brought to the world. they built it, of course, and make sure it has enough funding to keep running. There’s plenty of impressive stuff inside if you’re the kind who likes looking but not touching. I’ve been in there once or twice ‘after-hours’, and, let me tell you, it’s a lot more fun then.”


  Roaring-Flood glanced back at Gift-of-the-Earth, “He speaks so fast… do you know what he’s saying?”


  Gift-of-the-Earth shrugged, having understood most of it except for some of the stranger words, “I think he was explaining what that building was. He probably thought you wanted to know about it and not just the roof.”


  Roaring-Flood came to a stop and the fox almost ran into him. The black bear knelt down on one knee so he and Sanmer could be face-to-face, and he tried using the Stone Tribe’s language, “Why do Stone Tribes use…” he paused and glanced back to Gift-of-the-Earth, speaking in their native tongue, “How do you say ‘metal’?”


  “Metal.”


  The fisherbear tried again, “Why do Stone Tribes use met-uhl on huts?”


  Even in his own language it took Sanmer a moment to figure out what the bear was asking, “Oh… you mean the dome? I think the University chose it because it reflects the sun at dawn and dusk so their big gaudy building becomes even more obvious.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth realized that his brother was having more trouble understanding the fox than even he himself. He tried to explain it in the Tribal tongue, “He said it’s to make the building easier to see at morning and night because it glimmers in the light.”


  Roaring-Flood nodded with a grunt, stroking his chin. He was obviously figuring out what he was trying to say, and he finally made the attempt, “It is big. People see it easy even with rock top.”


  The Shaman spoke up for the first time in relation to one of Roaring-Flood’s questions… or was it because of Sanmer’s answer? “The Museum of Progress is like a holy site to many of the people here. The metal on the top is a decoration, just like the beaded totems or the obelisks outside the Winter Heart Cave.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth knew enough of what Sanmer had said that it didn’t seem to equate to a holy place, but he also knew not to contradict the old bear. Instead, he asked for clarification, “The Stone Tribe has the houses of the Men of Symbol… but that does not look like one of those, Metal-Eyes.”


  The Shaman nodded calmly, “Because it is a different kind of belief. Gift-of-the-Earth, you have been around the Stone Tribe more than long enough to see that they are not exactly known for being unified.”


  The discussion could have gone on longer, if not for Nicholas, who was walking after Gift-of-the-Earth, “We’re in Newport… can you maybe try not to get every last person on the street looking at ya like you’re Tribals?” The man spat off to the side before continuing on, lugging the large sack that contained Kesst.


  Roaring-Flood was direct in his response, “We are Tribal People.”


  The human rolled his eyes, “Well you don’t have to tell the whole bloody city by talking in that language of yours! I thought we wanted to do this all quiet and all you’re doin’ is walkin down the street talkin’ in that—”

  

  Gift-of-the-Earth decided that Nicholas needed to calm down, and he tried reasoning with him, “There are very few people out. You will get more attention shouting than we will by talking in our own tongue.”


  Theo, who was walking behind and to the side of the human quickly added in his own thoughts before Nicholas could, “We are almost to the University… we don’t really need to start an argument in the middle of the street, Mr. Poole.”


  The sailor grunted and crossed his arms over his chest, grumbling, “It’s not ‘arguing’… it’s ‘fixing a problem’.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth had traveled with the human long enough to know that his objections would not be easily silenced but, thankfully, Metal-Eyes was able to completely change the direction of the group’s discussion, silencing the objection, and getting them closer to their end goal all at once. The older bear stopped, and turned to regard the group, speaking to them in the Stone Tribe tongue, “Theo… please bring Mr. Poole and Sanmer with you to the University and wait for us there. I am just bringing Gift-of-the-Earth and Roaring-Flood with me.”


  Sanmer’s tail lashed, “I love hearing his name in their native tongue… Waka’Miné… it sounds so manly.” Gift-of-the-Earth also noticed that, while the rest of the Stone Tribe adhered to Metal-Eyes’ request, the fox continued after them.


  The Shaman also noticed, “Sanmer, you should join them as well.”


  The rogue shrugged casually, “In my experience I tend to get into trouble whenever I’m somewhere and I see expensive, one-of-a-kind prototypes… I think we’re all better off if I get into trouble right here.” and the fox accentuated his suggestion by easily and nimbly scaling up onto Roaring-Flood’s shoulder, “Hey… I can see my house from here.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth sighed, but the fox’s presence didn’t seem to be the least disruptive to the Shaman, who continued on unabated. He did, however, switch back over to the Tribal tongue, “I would like to show the both of you something very important.”


  Metal-Eyes brought them to a tall black tent set up on the corner of one of the large village’s many stone streets. The structure seemed unlike the rest of the buildings as it was made of cloth and not stone or wood. Other than being black and of some kind of Stone Tribe woven fabric it could easily have fit into any of the Tribal villages without anyone having looked at it twice. The Shaman walked straight into the building and began immediately talking to the crane standing within.


  Gift-of-the-Earth tried to keep up with their discussion but he realized after several exchanges that the two were not speaking what he recognized as the Stone Tribe tongue or, if it was, it was a different version of it, like trying to understand someone from the Oak Tribe who was speaking the Bone Tribe dialect. The languages were very similar regardless, and the bear realized that Metal-Eyes was engaging in some kind of transaction.


  When the Shaman placed several coins into the crane’s talon he turned and waved the rest of the group inside, speaking up in the Tribal tongue, “Gift-of-the-Earth, Roaring-Flood, come in please.”


  Both bears complied, and, as a trio they did a fine job of filling up nearly half of the large structure. The crane moved to the opposite side and set up a strange device that looked like a three-legged cooking stand for placing over a campfire… only much taller. On the top of the three metal legs was a metal and glass box, almost the size of one of Gift-of-the-Earth’s paws clenched into a fist. The crane leaned over so his face was hidden behind the device, and he said something to the side.


  Sanmer acknowledged, “Sure thing.” and stepped inside before closing the two flaps on the tent, bathing the entire group in a twilight-like darkness.


  The crane, barely visible in the faint light spoke again, this time directly toward the three bears. Metal-Eyes translated, “Gather closer… on either side of me. Roaring-Flood, here. Gift-of-the-Earth here. Good.”


  The bird nodded, and leaned forward again, and Gift-of-the-Earth finally recognized some of the words the man said when he spoke slowly, “Good. Stay there.”


  The Shaman quickly added, “Stand still. There is going to be a great flash of light. It will not harm us.”


  Sanmer giggled off to the side, “Wow… first photographic. This is going to be great. I remember the first time I saw one of these.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth didn’t realize he was looking toward the fox until Metal-Eyes corrected him, “Look at the bird, not the fox.”


  “Yes, Shaman.”


  No sooner were the words out of his muzzle than the crane started counting backwards. Gift-of-the-Earth recognized the numbers; he’d had a lot of experience counting in their language as a merchant. At ‘two’ there was a quick shift and a rustle to the side, and Roaring-Flood grunted. Abright flash all but blinded the bear but, by the time his vision was coming back, the crane had already opened the flaps of the tent and he saw Sanmer climbing down off of the black bear’s back. The fox grinned wide, “Wow… this was almost like the first time too.”


  The crane quickly bid what Gift-of-the-Earth took as a farewell to the bears, speaking again with the strange dialect that made him hard to understand. Fortunately, as the four headed away from the tent, Metal-Eyes translated, “It will take an hour before we can go back and pick up our purchase.”


  Roaring-Flood rubbed the side of his face, “What did we buy?”


  “It is called a ‘photographic’.” the Shaman replied; the Stone Tribe word sounded strange, “It is a picture that is created by light instead of being drawn or carved.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth slowed slightly as he considered whether or not his question would seem insubordinate. In the end he spoke it anyway, “Why did we go to that man to purchase one of those things when we need to go to the University?”


  Metal-Eyes came to a stop and turned around. While Gift-of-the-Earth might have thought he was displeased, the expression on the old bear’s muzzle hinted that he had been hoping someone would ask it, “Because, my friend… this place is full of things you have not experienced and things you do not understand. This is just one such case when you will have to listen to me and do as I say.”


  Both Gift-of-the-Earth and his brother bowed to the Shaman, “Yes, Metal-Eyes.” they acknowledged in unison.


  He nodded at their compliance, “And, the most important thing is that you call me by my Stone Tribe name when we get to the University.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth refreshed the name in his muzzle, “Julius Blackburn.”


  The old bear nodded, and provided some clarification, “Professor Julius Blackburn.”


  * * * * * *


  If waiting for the bears hadn’t been bad enough, Nicholas was forced to sit on the stone bench even after they had arrived. Professor Blackburn continued talking to the two Tribals once they caught up, leaving Sanmer free to join him and Theo on the bench. The fox was whistling as he approached, stopping only once he was within talking distance, “So… we went and got a photographic made.”


  Nicholas had heard of a photographic before, but he’d never considered having one done; he had better things to do with two days of wages. “So we had to sit here and deal with all these scholars staring at us so you four could go make a pretty picture?”


  Theo smoothed out his robe, carefully picking a small piece of lint from his fur, “They were staring at him, actually… not us.”


  The sailor turned and scowled at the Ermine, who simply smiled back. Nicholas wanted to be mad at the scholar, but he only realized that Theo was getting used to returning a punch for a punch, at which point the human promised himself to figure out how to fire the next shot in a skirmish that was far from over. He didn’t have much longer to consider it because Professor Blackburn and the two other bears finally joined them.


  Theo stood, “So… do we have an audience with one of the Professors?”


  The old bear nodded, adjusting his spectacles, “I do.”


  Nicholas scowled, “So… basically we’re just sitting here on our asses while you have tea and muffins?”


  Professor Blackburn chuckled, “Actually, Professor VanHousen doesn’t eat muffins… they don’t agree with her.”


  The sailor didn’t bother countering the obviously snide remark; he settled for spitting on the nice clean marble floor instead.


  Theo, however spoke up immediately, “Her? You mean…”


  The old bear nodded, “Professor Cadence VanHousen… she’s the only female professor with tenure here at the University.”


  While the Ermine was obviously impressed, Nicholas really couldn’t have cared less. Likewise, Enarork was obviously focused on other things. The white bear spoke up, thankfully in the common tongue, “Professor Julius Blackburn… what do you wish Waka’Miné and I do until you have returned?”


  The Professor smiled, adjusting his glasses before sticking the fingers of his paws into either of his vest pockets, “Stay here with Nicholas and Sanmer. Remember… you are guests here. The Stone Tribe has a different way of doing things, and guests are at their host’s call, not the other way around.”


  Two men in University Guard uniforms approached the older bear, greeting him by name. He acknowledged them and, shooting one last glance back toward the party, turned and accompanied them up the stairs. For what was probably the twentieth time in as many minutes, Nicholas scowled, thinking to himself how asinine the high-and-mighty University was when it came to formality and etiquette.


  His musings finally erupted in a grunt, “I can’t believe I’m actually here.”


  Theo nodded vigorously, “I know… it’s a great honor being allowed into the University of Progressive Thought without having a Writ of Notice, being enrolled, or being accompanied by a Professor. I remember the first time I stepped through the—”


  The human’s scowl deepened, “I mean being surrounded by all this crap, wasting my time getting eyed by all these better-n-you quill-scratchers.”


  Sanmer, sitting next to Theo, gazed around as well, feet drumming out a rhythm on the floor as his busy-fingers flicked repeatedly against his pants, “Everything here looks so clean… and expensive.”


  The Ermine scholar let out a deep breath and addressed Nicholas, “You should probably keep an eye on him… I need to go sign in.” and, with that, Theo headed for the enormous desk at the center of the room, easily four times larger than most bar tables Ncholas had seen.


  The human lost track of how much time passed. Enarork and Roaring-Flood spoke quietly in their own language, which suited Nicholas just fine so long as they kept to themselves. He watched the scholars come and go, most glancing past him and to the bears—yet another thing he didn’t mind. In the end, he assumed nearly a half hour passed before Professor Blackburn showed up, accompanied by what had to have been the oldest, ugliest, fur-barest monkey the sailor had ever seen in his entire life.


  The bear was respectful in his introduction, “Nicholas Poole, this is Professor Cadence VanHousen.”


  The crone wasted absolutely no time in pleasantries, “Yes yes… whatever… now… show me this clockwork dragon.”


  Chapter 4b, Your Highness (pt 3)


  The pressing concern for Cruff’s welfare had caused the group to lose some of its hesitance. Once Aodhan and Runs-on-Air had returned with confirmation that there were several resident healers in Vallara Friar Arlowe lead the call to get the injured party members there immediately, and with no time to spare. While Aodhan would have felt more comfortable continuing to scout out the town and find where the Church’s forces were situated, he realized that he was outnumbered by members of the party wanting to move faster. As he approached the monk’s unconscious son, he began to understand why.


  Sister Aurelie, who was seated beside the grievously wounded Raccoon Dog, looked up at Aodhan, “He is pale… and breathing shallowly. I’m afraid he won’t last much longer.”


  Friar Arlwoe nodded, “He is only getting worse. We need a surgeon.”


  The wolf, who had already relented the point, simply nodded, “Very well. Runs-on-Air is out seeking something we can use to create a stretcher, and as soon as he returns we will go. The closest doctor is several blocks over, but it appears he works from his home… all we will have to do is knock loud enough.”


  The injured antelope had recovered well enough to sit up, and apparently to also offer his own input, “But not so loudly as to attract attention—if there really are men here who are after us we’ll need to have tact as well as urgency.”


  Friar Arlowe nodded, “When we arrive at the doctor’s, if he does not immediately answer I will stay with Cruffington and knock as loudly as needed.”


  Sister Aurelie rested a paw on the monk’s forearm, “Do not lose hope before you’re given reason to, Friar Arlowe… for all we know the doctor will be awake and come directly upon the first knock.”


  The prong horn shook his head, “No learned man in his right mind would be up at three hours past midnight… and if he isn’t in his right mind we certainly wouldn’t want him working on any of us.”


  The monk lowered his head, lowering a paw atop Cruff’s chest, “At some point, even an insane surgeon will be better than letting my son go one more hour without aid.”


  Brother Rhys stood and moved to kneel beside the monk, resting a paw on the man’s shoulder, “Have Faith, Friar.”


  The older Raccoon Dog looked up at him, a bitter-sweet smile on his muzzle, “I do, Brother, or else I would have given up long before we’ve made it this far.”


  The rat withdrew his paw and glanced to the door, “I’m going to go see if I can find Runs-on-Air and give him some help… he may need aid carrying—”


  Aodhan stepped up to stop the priest, “No, Brother Rhys… we will already be risking much being out on the street as a group… we cannot afford to challenge our luck any further. Runs-on-Air will return and he will have a stretcher.”


  Sister Aurelie looked up from Cruff, “We could go as two groups.”


  Friar Arlowe looked to the cat, and then toward Aodhan, “Yes… that would be wiser. There is no reason to make Mr. Severna wait any longer for aid. Besides… two smaller groups will be missed much more likely than a single large one.”


  Brother Rhys shook his head, “No… we have a better chance of getting away if we are in full numbers. If we split up then it only increases the risk.”


  Friar Arlowe’s concern grew as he glanced between the antelope scholar and the rest of the group, “Aodhan can take Mr. Severna, and then come back for the rest of us. Neither of them could be identified by the Church, so they would not be at risk.”


  Brother Rhys sighed, “I know you want to help, Friar… God only knows I dislike feeling helpless as well, but the gains are outweighed by the danger.”


  Sister Aurelie stood, “We cannot expect—” but the cat’s input was cut short by the rhythmic knock at the door; it was the combo that Runs-on-Air and Aodhan had agreed upon. The wolf moved immediately to the portal and opened it.


  The buck spoke in the tribal tongue, “The woman downstairs called it a ‘cot’.” He held up a light metal frame that contained a stretched bolt of woven cloth.


  Aodhan saw immediately that it would work perfectly. Taking the frame from him he motioned Friar Arlowe and Sister Aurelie aside so he could set it on the ground between the bedroom’s two beds, “We’ll need two people to carry him.”


  Friar Arlowe nodded, wrapping the linens around his son, “I will take one half of the stretcher…”


  Sister Aurelie didn’t delay for a moment, moving to assist the Raccoon Dog in transferring his son to the cot, “I’ll take the other half.”


  Runs-on-Air watched the two of them as they began gathering up Cruff, then looked next to Aodhan, “The healer we found… I can go watch the road for any Men of Symbol… if there are any I will find another path for the group.”


  Aodhan nodded, and the buck showed himself out. It wasn’t without Brother Rhys’ notice, however, “Where’s Runs-on-Air going? We need help.”


  The wolf smiled, “He is helping… he is going to make certain that the path is clear of any of the Church’s men.”


  The rat nodded thoughtfully, “Then that leaves me…” he glanced over at the antelope scholar, “Are you well enough to walk?”


  The man nodded in response, letting out a grunt as he slowly pushed himself up onto shaky legs, “Yes… I think I can manage…” he paused, glancing around, “Damned luck—my walking cane must have—”


  “Do you mean this?” Sister Aurelie held up a finely crafted wooden cane with a delicately wrought metal grip.


  Despite the ever-present grimace of pain, the scholar’s face was alight in joy, “Oh, thank the heavens.” and he eagerly accepted it, even seeming to give it a light embrace once it was in his possession. The prong horn took a tentative step, then another, face quickly reverting to one of grave concern, but his comment was pragmatic, “I’m certain I will manage.”


  Brother Rhys was obviously not willing to accept that, “Give me your other arm, Sir.” and, rather wait for a reaction, the rat moved to take hold of the scholar’s left arm, and put it around his shoulder.


  The antelope offered a half-hearted, “I’m not an invalid.” but didn’t bother to shrug him off. Instead, he offered what appeared to be an embarrassed nod of thanks, and added, “And no need to call me sir—Tobias Severna.”


  The rat offered a calm smile at that, “Brother Rhys Barlow.”


  With everyone ready, Friar Arlowe and Sister Aurelie each picked up their half of the stretcher and Aodhan opened the door. He let Brother Rhys lead the way supporting Tobias, and then waited as Cruff and his two bearers went next. Only when everyone was out of the room did Aodhan follow and then, only once the door was closed and secured. He checked each of the other rooms as they passed; he had done his fair share of traveling and knew that unguarded equipment was best left locked away.


  The common room of the inn was empty, which made sense considering the hour. An old four legged hound dog looked up lazily from his place at the fire while an old two legged one remained in his rocking chair, wide-brimmed hat covering his face as he made far more noise snoring than the group did coming down the stairs. Aodhan moved to the front door of the inn and opened it; the spring on the latch meant that they’d be able to leave, but they’d be stuck outside until morning. Shrugging off the consideration, he held the door open for everyone as they exited and, as before, he was the last one through.


  Aodhan was given the opportunity twice in his life to travel alongside Yew Tribe hunters, and knew enough that a scout would find a way to flag any danger in the group’s path. Mindful of any such warning signs, Aodhan led the group out onto the street saying only, “Watch side streets and alleys for any of the Church.”


  Brother Rhys offered a half-chuckle, “It isn’t normal for Men of the Cloth to be up and about at such an ungodly hour.”


  Although Aodhan appreciated the attempt at humor, he was more interested in keeping everyone safe, “Nothing about this situation is normal.”


  In the end, however, the wolf caught sight of Runs-on-Air waiting under the eaves of a small, two story wooden building. It was the one they had identified as their best bet on finding aid for their stricken companion. Brother Rhys slowed as he passed by a large, white sign situated next to the walkway leading from the road to the house’s front steps, “Doctor Chris Brownell, Physician, Surgeon, Pharmacist.”


  Runs-on-Air glanced to Brother Rhys before looking toward Aodhan, “I saw no Men of Symbol on the way… they must be sleeping, not hunting.”


  The wolf nodded in response and bade the rest of the group wait on the stoop as he approached the door. Glancing around once more to be certain, the wolf balled his paw and tapped the door three times. He looked back at the party then checked both directions down the street before knocking another three times, just a little louder. The entryway was bathed in light from above as a lantern was lit within one of the rooms on the building’s second story. Aodhan gave another three taps to the door, much quieter.


  Brother Rhys’ ears swiveled toward the home, “Someone’s coming down the stairs.”


  As if on cue, another light sprang into being beyond the door, visible through the small diamond of frosted glass just lower than Aodhan’s head-height. A bolt and a lock were undone, but not before the wolf heard the sound of a chain being slid into place, and the door slowly opened. A dainty white mouse woman opened the door, brushing several errand strands of long platinum hair out of her lavender eyes, “Y-yes?”


  Friar Arlowe spoke up immediately, “Please, my daughter… we are in need of the doctor’s aid. One of our number is grievously wounded, and he may pass if not seen to immediately. I beg of you, please rouse the doctor.”


  The mouse glanced behind Aodhan to the standing Raccoon Dog, and then to the younger one carried in the stretcher. Her eyes opened a little wider, “Oh! Y-yes… of course.” The door closed, and Aodhan heard the sound of her unlatching the chain before it opened again, “Please—come in… bring him in.”


  Aodhan held the door open while he ushered Sister Aurelie and Friar Arlowe in past him. Sister Aurelie called up the stairs after the mouse woman, “Where should we take him? Is there an infirmary, or a healing room or—”


  A calming, mid-toned voice spoke with authority, “This way, please.” Aodhan turned to regard the speaker, a large gray and brown timber wolf. His clothing was of fine make, and obviously tailored to his form; a sure sign that he was a man of means. Surprisingly, however, where Aodhan had expected to see gold and silver finery, the wolf was adorned in the bone-bead and stonejewelry of the tribal folk, “I’m certain the doctor will be able to help your friend. Come… this way to the back room.”


  It took several seconds for Aodhan to recognize the speaker, and, only then when he walked closer to one of the low-burning candles in what appeared to be the house’s dining room. At first he didn’t believe his eyes when he not only recognized the wolf, but thespirit stonearound his neck, “Wild Wolf?


  The amber eyes glinted with acknowledgement in the dimly lit room, and man nodded, speaking in the tribal tongue “Yes… but among these people I am known by another name.”


  Tobias easily put two and two together, “Prince Malcom…”


  Chapter 4c, Reversal of Fortunes (pt 3)


  It was hard for Sada to tell how the assault was going from her vantage outside the building. She did occasionally catch sight of combat through a window but, for the most part, it was her job to maintain watch in case additional members of the Order of Blades returned. During the first few minutes it was quiet, but she eventually saw a cloaked, armed and armored figure rushing for the building. While she had a way to communicate with Wiesen, the mystery man was running toward the room where Inigo’s group fought.


  She watched as he sprang through a window, the figure doffed the cloak, and only then did the otter realize that whoever the man was, he was on their side. About that time Wiesen checked in and informed her that Joshew and Roland were setting the first charges, and he was holding off some of the defenders. By her count there were more than originally presumed in the building—perhaps eleven?


  She didn’t have much time to consider the fact as the members of the group began climbing out the broken window. The armored warrior, at that point, finally had his visor up and she recognized Brother Jessen immediately. Sada smiled; during the time she’d come to know the soft-spoken, seemingly meek coyote, she had figured he’d all but given up on the Templar way, but it was relieving to see that he still had some fight in him… which was going to come in useful since she saw four more members of the Order of Blades—they were coming toward the building from up the street.


  She used Wiesen’s nickname since it was faster to say, as she spoke into the sounding box the dragon had provided her, “Crook—hurry up; there’s more Order on the way. I see four of them coming from the north.”


  The dragon began speaking to the party as he helped the scholars through the window, pointing in her direction. Although she fancied herself skilled at reading lips, the reptilian maws of dragons did not make it easy… nor did the distance, but she figured he was warning them about the approaching Order and suggesting they meet up with her. She waited until she saw the last of the scholars out, followed by Inigo before she began to descend the two story shop where she had taken up her post; it was time to leave, and the sooner the better.


  The group was approaching her when she exited the building. The majority of them were looking back toward the large structure they had exited, Inigo especially, “Don’t light it—Alarice is still—” He didn’t get a chance to finish the comment when a good-sized explosion blew out every window in the main building. Inigo’s shout was overpowered by a second, and then third explosion, and the bat spun around and started back toward the building as the entire thing came crashing down, “ALARICE!!!”


  Wiesen grabbed hold of the bat before he could make it past him, “Inigo, stop.“The bat twisted and squirmed in his grasp, “I have to get to Alarice!”


  Joshew rotated his head roughly in the direction of the argument, “Shut up, bat… you’re making too much noise… she’ll just have to catch up.” Sada didn’t exactly hear what Roland whispered to the blind man, but she could guess when the human paused, “Oh.”


  Inigo lunged back at Wiesen trying to punch at him, but the dragon’s reach was far greater than the bat’s “Let me go!” and, with no other option, he sunk his teeth into the dragon’s exposed forearm.


  Wiesen didn’t so much as grimace from the attack, and the bat quickly recoiled, shuddering as he leaned sideways and vomited. The hard expression on the dragon’s face softened slightly and he let Inigo go; the bat simply fell to his paws and knees, sobbing.


  Sada had spent more than enough nights of her life consoling men who had their problems… petty men with life-altering problems… powerful men with problems that seemed trivial by comparison… she knew all of the different approaches for making them feel better and reassuring them that everything would be okay. All of those ways, however, were an act—a carefully planned, by-the-numbers approach to doing her job.


  The moment she felt Inigo’s sobbing shoulder beneath her paw, all of that fled her mind and she was left no more skilled than anyone else. The otter found herself stumbling over her words for the first time in years, “I-Inigo…” she swallowed, “Gahl’Agra…”


  The bat interrupted her, “I’m fine.” He stood up, almost stiffly, and turned her way; despite the fact that there were tears in his eyes, he put on his best smile… which, to her, looked more like a grimace, “These things happen, y’know?”


  Inigo was a fine actor, but his performance then was abysmal. Sada leaned forward, and slid her arms around him, “I’m sorry.”


  The bat did not reply, and nobody else said a word for many long moments before Brother Jessen interjected into the silence, “We all mourn, but we must do so later. If we do not leave soon we will be seen.”


  Wiesen took control of the situation, “We’ll split up and meet back at the Church. Brother… Inigo… come with me—we’ll create a distraction. Ms. De’Ahm?”


  The otter looked up to where the dragon was, still holding Inigo, “Hm?


  Wiesen was direct, “I need you to bring the scholars back to your Church.”


  She didn’t miss the reference to it being her Church, but she didn’t dwell on whether it was a casual comment or if he was hinting that he knew more. Instead, she nodded, “Alright… but look after Inigo.”


  She slowly disengaged from the bat, whose tears continued to fall. He let go of her, reaching up a paw to wipe at his furred cheeks. Once his eyes were clear, they gained a harder edge, “We have to make them pay even more.”


  It made so much sense; with the anchor in his life gone he was drifting… grasping for straws to find meaning. She found it strikingly similar to how he was when she first met him at the brothel… and she didn’t much care for it, “No, we don’t.”


  Inigo obviously wanted to push the issue, but Wiesen didn’t give him a chance, “We can discuss this later… right now we—”


  “There they are!”


  Brother Jessen glanced back at the scholars, “Go. Sister Sada will get you to safety.” and he lowered his visor, turning to face the armed men coming toward them.


  The otter would have grimaced at the title given to her by the Coyote if she’d had the time. Tossing the speaker box back to Wiesen, she simply nodded to the scholars, “Try to keep up.” and, in an instant, she was off, heading straight into one of the alleys she knew well.


  The scholars, in fact, did not do a good job keeping up. Although Joshew was blind, he still had issues allowing himself to be led. Thankfully, in the end, Roland just picked the human up and slung him over his shoulders like a pack of grain. Alvis, who was neither injured nor loaded down by an indignant, squirming blind man, did a good job of filling the gap between Sada, who led, and Roland, who was lagging.


  Being used to ditching pursuers, Sada moved flawlessly from alley to the back room of a tavern. She nodded to Zaheeli, one of the tavern’s cooks. The gazelle woman was from the Eastern Kingdom and spoke only enough Lehsunian common to get by, but the two knew one another well enough, and she was all too happy to keep quiet when the otter held a finger up to her muzzle and ushered the scholars past.


  From there, the party circled around the common room and took a side door exit usually reserved for the staff’s work breaks. She stopped everyone in the shadows of the adjacent building and glanced down the street. Seeing the coast clear, she guided the three of them across the boulevard and into an alley that winded its way through three city blocks—it would be the fastest and most secluded way to get them back to the church; Sada liked to call it her own personal ‘express way’.


  

  As it turned out, however, they weren’t the only ones using it. A hushed voice called out from the shadows of one of the many ajoining dead-end alleys, “Sada! ‘ey, Sada!”


  The Otter didn’t need to hear more than the gutteral street accent and see more than the glint of rodentine eyes before she could identify the speaker, “These scholars are under my protection, Grange… they’re not marks.”


  Alvis came to a stop behind her, one ear and one eyebrow up, confusion obvious on his face, “Marks?”


  Joshew, despite being blind, was the most observant, “That means she doesn’t plan on having us robbed, Alvis.”


  The rat emerged from the shadows, favoring what appeared to be a new wound on his shoulder. Roland identified him for the human scholar, “It’s the rat that was staying at the church a few rooms over.”


  Sada wasted no time with pleasantries, “You look like shit.”


  The rat chuckled, and grimaced, grabbing his shoulder tighter, “Y’always say th’ naicest things, Sada.”


  The otter woman offered a humorless smile, “We’re busy right now… we need to get back to the church. Whatever you were doing when you got yourself hurt is none of my business, and we don’t have the time to—”


  His comment silenced her. “Ah was ‘elpin’ th’ Church. It got sacked.”


  All of the fur on the back of Sada’s neck stood on end, “When was this? Who did it? Where is everyone now?”


  Grange shrugged with his good shoulder, “Surous an’ I were fightin’ t’get outta there… I mean… we helped some nuns’n’all, but—”


  She cut him short, choosing to take stock of her available resources instead, “Where’s Suros?”


  The rat’s gaze fell to the ground, “Didn’t make it.”


  “And what about the church?”


  Grange leaned back against the wall, still holding his shoulder. He slid down to a sitting position, leaving a streak of red on the dirty bricks behind him, “Still fightin’, I think… not exactly in a mood t’go back, y’know?”


  Joshew interjected, “I smell blood.”


  The rat grimaced with a grin, “Good nose on that ‘uman.”


  Sada glanced around the alley, growing frantic; not only was the Church under attack, but Wiesen, Brother Jessen, and Inigo were going to be caught unaware if they went in without warning. why had she given him back the speaker box?!?! The otter woman made a split-second decision, “You three… see if you can do anything for Grange… I have to get to Wiesen and tell him about this!”


  The only objection was from Alvis, but it was more advice than anything else, “Be careful.”


  Considering what was at stake, she wasn’t able to make that promise.


  Chapter 4d, En Passant (pt 4)


  Never before had Umbrto felt any reason to question the Church but, as he stood against his brethren, he had to wonder how right it was for so many armed men to be calling for the death of a defenseless woman and her small kit. The Wolverine tightened his grip on his great sword as he prayed to God for guidance; it was a situation in which he never expected to find himself, and he couldn’t come up with a solution on his own.


  The answer, as it happened, came from an unlikely source as the swordsman behind him and to the right spoke up, “I find it very interesting that the Church sought to protect her, and yet, we have already had multiple attempts on her life by an organization that is known to have hidden elements among the Church. One, therefore, may be left to wonder whose side it is you are truly on.”


  Despite Umberto’s general distrust of the Human, it suddenly struck the Templar that such a thing made far too much sense to be entirely insane; even if the Church was incorruptible, was it not possible that the mortal elements could be flawed? What if the men before him were not doing God’s work but, instead, were doing the work of the Mechanist people of which Sandoval had spoken?


  There was one certain way to find out, and the Templar addressed the armed men before him, “Before I do anything, I want to see your paws.”


  The Retriever at the front held up both of his gauntleted paws and, slowly, one after the other, removed his armor, revealing the calloused, battle-worn digits of a warrior. The men behind the Dog glanced to one another, apparently confused but, once their speaker did so, they quickly followed suit. Umberto searched quickly but critically at every finger on every paw, hand, and talon—he began to lose hope when he realized one of the men in the column was a Dragon… and, as the Church had always noted, ‘Without reproach beith Dragons in service to the Lord’. Letting out a breath, the Wolverine swallowed his hesitance and pressed his luck, “which one of you wears a gear on a ring?”


  The Retriever before him cocked his head to the side, a displeased lowering of his brow obvious, “What is this about, Brother? You have seen our orders and you understand what must be done. Stand aside so we may end this dirty business—you only draw out the unpleasantness of the culling with this delay.”


  Umberto shook his head, “This is wrong. Ms. Evelyn has done nothing—”


  “She has partaken of an incestuous relationship resulting in the creation of the abomination she now holds in her arms. that is what she has done.”


  The Wolverine had to bury his anger at the Dog’s obvious suggestion that she had a choice in the matter; Umberto knew the true story, even if the man before him did not, and he was not about to let it go unspoken, “It was not her choosing.”


  The Retriever let out a breath, shaking his head, “Be that as it may, the Church has given its order, Sir Umberto… now stand aside.”


  The Templar silently wished damnation upon the human for instilling such doubt into him, “Prove to me you’re worth obeying or I shall not back down.”


  This time the Dog’s expression went straight past displeased and right into full-on anger, “You have the holy edict in your paws. What more could you want?”


  Umberto’s head slowly lowered in response to the reproach as he close his eyes. He had always thought that the way of the Church was clear to all good men. If that was true, then how could following its edicts lead to such hesitation? “I don’t know.”


  The Retriever kicked his horse forward, coming to stop directly in front of the Wolverine, “You are not tasked with carrying out the sentence yourself, Sir Umberto, but the will of the Church will not be denied. Now… would you rather lay down your weapon, or would you p—” the golden furred Templar did not get a chance to offer an alternative; the front of his head exploded outward and, a half-second later, an incredibly loud boom echoed across the landscape and the man’s body fell out of its saddle.


  It wasn’t until another Templar’s head popped in its helmet, followed again by thesound of rolling thunderthat the Wolverine realized that they were under attack. He turned immediately back to the Ermine woman, still seated in her saddle behind him, “Get down!”


  Snapped out of the shock that had apparently overtaken her, Evelyn did as he commanded, and quickly slid off her saddle, falling to the ground with her son still in her arms. He dismounted as well, letting his sword drop so he could run to her and pull her into a ditch, hunkering down beside the road. The woman lay down beside him, body surrounding her son. Her voice came meekly from the ball, “What is it?”


  Umberto peeked slowly up from under cover, trying to see exactly what was going on. Unable to discover from where the church’s men were being attacked, all he could do was lower his head back to safety. “We’re under attack.”


  Sandoval, who came sliding in beside them, did not miss a beat, “We, or they?” and then paused, “Or do you mean you are already thinking in terms of you and us?” The Human’s judgmental tone was not without reason, and the Wolverine, unable to deny the accusation, felt the reproach acutely and painfully.


  It wasn’t so much an excuse that left his muzzle as it was an explanation, “They had a writ stamped by the bishop.”


  He felt all the worse when Evelyn came to his defense, “He wouldn’t have let them, Mr. De La Rocha. Sir Umberto is a good man.”


  The Human shook his head, “Sadly, my lady, I would assume in a bid for loyalty between you or the Church, you would be found in a distant second.”


  The Wolverine couldn’t suppress a growl, “Is there nothing you hold sacred to, Sandoval de la Rocha?Is there no higher calling or greater organization than yourself?”


  The swordsman’s response was simple and to the point. Though it did not answer the Wolverine’s question, it was an eloquent counter, “I could not help but notice that you did not disagree with my statement, my friend.”


  Evelyn, surprisingly, did not seem to care, and, instead, she insisted on her own point of view, “Quiet. Both of you… do you hear that?”


  Umberto cocked his ears, listening for something… anything… but it was Sandoval who was the first to speak, “The gunfire has stopped.”


  The Wolverine was immediately incredulous, “Gunfire? Do you have any idea how many men they would need to have had to shoot that many times?”


  Sandoval, as usual, was smug in his assessment, “Do you know of any other weapon that could pierce a man’s skull and make such a sound doing it?”


  The Templar scowled, “We would have seen riflemen.”


  The Human shrugged casually, “The best guns have quite a range on them. They could have fired from the ridge to the west—it has a nice collection of bushes for cover.”


  Umberto was willing to challenge the case but he paused in his argument, suddenly realizing something: there had been fourteen men in the Church’s sortie… and there had been fourteen retorts that, despite Umberto’s desire to argue, did sound a lot like the bark of a firearm. This, however, granted him an even better objection, “No matter how good the rifleman, you don’t fire fourteen times and get fourteen hits. Especially not from that range, and definitely not with targets as small as a head.”


  A new voice interrupted them, “Heads really aren’t that small of a target… especially when you consider how inflated the heads of most Templars are.”


  The matter-of-fact bluntness gave the Wolverine a moment’s pause, and he slowly turned his gaze to the top of the berm behind which they had been hiding. The human standing there wore clothing that was meticulously dyed in a wavy pattern in colors that mimicked the local tall grasses; he hada pair of what looked like the kind of goggles he’d seen University builders wearing while working with metal. More importantly, he had a ring on one hand that openly displayed a cog-like symbol.


  What really caught Umbertos’ attention, however, was what the man held in his hands: it was the largest, most complicated rifle he had ever seen. The device wascomplete with two different glass lenses situated where the lining sights were normally found. The human smiled down at him, “It’s a good thing you were protecting the lady.” and, with that, the man quickly brought the butt of his weapon down on the Wolverine’s head… and everything went black.


  * * * * * *


  Umberto felt dizzy and sick to his stomach as he felt the rhythmic stepping of a horse beneath him; it took a moment before he realized that he was mounted in a saddle. A few seconds later from behind him, he heard Sandoval’s voice, “Well… it appears he is finally coming around, my lady.”


  “Wha?” It was hardly an eloquent comment and, in any other situation, the Wolverine would have been immediately embarrassed that such a blunt sound came from him but, as he opened one eye then the other, he realized that it was probably the best he could have done under the circumstances. He was indeed on a horse, and someone was mounted just aft of him. The rider behind the Templar, Sandoval, had Umberto in his arms to keep him from falling off, and was holding the reins in either hand, “You have been unconscious for quite some time, my friend… but it is good you have a thick skull, or perhaps I think you never would have awakened from such a blow.”


  Everything in his head still felt like it was surrounded by cotton. He glanced left and right, trying to put his concern to rest, “Miss… Evelyn?”


  “I am here, Sir Umberto.” she called from behind. The Wolverine turned to look, but a sudden surge of vertigo almost made him fall off the horse—he would have, had Sandoval not been there to steady him.


  The Human began to relate what happened after the blackness, “Once you fell, the man said he was not inclined to kill you as you obviously did not harm to come to the lady. He said that he was sent to see to it that she was brought safely to Newport.”


  “I already told them I have a guard.” The Ermine woman spoke up from behind them from her own horse, which led the party’s two riderless ones.


  Sandoval nodded, “Indeed… and I informed him quite courteously that I would rather die before any Mechanist laid a hand on her.”


  “He had one of the rings.” Evelyn added.


  The human slowed their horse, “Quite so.”


  Feeling a little more clear headed, Umberto tested talking again, and found it somewhat less painful, “What did you do?”


  Evelyn answered for him, “Mr. de la Rocha challenged him to a duel.”


  The Human laughed, “Inded I did… after smearing this on my blade.” The swordsman showed Umberto a small glass container that held what appeared to be a few remaining drops of some semi-translucent, cloudy liquid.


  The Templar was taken aback. Did Sandoval just admit to using poison? “You put it on your sword while he could watch you doing it?”


  The swordsman nodded gravely, sliding the empty vial back into his belt pouch, “A common enough liquid, though rarely used for combat. It is one of the calling cards of the famed Four Flasks guild from Ilyse… they call it Hag’s Kiss.”


  Umberto flicked an ear, “The Four Flasks guild are cooks… and Hag’s Kiss is just another name for—”


  The human smirked, “Lemon Juice… indeed. I know this, and apparently you know this as well, but when our friend from The Mechanists felt the sting of even the smallest prick from my blade, well… the first thing that concerned him was the antidote.”


  The Templar took the reins out of Sandoval’s hands and gave them a gentle tug, bringing the horse to a stop. He glanced back at the swordsman, “He really thought he’d been poisoned? What did you tell him?”


  Sandoval slid effortlessly off the steed, “The truth—the only way to temper the effects of Hag’s Kiss was with a lot of sugar.” and, at that, the human walked back to another horse, mounted it, and gave a light flick of the reins.


  Evelyn’s horse had stopped right beside Umberto’s, and she finally spoke up, “From there the fighting stopped. Mr. de la Rocha told the man that there was an inn three miles behind us, and wished him luck.”


  The Wolverine flicked an ear, looking to the Human, who was already trotting passed, “You are unorthodox, disrespectful of order, of questionable intent, and prone to dancing around the truth…”


  The Human glanced to him, one eyebrow raised, “It sounds as though there is still a ‘but’ to be said.”


  Umberto cleared his throat, “But those are all mantles that you seemingly wear very well.” and he held out a paw to the swordsman.


  Sandoval accepted it and placed his hand in the grasp, “And I thank you for those… ehm… shall we say… kind words? Although I hate to say, you did fail to mention one other very important trait.”


  “What’s that?’


  Sandoval turned and offered a wink to Evelyn, “Devilishly handsome.”


  Umberto let go of the Human’s hand and scowled—the reaction only made the swordsman’s good-humored grin widen. Considering the fact that Sandoval had done so much for them, the Templar decided to let it go… this time.


  Chapter 4a, It’s Pronounced Cameo (pt 4)


  Theo had never been a fan of rounding, but he couldn’t help but do so when he thought about how he’d been gone from the University for a month. In truth, it was just under 25 days, but ever since he had obtained his Certificate of Acknowledgment he’d always figured he’d spend every hour of his life at the building, and, whether at the lab, in the dorms, holding down the chair in his office, answering stupid questions from students about material he’d just covered in class… Of course, that was right up until they suspended his teaching position.


  If the Ermine scholar had been in any position other than a UPU Professorship he probably wouldn’t have minded the idea of being paid without having to work but, since he was a Professor, that meant that he was falling behind in his field. Worse yet, if someone elected to ‘help’ him by doing work while he was gone than either he’d come back to see that it was completely bungled, or, even more unthinkable, his substitute had made inroads into the studies and published it for him… and taking credit for it. He stopped in the hall as the tooth pick he’d been gnawing on broke in half beneath his clenched teeth.


  Suddenly realizing just how tightly wound he was, Theo fished the pieces of wood out of his muzzle and paused long enough to spit the smaller shreds into his palm. The Ermine took several steadying breaths, using the opportunity to close his eyes and listen to the sound of his heart. One of his most recent studies had been the correlation of mental and emotional stress causing physical stress, and how parents often ‘gifted’ their own physical shortcomings to their children. If that were the case he needed to be worried about a weak heart—just another wonderful lasting impacts his father made on his life.


  Thinking about his life before the University certainly wasn’t helping his stress. Theo scowled at himself, “Not the best topic right now.” Rather than linger in the hall, he resolved to get to his office and at least check in with whoever was keeping things together for him in his absence… that would definitely make him feel better… or so he had thought. The moment his eyes settled on the brass name plate on the door his jaw dropped.


  “Gregory Ryder? Gregory Ryder!? GREGORY RYDER?!?!”


  A bored voice from within the office called back, “I heard you the first time! I’m here! Either come in, or stop shouting!”


  Theo didn’t consider himself an irrational man, or one easily prone to fits of fury, but it was all he could do to keep his paw from shaking as he put the door knob in a death grip and flung it open. Despite the physical outburst, he did manage to keep his voice at least semi-steady, “Why should I need permission to come into my own office?”


  The plump Dingo looked up from the office’s desk—Theo’s desk, “Oh… Theo.” the canine cocked his head slightly, “Has it been a month already?”


  The Ermine continued to keep his tone neutral despite the fact that he could feel his claws digging into his own palm, “Not quite, no… but some other business brought me back here and I figured it would be prudent to check my office in case something important required my immediate attention.”


  Gregory shrugged casually, moving to lift his broad, ample feet up onto the surface of the desk; Theo reached into his pocket and pulled out a tooth pick to busy his teeth as he avoided wincing—why in the name of science did the Dingo wander around the office without shoes? Oblivious to Theo’s concern, Gregory ignorantly replied, “Oh… don’t worry… Professor VanHousen left me in charge while you were gone.”


  The tooth pick snapped. “She what?!?”


  The Dingo’s goofy grin looked more suited to a court fool than on the face of a professor of the University, “She’s letting me look after your students while you’re gone… Wow… you know, Theo, I never realized how much they didn’t like you—”


  “What?!?”


  “Your students.” Gregory repeated, “I mean, I think you’re a great guy and all, but your students really don’t like you all that much. You should try going easier on them.”


  Still oblivious to the remark about his class, Theo continued to focus on the first reveal, “She put you in charge?!?!”


  The Dingo’s ears lowered, apparently finally understanding that something was wrong, “Just until you got back. I mean, relax man… I haven’t even touched your research material. I wasn’t about to stab you in the back. I know how important that stuff is to you. It’s not like I really know anything about it anyway, and—”


  Theo’s next words came out much more forcefully than he had originally intended, “You’re an air scholar!”


  Gregory shrugged, his smile long gone, “Well, even if I wasn’t, I still wouldn’t have messed with your papers, alright?’


  As usual, the Dingo completely missed the mark, and that only frustrated Theo further… but he wasn’t about to lose it… no… not completely. Letting out a deep breath, the Ermine pulled out yet another tooth pick, thankful that he had the foresight to load his pocket up before he left his office back when it was his office, “First, the name plate changed—”


  Gregory was quick to reply, “The other professors didn’t want there to be any confusion among the students.”


  The Ermine flicked an ear, “If that was true they wouldn’t have put me out on leave mid way through the class.”


  “It was like they said: the less bodies around, the easier it would be to finish the investigation about what happened with—”


  Theo wasn’t interested in letting him finish, “And then they put an air scholar in charge of instructing students in a very very specific water science.”


  The Dingo’s neutral expression turned into a frown, “I woulda thought you’d bee happy… I mean, I’m keeping things going for you and I’m not stealing your precious research material… I’m not trying to oust you for your position and—”


  The Ermine spat out the newest snapped toothpick, “But this is also about the students! They could have put my work on ice and at least had Professor Sronveldt take over my—”


  Gregory slipped his feet back up on the desk, “Sronveldt also got paid leave.”


  Theo’s eyes widened, “But… we’re the only two Professors instructing Water science!”


  The Dingo, apparently no longer interested in chatting nicely, just shrugged, “Well, that explains why they didn’t have him substitute for you… so if you have a problem go talk to Professor VanHousen—I don’t have to sit here and get insulted for something I didn’t have any control over… and especially after I was trying to help cover for ya.”


  The Ermine was half-way between an apology and an insult so, instead of speaking, he stuffed yet another toothpick into his muzzle and shut it. He about-faced, and left the office, leaving the door open after him; he knew that Gregory hated open doors. Chewing purposefully on the newest tooth pick, Theo went straight down the hall and up a flight of stairs; he and the Monkey were going to have a very professional talk, and that meant working his frustration on tooth pick number four-snap- …five; tooth pick number five.


  The white-furred professor came to a halt right after inserting the fifth unlucky object for chewing; there was quite a line forming outside of Professor VanHousen’s door. Theo tapped the shoulder of the man in front of him. When the Puma turned around, the Ermine realized that he didn’t know him personally, but was familiar with the lapel pin of a Fire Scholar. The feline was about as courteous as Theo felt, “What?”


  The Ermine paused long enough to reset his mood and approach things professionally; tooth pick five was most likely relieved, “Why is everyone waiting at Professor VanHousen’s office? I need to speak with her… urgently.”


  The Puma didn’t bother to offer the same professional courtesy, “Then take a number. We’re all here to give her a piece of our mind.”


  Theo didn’t let the man’s aggressive mood disturb his inner calm, and he simply worked tooth pick five with the molars on the right side of his muzzle, “It’s very important. I was put on administrative leave.”


  The Fire Scholar crossed his arms and just stared at Theo, “Like I said before—take a number. we’re all here because we were put on administrative leave.”


  The Ermine decided to pull out the big guns, “They got a Professor of Air to teach my classes for me and—”


  The Puma sighed, “Like I said before… we’re all here for the same thing, weasel… Fire Scholar—” he motioned to himself, “Earth Scholar—” he motioned to the Armadillo ahead of him, “Another Earth Scholar—” he motioned past that professor to a Fox, “… we’re all on paid leave, and all of us got switched out and replaced by Air Scholars.”


  For the first time since seeing a different name on the brass plate outside his office door, Theo’s mind finally began to look at the bigger picture, “Why would she replace so many professors who are specialists in their field with Professors of Air Science?”


  The feline smirked sardonically, “That’s nothing… the Professors teaching Air Science were replaced by some guys from the Church.”


  “The church?”


  The Fire Professor nodded, “Yeah… the Church.”


  “But… why?!?!”


  The Puma shrugged, “I think most of us plan on asking her that exact question as soon as she’s finished talking with that old Bear.”


  The Fox two ahead of the Fire Scholar glanced back, “That’s not just ‘some old Bear’, Don… that’s Julius Blackburn.”


  Several others waiting in line glanced to the Fox, obviously impressed, but Theo was more intrigued than anything, “I came here with him.” The Ermine paused when all the eyes within viewing distance were focused on him in an instant, “Professor Blackburn, I mean.”


  The questions came at him rapid fire. He did what he could to answer them, but usually people were speaking over him anyway, so it did little good. The chaos continued for long enough that nobody was facing it when the door opened. He watched as his entire group filed out, Professor Blackburn in the lead. Nicholas, one of the last party members out the door, paused just long enough to catch some of what was being said. The Human made a gesture that unmistakably led Theo to believe that he should keep them busy.


  The Ermine, frustration at the lapse in his position practically forgotten, finally put an end to tooth pick five’s agony when he flicked it off to the side. The party had already descended the stairs at the other side of the hall, so he resolved to put an end to the flash mob of curious professors, “Looks like VanHousen’s ready for her interrogation.” The collection of Professors in front of him paused with their questions, and Theo sealed the deal with a quick “Now, if you’ll excuse me… I’ll go in first.”


  Not too long ago, Theo would have expressed concern that his people skills were lacking. He would have said that he didn’t have the knowledge or delicacy required to get others to do what he wanted them to. In that moment, however, when all attention from the crowd turned inward as they all tried to assert their own claim on Professor VanHousen’s time, Theo realized that the month away from the University might actually had done him some good. He walked off down the hall, completely unnoticed as he pulled out toothpick number six.


  Chapter 4b, Your Highness (pt 4)


  Prince Malcom was still with the River Tribe when the word came in from messengers that the Church had attacked the Yew Tribe. He was mortified to learn that there was a full-on battle at the tribe’s camp. Stories had circulated for years among the Tribes of what happened when the ‘Men of Symbol’ laid waste to villages… they had never failed in obliterating entire tribes… until now.


  His pigeons, as it turned out, were put to incredibly good effect. In addition to the Yew Tribe being forewarned, Prince Malcom’s missive to the Valley Tribe succeeded im mustering aid for the Deer. Most important, however, was the pigeon he sent to Vallara. Although the Wolf had fully expected the Church to use the small eastern city as a staging ground for their warriors, he hadn’t expected how willing the town would be to aid him. In the end, a full third of the Church’s forces were detained in the city, making them unable to join the rest for the attack on the tribesmen.


  Once Prince Malcom learned that Vallara had refused gate access to the Church’s warriors he realized that a diplomatic issue would be soon to follow, and that meant his time with the River Tribe would be cut short. Rather than let him go alone, the tribal elders sent an honor guard with him. In addition to two warriors and a healer, his good friend Waterside was able to join him as well, and the five sent off at all due haste.


  Although luck had seen the Yew Tribe through the attack, it seemed that neither ‘the spirits’ or ‘God Himself’ could make their luck last; it was during the travel from the River Tribe’s southern village to Vallara that the luck ran out. A medium sized sortie of Church warriors retreating from their defeat at the Yew Tribe had not stopped to parlay; they had not announced themselves or sued for negotiations; they had not voiced demands or orders; they simply attacked. Although Malcom and his allies were successful, they were not without casualties.


  Disgusted with yet more killing, Malcom himself downed three of the Church’s hunters while Berro dispatched two. Each of the otter warriors defeated two while Waterside managed to hold his own, helping the healer drag one of their fallen warriors away from the fight. In the end, one of the warriors died, while the rescued warrior was in serious enough condition that they were required to create a stretcher sled. Malcom and Berro took turns dragging it until they finally arrived at Vallara.


  At the Prince’s request there was no pomp and circumstance to herald his arrival. He came into town quietly, the city council had carefully relocated the ‘guests’ from the Church they were ‘hosting’ so Malcom’s presence would not further enflame them. The Lord Regent of Vallara, once a Tribesman himself went to great lengths to assist Malcom in finding a doctor who would be able to aid the wounded warrior. He and the remainder of his companions had been at the doctor for a day and most of a night when new guests arrived.


  Despite the late hour, Prince Malcom was awake, and assisted them in settling into the doctor’s home as the most injured member of their party, a young Raccoon Dog was brought into the operating room. A prong horn gentleman the Wolf recognized as a UPU scholar specializing in the tribe lands was also among them. That antelope, paired with seeing Runs-on-Air helped Malcom put two and two together; the men were from the Yew Tribe, and were likely the same ones he’d heard about who had been running from the Church.


  The Prince took a seat in the sitting room by the fire once the men’s shock at meeting him wore off. It wasn’t that Malcom was used to being the center of attention—it had just been awhile since it was due to his title. He had waited patiently for all of the formal address from each of the Lehsunians, and simply rested his right paw on Runs-on-Air’s shoulder as the young stag did likewise with him, and they greeted one another accordingly. He also did the same with a black furred wolf a few years his junior; he recognized Aodhan, who had joined the Oak Tribe shortly after he himself had.


  At Malcom’s request, everyone finally sat down with him, and he got directly to the point, “I assume you were all at the Yew Tribe’s village when the Church attacked. What can you tell me of it?”


  Aodhan was the first to answer, speaking likewise in the common tongue, “My friends and I fled from Newport after one of our number was sentenced to be punished by the Church… he was not guilty of the crime for which he was accused. The Yew Tribe aided us when we were in need, and they earned the Church’s wrath because of it.”


  Malcom looked critically at the group, “This is a grave affair if the Church is willing to cause such damage for one fugitive.”


  The demure, proper cat sitting beside Aodhan slid a paw into his and spoke up in a soft tone, voice holding the hint of an eastern kingdoms accent, “Your Highness, Friar Arlowe was accused of doing the work of the Dark One.”


  Berro looked up from his large pillow by the fire, “Owr?”


  The Prince glanced to his companion, “They’re friends, Berro.”


  “Uf.”


  Malcom waved away the curious looks from the Lehsunians, “I am still wondering about this sentencing, and the reasoning behind their accusations.”


  The rat among them, dressed in the robes of a priest had his paws placed in his lap, posture indicating openness and honesty, “There is no better place to seek an answer than from the lips of the man behind the cause of the question.” he gestured to the operating room, “Friar Arlowe, the father of the young man who is waiting to be helped is the monk that the Church accuses of such a thing.”


  The Wolf’s ears focused in on the priest, “Are you not the Church as well, Sir Priest?”


  “Brother Rhys, your Highness… and yes, I am of the Church, but ‘God bade all men have their own mind, and follow not but their heart in the service to God.’ ”


  Prince Malcom smiled, remembering that passage well, “Book of Geron… I always liked his teachings… Geron was the second Scrivener, if I remember correctly.”


  Brother Rhys’ ears turned faintly red and the rat bowed his head, “You are obviously well read, your Highness.”


  Malcom smiled, inclining his head to the Priest, “My father and brother were always great proponents of the Church’s teachings. I spent my first ten years learning all there was to being a devout noble.”


  The cat, still holding Aodhan’s paw, spoke up in a slightly louder voice, “Your Highness… this is why we believe in Friar Arlowe. He has done just that, and remains a faithful servant of God’s will.”


  Berro got up from his spot at the fire and moved to lay his head on Malcom’s lap. Rubbing his Bonded behind the ear, the Prince nodded simply, “A Priest, a Monk…” he paused for a moment, examining the clothing of the feline, “A Sister Divine?”


  Aodhan spoke up at the observation, “All in service to God, Wild Wolf.”


  Malcom’s eyes drifted to the black wolf, “Runs-on-Air I understand being here, but that leaves you and the scholar, Aodhan of the Oak.”


  The cat’s ears were blushing, most likely due to the Prince’s recognition of an affiliation, but the feline was quick to address him, “Aodhan and I were both raised in the same orphanage… he helped us get to this point.”


  Before Malcom could address it, Runs-on-Air spoke to him in the tribal tongue, “These are all good people.”


  Without pause, the Prince asked his earlier question to the young buck, “And the prong horn waiting to see the doctor?” he motioned to the closed door, “He was among your tribe learning of your people?”


  Runs-on-Air shook his head, “No, Friend Wild-Wolf, he has come to our tribe before, but this time he came with the Valley Tribe to assist us when the Men of Symbol attacked.”


  Aodhan spoke up immediately, likewise in the tribal tongue, “A number of Lehsunians were with the Valley tribe when they came to aid the Yew Tribe. I learned of God from the Sisters Divine, Wild-Wolf… but I know enough of the Church to see that they are not always right. The men that came to the Yew Tribe did so to murder people.”


  The way Aodhan seamlessly switched between Common and the tribal tongue led Malcom to believe that the Wolf was far more learned than his tribal garb suggested; he smiled at their similarities. In the end, however, the Prince switched back to Common for the benefit of everyone present, “After I alerted the various tribes I also sent a missive here to Vallara. After I learned that the town had detained Church troops it was impossible for me to stay in the tribe lands—I had to return here and settle things.”


  Brother Rhys spoke calmly, “How is it you have come to stay with Dr. Brownell? Is he an acquaintance of yours?”


  Malcom smiled at the rat’s question, but only for a moment, “I came to the doctor for the same reason as you—companions with which I was traveling were injured. As for whether or not I knew Dr. Brownell before my visit? No, I had never met her before last night.”


  The cat’s ears perked, “Did you say, ‘her’?”


  The Prince smiled wider, “Yes, I—”


  The door to the exam room burst open and a very disheveled antelope scholar emerged, quickly buttoning up his shirt, “She—the… I mean to say—Doctor…”


  Aodhan spelled it out for him, “The Mouse woman is the doctor.”


  The scholar froze in place, though his fingers continued smoothing out his clothes, “You knew? Why didn’t you say something?!?!”


  Malcom stood, causing Berro to grumble as his head was displaced, “They just found out themselves, sir.”


  The prong horn froze on place and immediately bowed deeply, “I… er… Tobias Severna, of the University of Progressive Thought. At your service, your Highness.”


  The wolf smiled, but only faintly, “You are injured, Mr. Severna. Did these men not bring you to see the doctor?”


  The scholar nodded, “Yes, Prince Malcom… though my wounds are not too severe if you are in need of someth—”


  “Then you should have the doctor see to you.”


  The antelope fidgeted, “Your—Your Highness… the Doctor is a… a…”


  Dr Brownell emerged from the open doorway, leaning against the wall with a bored expression on her muzzle. The Mouse finished for him, “A woman.”


  Tobias jumped as if he’d been stung by a bee, and spun around to face her, taking a step back into the room, “My… my apologies, ma’am… but—”


  “Doctor.” she interrupted him, “Ma’am is a title for a woman without a certificate of merit from the University.” she motioned to the wall where a framed paper was posted in a very conspicuous manner.


  The prong horn glanced to it for a moment, then back to her, “Chris… Chris Brownell… your husband? Titles do not extend to one’s spouse, so I hardly—”


  The Mouse interrupted him again, “Me. It is my certificate, and I am unmarried, Sir. My name is Doctor Christina Brownell, and I am the only Doctor who is available at this hour. Now… I can offer you my services despite your less than courteous manner, or you can wait for the other half of the night to pass before going to see someone else. I will leave that decision up to you because I have far too many patients to see as it is without trying to argue with a reluctant one.”


  Tobias’ ears were inflamed horribly, and his muzzle moved several times as if trying to form words. In the end, he let out a deep sigh and turned back toward the room, “I apologize, Doctor… my reaction was uncalled for and unprofessional. To say that I was surprised would be greatly understating the point as I have never before heard of—”


  The Mouse motioned back to the exam room, “Let’s just leave it at that before you cause further insult, shall we?”


  Malcom considered himself a goodly man who wished well for others, but he still couldn’t keep himself from smiling at the hopelessly embarrassed expression on Tobia’s muzzle as he followed the Doctor back into the room; the antelope’s visage only grew paler when Dr. Brownell let him know he’d have to take his shirt off again. “It is… I mean… how many hours until another doctor will—?” the objection was cut off from hearing as the sturdy door closed behind them.


  Chapter 4c, Reversal of Fortunes (pt 4)


  Leaving the scholars with Grange wasn’t exactly the most ideal situation for anyone but Sada realized that she was short on options. With few possibilities open to her she chose to leave them all in the alley, hoping that the Order of Blades would be so busy with the catacombs of the underground Church that they wouldn’t go so far as to patrol the surrounding city blocks. It was a long-shot but, then again, she had to reach Wiesen, Inigo, and Brother Jessen to warn them about the attack.


  Although she parted ways with the rest of the non-combatants, she didn’t stop thinking about them… and they became more prominent in her mind when, barely four blocks from where they were treating Grange she encountered the first set of Order of Blades scouts going through the back streets in what looked like a grid pattern; she remembered that search technique acutely back from when she had to make an escape from—well… it really wasn’t time to wax nostalgic, so she struck the thought from her mind.


  The otter woman stayed to the shadows, skipping any alley that looked attractive to the searching swordsmen. She continued at a quick but prudent pace, cloth shoes padding silently along the street until she arrived at her favorite path to the rooftops: a small, squat dust sweeper depot with a metal tower leading up to its broad second level. From there she was able to hoist herself up onto the adjacent building’s roof, which had long-since been her preferred highway through town that permitted her the freedom of travel without onlookers.


  Sada moved from roof to roof at a much faster pace. Having had the unpleasant experience of accidentally falling through a rotting roof, she slowed only for the older buildings, carefully picking her footing before continuing onward in her quest to locate the rest of her group. She continued to hope that she wasn’t too late and that she would find them before they alerted the Order of Blades to their presence.


  The street lights shone down below on the night time boulevards, but the illumination did little to the path she took. While the otter usually preferred the cover of darkness as she moved about, she suddenly realized how it could turn to her disadvantage as a previously unseen figure lashed out and knocked her to the ground as she ran by. The thin, black cat separated from the shadows, his paw going to his sword as he gazed down at Sada, who was prone on her back, “Chose a bad night to be out and about… ma’am.”


  The otter opened her muzzle to speak, but the feline simply raised a boot. It was obvious in that second that he had the intention of bringing it down… probably on her throat or her head—Sada liked neither option. Bracing one foot against a steam pipe and the other on the lip of the rooftop she swung her muscular tail in an arc parallel to the ground. The sweeping strike caught her attacker in the back of leg on which he stood, folding it and sending him collapsing to the ground. From there, she rolled over, grabbing his wrist before he could reach for the sword on his belt. Sada gripped his forearm tightly, pinning it to the rooftop, “Who are you? What do you want?”


  He responded by bringing his other paw up and around, catching her on the side of the head in a punch and knocking her off him. The cat stood up, dusting himself off, “You’re from that Love Church… so you’re what I want.” As he reached for his sword, the back of his paw caught enough moonlight to show a fur brand identifying him as a member of the Order of Blades. When he didn’t find his sword, however, he suffered from just enough hesitation that the otter woman was able to give it back to him… point first.


  It was a light weapon… more a foil than a true blade, but Sada knew precisely where to strike him to the greatest effect, and his paws fell directly to his groin and the long length of metal emerging from between his legs. Unwilling to surrender the advantage, the otter woman managed to get her feet under her, paw still on the weapon’s hilt, and she slowly began to push it forward. The expression on the cat’s face read of pure agony, and he had just enough wherewithal to retreat away from the advancing sharpened point… causing him to back up right off the edge of the building’s rooftop.


  Panting, Sada got back to her feet and took the several steps to the lip of the roof and gazed down at the mess two stories below her. Only after she did so did the otter realize that her silhouette was visible against the stars… and that’s when a powerful light illuminated her clearly from across the street. The blazingly bright glow lasted only a second, but it was enough to completely destroy her night vision. Dropping prone, she blinked several times until her eyesight cleared enough for her to make out three figures emerging from the alley.


  “Sada?” The voice calling her name was immediately recognizable.


  The otter raised her head slightly, looking at Wiesen, who was at the front of the party. The group was approaching the building where she hid and the dragon had just slid a large, metal tube back into his carrying pack. Brother Jessen was still armed and armored, but his sword was back in its scabbard, while Inigio still had his own weapons out and at the ready. With all three of the men present, she hailed them, albeit in a low tone, “Stay right there, all of you… I’m coming down.”


  The trio did as was requested, and Sada climbed onto the structure’s fire escape. The ladder, balanced evenly by a counterweight descended to the ground smoothly once she was on it; she only had to climb down the final three rungs and, once she let go, it rose back to its original position. Emerging onto the street, Sada was direct, and to the point, “The Order of Blades attacked the Church… they’re there right now.”


  Brother Jessen’s ears were covered by his helm, but the narrowing of his eyes told the otter everything she needed to know, “We need to help them!” He glanced around the immediate area, “Where is everyone else?”


  “I left the scholars in an alley several blocks from the East Entrance.”


  Inigo let out a sigh, lowering his head, “That explains why we were able to get in and out so easy… they all left to come attack us.”


  Wiesen grunted, kneeling down so he could balance his large, leather bag on one knee as he began rooting around inside, “There’s a chance that they may not realize what has become of their base… if that’s the case we can use that realization to our benefit when they find out… and it could provide us the distraction we need.”


  Inigo finally put his blades away, “What? For more revenge?” he let his arms hang limply from his shoulders, “That sure has done us a lot of good so far.”


  Sada flicked an ear, “Destroying their base of operations in this district was not revenge… it was prudent self-defense.”


  The bat shook his head, “In that case it really didn’t work that great either… no matter what you call it, I wouldn’t call it a success.”


  Brother Jessen shifted his weight from one metal boot to the other, “The longer we delay the worse the result. We need to help the Church!”


  Wiesen nodded definitively, rising back to his feet after pulling a collection of what looked like spare parts from his bag, “We will… but first we need to see to our friends in the alley…”


  The coyote nodded with certainty, “We gather them, and proceed to the Church.”


  Inigo looked at the armored canine with a dull stare, “So all of us can be killed alongside everyone else?”


  Brother Jessen snorted, “No… it’s so we can save lives.”


  It looked to Sada as if the bat was about to start more objections so she quickly approached him and put an arm around his shoulder, “We’ll see if we can do any good, and figure out our next move when we get there.”


  Inigo glanced to her and nodded mutely. Even after they’d been separated for so long, Sada recognized the bat’s dark mood; she’d seen it almost every single time she had encountered him at the brothel. He wasn’t suited to the mournful brooding of a man without hope, but she realized that there was little she could do for him save to keep him moving. The otter had saved him once; she had to have faith that she could do it again.


  Wiesen raised a small metal cube up to his snout and faced a street light; the movement caught everyone’s attention. The Dragon exhaled slowly, and then drew in a big, deep breath. Sada took an involuntary step back, surprised as the lit street lamps extinguished one after another. The dragon glanced back at the three of them. When he realized six eyes were staring in his direction he simply shrugged, “This will be easier in the dark.”


  Sada brought the group back through the many side streets and alleys. Despite contemplating the rooftop path, she realized that the easiest way up onto it would have taken them far out of their way and so, instead, she chose the most direct route. She realized that she was courting danger by throwing caution to th wind in exchange for expedience, but speed is what they needed. In the end, her luck held and they encountered no more members of the Order of Blades. None, that was, until they arrived at the scholars.


  “Put the sword down and nobody’s gotta get hurt.” The human was one of four swordsmen blocking off the alley where Sada had left them.


  Three of the Order were facing into the dead end while one maintained a vigil looking out, which meant that it was impossible to catch them by surprise. To that end, the fourth, a raccoon, did his job by calling attention to Sada and her group with the simple announcement of, “Looks like we got some more company.”


  The human aggressor remained facing into the alley, raising the point of his sword, “Take care of them.”


  Sada didn’t recall who among the scholars had a weapon and she couldn’t see past the Order of Blades to see who was armed, but she didn’t have faith that any of them would be able to defeat a real swordsman in combat. Grange had some skill with knives, but she had no doubt that the rat would be hard pressed in a fair fight even if he wasn’t injured. It really came down to one thing, which she quickly spoke aloud to her companions, “We need to get past these three and deal with him.”


  Inigo’s blades were out in a moment, “Alright. I’ll handle him.” Without waiting for confirmation the bat charged.


  Wiesen took a step forward, calling after the bat, “Inigo!”


  His shout changed nothing; Inigo rushed the three swordsmen as they each drew their weapon. The bat ducked down, causing the lot of them to hunch low into a position more befitting a knife fight, but he immediately launched himself into the air, doing a complete flip and landing behind them, not even missing a stride as he charged the human.


  Before the primary line of the Order could turn to address the bat, Brother Jessen stepped in, shield up, sword at the ready. Wiesen pulled a small metal handle out of his bag and gave it a shake; a rod extended from his grip and he likewise approached the men. The dragon moved his thumb against the handle and a few rhythmic pops accompanied the arc of electricity at the end of the weapon.


  One of the three men took a step back, calling over his shoulder, “Hey… it’s the mark—it’s Crook.”


  The human, who had already turned to face Inigo, glanced past the bat, “Take him alive if you can… just get rid of the—” he was forced to cut his orders short as Inigo rushed him, both blades flashing in the moonlight.


  Sada remained back for a time, watching Brother Jessen and Wiesen fight the three Order of Blades. While she had originally feared that the two would be outmatched in addition to out-numbered, she was pleasantly surprised at how much difference a shield made for the coyote, and how incredibly effective the dragon’s electric rod turned out to be against metal swords… especially ones without insulated hilts. One man was down, and the remaining two were hard pressed to keep Weisen and Jessen back until Inigo’s fight turned against him.


  The bat had done well at pressing the offensive, but the swordsman ended all of that as their weapons were locked. Inigo had the man’s sword caught in a cross-block of his blades when the human pushed forward and delivered a headbutt to the bat’s face. As Inigo was recovering, the human raised his sword, ready to deliver a killing blow, but his body shook and he froze when the tip of a sword emerged from his sternum.


  A figure manifested from the darkness of the alley, pushing the man forward on his tiptoes. The dragon and the coyote dispatched their final two swordsmen and looked up just in time to join Sada in watching Inigo’s expression as Alarice emerged into the light and shoved the man’s corpse aside, the scholars emerging tentatively from behind her. She dusted her gloved hands off against one another, “Thanks for the assist.”


  Chapter 4d, En Passant (pt 5)


  Umberto had been through Newport several times in his life, or, rather, several times in his other life. Returning as a Templar, he found the newest experience completely different. Seated in the dining room of one of the finest inns in the Scholar Quarter, the Wolverine was surrounded with an entirely different type of crowd, with an entirely different purpose, and dealing with an entirely different set of worries.


  It had been three days since he had delivered Evelyn and her son to the Princess’ manor. Umberto had been diligent in his duties, having refused to deal with anyone other than Princess Noriene herself. The Princess turned out to be in possession of a ravishing beauty that made the Wolverine weak in the knees, but he remained vigilant to the Prince Regent’s task set before him and therefore played his part flawlessly.


  Princess Noriene, so far as Umberto could ascertain appeared to be overjoyed at receiving the young lady. She invited the Wolverine to join her and the Ermine woman for a late lunch, saying that after traveling with him for so many days Evelyn would probably take comfort in his presence during the time she spent adjusting to her new accommodations. The Templar couldn’t help but smile when his former ward showed up dressed in a proper courtly gown; although far from royalty, Evelyn gave Princess Noriene a run for her money when cleaned up proper.


  The Wolverine honestly hadn’t known what to expect of the renegade Princess, but all of his preconceived notions were trampled to dust during the day he spent at her manor. Princess Noriene was proper, polite, welcoming, and open. She did not rise to the bait when Umberto occasionally injected little comments about the succession disagreement and even went so far as to compliment and extol her older brother. The only thing that gave the Wolverine even a moment’s pause was during the toast when it came time for him to depart; the Princess wore a very familiar ring on her paw: a gilded gear on a simple golden loop.


  That was two days ago, and Umberto lingered at the inn ever since. While he’d received a royal stipend for his trip, it had ended up being entirely unnecessary; the Princess had secured the room for him and given him leave to stay as long as he liked—she understood the task of a guardian and did not expect him to be fully comfortable in leaving his ward right away. There were so many conflicting signals from the Princess, and he couldn’t help but feel that there was no simple answer to any of the questions he couldn’t even begin to formulate. Things were so much more difficult than working the lines on a galleon.


  A soft, but still masculine voice cut into Umberto’s thoughts, pulling his attention back to the inn room, “Only water?”


  Looking up, the Wolverine met the brown-eyed gaze of a Doberman, “I don’t much care for the drinks here.” The man was dressed in a large traveling cloak, which wrapped its way around his body and, as he shifted from foot to foot, Umberto could see that he had nothing on under it aside from thigh-length britches.


  The Dog gave a smile in greeting, and sat down at the table across from him, doffing his cloak as he did so in a way that transferred it skillfully to the back of the chair. The Doberman’s fur was finely brushed, and he made no qualms about showing a lot of it. “Such a pity. I hear what they have to offer here puts everything else to shame.”


  Umberto found his eyes lingering on the Dog a little too long, so he moved them purposefully to stare down into his mostly empty glass of water, “You approach me quite casually, Sir. Perhaps you confuse me for someone else?”


  The Dobie didn’t miss a beat. He reached for the pitcher of water on the table and topped off the Wolverine’s glass, “Sir Umberto, Templar to the Church, in service to Prince Thaddius. My Lady is covering the cost of your stay here, mlord… I would advise making use of that good will and finding a good… vintage.”


  Something about the way the Dog spoke put Umberto on guard; he could have brought up the lack of using the Prince Regent’s full title, or subtly suggesting that there was more to discuss than just wine, but what he ended up addressing was neither of those things, “The correct title of a Templar is not ‘mlord’.


  The Doberman did not even bat an eye, “I would happily call you whatever it is you wish for me to call you, Sir Umberto.”


  The Wolverine kept it professional and, even when the Dog began brushing errant droplets of water off of his meticulously clean black and brown fur, the Templar maintained an even tone, “I am afraid we have not yet met.”


  The Dobie nodded his head and he stood up. The Dog was of a light build, but he obviously kept himself in good shape, muscles visible right down to the washboard abdominals. Smiling openly his guest offered a well-executed courtly bow, “Brody, Sir Umberto, in service to my Lady, Princess Noriene.”


  “And why are you here now?”


  Brody sat himself back down and leaned forward, a faint, playful smirk tugging up the corner of his muzzle, “My Lady is overjoyed at the gift presented to her by her brother and does not wish to be outdone… therefore she considers providing him a trained servant from her own household to assist him as he has done by providing my Lady with Miss Evelyn.”


  Umberto didn’t bother hiding his concern, “How is Miss Evelyn?”


  The Dobie’s smile disappeared and he became immediately attentive to the change in conversation, “She is well, Sir Umberto. The past several days have been good for her, and she is coming to know my Lady’s household.”


  “And her son?”


  “My Lady is seeing to it that young master Theo is to begin instruction on scholastics and etiquette once he has settled in to his new life here in Newport. Princess Noriene hopes thatthe Princewill not object that the kit be taught to read and write as part of Miss Evelyn’s compensation for the duties she will be given at the estate.”


  The Wolverine frowned, just a little, “Only so long as those duties do not debase or discredit Miss Evelyn, I am certain he would not object.”


  Brody’s lips pulled back again into a very suggestive smile as his paw slid across the table to rest lightly on the Templar’s, “Oh, please, m’Lord… I would hardly think it would be comely for the Princess to put her brother’s gift of a trained servant to any kind of activity that would be seen as unbecoming of a lady.”


  The fur all over Umberto’s body rose at the Doberman’s touch and he quickly pulled his paw back out of range, “And you are a trained servant, I assume?”


  The Dog’s smile remained friendly, but lost a large amount of its lewd nature; despite that, the Wolverine still saw it in Brody’s eyes, “I am familiar with personal care, Sir Umberto… dressing, shaving, and attending lords and ladies alike. I am skilled in the talents of massage as well as the Jiuyani study of Body Lines.”


  Umberto knew little of Jiuyan as only a few Ilyse seamen were assigned to ships with a berth at the island nation and he had never been among them, “What is that study, exactly?”


  Brody’s smile became almost seductive, “The art of slipping things into one’s patient’s body in order to relieve stress.” The completely tasteless phrasing was clarified immediately as the Dobie drew out a long, finger-length piece of thin, finely honed metal, “Our bodies have currents, just like the sea, and within those currents are islands of energy that can be activated with the correct touch… sometimes a finger, and, at other times, a small needle.”


  The Templar’s frown remained, “You call that a small needle?”


  The Dobie returned it to his pouch with a wink, “Size is relative, I suppose—but I was also assigned for one very distinctive purpose that my Lady knows will be of utmost importance to any servant to Prince Thaddius: I do not have any white fur.”


  Sir Umberto’s frown was wiped immediately from his muzzle by surprise and recollection; he’d heard on a number of occasions that the Church refused to let the Prince interact with anyone who had white fur—such a decree seemed strange since Miss Evelyn certainly fit that description. He never received any clarification as to the matter. Troublingly, the complete stranger in front of him was apparently aware of it, and the question escaped the Wolverine before he could stop it, “Why?”


  Brody inclined his head, jovial foolishness disappearing from his face replaced in an instant by professionalism, “My Lady respects her brother, and understands his affliction. She would not wish to compromise that.”


  It wasn’t precisely the answer Umberto was looking for; the Doberman obviously misunderstood his inquiry… but he didn’t have a chance to clarify as Sandoval helped himself to the third seat at the table, “Sir Umberto—I didn’t realize you were socialable enough to have friends. Who do we have here?”


  The Templar motioned to the Doberman, “Brody… he is a gift to the Prince Regent from the Princess in exchange for Miss Evelyn.”


  The Human raised an eyebrow, “The exchanging of gifts between family when they cannot stand one another—this custom shall always be a mystery to me.”


  Umberto glanced between the bemused look on the Doberman’s muzzle and the casual, devil-may-care expression on Sandoval’s face and shrugged. The Human had not followed him into the manor, and that was likely a good thing because the swordsman was astute enough that he would easily have noticed the cog ring on the Princess; things assuredly would not have gone well. Even as he contemplated what he would say to Sandoval, or if he would even discuss it at all, Brody ended up being the one to fill in the silence.


  “We are in no hurry… I am certain my Lady would be gracious enough to allow you to stay several more days if it would help alleviate your stress… and, if it would help, I would be happy to offer my own services as well.”


  Rather than wait for Umberto to answer, Sandoval spoke up, “You are free of your task to protect Miss Evelyn. I would consider it a great honor and repayment for my services if you would aid me in following up on one or more leads I have discovered regarding—” the Human glanced around the room and leaned in a little closer, “…the organization we have discussed at some length… I have possibly made headway since we last met.”


  Umberto considered the possibilities: he did not mind the idea of staying on a few days at the inn to make sure Miss Evelyn was settling in—alternately he could just go back to the Princess’ manor and visit himself. Then again, he could not ignore the fact that Sandoval had been of help, so returning the favor was not out of the question… except that he did have to get back to Graddin, especially if he was supposed to be delivering Brody.


  The Wolverine let out a deep breath; returning to Newport was entirely different as a Templar… as a sailor he had others choose his path for him and suddenly he found himself carrying all that responsibility himself. He gazed at the two men sharing the table with him, both looking to him expectantly. Nodding, the Templar made a decisive choice, “Very well. I have considered the options—here is my plan…”


  Chapter 4a, It’s Pronounced Cameo (pt 5)


  Sanmer said nothing as the party left the University of Progressive Understanding; part of it was due to the respect he had for the group being deep in thought; part of it was due to the fact that he had never before seen anything quite as amazing as the University’s activity during the day; mostly it was because he didn’t want to draw attention to the fact that his hip pouch was bulging just a little with a newly-found University doo-dad that would probably sell well enough to see him sitting in the lap of luxury for at least a month.


  Theo, however, was more than willing to speak, “We’re actually going to see the Princess… I can’t believe our good fortune.”


  Nicholas was not quite in such high spirits, “Nobility—” he loosed a very healthy phlegm ball onto the street, “—I can hardly reign in my excitement.”


  Julius, flanked on either side by the two tribal Bears had a large smile, “Very few people ever receive an invitation that grants them the ability to address the Princess directly… this is quite an opportunity.”


  Enarork spoke in the tribal tongue to the bespectacled Shaman; never one to let a secret go by undiscovered, Sanmer gave a light tug at Roaring-Flood’s harness. The enormous black Bear turned to glance down at him, letting out a soft, rumbling, good-natured, “Later.”


  The fox grinned wide, really enjoying the direction of the Bear’s mind… only it had been the


  wrong direction. Sanmer pressed the issue after lagging a little, increasing the distance between them and the other two Bears, “What are they saying?”


  Roaring-Flood blinked, and perked both round ears before glancing back to Sanmer, “Gift of Earth says we go to inn… put down Kesst… then go to see Nor-een.”


  Nicholas, who had been just ahead of Sanmer obviously overheard the black Bear’s none-too-quiet explanation. He turned to look at the two of them, “Seems like a good idea to me. Never stow all your cargo in one place.”


  Sanmer scowled; the sailor apparently hadn’t recovered from learning that their draconic companion was ‘special’. “Kesst isn’t cargo.”


  The Human’s expression went immediately to dour, “That’s not what I meant. It’s an old sailor saying. The idea is that you keep a little cargo out of your hold and stowed in secondary storage in case raiders board your ship.”


  Theo immediately butted into the conversation, “Princess Noriene isn’t a raider. She’s the Princess of Lehsunia and an ally to the University.”


  Julius, who was already a short distance ahead of the group with Enarork stopped in his tracks. He glanced back to everyone, obviously having overheard the Ermine’s outburst. He appraised everyone for a moment before taking a few steps back toward the group, “Although I have yet to meet Princess Noriene personally, Professor VanHousen believes that she can be of aid to us. I personally trust the Princess implicitly.”


  Sanmer glanced at the different members of the party; the Bears were obviously going to follow Julius, while most of the city-goers were just doubtful enough to be safe… the fox had never much cared for an all-or-nothing approach himself, which meant that he’d have to think quickly to avoid having the group commit fully, “Trust shouldn’t ever have to be part of the deal. Whether you trust someone or not you have to conduct business so it isn’t an issue.”


  Enarork’s ears perked at that, and he switched back to the common tongue, “How do we go to the meeting without trusting?”


  Nicholas picked up the idea and ran with it, “Let’s drop Kesst off at the inn… we have the room for another few days, right?”


  Theo’s scowl revealed that he was obviously siding with the Bears, “That’s just wasting time… after she agrees to help we’ll just have to go back and pick him up again when we could have otherwise had him right there.”


  Julius held up both paws, “Peace, please. There are some very good points being brought up, and both Sanmer and Nicholas are correct—in general it is never a good idea to go to a meeting without holding something in reserve just in case. Even though this is the Princess, if it will help calm everyone then there is nothing wrong with leaving Kesst at the inn. Yes, Theo, perhaps it will add extra time into our task, but, in the scheme of things, if something does go wrong, we will have saved ourselves infinitely more by being cautious.”


  Sanmer was doubly pleased—not only was Julius reasonable, but he was also very good about accepting input. The fox had never liked taking the spotlight when it came to leadership, but he had absolutely no problem with controlling the leader from a carefully secluded position.


  Smiling, gave Roaring-Flood a light pinch on his flank. The big Black bear glanced back at him with a bemused expression, “Have care—I do that harder.”


  The rogue did his best to act cowed but, in truth, he was counting on it.


  * * * * * *


  The trip to the inn had been short and to-the point; they dropped Kesst off, and then headed to what Professor Blackburn had dubbed ‘the meeting place’. The location, as it turned out, was nothing more than a street corner. After less than two minutes, however, they were picked up by a steam carriage. It was the first time Nicholas had ever ridden inside one and, truth be told, he despised it. The noisy, cumbersome thing rumbled along the road bouncing off of every single cobblestone; he was honestly surprised that anyone with any common sense would actively choose to travel that way.


  It was a short five minute ride to the Princess’ manor, and the Human did respect the fact that it would easily have been twenty minutes by foot and, since horses were apparently not allowed in the Noble Quarter, the steam carriage certainly had cut down on their travel time. The cushioned seat, Nicholas was forced to admit, did make it to that the jarring ride wasn’t completely uncomfortable, but he was convinced that it wasn’t something to which he’d ever grow accustomed, and he planned to stick with that assessment. Of course, things got even further from his comfort zone when the party was shown into the Princess’ home.


  Nicholas realized he shouldn’t have let the immense opulence of the princess’ manor impress him; by all rights he should have been outraged at the gross wealth squandered at the expense of one person’s comfort, and yet, for some reason, he couldn’t completely bring himself to be disgusted. Although he’d been in very few high class homes, he’d always been of the opinion that everything would be covered in gold, made of priceless materials, and bathed in wasted riches. Although it was obvious that the Princess spared no expense for the trappings of royalty, the expenses surprised him.


  A good half of the items Nicholas recognized (granted, there weren’t many) were ones that had to have been transported from across the seas. Numerous furniture pieces of foreign make adorned each room they passed; tapestries of fine craftsman from across the seas were posted on the walls while matching rugs covered the floor. Everything was surprisingly tasteful and, oddly enough, almost close to what the sailor would have considered utilitarian. The glass cases displaying nautical maps were probably the most eye-catching; he had no idea that any member of nobility would care about anything beyond their little piece of the world.


  His private thoughts came to an end as the party was led to a set of great double doors at the end of the hallway. An Otter dressed in a fine suit and white gloves opened both and stepped into a grandiose room before moving to the side. As the party followed through a Lion dressed in fine leathers held up a paw for them to stop. The guard extended a paw to the Professor, who slid what appeared to be some kind of note card into it. From there, the Lion transferred the card to the Otter, and then waved everyone in.


  The well dressed Otter loudly proclaimed everyone as they came through the doors, permitted one or two at a time by the Lion. Professor Blackburn was introduced with his full name, and a title which apparently included his numerous field of studies—Nicholas stopped listening after the second breath. The two Bear brothers were permitted next, introduced by their translated names, followed by their tribal ones, and then announced as being from the Valley Tribe. Next was Theo, who was introduced by first and last name along with his field of study from the University; Nicholas was waiting at the doorway, and swore he saw the Princess’ eyebrow raise when the white-furred scholar was introduced.


  He was given little time to contemplate the Princess’ reaction when he was next announced by the otter, “Master Nicholas Poole, most recently second ship hand aboard the Lehsunian Merchantman vessel, the Galesong.”


  Nicholas had never much cared for the name of the ship, but he kept his mouth shut and entered, trying his best to emulate the slow, deliberate, courtly steps Theo had used, but failing miserably; he just wasn’t dainty enough to do the dancy-tip-toe foo-foo nobility dance-walk. Glancing up at the Princess, he saw what almost looked like a bemused expression on her muzzle. He wanted to hate her for laughing at his expense, but her soft expression and patient smile made it hard for him to stay angry… except, of course, that not being able to be angry was cause to be angry enough.


  Even after Sanmer was introduced, it still took a moment before the Human realized that they weren’t alone, and a Penguin dressed in the rich colors of an Ilyse merchant caught his eye. The man had fallen silent once the party had entered, but he spoke up once again everyone was situated, “I see you have other guests, your Majesty… so let me close by saying that my benefactors are concerned that things may soon become much more difficult for Lehsunia if an heir apparent isn’t made into a ruler soon.”


  The regal, cream-colored Wolf inclined her head respectfully, “We thank you for your concern and your council, Guild Master. We also thank you for your support and the patronage of the University of Progressive Thought. As always, we consider Ilyse to be one of our most honored and respected trade partners.”


  The Penguin removed his tricorn hat and held it to his chest. He bowed once, then returned to hat to his head. About-facing, he moved with practiced courtly grace right by the party, pausing only long enough to shoot a better-than-thou glance toward Nicholas. The sailor considered for a split second to stick a foot out and trip the pompous bird, but thought better of it, and simply held himself still.


  Nobody said a word until the door closed, at which point Professor Blackburn took a step forward and bowed, “Your Highness.”


  The Wolf inclined her head slightly, accepting a goblet from a fetching-looking Mink handmaiden standing at her side. The Princess took a sip before speaking, “Professor Blackburn… we have heard much about you over the years. The last we heard you had taken up residence in the tribe lands with…” her eyes slowly migrated to assess the two Tribals in the party, “—ah… and it is clear that the rumors may have been true.”


  The Bear was all business, “Your Highness, my studies have been useful in many ways, but I am here to speak on a different matter… I trust you were provided the information from Professor VanHousen?”


  The Princess’ ears perked faintly and she looked from party member to party member, “Indeed… and where is the topic of discussion, Professor? We are eager to see what it is you have to show us today.”


  Theo took a step forward, pulling a small wooden spacer from between his teeth, “Your Majesty, please forgive me for speaking out of turn, but, considering the issues that have arisen in the city lately we considered it prudent to come to your first about the issue rather than bringing him with us without safety being addressed.”


  Princess Noriene’s smile widened, “Him?”


  Sanmer moved in front of Theo, “Forgive me—out of turn—all that sorta stuff… but we’re dealing with the future of a friend here. Whatever his insides look like, he’s still a person, and the shriveled old monkey at the University said you could help.”


  If the Wolf was displeased at the Fox’s outburst it didn’t seem to phase her; if anything that bemused expression she wore only grew, “We love your earrings… Mr. Lemarre, was it?” Sanmer said nothing, raising a paw to one of his hoop earrings. The Princess continued, “They look much better on you than they did on Countess DeMonieaux.” Nicholas didn’t need to watch the Fox to see that he immediately tensed.


  Professor Blackburn quickly reinserted himself into the conversation, “It is impossible to be too careful in these days, your Highness… too much is at stake to make errors for the sake of convenience.”


  Noriene sighed and, suddenly, all of the royal air about her dissolved, “You are too correct, Professor… The Church holds too much power. For too long they have attempted to covet the advancements discovered by Lehsunia’s wisest and brightest and use those for their own ends… sometimes I think the path ahead is all but impossible.”


  The Bear nodded, “That is why the University came about.”


  The Princess smiled slightly, “This is true. The majority of the science we enjoy comes from their hallowed halls of learning and I’ve spent many hours in those halls myself.”


  Nicholas, despite himself, spoke up, “Most? What do you mean, most?”


  Julius turned back to face him and answered, “Unsanctioned study by independent inventors. They are usually the greatest cause of damage. In their eagerness to develop and reveal their experiments they cut corners, and that’s when disasters happen.”


  Noriene spoke up, “The Church.”


  Everyone’s attention went straight to the princess, whose non-sequitor cut the discussion short. Theo cocked his head to the side, “The Church, your Highness?”


  “Your friend… the ‘problem’ you wished to address… ‘he’ was made by the Church.”


  Professor Blackburn was surprised enough that he obviously forgot his manners, “Are you sure, your Highness?”


  Princess Noriene’s smile was very self assured, “Quite. Professor VanHousen recognized the mark of one of their craftsmen… a Techlar by the name of Crook.”


  Theo cocked his head to the side, “Techlar?”


  The Wolf smiled and folded her paws in her lap, her royal bearing returned, “We will see to it that you know all you must, and will aid you in every way possible on your quest to restore your friend. Bring this Techlar to us, and we will see to it that your friend is made whole once more.”


  With that, the Princess stood, and stepped down from the raised quasi-throne where she’d been seated, “We thank you for coming to see us on this matter, and look forward to your return. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must meet with an emissary from my brother, who is kindly gifting me a new servant.” and, with little more to be said, she left.


  Nicholas stood there for several moments, shocked at the simplicity of the conversation. He fought within himself when he thought that there was something he had missed but he still couldn’t help but speak up on the matter, “Wow… that was easy.”


  Chapter 4b, Your Highness (pt 5)


  The following days passed quickly for Friar Arlowe. Once Doctor Brownell had finished with Cruff the old Raccoon Dog sat beside his son non-stop. The rest of the group handled the required activities of the day and were courteous enough to leave him to his vigil, stopping by only on occasion when they felt he needed to be aware of their activities, or when checking in on him; he appreciated both kinds of visits.


  The first such visit came from Sister Aurelie on the second day of what Friar Arlowe hoped would be the start of Cruff’s recovery. She came in to let him know that the party elected to stay in Vallara several more days to see things through regarding the Church—apparently they felt that they could be of some use to Prince Malcom as he worked to resolve the issue involving the men from the Newport Cathedral who had come to hunt Arlowe and his friends down. Whatever the resolution, the Monk hoped there wouldn’t be any more bloodshed.


  The second visit was a day later, when Aodhan came to tell him that the party would remain in town for at least a week; apparently the Church was not pleased to find out that their troops had been apprehended by Vallara, and Malcom was going through quite a long set of diplomatic measures to smooth over what they considered to be an impossibly unforgivable slight… apparently there had even been some talk of excommunication of the entire city council! Friar Arlowe would have been dumbstruck by such discussion, if not for his entire focus being on his son—regardless, the news still sank in, and all he could do was shake his head.


  Brother Rhys had also come to visit him twice, praying with him both times and offering words of solace. It felt good to spend some time with the Rat, as it helped to reaffirm the Monk’s faith in the troubling times. In all, almost an entire week had passed during their stay in Vallara, and, other than managing to trickle some water and broth down Cruff’s throat, there was little in the way of good news, unless, of course, he count the fact that there was also no real bad news when it came to his son.


  It was the morning of their one week stay in Vallara when Dr. Brownell herself stopped in to check on them. Throughout the week there had been aides and assistants coming in to change Cruff’s bandages and check on him, but that day the Mouse herself had chosen to come. Friar Arlowe wasn’t sure whether her presence was a good or a bad thing, but she got straight to the point, “Friar, your son is resting, and it may be several more days before he shows any sign of improvement… there really is nothing you can do for him right now.”


  His response was direct and final, “I can be here for him. It is what a father should do, Doctor Brownell.”


  The Mouse woman smiled, and rested a paw on his shoulder as she came to sit by his side, “Please, Friar… you can just call me Christine. Honestly, all of my regulars do, and I’ve seen more of you lately than I often see of them in a year. I am not so formal here if I don’t need to be.” and she began looking over the Monk’s son.


  Friar Arlowe’s ears raised, “I’m sorry? Very well, um, Ms. Christine. I apologize—I had heard the commotion the night when we first arrived and I had thought that it would be a better idea to defer to your title to—”


  She began laughing immediately; it was a jovial, good-natured laugh, but it quickly returned to a neutral expression as she got back to business, “I assure you, I maintain my ‘I have more credentials than you’ talk just for the stuffed shirt University block heads that unfortunately manage to find their way to Vallara… otherwise I’m told I can even be considered something almost bordering ‘pleasant’.”


  It was the Raccoon Dog’s turn to laugh, but he did so only out of courtesy; in truth, every fiber of his being was in pain at seeing his son in such a condition. He forced himself to continue on the topic to avoid having his mind go to that dark place, “We have not traveled with Mr. Severna long, but from what I have gathered I can assure you he is not as stuck up or conceited as he may have first appeared.”


  Christine smiled, slowly soaking some fresh bandages in a foul-smelling concoction, “I know that, Friar… truth be told, I think that poor man is terrified of me… but I suppose getting in my shots at the University however I can sometimes overcomes my better judgment. In the scheme of things, it really isn’t that bad of a vice, is it?”


  The Monk smiled pleasantly at her engaging conversation, then looked back to his son as the Doctor began unwrapping his wounds, “It is said that any vice is a blemish on one’s soul, and that where spots tarnish the field no purity shall be found…” he paused as the Mouse looked to him, and he offered a wink, “Though, if that is true, I could hardly think of a man or woman alive who would be fit for heaven… could you?”


  The Doctor shrugged half-heartedly, though she did pause to smile back at the Friar’s attempt at good humor. She skillfully changed out Cruff’s old bandages for the freshly soaked ones and held up one paw, motioning for a ceramic bowl situated on the other side of the Monk. Friar Arlowe handed it to her without complaint, and she set the discarded cloth into it before waving it away; the Monk obediently returned it to where it had originally been positioned, “Your son is on the mend, Friar… the worst of the concern is over.”


  Arlowe stood immediately, “So he will recover?”


  Christine nodded patiently, “He will not die, no… but it is hard to tell just how seriously he was wounded until he awakens and attempts to do the things he had done before being injured. It is hard to say he will ‘recover’ fully but yes, your son will most likely survive.”


  The Monk wasn’t sure exactly sure how to take the news. He was elated to hear that his son would not die, but her honest and forthcoming explanation of the situation did give the old Raccoon Dog a pause from celebrating, “Then… thank you for what you’ve done, Doctor. I appreciate your services. I am afraid I have no money, but if you will allow me time to—”


  He fell silent as she raised a paw, and she spoke her piece, “You do not have to concern yourself with my bill, Friar Arlowe. Prince Malcom has already covered the cost for both your son and that misogynistic horn-and-a-half scholar in the next room.” The Monk was able to tell based on the casual flick of her head toward ‘the next room’ and the smirk the Mouse wore that she it was playful banter and not serious objection to the prong horn.


  Friar Arlowe clasped one her paws in his, “Thank you again, Ms. Christine… and Mr. Flew truly is a good man. I would not judge him too harshly based on his profession. You of all people should know the unfairness that brings.”


  The Doctor gave his paws a light squeeze and extracted hers. She smiled, looking up at him with no shame of her admiration, “Sometimes I wonder if insight and fairness is a prerequisite in clergymen.”


  The Monk sighed, lowering his eyes, “If that were the case, my daughter, then I would dare say that Vallara would not be finding itself in the position it now stands.” He smoothed out his robes and composed himself before inquiring, “How goes the negotiations? The last I heard the Church was furious.”


  The Mouse passed him, resting her paw on his shoulder for a moment, “Your companions explained


  everything to me, Friar… you shouldn’t take what is happening personally—the decisions that


  led the Church to raise forces against the tribesmen were not of your doing and you could not have


  controlled it regardless.”


  Friar Arlowe sat back down at his son’s side, “Apparently insight and well-placed wisdom is not just the purview of holy men, Doctor. You should occasionally strive to hear what you say and you might be surprised at the intelligence there.”


  Christine lingered at the door, “Oh? Well maybe you should consider telling the University that sometime.”


  The Raccoon Dog flicked an ear, “I would have thought they’d know considering you earned a title from them.”


  The Mouse laughed, just a hint of scorn in it as she stood by the exit, “I submitted my application to them and completed my courses by correspondence… it took me nearly six years what I could have accomplished in five years of classes at the University, but if I’d have shown up they would have turned me away at the gates… the University does not allow women to become Doctors, Friar.”


  Arlowe cocked an eyebrow, “Surely there is some equivalent… The Church may not allow women to become Friars, but they can be Nuns.”


  Christine shook hear head, “Nurses… a job that requires next to no training other than being able to follow the orders of a man.”


  The Monk offered a calming smile, “The Book of Sheyn says ‘Beautiful is the flower that can bloom in the snow.’… you prevailed to become a doctor regardless of the hardships, thus I would call your story one of success rarely rivaled by any other.”


  The Mouse started smiling again as she shook her head, “No… I just understood the system better than most.”


  “How so?”


  Christine slowly opened the door and took a step through it before looking over her shoulder, “The Correspondence Degree had a very length application, and I was able to prove to them that I would make a good student.


  Friar Arlowe nodded, “That is a very good way to look at such a—”


  “And, since they never asked if I was male or female, I didn’t have to lie.” the door closed behind the Mouse, leaving the old Raccoon Dog stuck mid-sentence, but with a smile on his face.


  He couldn’t help but wonder how many of life’s most vexing problems he could have solved if only he had looked for a way to break the rules by following them. Such wasn’t a good line of thought for a Friar, but, for once he was perfectly content to entertain it… and it took him in a surprisingly insightful direction.


  Chapter 4c, Reversal of Fortunes (pt 5)


  Alarice groaned as Inigo lowered her down onto the small sofa of their well-appointed hotel room. They had both agreed that the Order of Blades fully expected them to lay low, so it only made sense to ‘lay high’, thus they chose one of the finer establishments in town. Not only that, but the group separated; the scholars were under the care of Wiesen, who would see to it that their clothing was suitably changed before they all checked in separately. The dragon himself would show up with Sada, and they would reserve a room as a couple.


  The rest of the group was at least a half hour away, and that meant giving Inigo answers, because he was certain to ask questions. The first of which came just as quickly as expected; his paw brushed across the wound in her side and he recoiled, “What are you wearing underneath your blouse?”


  She rolled her eyes mockingly, “Please, Inigo… you’ve used that line on me enough times that I’d hardly think you’d expect it to—”


  The bat leveled his gaze at her, “I mean it… what are you wearing?”


  Taken aback at his insistence, she slowly raised her blouse, revealing a slightly baggy but still well-fitting tunic of sheafed mail, “I got it from one of the Order who had tried to stop us from destroying the base.” she rapped her knuckles against it, “Light, flexible, and very, very strong… which explains why I couldn’t kill him.”


  Inigo inched closer and rested his paw against it, “How did you kill him?”


  Alarice shrugged, “The explosion did it for me.”


  “And how did you survive it?”


  She waved the concern away, wincing as the movement hurt her bruised shoulder, “Simple… he was between me and the explosion… that protected me from the worst of it, and then he fell on top of me before the roof did. His head caved in and I was left with just enough room to start digging myself out.”


  Inigo finally pulled back, “Spoils of war, huh?”


  Alarice grabbed hold of his wrist before he could draw away. She could tell that something was bothering him. “I told you I’d be back.”


  He nodded, “I know… but—”


  Despite the objections of her aching body, she leaned forward and kissed him on the lips, “The only ‘butt’ I want you thinking about is mine.” She stood slowly, and drew the bat to the bed, where they both sat down.


  The bat did an almost convincing job of changing his expression of one to levity, “Already done.” though it sounded like he was trying to convince himself of that as much as her. By the time she had him undressed, however, he seemed to have come around.


  Her aches and pains were still present as Inigo held her but she managed to stifle her winces and hissed only once through her teeth; being with him greatly overpowered the discomfort and she was more than willing to put up with her body’s simple objections if it meant that she could get what she wanted. Ultimately, he ended up on his back with her atop him, fingers gripping handfuls of his fur as she rode him as surely as any obedient steed.


  He performed well, as was to be expected and, once she felt him give over to his release she finally let her own aching body have its own… and she let out a soft, slightly less pained sigh, laying atop him with his flesh still hilted within her. All was quiet for several seconds until she felt him shudder softly beneath her—a moment later she heard him sniffle, followed by the feel of his wet cheek pressing against her ear, “I thought I lost you.”


  At first, Alarice almost thought that Inigo was kidding—another one of his silly ploys for sentimentality, but, when she felt his arms encircle her she could tell in his embrace that it was complete truth. She rolled slowly to the side and slid her arms around him as well. Resting her chin on his shoulder she shook her head, “You’re not going to lose me that easily, Inigo… I told you I’d be back.”


  His words came out with just a hint of anger, “Yeah? Well whether you meant them or were just lying you don’t always have control over—”


  Her slap silenced him, and that helped reset his emotions; she wasn’t one to normally strike the bat. He gazed back at her with a hint of defiance, and she took the opportunity to tell him off. “What did I tell you when you first came into my services, Inigo?”


  He didn’t even hesitate, “That if I did as I was told and was obedient then you’d be the best thing that ever happened to me.”


  “…and?”


  Inigo paused, “…and that you’d never lie to me.”


  She nodded, “That I would never lie to you.” Alarice felt a moment of self-loathing as she drove the point home. Technically she never had lied to Inigo. Truth, such as it was, served as her play thing—a lump of clay to be molded and shaped to suit her needs… but no, she never had precisely lied to him.


  He sighed, slowly letting go of her. He slid further from her on the bed, and sat on the corner, looking down at his paws, “That coulda been a promise you couldn’t a kept.”


  Alarice laid on the bed behind him for several seconds before she slid closer to him, wrapping her arms around his abdomen as she rested her head against his back, “I did keep it… and I’m back. Isn’t that everything you could ask for?”


  He slowly rotated, looking down at her, eyes glimmering again with tears, “They’re all gone, Alarice… you’re all I have.”


  She had already known that she meant a lot to him, but, until that moment, once everything else was gone from his life, it became readily apparent about just how much that was. It hurt her on some level, deep down, but she quickly buried that sensation in the satisfaction that his loyalty would never falter… she believed… expected… thought… hoped. As that confidence wavered, she slowly sat up and took his paws in her hands, “Inigo… I do what has to be done in order to complete what I have to do.”


  His face hardened slightly in resolve, “I could have stayed.”


  She sighed, rolling her eyes at the infantile statement; she had expected better from him.


  “Inigo, you probably would have died… besides, I got it done by myself.”


  He shook his head, “No… I mean I could have stayed and you could have gone.”


  The clarification hurt for just a moment until she quickly recovered, and tried a slightly softer tact, reaching out to cup his cheek in her palm, “That was my call, and not yours, Inny. Besides, you helped the scholars and that was important too.”


  A moment of frustration entered his voice, “I…” but it was quickly replaced by helplessness, “I… I don’t want to be alone… not again…” he shook his head, covering his face with his paws, “…not again…” and he started sobbing.


  Alarice embraced the bat, pulling him to her as she started rocking him back and forth. It had been a long time since he had shown any emotion other than the happy-go-lucky Inny that she had come to know but, in that moment, she was drawn back to the early days of her life when she remembered Inigo’s father telling her about some of the nights whenInigo would stay up, crying over the loss of his mother.


  It made so much sense to her, suddenly realizing that, despite the fact that they were employer and employee, that they were boss and enforcer, that they were lovers, it only made sense that, in some twisted kind of way, she was also the only mother figure the bat had. That understanding made her a little sick to her stomach; it cut too close to home with regard to how life might have turned out… “If only things had been different.”


  He slowly looked up at her, sniffling, eyes still damp, “If what?”


  Alarice suddenly realized that she had actually spoken her thoughts aloud. She quickly recovered, “I think I heard some footsteps coming up the stairs… come on—I’ll bet they’re starting to arrive.”


  She admired the way that Inigo was able to compose himself at her request. While he had been a vulnerable young batling huddled in her arms mere moments before, seconds later he was the self-assured ready-to-kill henchman she had come to rely on, depend on, and, even to a certain extent… love? No, she told herself, love didn’t really have a place in her life… she was deluding herself to think that there was any chance of a happily ever after with Inigo any more than there had really been a chance with his father. She promised herself that it made sense, and ordered herself to believe it—she never was very good at taking orders.


  She was thankfully given reprieve from her thoughts as she sat down with the rest of the group. Once the coast was clear everyone piled into Wiesen and Sada’s room, which was larger than the rest. Alarice got straight to the point, “The Order of Blades is far more informed than any of us may have thought, and they’re obviously picking up the timing on their attacks. We might have slowed them down with the destruction of their South Quarter base, but it’s only a matter of time before they come at us again.”


  Joshew, who was sitting in the middle of the three scholars set his goblet of wine down, somehow managing to get it almost perfectly centered on a coaster, “I’ve said it from the beginning, and I mean it… we should go to the University for help.”


  Roland shook his head, then added a “No.” for the benefit of the human scholar, “There’s still a lot going on there—I don’t think we can rely on their help… for all we know they might think we had something to do with it because we disappeared.”


  Alarice nodded, “Roland is right. If we’re going to the University it’s to confront the issuer of my contract… if anything he might know something about what happened since he’s the one who foresaw the need for my services.”


  Inigo’s ample ears lowered slightly, “Calling out an employer? That might be bad for business, Alarice.”


  She smirked, “Yeah? Well not getting a better understanding of what’s going on could cause more problems, but you’re right, Inny—going to the University isn’t exactly the first among our options.”


  Roland was very forthcoming in offering the woman a segue into the rest of the conversation, “What other options do we have?”


  Alarice dug into her pocket as she spoke, “The Order of Blades is only one player in this.” Once she found what she was seeking she pulled the golden ring out and tossed it onto the table in the middle of the group. It rolled a few times, then came to a stop, golden cog emblem on its face staring up.


  Wiesen obviously needed no education as he snorted with distaste, “Mechanists? Where did you get this?”


  It was time to come clean, “You said once that you knew an Alarice—that woman was the one I got this from… when I killed her.”


  The dragon seemed taken aback, but he simply acknowledged her words with a nod. Sada, on the other hand, had more questions, “So what is your name then?”


  The woman shrugged dismissively, “For now, Alarice is still fine.” The group’s response was a number of quiet whispers among one another.


  Wiesen, however was content with that, and pushed the conversation forward “We’re all entitled to our secrets. But what I want to know is what they have to do with all of this?”


  It was time for a leap of logic, but Alarice felt ready, “I believe they’re behind the sabotage with the Albatross.”


  Joshew was quick to object, “I thought you said that was the Order of Blades.”


  She smirked despite the blind man’s inability to see it, “Someone would have had to have hired the Order.”


  Brother Jessen fidgeted, “Do you think it’s possible that they also ordered them to attack the temple?”


  Despite the answer being unknown to her, Alarice understood the benefit of having an ally to her cause, “I would say that is quite likely, Brother Jessen.”


  The coyote’s teeth were revealed in a barely restrained snarl, “Then we will have to show them that they erred.”


  Alvis raised an arm and grabbed Brother Jessen by the paw, “Whoever these people are, if they’re powerful enough to buy the Order of Blades then we’ll need help.”


  Alarice smiled wide as she realized that the group was starting to reach a consensus before she’d even suggested one; it was always easier when people did what you wanted them to without you having to speak up, so she kept her mouth shut.


  Sada immediately inquired of the dragon “Wiesen, what can you tell us about the Mechanists?”


  The Dragon snorted, “Only that they want to control everything… they’re a secret organization with their fingers in everything… Church, University… probably even some of the nobility—I wouldn’t be surprised if they had something to do with the whole succession issue here in Lehsunia… it practically reeks of Mechanist intervention.”


  Alvis whined faintly, “If they’re that involved with the powers then what can we do about them? I mean… if all that’s true we can’t even go back to the University.”


  Brother Jessen pulled the mutt back into a seated position beside him and linked paws with him, “Do not lose faith, Alvis… we will think of something.”


  It was the perfect time for Alarice to speak up, “I already have a plan… several in fact… if you’re all willing to listen.” She glanced around at the attentive faces and that only strengthened her resolve—these people were her new crew, such as they were, and she was dedicated to making it work. It was for the best, she realized, since the time of Alarice was coming to a close it only stood to reason that she would have to escape the trappings of her former life… soon, things would come to a head, and she vowed to be ready. Leaning closer to the middle of the group, her plan went into motion, “This is what we’ll do…”


  Chapter 4.6 Thaddius


  Thaddius reclined lazily across the small wooden bench on his balcony just to the left of the double-doors that led back to his bed chamber. The evening air was crisp but, then again, he considered anything less than freezing to be ‘cool’. His father had despised the cold, so he attributed his affinity for cool weather entirely to his mother. She had been an angel made flesh; pure white fur, heavenly smile, and the singular grace of an entire celestial choir.


  He understood the loss his sister felt without the Queen Mother, though they each had an entirely different way of showing it; Noriene had forsaken the church for their inability to save their mother’s life while Thaddius embraced the Church because they had been able to save the Queen Mother’s eternal soul. Truth be told, he pitied his sister for her inability to understand anything but what lay in front of her. Thaddius often found himself wishing that she were more like Malcom.


  Malcom… the merest thought of his young brother brought a smile to the Wolf’s muzzle and a wag to his tail. The Prince Regent brushed his claws through the fur on his arm, considering the many thoughtful messages they’d shared and the numerous visits together they’d enjoyed. Malcom was not one to be concerned with ceremony and had, on more than one occasion, shown up without invitation or announcement; he was welcome each time… until Brother Maynard pointed out that it simply wasn’t proper.


  After that point the public visits had stopped… and that’s when the adventurous young Wolf started showing up mysteriously on his balcony—thirty feet above the ground. Thaddius had still never quite figured out how he did it. Of course, those visits had ended once the issues began in Newport, and, after that, their connection had been limited to missives delivered by pigeon. Unfortunately, however, those messages had also stopped, and Thaddius was not just disappointed; he was worried.


  He hadn’t heard from his brother for over a week, thus the Prince Regent began spending more and more time staring at the empty perches where pigeons should have been standing ready. Thaddius had numerous pigeons set aside for contacting Malcom; his younger brother traveled between several different Tribal camps at regular intervals so it was never hard to figure out which pigeon to use… until he stopped getting replies. Now, with no pigeons left, all Thaddius could do was wait… and fret… and stew—the sitting bench found its way into the air and over the side of the balcony—he could also throw quite a tantrum.


  The satisfying crunch of the bench landing on the cobblestones below gave the Wolf some small measure of comfort. If nothing else, his choice of stress relief would provide income for a loyal wood worker but, in the long term he realized that would be one more thing for which Brother Maynard will require an explanation. The old Priest was a Godsend for the haunted Prince Regent, but sometimes the poor Dog just didn’t have the insight that it seemed Thaddius alone held. He often tried to explain the portents, visions, and prophecies floating around in his mind but it always seemed to be beyond Brother Maynard’s understanding.


  Then there was Malcom. His younger brother was just as blind when it came to the messages that Thaddius’ second-sight provided, but at least the young prince was willing to listen, and that simple act, along with his open acceptance of them and eagerness to discuss their meaning meant the world to Thaddius. Perhaps that was why he was so restless; he certainly missed having that camaraderie.


  Restless—yes, that was the word; Thaddius was restless. He hadn’t received any information from his brother and Brother Maynard was, as usual, quite tight-lipped about anything and everything that took place outside the castle walls. There was no limit to the Prince Regent’s frustration at being left in the dark; he thought many times that he was going to lose his mind from not knowing. Thankfully, Brother Maynard was generous enough to at least let him know that Sir Umberto got Evelyn safely to his sister’s… which, he was reminded by the old priest at least a dozen times since, was a very bad idea.


  Brother Maynard went further to say that the steam carriage had been attacked on the road. He reinforced the foolishness of the decision by pointing out that the driver had been killed and the vehicle destroyed. Nevertheless, Thaddius was eager to counter that Sir Umberto had proven that the Prince Regent’s trust in him was well-founded, and pulled through, getting Lady Evelyn to Newport safely… to which the old Priest had no counter. In the end, the discussion had been something of a stalemate, and Brother Maynard had left Thaddius’ chambers with a calm-but-distinct-glower.


  The Priest had apparently considered the discussion complete as it had been nearly a half day since anyone had stopped by to speak with Thaddius, but the Prince Regent hardly considered the matter settled. Not only had Lady Evelyn been attacked, but it was readily apparent that the situation seemed more displeasing for the Church because Thaddius hadn’t checked with them rather than an innocent woman’s life had been threatened. No, he decided, such an affront to common decency could not go unanswered. Heading back into his room, the Prince Regent decided that it was time for him to act.


  Thaddius had over thirty years of experience using a sword; if push came to shove he was a capable swordsman and knew four different styles of combat with a blade alone—that number increased to over seventeen once other weapons and unarmed melee were taken into account. While he could have chosen any martial weapon, he realized that his greatest strength was not in cutting down the brigands himself, no matter how much he wanted. Taking a seat at his writing desk, the Prince Regent selected his tools of choice: a quill, an ink well, and a scroll. He went to war immediately with no reservations about preparing the most firmly-worded decree that he had ever chosen to pen.


  Thaddius had little doubt in his ability to compose something worthy of the royal pen and create a presentation that would inspire and guide his people—but, he knew his limitations and was well aware that his penmanship was atrocious. His letter was comprised of three parts, made specifically so that Brother Maynard would be well-informed by the first section and the royal scrivener would be able to copy the royal decree contained in the second and third portion for general distribution.


  The first portion of his letter was two paragraphs in length, informing Brother Maynard that he was to take the second part of the letter in no less than a thousand copies, and that each copy was to be distributed to every bulletin board, every inn, every marketplace, and every town crier in Lehsunia. The third part of the letter was to be recreated as many times as needed so that a copy sent to every household, business, or organization that had at least one woman of age within its walls.


  The second portion of the letter called for an increase of soldiers patrolling the main roads of Lehsuia. It had an open invitation for young men wishing to serve their royal family and country to report to the nearest barracks, town center, or militia hall and enlist. The letter also pointed out in no uncertain terms that all true and noble travelers within Lehsunia were specifically and forever under the kingdom’s protection. Any highwaymen, cutthroats, brigands, thugs, or miscreants caught harming, threatening, or stealing any such person would be charged with treason as if they had attacked a member of the royal household.


  Finally, the third section of the letter, perhaps the most important part, addressed an even more serious problem that had continued to gnaw at the Prince Regent’s brain, keeping him up at night and causing him to fret during the day. Although Brother Maynard had done as Thaddius had asked and announced to the people of Lehsunia that all within the kingdom were to wear undergarments of red and red-like hue, the thoughtful Priest had provided him ample warning that there was no reasonable way to ensure that the decree was being followed. To this end, the ever-diligent Wolf realized that balance would best be kept with a follow-up announcement.


  Doubtlessly those most loyal to Lehsunia would do as they were told but, Thaddius was a realist and knew that not everyone could be counted on. So, to make up for their messy oversight, he would decree that all women should tie their hair back with red bows. True, the bows were not undergarments, but he reasoned that participation from all women would make up for the shortcomings of some wretched few who refused to don the appropriate color beneath their over-clothes. Yes, he reasoned, finishing off the royal decree, the entire kingdom would benefit from such a perfect plan.


  The Prince Regent slammed his open palm down on the desk when he realized the downfall in such a design, “Damn! Short haired women wear no ribbons!” Thaddius jammed the quill back in the inkwell as he started pacing; had all of his careful thought been for not? What of the women who did not wear their hair long? They could be executed… that would certainly solve the problem—but… no… too drastic. They could be convinced to wear their hair long, yes… but what of the breeds that could not grow long hair? Exile? Yes… they could be shipped off to a foreign nation where far-away lords can worry about their lack of locks.


  A soft, reassuring voice interrupted the Prince Regent’s maddening search for an answer, “Just have them wear bracelets, dear brother.”


  Thaddius turned immediately, the stress of finding a solution melting off of him the moment he saw Malcom standing in his chambers, athletic physique accentuating each and every feature of his young body, clothed only in a simple loincloth and the swirled fur-paint of the savages he chose to live among. It was a breathtaking image, and the older Wolf felt just a little weak in the knees by his little brother’s lordly presence, “Malcom… oh, dear brother… I’m so very glad you’re here… I’ve felt so lost without you.”


  The brown-furred wolf accepted his embrace warmly and, despite being shorter, still somehow managed to dwarf Thaddius in the hug. The Prince Regent knew it was just as he belonged; there was something so comforting about Malcom… something so wonderful and soothing. He always felt better when his little brother was close. Thaddius closed his eyes, shivering slightly when his younger brother’s paw slipped down underneath the back of his britches, “I’ve been waiting to see you for too long, big brother.”


  Thaddius let out a gasp, arching his back at Malcom’s touch, eagerly moving his tail aside as his younger brother’s teeth closed possessively around the Prince Reagent’s throat, “Oh, little brother… there is no life without you.”


  The Prince Regent awoke with a start as the door to his chambers opened. He pulled the smudged letter off the side of his face, wincing as a few pieces of fur stuck to the scroll. He grumbled a greeting as Brother Maynard entered, gruffly pushing at the disobedient firmness in his breeches; it wasn’t the first time he’d had the dream and he knew it wouldn’t be the last—he hated himself for it but, at least the key to his salvation had arrived. Folding the letter, he turned to address the priest, “Father… it’s a good thing you are here.”


  Chapter 4.6 Noriene


  Noriene rubbed either side of her head with her first two fingers as she made her way down the hall. It was well into the night and she’d spent far too many hours that evening obsessing over what limited tidbits she had about the Dragon Techlar and his clockwork construct. Her information sources had turned up next to nothing and, if not for a very fortuitous encounter with well-positioned contact she would have been completely in the dark.


  Professor Julius Blackburn was probably one of the last her retainers she’d expected to come to her with word of the Techlar, let alone what he assumed was his masterpiece, but she wasn’t about to look a gift bear in the mouth. The Professor had been in the perfect position to keep an eye on her wild-card of a younger brother, but she was willing to overlook the lapse in Malcom-watching when she was alerted that the scholar had information of such an important nature, and she was not disappointed.


  It wasn’t until she heard the faint scuff of the soft walking boots on the stone floor behind her that she suddenly remembered that she had an escort. Without turning around, she decided to make good use of her companion, “What has the Order discovered with regard to the missing Techlar, Marcelle?”


  The Marten’s response was not entirely surprising, “I apologize, Princess, but I cannot comment on that as it conflicts with another contract the Order has taken.”


  The Order of Blades was the most reliable sect of sell-swords Noriene had ever had the joy of employing. Their business finesse and skillful dealings were a double-edged sword, as was their loyalty to contracts, sometimes frustratingly so. She knew well enough that they never allowed their contracts to come into conflict with one another, which meant as long as the ‘mysterious party’ involving the Order with the church’s missing Techlar paid them they wouldn’t help her—such a pity.


  Her thoughts were interrupted when Marcelle stepped ahead of her, “Did you leave your door open, Princess?”


  Glancing past the Marten the wolf saw that her door was indeed ajar; neither she nor her handmaiden would have done such a thing and nobody was permitted into her private chambers without her present. “Wait here.”


  The Blade paused, indecision obvious on his muzzle. He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it, “As you wish, your highness. I am but a word away.” The Marten took off his wide brimmed plumed hat and swept it across his chest in a faint bow, then returned the headwear to where it belonged, large, fluffy feather bouncing faintly with the movement. Noriene nodded to him, and then pushed the door open the rest of the way; she was mildly dismayed when she saw that she did indeed have a visitor.


  A Ewe dressed in something similar to what the Princess had seen worn by nuns was standing next to her bed. She held Lilian, Noriene’s handmaiden in front of her and had a small stiletto pressed against the Mink’s beautifully white neck. The Ewe’s voice was firm, but held a hint of fear and desperation in it, “Close the door behind you, your Highness.”


  Noriene sighed, inching the door almost closed with her foot, “You do realize that you will be dead several times before you leave the manor, let alone the estate. Either you are very foolish or very desperate—considering you are a nun it is something of a toss-up, but I wish you did not have to involve me in it.”


  The Ewe’s eyes narrowed and her resolve firmed, “You involved yourself in it when you paid the Order of Blades to attack our temple.”


  The Princess didn’t have to feign surprise, “The Order of Blades attacked the Church? That is news to me.”


  The nun gripped her weapon tighter, “Don’t assume I’m stupid, your Highness… I’m not from the Mehnzilian Church, but it’s no secret that you hate religion.”


  Noriene sighed, moving to her nightstand, “How much will it cost to get you to—”


  The fear returned to the Ewe and a single droplet of bright red dripped down amidst Lilian’s perfect, snowy fur, “That’s far enough!”


  The Princess stopped and rolled her eyes, “I had nothing to do with that attack; whether or not you believe me is no concern of mine. I am too busy worrying about a dozen of more important issues than some temple, Sister…?”


  The Ewe took the hint, “Sister Yvette. And you should be concerned because I want answers. If I don’t get answers then this poor girl will—”


  Noriene stared defiantly at the Sheep, “Do you mean to say you’ll kill her?”


  The question broke the would-be assailant’s resolve. The nun’s hand shook as it held the blade, nicking the Mink again, “Why did you do it, your Highness? Why? Everyone knows you hate religion… everyone knows you work with the Order of Blades… it had to be you…”


  The Princess shook her head, “It wasn’t; I give you my word. There isn’t anything more I can say except that if you do not release my handmaiden I will have to consider this more than a temporary imbalance of humors… and if it is more than that then I will be forced to take action against you… is that what you want, Sister Yvette?”


  The Sheep’s knife hit the floor and she let go of Lilian. Before the Ewe could say another word the nun was face-down on the ground, having been felled by two quick strikes; the Mink lay atop her, forearm pressed against the small of Sister Yvette’s back, the other twisting one of the sheep’s arm in what looked like a painful way. The loyal handmaiden spoke with icy clarity, “She meant to murder you, your Highness.”


  The nun sobbed, “My whole temple… killed. It seemed so obvious… you… the Order… it seemed so obvious.”


  The cream-colored wolf nodded thoughtfully, “Let her up, Lilian.”


  The Mink did as was ordered, immediate moving to the Wolf’s side. Noriene offered her handmaiden a small kerchief, which Lilian accepted graciously and began dabbing at the blood on her heck. The Sheep remained on the ground, sobbing, “Forgive me, God…”


  The Princess shook her head with a sigh, then moved over to pull the nun up to her feet, “Learn to forgive yourself, Sister Yvette… you’ll have an easier time of it.”


  The Sheep looked to the floor, speaking quietly, “The Order of Blades destroyed everything… killed everyone… I have nothing. I just—I thought if… if maybe I could avenge them that my survival had meaning…”


  The Wolf placed a delicate paw softly on either of the Ewe’s sobbing shoulders, “Your survival does have meaning, Sister Yvette. Although you came to me for the wrong reasons, you came to me, and that has meaning.”


  The nun looked up, red eyes still overflowing with tears, “I… I’m sorry, your Highness… the Book of Ghenon says—”


  Noriene removed her paws, “You don’t have to quote scriptures to me, Sister. You can come up with your own words of wisdom without having to speak what graced the lips of long-dead philosophers. I accept your apology, but I don’t need your sermon.”


  The Sheep remained quiet for several long moments before speaking up again, “Why do you despise religion so much, your Highness?”


  The Wolf had not planned to get into a theological argument with a member of the clergy when she woke up that morning, and she resolved not to add it to her list of the day’s events, thus she kept it simple, “Religion is a crutch, Sister Yvette. It parades itself around as a strength and lauds how much good it can do for those who believe, and yet all I have ever seen of it is how much pain and misery it causes.”


  The Ewe shook her head patiently, “That’s not true, your Highness… my Church saved me. I am alive because of the fellowship, the camaraderie, and acceptance it gave to me when I needed it the most.”


  Noriene crossed her arms, “No, Sister… you are alive because you are stronger than you give yourself credit. You did it on your own—the Church was merely your placebo.”


  The Sheep looked confused, “Pla-cee-boe?”


  The Princess thought a moment, choosing an easier route to get her idea across, “You had what you needed inside you all along, but some charlatan tricked you into buying a fake ‘magic talisman’—all it did was give you the confidence you lacked without it.”


  Sister Yvette lowered her eyes again, “I don’t mean to be disrespectful, your Highness, but there were good people at my Church… they weren’t frauds.”


  Lilian didn’t miss the chance to get into the conversation, “You broke into my Lady’s private quarters, took her handmaiden hostage, and then accused her of theocide… I cannot possibly imagine how that is not disrespectful.”


  Noriene held up a paw, “Thank you Lilian… I believe our guest is already well aware of the folly in her choice of actions.”


  The Ewe sighed, slumping back against the frame of the Princess’ bed, “I have strayed so far from the righteous path…”


  The Princess was never one to enjoy the sight of a beat-down woman; she resolved to prove her point and, in so doing, she was confident that Sister Yvette would see the light. “Sister… do you have any idea who would have both the motive and the means to send the Order of Blades against you? …other than myself, of course.”


  The nun looked up at Noriene, confusion crossing her features for a moment before she thought about it, “No. No one. We are well liked by all. We aid the poor, take in the destitute and disenfranchised. Our healers are available to any in need, and we have always been a safe place in the southern quarter.”


  Noriene nodded, “I can imagine the University had often helped by providing supplies to your healers and the Mehnzilian Church granted you alms for your service to the poor?”


  Sister Yvette shook her head, “No… The University donated their outdated and expired healing supplies to some of our contacts within the city, but the Mehnzilian Church would never have given us aid… they would just as likely have chosen to wipe us out if they knew where… we were.” her voice trailed off and her final words came out as a whisper.


  Princess Noriene nodded, smiling on the inside though she maintained a neutral expression on the outside, “Do you believe they would actually do something of the sort?”


  The Ewe shrugged, “The Brothers and Sisters of our temple often talked about it… but we have always believed that they would never actually do such a thing. I mean… if they sent their Templars and Paladins—”


  Noriene finished for her, “It would mean political and civil death. People would never stand for such a thing.”


  The Wolf fell silent after that and let Sister Yvette come to her own conclusion, which she did quite neatly a moment later, “But… the Order of Blades—they would have the means and the motive…”


  The Princess shook her head, “That is merely conjecture, Sister Yvette… surely not something you can base such an extreme judgment on. I mean… why now? Why suddenly choose now to strike at your temple?”


  Noriene honestly did not expect what the Sheep said next, “The Templar! The white scaled Templar we sheltered! He had said the Church was after him, but I didn’t realize it until now! It makes perfect sense!”


  Noriene had absolutely no response to the exclamation. Of course the wolf had experienced moments when plans fell cleanly into place, but never before had so many wide-reaching threads come so neatly together. It only got better. The Sheep took both of the Wolf’s paws in her hands, “Princess… please, I beg of you… Please help me make this right. Help me find the white scaled Templar so we can put an end to the Mehnzilian tyranny.”


  The Princess closed her eyes and took a deep breath, and slowly, making no attempt to hide the fact that she was fighting back a weighty reluctance, nodded in affirmation, “You have a noble cause, Sister Yvette; tell me everything you know about the Templar I promise that you shall have my aid in finding him.”


  Chapter 4.6 Malcom


  As usual, Malcom awoke before the sun. He had slept in Dr. Brownell’s sitting room, seated in what must have been a generations-old rocking chair. To his right, curled up near the smoldering coals in the fire place was Berro, already awake, but very much enjoying the faint warmth still coming from the hearth. The large, feral wolf was laying on his back, belly exposed to the cinders, forelegs held close to his chest. The Prince chuckled, “Careful, Gut… you might go all tame.”


  “Uf.”


  Drawing himself up out of the chair, Malcom stretched, letting each vertebra pop before he arched his tail, eliciting two more soft cracks. The Prince flexed either leg, rolled each ankle, and clenched each toe before repeating the movements with his arms. By the time he had limbered up he settled down by the window and opened the shutters to catch the first rays of light as the sun finally crested the horizon.


  Berro trotted over to his side and sat down, resting his large head on the window sill beside Malcom’s elbow. The Prince reached over to rest a paw between his companion’s shoulder blades; Berro’s tail tapped out a quiet, three-beat rhythm on the wooden floorboards.The soft footfall of the two story cottage’s owner descending the stairs didn’t escape the Prince’s ears, “Good morning, Dr. Brownell.”


  She passed through the sitting room on her way to the kitchen, acknowledging him politely, but without any great pomp. “Your Highness.”


  Berro’s ears raised as he glanced after the mouse, “Owr?”


  Malcom smiled, giving the wolf a hearty pat, “No, Berro… I don’t think she’s going to be making breakfast… probably just some—” he fell silent when he heard the sound of a slab of meat hitting a hot metal pan, “…coffee.”


  The Prince said nothing more as he stood up from his spot by the window, closing the shutters before he walked toward the kitchen after the hostess. He stood at the entryway, a small, open arch in the wall that separated kitchen from sitting room. The mouse wore a utilitarian pair of trousers and a loose tunic, but also had on an apron, destroying the otherwise masculine appearance she had obviously meant to cultivate. Malcom smiled at the conflicting clothing, but said nothing.


  Dr. Brownell eventually looked over her shoulder, “Your friend from the otters… the one with the paint—”


  Malcom offered up the warrior’s name, “Kunsoti.”


  The Doctor flicked an ear, not bothering to turn around from her place at the stove, “Son-of-the-Tide? Well, that’s certainly quite a name to live up to.”


  The Prince took a step into the kitchen, then shot a glance at Berro, who had just attempted to do the same. He shook his head and motioned back to the sitting room, “Go.”


  The large wolf snorted, and about,faced, returning to his spot by the fire with a decidedly dejected grunt, “Hrhf.”


  Malcom leaned against the wall beside the opening once Berro was safely removed from the food situation, “How is Kunsoti, Doctor?”


  She began moving what appeared to be a thick slab of bacon with a metal spatula as she skillfully cracked egg after egg after egg into the iron skillet, “His wounds are healing well and he should be able to travel in the next day or two.”


  Malcom smiled, “You are very skilled, Christina. Thank you for your help.”


  The mouse turned around for the first time since they started talking; he saw the faintest hint of a blush in her ears, “You are Prince Malcom, your Highness… I can’t think of a single person in Vallara who wouldn’t help you if you asked for it.”


  The Prince took a step closer, holding out a paw, “I was not talking about other people, Doctor—it was you that took us in and helped, and that, whether it should be expected or not, is something I wish to thank you for.”


  His hostess turned from the stove and obediently placed her paw in his. The indecision on her face was clear that she didn’t quite know what to expect. While Malcom’s first inclination would be to kiss it, he realized that she was not a lady of the court, and obviously had concerns about being treated as a woman; he instead chose to clasp it, and give her a firm shake. “Thank you.” he announced.


  Her smile gave him the impression that he had taken the correct course of action. “You are welcome, Prince Malcom. It is my duty as a physician, but my pleasure as a loyal supporter of the good you continue to do for us.”


  The Wolf let out an easy chuckle, “I do what I can… but, truth be told, the every day dedication the people of Vallara show to kin and country is what I most admire, and how I shape my own dealings.”


  The Doctor half laughed, and half sighed, “Your Highness, if half the men in the world were even as half as good with words then it wouldn’t be a half-bad place. There are others in my care who could learn from you.”


  Malcom’s chuckle turned to a laugh; he knew precisely the target of Dr. Brownell’s comment, “And I had been left with the impression that you and the scholar got along so well.”


  She slid the eggs off of the skillet and flipped the bacon, “Courtesy, manners, and an obvious appreciation for blatantly obvious sarcastic wit—do your fair attributes know no end, Prince Malcom?”


  The Wolf offered a courtly bow in return, “I do what I can, Chirstina.”


  The mouse rolled her eyes theatrically and slid the slab of bacon onto a cutting board before filling the greasy skillet with two spoons of stock and a knob of butter, “If you would like to gather your companions I almost have breakfast ready for you… I think a hearty meal in your stomachs will do you some good.”


  Not one to turn down hospitality, Malcom simply nodded and went to retrieve the otters that came with him. Waterside and Lilly-on-the-Waves, the group’s healer returned to the kitchen with him while Son-of-the-Tide remained resting on the cot; Waterside promised to return to the warrior with a plate of food. Malcom stood ahead of the otters in the entryway, one leg stretched out to block Berro’s path.


  The doctor already had the table set for four with food in place. She had the apron set on the counter beside the stove and stood behind a chair. She smiled, carefully speaking out the proper greeting, “Oani, hamahni.”


  Each of the otters bowed, responding to her greeting in the People’s Tongue while Malcom did so in Lehsunian, “Thank you for your hospitality, friend Christina.”


  Without missing a beat, the mouse motioned to them all, then the table, “You make my home warmer for being here.”


  Malcom smiled, glancing to the otters and translating for them. They both smiled and nodded in return, taking the offered seats. The Wolf sat after the otters but before their hostess, “You are familiar with the tribes folk’s ways?”


  Christina took a seat, “Some. My mother spoke their language and my father worked often with them, so I picked up a little…”


  Lilly-on-the-Waves touched the Wolf’s paw to get his attention. She motioned to a small glass jar on the kitchen counter and spoke in the tribal tongue, “Li ahn Odensetti.”


  The mouse smiled, repeating the herb’s name in Lehsunian, “Summer’s Star… yes, I do.”


  Malcom looked from the healer to the doctor, “Many of the tribes use Summer’s Star as—”


  Christina picked right up, nodding, “As a pain killer and a wound closer… I know. I learned about it from my mother, who learned from them.”


  The wolf sat back in his chair, setting his fork down, “What about the University remedies? I would have thought—”


  Dr. Brownell poured everyone a glass of reddish-purple juice, “I use both. They each have their benefits.”


  Malcom chuckled, “Healer and Doctor… I must say that you’ve chosen a fine combination of professions, Christina.”


  The mouse maintained an even expression though the faintest tug of a smile threatened her otherwise perfect deadpan, “You say that now, but just wait until you get my bill for services rendered, your Highness.”


  Malcom nodded in good form, then reached down to his hip pouch and pulled out a sack of coins. He set it on the table, and slid it to his hostess, “Speaking of payment, I believe this should cover your fees for my party, and for the group that came from the Yew Tribe village.”


  Christina’s smile disappeared, “Your Highness, It was just in jest when I said—”


  The Wolf’s smile grew and he finished off the last bit of egg on his plate, “And I was not. You render a valuable service, Doctor Brownell… you deserve every last Crown.”


  The mouse’s eyes opened wider when the bag’s cord came undone and a small pile of Crowns spilled out onto the table, “I… I don’t know what to say…”


  Malcom gingerly wiped at his muzzle with a napkin then stood, “First you can start with ‘thank you’, and then, hopefully I could trouble you for directions to the town Magistrate’s residence… I’m looking to speak with him before the day officially starts.”


  Dr. Brownell simply nodded, “Thank you.”


  The Wolf nodded in return, “You’re most welcome… and the Magistrate? I’m afraid I need to be brief as this is in regard to the growing concern of the Church’s men-at-arms in town, and I would prefer to resolve the issue before it creates bloodshed.”


  The mouse stood, “Oh… of course!”


  Ten minutes later Malcom was on the street, a highly detailed map sketched quite skillfully on one of the mouse’s cloth napkins, “Doctor, healer, and catrographer,” he mumbled mirthfully to himself, “Is there anything she can’t do?”


  Chapter 5a, What’s in a Name? (pt 1)


  Professor Blackburn left the Princess’ manor with confidence; the meeting had gone well and he had the buy-in from his allies. The Bear had spent far too many years dealing with the University’s politics and it was refreshing every time he was able to get a universal ‘yes’ from a group without having to deal with as many individual objections as there were people following him. Perhaps, he reasoned, that was why he enjoyed being a Shaman so much for the Valley Tribe; when he said something others listened.


  Whether it was because his mood was infectious, or because the rest of the group was relieved to have added help with restoring Kesst, everyone seemed to be that much more upbeat after the positive meeting. In truth, Julius really hadn’t known what to expect when they went to see the Princess, but the end result was one to which he would not object. The old Bear was far too worldly to expect that her aide would come without price but, as a fellow Mechanist, he was confident that their end-objectives coincided.


  The Professor’s thoughts were pulled back to the present when Nicholas spoke up to the group in general, “So… we’ll get help, but first we have to find some Templar.”


  Theo clarified for the sailor, “We are looking for Kesst’s builder.”


  The Human quickly pointed out a problem, “So first we were looking for a way to help Kesst, and we didn’t know where to start looking for it. Now that we’ve found a way to help Kesst, we still don’t know where to start looking for it.”


  Julius smiled, pulling a slip of paper out from his pocket; he had been provided it by the guardsmen who had led them out of the manor, and it had upon it the Princess’ own handwriting, “According to the lead Princess Noriene provided us, there’s a good chance that Crook is here in Newport.”


  Nicholas scowled, “aaaaaaaad we still don’t know where to start looking.”


  Enarork finally weighed in on the conversation, “We did not know for certain that we would find help for Kesst in Newport. Now we know that we can… once we find the man Princess Noriene seeks.”


  The Human didn’t relent, “Which kinda makes me wonder what she wants with him… I mean, it’s pretty obvious she doesn’t really like the Church.” He followed up the comment with a very vocal hock-ptui onto a street light as they passed it.


  Professor Blackburn reclaimed the discussion, “Princess Noriene has always had great interest in technology, science, and discovery. In all likelihood if she is looking for a Techlar she is willing to put aside her dislike of the Church in favor of speaking to him for the sake of his knowledge on a technical level. We just happen to be fortunate that she is looking for the same man we are seeking.”


  Sanmer, seated on Roaring-Flood’s shoulder tsked, “Considering she seems to know a lot about a lot it makes me wonder why she hasn’t been able to find him yet… especially when she obviously knew who gifted me my earrings.”


  Nicholas glanced up at the Fox, “Gifted, huh? Is that what they’re calling it these days?”


  The old Bear elected to bring the discussion back to something pertinent, “She does have several leads, actually… a number of places where the Dragon has been sighted around town.” he looked back to the paper in his paw, “Entering town through the North Gate. He was seen in Salvatore Square—”


  Sanmer patted Roaring-Flood on the head, “OH! Salvatore Square! I need to take you there at some point. One of the alchemist shops makes an oil that—”


  Professor Blackburn continued, tuning the white-furred Vulpine out, “An apartment complex above the tannery in East Quarter… a manor on the west side… his motorized carriage was found in an alley in the—”


  The Fox’s voice increased in volume, “Wait. What? Did you say he was in apartment above a Tannery? Where?”


  Julius sighed and looked at the list of locations, “An apartment above the tannery shop in East Quarter. Why? Do you know of it?”


  Sanmer slid off of Roaring-Flood’s back and trotted over, neatly snatching the list out of the surprised Professor’s grip. Nicholas moved up beside the rogue, “Familiar with the place or something?”


  The Fox nodded, “Yeah… it’s mine. Nobody even knows there’s an apartment above the Tannery except people I’ve told.” Sanmer shook his head with a sigh, “That makes no sense—wait! Did you say he was a dragon?”


  Theo glanced around Nicholas at the fox, “What?”


  Sanmer looked back at the paper he’d taken from Professor Blackburn, “These notes says he’s a Dragon and he has white scales. That’s Wiesen!”


  Roaring-Flood leaned over the Fox’s shoulder, “No. We want man named Crook.”


  The Fox poked at the symbol written on the parchment at the bottom as he looked back at Roaring-Flood, “It’s gotta be a nickname of some kind—it’s the same guy. Weisen has this exact symbol on the tool box he carries everywhere with him.”


  Profesor Blackburn took the opportunity to take the piece of paper back from Sanmer while he spoke with the big black Bear. He glanced down at the symbol, “This is a Templar Sigil… it’s the Holy Symbol of the Mehnzilian Church with the bearer’s individual crests within it.”


  Sanmer paused, rubbing at his chin, “Wow. And all this time I never knew he had anything to do with the Church… now I feel kinda foolish that I spent so much time talking to him about how people should be putting priests in their place.”


  Enarork spoke quietly in the Tribal tongue, “Metal-Eyes, if the Fox knows this man then it will be much easier finding him.”


  The Shaman nodded, replying in kind, “This is true, Gift-of-the-Earth, but we do not know their association.”


  The large jeweler nodded and looked back to the Fox, “How do you know him?”


  Sanmer shrugged, “We’ve worked together on a few things in the past.”


  Nicholas shot the Fox an accusing glance, “Worked together as in…?”


  The rogue shrugged again casually, “I always thought he was just some kind of tinkerer… I’d give him a few coins and he’d make something for me based on my needs. Relax, Poole—it’s not like we were killing people and eating their children or something. Besides, he never asked why I needed what I ordered, he just got me what I asked for.”


  Professor Blackburn was about to reign in the discussion again but, thankfully, Theo beat him to it, “So… if he was at Sanmer’s apartment, and Sanmer knows him, maybe we should go there and see if he left any notes or anything about where he was going next.”


  The Fox shook his head, “Weisen’s never been the kinda guy to talk about his plans, but if he’s in town there’s a good chance he’ll be heading back, so it’s worth a shot.”


  Nicholas spat again, “I’m not so sure I like the waiting game. It might be days before he goes back to that place. We’re better off looking around town for him ourselves. I mean, a white dragon? How hard could that be to find?”


  Sanmer cleared his throat, “Ah… technically the princess hasn’t been able to find where he is… only where he was.”


  The sailor scowled, “Still, we’re better off looking for recent news of him. Some of the best gossip’s always been down at taverns along the docks… I’m sure someone there’ll have heard something about a white Dragon in Newport—they’ll part with everything they know for just a few coins.”


  Theo balked, “If he’s a Techlar don’t you think he’d be more likely to travel in one of the nicer areas?”


  Nicholas took immediate offense, “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  The white furred Ermine tugged at the collar of his tunic, “It’s just… the bars down by the docks are some dangerous places, and I’d think someone from the Church would probably opt for more upper class surroundings.”


  Sanmer rolled his eyes, “Not if he doesn’t want to be found he wouldn’t. Nicky’s right—he’d probably choose some seedy place where he could crash without drawing too much attention… like my apartment, for example.”


  Professor Blackburn stepped in to bring some order to the debate, “There’s no reason we cannot check all of the locations, and we may even split up if necessary. For now, however, let us focus our attention on one option and go from there. We know for certain that he has been spotted at no less than a half dozen locations, and that for at least one of those locations we have a member of the group intimately familiar with it.”


  The Fox winked at Roaring-Flood, “Intimately.” The humor was lost to the Tribal Bear.


  Julius cleared his throat to regain Sanmer’s attention, “You believe that your apartment is the best place to start?”


  “Sure—best one we have for now.”


  The old Bear glanced to Nicholas, “And you have confidence that you could get any information available for us from the crowds at the docks?”


  The sailor spat again, “Easiest way to find out what people know.”


  Julius looked at Theo next, “And you think it may be worthwhile to check out the nicer hotels for word of him?”


  The Ermine shrugged, then glanced at Nicholas and Sanmer, “Well… maybe… I mean… if he was in town for business he might meet people there, but I guess he probably wouldn’t be staying in one if he was trying to keep a low profile.”


  The Professor nodded, “Alright… then we have a few options and we need to plan our next course of action. The way I see it, our best option is to…”


  Chapter 5b, Convergence (pt 1)


  Friar Arlowe didn’t remember having anything draped across him as he sat by his son during the night but he woke up in the morning covered by a quilt. The soft sound of discussion brought him out of his fitful sleep; Dr. Brownell was kneeling beside the cot containing Cruff and he was responding to her inquiries. The old Raccoon Dog was out of his seat in an instant, and right by his son’s side.


  The young man took his eyes off of his doctor as the monk took hold of his paw, “I didn’t know there were female doctors.”


  Arlowe wasn’t sure whether the comment was addressed to him or to the Mouse, but he thought to answer it regardless, “Apparently there’s at least one… and she’s very skilled.” He smiled to Dr. Brownell when she glanced his way.


  Cruff smiled, “Pretty too.”


  Despite a faint blush overcoming her, the doctor continued inspecting the young Raccoon Dog’s wounds, but spoke aside calmly and professionally to the monk, “Your son regained consciousness about an hour ago.”


  Friar Arlowe gave Cruff’s paw a light squeeze then slowly turned to look at the Mouse, “How long have you been here?”


  She shrugged as she continued to work, slowly changing out the young Raccoon Dog’s bandages, “Off and on since about two this morning.”


  The monk returned to his chair to pick up the quilt and respectfully fold it, “Is that when you provided me the blanket?”


  Dr. Brownell focused her attention on her patient, but replied, “Your traveling companions said you’d barely slept in the past few days. Whether you’re worried about your son or not you sacrifice your health and you needed the rest.”


  Arlowe was surprised when he heard Cruff speak the same words as he, “Thank you.”


  The Mouse nodded graciously, “You’re welcome. Both of you.”


  the monk fished around in his robes for the small satchel of too-few coins he had with him, “I’m afraid I will have to speak with you some point about the cost of your services, and I regret that I do not have much I can pay for—”


  “It’s already been taken care of, Friar.”


  Arlowe paused, then slowly shook his head, “I am afraid I cannot accept your charity, Doctor. You are skilled at your craft, and I wouldn’t feel right about accepting your service without seeing you compensated. Perhaps we can work out a payment plan?”


  She smiled warmly and finished inspecting Cruff, covering him once again with blankets, “What I mean to say, Friar, is that I have already been paid. Prince Malcom covered the cost of my work for both your son and… the scholar.”


  The Monk looked down to his son, who appeared as though he was back to dozing, then glanced to the door leading out to the hall as he rubbed his chin, “Mr. Severna? From your tone it sounds as though he may have not been an ideal patient.”


  The Mouse chuckled, “Let’s just say experience has taught me that very few men from the University are inclined to listen to a woman.”


  Friar Arlowe smiled warmly, and reached over to place a paw on the Doctor’s, “That may explain why so few of them are ever married.”


  Dr. Brownell laughed at the comment, accepting the comforting pat from the monk before drawing her paw back, “Spoken like a true gentleman.”


  She moved to her satchel and began packing away her supplies, “Cruffington will need to stay here for a few weeks under supervision. I don’t want him moving until he’s better mended or he may risk a relapse of wounds… especially if some of them reopen.”


  Arlowe nodded, moving back to Cruff’s side so he could tuck the covers back in the way he’d had them the previous night, “Thank you again, Doctor. For everything. May I ask if you know of an inn nearby that I could find a room to rent by the week?”


  The Mouse glanced down at the sleeping Raccoon Dog and smiled, then returned her gaze to the Monk, “He said he thought you’d probably plan on leaving.”


  Friar Arlowe fidgeted, “He has come to expect that based on past experiences, I would suspect… but, no. I want to stay until he’s better.” Glancing around, he gazed at one of the room’s windows, noticing that it was far later in the morning than he’d first thought, “Is everyone else still here?”


  Dr. Brownell shook her head, “No, Friar… just Mr. Severna. Everyone else joined Prince Malcom who left earlier this morning for the center of town.”


  The monk’s ears raised, “What, may I ask, is at the center of town?”


  “The Church’s troops have massed there to provide an ultimatum to the City Council. Prince Malcom is going there to speak with the commanders in hopes of keeping the peace by urging the soldiers to return to Newport without bloodshed.”


  Friar Arlowe’s ears raised again, “Truly? If something goes wrong I may be needed to help minister to the injured.”


  A very obvious expression of doubt washed across the Mouse’s face for a split second, but it passed quickly, “Mr. Severna will be following after them soon. I promised your friends I would show him to the town center once he’d properly eaten. If you wish you are more than welcome to come along.”


  “What about Cruffington?”


  Dr. Brownell smiled, “Your son will be fine resting here. If he needs assistance I do have two aides who will remain, but I should think we’ll be back before noon with plenty of time before he next awakens… some of the herbs in the poultices will help him rest.”


  Arlowe paused for a moment, “And what about you? You said earlier you let me sleep because I needed my rest… could not the same be said for you, my daughter?”


  The Mouse smiled, “I sleep an hour at a time several times a day… I find it works easier for me since I can’t very well take five or six hours in a row while serving the community’s wounded. Besides, it’s my job to worry about my patients, not have their fathers worry about me.”


  The Monk glanced to his sleeping son then to the Doctor. After a moment of indecision he finally nodded, “Very well… then, in that case I would be grateful if you would allow me to accompany you.”


  The Mouse closed up her satchel, “Alright. I still need to change into something more presentable for around town. Go join Mr. Severna in the dining room and be certain that you have something to eat—you’ll be no good to anyone if you faint from weakness.”


  Friar Arlowe gave a fond farewell to the Doctor, then leaned over and rested a paw on his son’s head for a moment before whispering a farewell along with the promise of his intent to return. After that he stepped out into the hallway and followed the intermittent sound of metal touching ceramic; it led him to the dining room where a subdued, brooding Tobias sat a wooden table, occasionally flicking his spoon against a bowl filled with what appeared to be a combination of fruit and grains with cream.


  The monk took a seat beside the scholar and grabbed a handful of berries off of a serving tray situated in the middle of the table, “Good morrow, Mr. Severna. You’re looking better this morning.”


  The prong horn’s reply was bordering on sardonic, “Excluding being violated by that woman, yes, I feel much better, thank you.”


  Friar Arlowe’s ears and eyebrows both raised, “Violated? How do you mean?”


  “She had the indecency to have me take off my shirt. Honestly! Being bare chested in front of a woman? That is not proper for a gentleman.” He shoved his spoon into his breakfast and then stuffed it into his muzzle, chewing despondently, “Honestly, Friar… it left me feeling… dirty.”


  Dr. Brownell passed by the hall, speaking casually over her shoulder, “Now you can imagine how all of the women must feel when they’re seen by a male doctor.”


  Tobias opened his muzzle to say something, but no words came out. In the end he simply put his spoon into his bowl and sighed, “To make matters worst, I do have to admit that I acted less than courteously to the poor woman.”


  Arlowe nodded, having heard the periphery of it, “Stress and discomfort often lead us to act in a way contrary to our nature, Mr. Severna. I am sure she would understand if you were to


  apologize.”


  The scholar immediately became indignant, “She has just as much cause to apologize as I do, you know—” and he paused, letting out another breath as he placed his chin in his hand, “…but you’re right, Friar… I acted in a decidedly dreadful manner, and, despite being a controlling, aggressive, positively dreadful harpy with horrible bedside manner, I do owe Doctor Brownell an apology.”


  A call from the far side of the first floor brought the conversation to a stop, “A harpy with very large ears and exceptional hearing, thank you very much, Mr. Severna!”


  Friar Arlwoe felt immediate sympathy for the poor antelope, who turned a much deeper red than the monk had thought possible for a man. The scholar immediately planted his face right into the table with an audible *thunk* The monk comfortingly extended a paw to rest it atop Tobias’ head, “Perhaps two apolgoies, my son.”


  Chapter 5c, A Call to Arms (pt 1)


  Alarice had spent a day and a half contemplating the best time to leave town but, in the end, the timing was decided for her. Although she still hadn’t managed to hear the whole story, the short version of it had something to do with one of the scholars setting off a small explosion outside the hotel. While the group’s laying-high method had been working quite well, she had no doubt that the Order of Blades would look in on something as obvious as an explosion. Even if they didn’t the authorities would.


  She grumled to herself as she was forced to prepare Inigo’s traveling case for him since the Bat was nowhere to be found. He had left a few hours after the explosion and, with less than an hour to go until dawn there simply wasn’t enough time to wait. She carefully packed some of his finer clothes, mostly because she had so much respect for their designers, and then tossed the rest of his things haphazardly in after them. She was used to packing simply and traveling quickly; she hoped the scholars wouldn’t be delaying things.


  Heading down the hall to meet by the stairs, she pulled out a pocket watch and checked the time; she would give everyone fifteen minutes before going back for them. Thankfully they started showing up after five. Sada was the first to appear, with a small pouch in one paw and a shoulder satchel on her other arm. Weisen was next, with his tool case and a haversack. Alvis and Brother Jessen showed a minute after that; they had been sharing a room the last two days so it only made sense that they arrived as a pair.


  Five minutes later Joshew and Roland appeared. The Human led the way, holding a cane in front of him that slowly drifted to his left, touched the ground, then came back to the right to touch it again; the cane’s motion repeated itself as he walked. Roland followed along behind the blind man carrying what looked to be all of their combined traveling goods. Joshew stopped a few feet from where everyone was gathering, “We’re ready.”


  Alvis was looking at the Human’s cane, “Where’d you get that?”


  Joshew looked roughly in the mutt’s direction, adjusting a pair of blacked-out spectacles that sat on the bridge of his nose, “Get what?”


  The mixed breed Dog flicked his tail, “Your cane. You didn’t have one before this morning, did you?”


  The Human held up the length of wood, “This? Yeah… it’s years old. I left it at my apartment the day of the unveiling since I figured it’d only get in the way with the whole crowd… glasses too. To be honest, I’ve felt naked without em.”


  Sada was immediately aghast, “You went back to your apartment? How do you know you weren’t followed here?”


  Roland shook his head, stepping between the Human and the Otter, “He didn’t go back to his apartment; he was here all night. Inigo dropped everything off at our room about fifteen minutes ago.”


  Inigo’s perky voice was unmistakable, “Looks like we’re all here!”


  Alarice about-faced to look at the Bat; he was wearing a pair of circular frame blacked-out glasses just like Joshew, “What are you doing?” she demanded.


  He grinned in reply, “Waiting for everyone to get ready.”


  Brother Jessen looked past Alarice to the Bat, “Were you followed?”


  All eyes went to Inigo, who shook his head, “Nah. Even if I was I woulda lost them on the way back… not many people out there can roof-run like I can.”


  Roland stepped forward, “Why did you go to Joshew’s place anyway?”


  The Bat leaned back against the wall, “He asked me too. There was some stuff he really wanted me to get for him.”


  The Wolf-Dog glanced to the Human, “And what was that, exactly?”


  Alarice cut off the discussion, “I don’t care what it was, and whatever it was doesn’t matter… I don’t want anyone doing anything without letting me know—heading out into the city right now is foolish—almost as foolish as setting off explosions.”


  Although Joshew obviously couldn’t see the glare she directed at him she was fairly confident that he knew where her frustration was focused. He shifted from one foot to the other, then paused, sniffing the air, “Inigo?”


  The Bat glanced to the scholar, fumbling a bottle he’d been dabbing onto his finger before putting it away, “Hmm?”


  Joshew looked right at Inigo, “Why do I smell my cologne?”


  The Bat shrugged, not that the Human could see it, “I guess we have similar taste in men’s aftershave. Huh—who knew?”


  The blind scholar scowled, “That’s funny… I don’t remember selling any of my personal mix… I make it myself.”


  Inigo sighed, “Oh relax… it’s just some nice smelling scent… it’s not like I took a pair of your stylish black lens glasses.” The Bat about-faced on the stairs, “Anyway, I’m gonna go check to see if the carriages are ready yet.” and he proceeded down the steps.


  Joshew sighed, “He’s wearing a pair of my glasses, isn’t he?”


  Sada moved up to rest a paw on the scholar’s elbow, “It would have cost you more in the long run to have sent someone else.”


  The scholar grumbled, “Whatever.” but didn’t further argue the point.


  Alarice glanced around at the gathered group once more before heading down after Inigo, “We’ll not be staying for breakfast… I want to be out of Newport before the sun rises.”


  Weisen slid past everyone else and followed directly after her, “You do realize the Order will likely have men monitoring the gates…”


  She continued down the stairs, “I think that is very likely, yes. This was taken into account when I had the carriages reserved.”


  Alarice smiled, waiting by the front door of the hotel, turning enough to watch the expression of surprise spread its way across Weisen’s muzzle when he set his eyes upon the twenty four identical carriages, blocking the street where they were waiting outside, “Even if the Order knows this is our caravan, they’ll never be able to stop all of them.”


  Although Weisen nodded appreciatively at the decoys, Sada was quick to interject, “So that decreases our chances of being the whichever carriage they stop… but what if they get lucky and choose the right ones by mere chance?”


  Inigo stepped away from the wall where he’d been leaning as he waited for the rest of the party. He smiled wide, winking at Alarice before providing the answer, “Easy… we’re not going to be in any of em.”


  Alvis cocked his head to the side, “So… we’re not leaving the city?”


  Joshew frowned, “We’re going out through the sewer drain, aren’t we?”


  Alarice’s attention snapped immediately to the blind scholar, and Inigo mirrored her as she turned to regard him, “What? How did you—?”


  The man reached up to touch his nose, “Even though Inigo put on waaaaay too much cologne I could still smell the reek of whoever you hired to lead us through the sewage ducts… he’s already in one of the carriages.”


  The Bat’s ears lowered forlornly, “Way to ruin a surprise.”


  The blind scholar shrugged in response, then rotated his head toward Alarice, “How are we going to work this?”


  Alarice smiled; at least he hadn’t figured that much out, “We’ll be getting into the carriages and taking the road out of town to the west… but we’ll be stopping at the inner gate for the guards to clear our caravan. The three carriages we’ll be inside are going to be out of view, directly beneath the Widow’s Bridge.”


  Alvis rubbed at one of his ears, “Isn’t that the bridge that goes from the wharf to the Merchant Quarter? Why is it called the Widow’s Bridge anyway?”


  Brother Jessen patted the Mutt’s paw, “It was named after the woman who threw herself from it after she found out that her husband died at sea.”


  Sada scowled, “She lived, but only because she fell into the sewage flow—the drain had been put in place only two days previous and she had been so distraught she hadn’t bothered to look before throwing herself from it.”


  Inigo grinned, “And here I thought the old phrase ‘look before you leap’ was boring… what a way to learn about civil engineering changes.”


  Alarice cleared her throat, “Thank you for that—but, back to focusing on the task at hand—we will disembark during the short wait and the carriages will go on without us while we are led through the sewers to the outflow… and, from there, we are on our way to Vallara.”


  Weisen rumbled contentedly, “As good a plan as any, though I am curious as to whom you hired to aid us in such an endeavor… very few men have the knowledge of a city’s sewer tunnels, and fewer with that knowledge would wish to spend any real time in them.”


  Clearing her throat, she motioned to the carriages, “You will have an opportunity to meet him soon enough… in the meantime, let’s not delay, shall we?”


  Alarice saw to it that two of the scholars were loaded in first; Roland and Joshew climbed into the seventh carriage. In the eighth carriage Alvis and Brother Jessen took their seats. One carriages later, she opened the door for Sada and Weisen, leaving only Inigo and herself waiting for their carriage; they took the tenth, and joined their guide. Inigo smiled at the Human, “I’d shake your hand, but, well, you know how it is.”


  The man smiled, resting his dirty fingers on the fine wooden finish of the carriage’s interior, “Aye… no offense taken, mate. Assumin’ I had nice clean paws that’d been manicured up one side and down th’other I wouldn’t wanna shake neither.”


  Alarice smiled poltely, climbing into the carriage before closing the door, “So good of you to join us, Mr. Evans. You’re looking well.”


  The dirty Human smiled, “An’ you’re lookin’ as delicious as ever, Sweet’eart.”


  “I’m sure I do.”


  Their guide looked across at Inigo and winked, “Oani hammah.”


  Alarice scowled, “Don’t talk to him.” She felt Inigo’s thanks through the soft squeeze of his paw against her hand.


  She hadn’t missed the unease Henry’s presence caused in Inigo… and that was for good cause; although the Bat might not have recognized him, Henry Evans was one of them men responsible for the destruction of the Mist Tribe village—just one more secret she would never end up revealing… but, of course, Inigio he didn’t have to know that.


  Chapter 5a, What’s in a Name? (pt 2)


  The whirring, clanking, clicking mechanisms of Earth Scholars and the steam-driven devices of the Air Scholars had never been any real interest to Theo but, as he followed mutely after the rest of his party he couldn’t help but think back to the marvel of engineering and enigmatic mystery that was Kesst. There were so many things the Ermine didn’t know about the clockwork dragon and yet there was one thing he did know: Kesst, despite being an automaton, was a dragon that had wings and breathed fire—and that was Theo’s field of study.


  Perhaps the young professor simply hadn’t thought about it before but, as he walked along at the rear of the group the comparisons continued to tug at his mind. Either party was all caught up in what Sanmer theatrically referred to as ‘the hunt’, or maybe they were just pleased that they had a lead to follow, but none of them seemed particularly focused on Theo. That suited the Ermine just fine since it gave him as much time to mull over what he knew without interruption in the form of conversation, query, or comment.


  Even if Kesst was a mechanism and not a man there were still things to take into consideration… he’d heard from Air Scholars often enough that a body was just a machine made out of flesh and, if that was true then Theo would have to consider what he knew about the red dragon and see if he could somehow apply that to his studies involving the disappearance of wings and breath from many of the Mehnzilians.


  Of course, the biggest question was where to start… not to mention finding a polite, reasonable, and respectable way to inspect Kesst’s inner workings. The thought gave Theo a bad taste in his mouth; would he be so eager to dissect the dragon if he had been flesh and not metal? Shivering, the Ermine distracted himself by smoothing out the fur all over his body that had stood on end thanks to the line of thinking. No, there would assuredly be better ways to satisfy his curiosity. Besides, he reasoned, it would simply not be civil to do something of the sort without permission. That thought, however, brought up a much more important question, and one he couldn’t avoid asking.


  Theo picked up his pace and passed through the loose gathering of party members until he was walking beside Professor Blackburn. Even though the self-proclaimed shaman was the shortest of the three tribal Bears, the Ermine still barely came up to his sternum. “Professor Blackburn… could I ask you a question please?”


  Although the older bear’s gait never slowed, it did take a much more fluid motion to it as he turned to regard Theo, offering him an encouraging smile, “Of course. What good is knowledge if you are unwilling to share it?”


  “Do you think Kesst knows what’s going on?”


  If the Bear’s steps had not previously been so perfectly on tempo the Ermine might have otherwise missed the faint lag from one foot touching the street to the next. Professor Blackburn recovered quickly however and his expression, other than the faint quirk of an eyebrow never changed. “It’s obvious in general he is very aware of what’s going on around him but, if you mean does he know what’s happening while he is not functioning… I could not say for certain.”


  Theo flicked an ear, “Men who spent days unconscious sometimes have recollections of what’s happened around them. Is it possible the same might be true for Kesst?”


  Enarork looked over the Shaman’s head toward the Ermine, “Whether a body is made of skin or metal, stone or wood, if there is a spirit residing within then it can reach beyond its physical form and know the world.”


  Nicholas, despite talking with Sanmer about the pros and cons of paying for ‘love’, had apparently heard enough to want to weigh in, “Dunno about you guys, but the last time I passed out from too much ale I didn’t have the slightest idea of what was goin’ on around me.”


  Sanmer smirked, “Maybe, but I don’t think getting drunk on massive bodily harm is the same thing as getting sloshed.”


  The sailor shrugged, “Yeah? Well I’ve been through a round or two of bar brawls and lemme tell you—if the biggest guy in the room breaks a chair over your head it’s pretty much the same thing: you’re out cold, you don’t remember a thing, and you wake up with a massive headache. Either way, whatever happens between that final pounding and pulling yourself up off the floor isn’t something you’re gonna remember.”


  The white Fox glanced down at the top of Roaring-Flood’s shoulder, who continued to act as a traveling mount. The rogue patted the Bear between the ears, “What about you? What do you think?”


  Roaring-Flood gave a half-hearted shrug of his shoulders, raising Sanmer up several inches with the gesture. “After drink? No… just black… After fight? Dunno—I never fight and not win.”


  Sanmer slapped him on the shoulder, laughing. “There we go—sounds like that’s the official word on the matter.”


  Theo sighed, having come no closer to an answer he was seeking. Fortunately, however, he had not lost Professor Blackburn’s attention. The Bear drew a step closer, offering an encouraging smile, “We can talk about this again when it’s quieter… mindful thoughts work best when there is less commotion.”


  The Ermine smiled back, nodding to the Bear, “Agreed.”


  With the philosophical question of Kesst’s awareness on the back burner for a time Theo was finally able to calm down and pay more attention to his surroundings… and wished that he hadn’t. The neighborhood through which they were traveling had that certain something that hinted danger being around the corner… that there were people somewhere close by that meant trouble… that it wouldn’t be a good place to be on the streets at night—thankfully there were still many hours until nightfall. The Ermine realized that he shouldn’t have expected anything less considering what he knew of Sanmer, but he still found it off-putting.


  The Fox slid his legs out of Roaring-Flood’s steadying grasp and slipped smoothly down the Bear’s back, “We’re almost there!”


  Professor Blackburn stepped aside as Sanmer jogged on ahead, then turned to follow him, the rest of the party picking up the pace as well. The white-furred Fox continued speaking a mile a minute, presumably to nobody specific until he turned a corner and came to a complete stop. He had been holding a small key ring in his left paw, but it fell to the ground through Sanmer’s numb fingers.


  Roaring-Flood, who was the next to round the corner also came to a stop, cocking his head one way then the other before speaking up, “You live there?”


  Nicholas, who was the next to turn the corner simply laughed, presumably at the Bear’s comment; it earned him an icy glare from Sanmer. When Theo finally came to the intersection he gasped, putting his paw to his muzzle in surprise at what he saw: where there had presumably once been a two story building complete with tanner shop and apartment, all that remained was the burned out husk of a building with hastily constructed barricades cording the area off. Sanmer reached down and picked up the keys, lamenting mournfully “…and that was my second nicest home.”


  The group gathered up behind the Fox as he made his way to what remained of his residence. Theo stayed off to the side, feeling uneasy about passing the barriers that were obviously set up for the sake of safety. Professor Blackburn stayed beside him along with Enarork while the other three picked through the destruction. While Nicholas did a general pick-through of the disaster area Sanmer seemed to be focused on clearing out a particular section of rubble with the aid of Roaring-Flood.


  After a few minutes of searching the Fox tugged at one of the large black Bear’s leather straps, “Here we go… come on… help me with this.”


  From Theo’s vantage he couldn’t clearly see what it was Sanmer had an interest in, but it was obviously blocked by a large wooden beam. The Bear managed to shift the timber, but it wasn’t until Nicholas came over to help that they managed to move it aside, revealing a slightly charred but otherwise intact trap door. The sailor glanced down at it with a smirk, “Well well well… what have we here?”


  The Fox stepped onto it, crossing his arms over his chest, “It’s where I do my business.”


  Roaring-Flood cocked his head to the side, “Business?”


  Nicholas glanced at it, “So… it’s a latrine?”


  Sanmer rolled his eyes, “No… Business. Business.”


  The sailor crossed his arms, “What kind of business.”


  The Fox shooed the Human back, “The ‘Nunya’ kind.”


  Roaring-Flood cocked his head the other way, “Nunya Business?”


  Sanmer smirked, “Exactly… now back! Back!”


  The Bear and the Human returned to the rest of the group while the Fox unlocked the trap door, easing it open so he could peer inside. Sanmer’s tail gave a giddy flick back and forth before he closed and rescured it. After moving some of the rubble back over the hiding spot to camouflage it, the rogue returned to the party. He stopped a few feet from everyone and put his paws on his hips, smirking confidently. “Well… he was here.”


  Professor Blackburn rested a paw on one of the barricades, “You can tell?”


  Sanmer gave a single, definitive nod, “Yep.”


  Nicholas glanced at the Fox doubtfully, “By looking through a pile of rubble?”


  The rogue shook his head and pointed, “No… by that.”


  All eyes went to an unobtrusive section of mostly collapsed brick wall where Sanmer had indicated. Stuck to it was a small folded piece of parchment bearing a wax seal that looked surprisingly similar to the symbol Theo had seen stamped inside Kesst. There was little doubt what the missive was and, as Sanmer went to collect it, Nicholas let out an appreciative sigh, “Well, it looks like Lady Luck’s finally puttin’ out.”


  Chapter 5b, Convergence (pt 2)


  The group had stayed up late during the night resolving to help Prince Malcom attempt to diplomatically dismiss the Church’s soldiers without blood shed. Although the Prince was gone before most of the party had awakened, Aodhan resolved to let everyone rest as much as possible. Still, they were able to wait only so long and, when they could delay no longer he decided to let Friar Arlowe and Tobias continue to rest. Dr. Brownell reassured him that she would send them on their way once they had awakened.


  Although most of the Tribal folk were nomadic they rarely found reason to travel through the different kingdoms and, in that regard, Aodhan was quite unique: he had spent much of his life among the settled people. Vallara was a small city he knew fairly well. Essentially a frontier town, it had small bastions of growth and scientific progress but the vast majority of it was still quite rustic. It was divided into three distinct Quarters, and each had a specific feel to it.


  The party had spent the night at Dr. Brownell’s home, which was situated in the Residential District. Although the most commonly traveled streets there were made of gravel the vast majority were little more than graded and compacted dirt paths. The group traveled wooden sidewalks for much of their trip through the district as it helped them avoid the large amount of mud coating the ground due to recent rains. Although the sun was well-up, Aodhan could still smell the scent of the recently-extinguished wick torches that were spread about the streets to provide light for night time and early morning travelers.


  The trip itself went smoothly as they passed from the Residential District and into the Commerce Quarter. Their new surroundings were far more finished and refined. The main streets of the quarter were cobbled while the rest were compacted gravel. The majority of buildings were a combination of wood and stone but here-and-there a traveler would be able to catch sight of some well-to-do businesses made of cement; almost all the buildings at least had the basics of finishing—siding and paint were quite common.


  Finished cement sidewalks were found lining the busier streets, but the marketplace the group passed was an engineering marvel: two square blocks of a solid concrete slab. The marketplace was the Commerce Quarter’s pride and joy, housing numerous stalls, tents, and wagons belonging to traveling merchants from any number of kingdoms and tribes. As it was still early in the morning most of the temporary structures were still being set up, but that activity caught Runs-on-Air’s eye.


  The buck addressed Aodhan in the Tribal Tongue, “When we are done can we come back to see this place, Friend Aodhan?”


  The Wolf nodded, responding in kind, “If everything goes well, yes, Friend Runs-on-Air, we can.”


  Their discussion was brought to a close when Sister Aurelie ran face-first into a wall of a man: a tall, broad-shouldered Wolverine wearing Templar Armor. The stranger reached out immediately to steady the Cat, then took a moment to look at the group. His eyes ultimately returned to Sister Aurelie, who he released, and then addressed in a calm tone. He spoke with a decidedly Ilysean accent as he bowed his head, “Please forgive me, Sister—I have been so distracted that I must not have seen you.”


  The group was frozen with baited breath, as if realizing that, at any moment the Templar would recognize them as Church fugitives. Brother Rhys, however recovered first and stepped forward, “We may have been guilty of the same. Thank you for the apology, but we likely owe you the same courtesy, sir…?”


  The Wolverine caught the questioning inflection in the rat’s voice, “Sir Umberto Marino, of the Prince Regent’s guard.”


  Brother Rhys bowed his head at the greeting and motioned to himself, then around the rest of the group in turn, “Brother Rhys Barrow of Newport and Sister Aurelie of the sisters Divine. These are our two guides, Aodhan of the Oak and Runs-on-Air of the Yew.”


  The Templar nodded to each in turn, “Well met. God’s blessing unto you.”


  Aodhan let out the breath he’d been holding; if the Templar was a member of Thaddius’ guard then he wouldn’t have been privy to the ‘messy’ events that took place at the Cathedral in Newport… hopefully. That did, however, raise an interesting question, which the Wolf was very interested in asking, “What brings you to Vallara, Sir Umberto?”


  A voice spoke up from a nearby alley, as its owner, a finely groomed Doberman of lithe-but-muscular frame emerged from the shadows, “Certainly not the welcoming nature of its people… at least, not for Churchies, so far as I can tell.”


  Brother Rhys’ fur puffed slightly, “I beg your pardon? ‘Churchies’?”


  Another individual appeared beside the Dog, a tan-skinned Human with a ready smile. Despite the welcoming expression, Aodhan didn’t miss the fact that the man had two swords on his belt. The Human stepped up beside Sir Umberto, speaking in the smooth, flowing accent of a Soyrian, “You will please have to forgive Brody… he knows manners for all variety of courtly gatherings but, sadly, it seems he has fallen short on the proper etiquette for dealing with the Church.”


  The Doberman let out a single ‘ha’, followed by a frank statement, “Maybe I’m just trying to fit in better with the townsfolk… obviously Vallara has no love lost for the Church if how the men in Fountain Square are being treated.”


  Sir Umberto held up a gauntleted paw, “That is enough, Brody. These people do not deserve the ire of this town any more than we do.”


  Sister Aurelie stepped closer, “So… you aren’t with the Church’s invasion force?”


  The Human’s eyebrows raised along with the corners of his lips, widening his smile, “Oh? A divine crusade has come to Vallara? This is getting truly intriguing.”


  The Templar glanced at the swordsman, “I’m certain it isn’t what it sounds like, Sandoval.”


  The Human continued smirking, “Based on the large swath of soldiers gathered in Fountain Square I would say it is exactly what it sounds like, Sir Umberto.”


  Aodhan was of mixed opinion of the three men; one was obviously from the Church but the other two were decidedly not; as a whole, they were very much a wild card. He made the decision then and there to test his luck, “They were poised to join more of the Church’s forces in an attack on the Yew Tribe.”


  The Wolverine and Human looked immediately taken aback, while the Doberman did little more than flick an ear. Sir Umberto shook his head, “They would have no reason to do such a thing. I cannot imagine the—”


  Sandoval interrupted him, “No… this makes perfect sense.”


  The Templar glanced his way, “I understand you have no love for the Church, Sandoval, but I could not believe that you would truly think that—”


  The Human interrupted him, “It makes perfect sense once you consider certain…” and he made a little gesture like a knob turning, “…outside forces.”


  The Wolverine’s small, round ears raised up as he regarded his companion, “Do you think it’s related?”


  Sandoval nodded, “I heard they may have been responsible for the Birch Tribe, and I know they are responsible for the Mist Tribe… not to mention my own family.”


  Runs-on-Air, who was apparently having trouble keeping up with the conversation interjected, “You are… from a tribe?”


  While the Human smirked at the question and Brody out-and-out laughed, Sir Umberto simply overlooked it, turning to Brother Rhys, “Why is it you have come to Vallara, if I might ask, Brother?”


  Despite Aodhan’s wish to answer for the party he remained quiet; the question had been leveled at the priest and it wouldn’t have been seemly if the Wolf had answered on his behalf. As it was the Rat did fine on his own, “Several members of our party were injured and we came here for healing… just another series of misunderstandings, I’m sorry to say.”


  Sandoval nodded thoughtfully, “A shame you chose such a poor time to be in town… it would seem that there no small amount of bad blood between these people and the Church’s army.”


  Sister Aurelie stepped up beside Brother Rhys, “That is why we’re still here… we’re trying to help Prince Malcom end the stand-off between the Church’s soldiers and Vallara without any violence.”


  The comment immediately drew the Templar’s attention, “Prince Malcom is here in Vallara?”


  Aodhan was immediately on guard; if Sir Umberto was in service to Prince Thaddius then there was no way to tell how the Wolverine would take the news. He put forth the effort to continue appearing as relaxed as he could, all the while his muscles bunched beneath the serene surface, ready to spring into action.


  The Templar’s response surprised him, “All for the best then. The Prince Regent has said time and time again how highly he regards his brother. If anyone will be able to secure peace without bloodshed it will be Prince Malcom.”


  Sandoval glanced to Brody, “Move on ahead… see what you can find out about what’s happening at Fountain Square and we’ll join you soon.”


  The Doberman glanced to Umberto, who nodded. Once the Dog had left, the Wolverine looked back to the Human, “We can be of use here so long as you do not mind putting your quest on hold for a time.”


  The Soyrian swordsman simply smiled in response, “I would dare to say that aiding Prince Malcom may yet further all of our goals—I cannot imagine a situation being pure happenstance… not without a little direction from behind the scenes.”


  Sir Umberto flicked an ear, raising an eyebrow, “You seem to think they’re behind everything, Mr. de la Rocha.”


  The Human nodded, “And I am often right.”


  With little understanding of the subject of their discussion, Aodhan could do little to add to it. Instead, he glanced back at the rest of his party inquistitively. A mixture of some tentative and some confident approval gave him his response. “Alright… the more level-heads seeking peace the easier this will hopefully be.”


  ‘Hopefully’, Aodhan reminded himself was the operative word.


  Chapter 5c, A Call to Arms (pt 2)


  Even with the bustling rumble of the covered carriage’s wheels passing over the cobblestone streets Joshew could still clearly hear the sound of Roland rummaging around in his pack. “Forget something back at the room?”


  The Wolf-Dog’s tail beat out a pleasant rhythm on the seat but he didn’t bother responding. The answer came in the form of an “ah ha!” followed by the distinct sound of a stopper being removed. It only took a split second for the Human to recognize the scent of an herbal oil of his own creation.


  It was a very specific kind of oil, and encountering it caught him off guard, “Where did you get that, Rolly?”


  His companion chuckled and the Human followed along with his ears as he heard Roland undo the cord holding his trousers up. The lewd sound of oil being applied to flesh was at first a little disconcerting, until the Wolf-Dog calmly announced, “It’ll be almost a half hour before we get to the Widow’s Bridge.”


  The aroma grew stronger when Roland transitioned within the carriage to Joshew’s side and the Human’s head swam in the mixed scent of oil and canine excitement. He opened his mouth to object, but ended up sucking in a breath the moment the wolf-dog’s paws went to his slacks; he was already aroused. Regardless, the more reasonable part of his mind was still hesitant, “Shouldn’t we be spending this time getting ready?”


  There was just long enough of a pause to add obvious humor to his lover’s next comment, “Foreplay?”


  Joshew rolled his eyes, more for his own benefit than his companion’s as he began to wriggle out of his clothes, “If I didn’t want this so much you would have got a face full of a random alchemical reagent.”


  Roland’s response came from deep in his chest, hinting at a lusty growl, “I’m glad you do, because I like knowing what’s going in my face.”


  The Human had a comeback ready, but the opportunity for it passed as he found a muzzle pressed to his lips, eager tongue searching Joshew’s mouth before pulling both back into Roland’s. Both scholars were breathing one another in by the time they were laying across the carriage’s bench, the lower half of the Human’s body bare once the Wolf-Dog tossed his slacks onto the floor. He arched his back when he felt warm paws caress his groin.


  Above him, Roland shift his weight and Joshew took the opportunity to slide his hands up his lover’s body, gripping his shirt and pulling it open so his fingers could delve inside, feeling the soft caress of the Wolf-Dog’s chest fur. He felt Roland’s strong, rapid heart-beat through his hand even as the sound of it echoed in his ears. He’d spent most of the previous twenty four hours obsessing over his lack of sight but, in that moment he realized that none of it mattered; Roland filled all of his four senses.


  He wasn’t so blind as to ignore the fact that they were both in very real danger but, for at least a short while he could put that out of his mind. With no clothing separating them, Roland’s next move banished any thought of the world outside of the carriage, leavingJoshew with only one more thing he could say: a quiet, breathless, “Ooooooooohhhhhhh…”


  * * * * * *


  Alvis sat, silently fretting on what should have been a comfortable carriage bench… he just didn’t feel very comforted. The Mutt was mindful of each and every intersection they passed on their way to their drop-off point. The shades were drawn over the windows, providing them privacy but the cloth was airy enough to allow him to watch the scenery as they left it behind. Alarice’s plan seemed like a sound one and, by any measure he should have felt reassured that they were safe but, considering everything he’d been through, ‘safe’ was one thing he didn’t think he could manage to feel.


  “You look tired.”


  Brother Jessen’s comment pulled him from his own inner turmoil. Changing his focus from the window to his traveling companion, Alvis let out a sigh, “It’s just early, I guess… I’m not normally up for a little while yet.”


  The Coyote leveled a calm gaze at the Mutt, “I did not mean physical fatigue.”


  Alvis paused, sitting up as he focused his ears on Brother Jessen, “Then… uh… I’m not sure what you mean.”


  His companion reached out and took one of the scholar’s paws in his, “Alvis… if you had to run for hours on end it would not be unreasonable to think that you would need time to rest afterward. The same can be said for your mind, however it has been working ever since last night and I have yet to see you give it a moment’s rest.”


  Despite the fact that Brother Jessen’s touch against his fingers sent little sparks up his body, Alvis very nearly pulled away, “I’m just… worried… this kind of thing doesn’t happen to me… this kind of thing is meant for other kinds of people… the kind that… that—I don’t know… just… other people.”


  The Coyote’s large, triangular ears flicked as he leaned forward, “What kind of people does this happen to, if not whatever kind of a person you are?”


  Feeling near tears at his inability to convey his thoughts and emotions, Alvis simply lowered his head, paws falling to his sides as he let out an exasperated sigh, “I… I don’t know… just… other people… not me.”


  Brother Jessen slid closer on the seat, taking hold of Alvis’ paw again, “Would you hate me if I said I was glad this happened to you?”


  The Mutt glanced toward the Coyote, completely dumbfounded, “Why would you be glad that something like this happened to anyone?”


  His traveling companion smiled, just a little, “For the purely selfish reason of knowing that, if it hadn’t, I may not have ever met you.”


  Alvis felt a mix of emotions flow through him, but, surprisingly, most of them were good. One lingering thought hounded him and he couldn’t stop it from exiting his muzzle, “If this hadn’t happened then your temple might not have been sacked.”


  The scholar watched the impact the statement made on Brother Jessen, causing the Coyote’s ears to fall as his eyes lowered, but it was only for a moment before he returned with renewed conviction, “It’s possible… or maybe it would have anyway and I would not have met you.”


  The Mutt shook his head, “Meeting me isn’t worth losing all of that.”


  Brother Jessen added his other paw to Alvis’, “You’re right… but I didn’t lose it—it was taken from me. I had no control over that, Alvis, and I have no idea if things would have gone differently if there was someone else here with me other than you. What I can say for certain is, out of everyone who might have been here with me, I’m glad it’s you.” The Coyote slowly disengaged, letting go of the scholar’s paw, but not before bringing it to his muzzle for a gentle kiss.


  Alvis wasn’t sure if it was the confusion of the situation, the mixed feelings over the trip, or the simple logic with which Brother Jessen approached it, but, somehow, Alvis’ mind finally had a chance to relax. At that point it was idling along thinking of the feel of his calming companion’s lips on the back of his paw… and that, in and of itself, was… his tired mind searched for a moment, seeking out the right words. It settled on ‘really nice’.


  * * * * * *


  Weisen’s experience with the minutae of clockwork mechanisms was invaluable as he worked on his project aboard the moving carriage. Despite the rumbling vibrations and swaying movements he managed to continue his task unabated, much to the apparent surprise of his traveling companion. After a time, Sada even voiced her awe, “I have no idea how you can work on such small things, especially while we’re moving.”


  The Dragon looked up from his work, moving the segmented arm of the headset he wore to the side so he could get the several magnifying lenses out of his field of view before addressing the Otter, “I have had many years of practice, my Lady… I am certain you are capable of many feats aboard a moving carriage in your occupation that others might find difficult without the kind of training you have had.”


  Sada’s expression took on a playful hint as her tiny ears perked, “My word… did you just tell a joke at my expense?”


  Weisen blinked, and set down his screwdriver as he skillfully dead-panned, “I am afraid I have no idea what you mean, my lady. I was merely pointing out that—”


  She pressed the issue, “My dear Templar, we both know you’re very well aware of what my training entails… and to suggest that I could do things on a carriage that others might find difficult…”


  The Dragon sighed, “That was truly not the direction I meant for my comment to go, and you are very well aware of it.”


  Apparently content with the amount of humor she got at his expense, the Otter sat back in her seat and simply smiled in his direction. Her next comment was much more benign, “That looks a little like an eyeball.”


  Weisen smirked, eyes returning to his work. He moved the lenses back into place and picked up his miniature screwdriver, “That is because, my Lady, this is an eyeball.”


  He didn’t pay any attention to her at that point, barely registering that she had moved to a kneeling position in front of him until she spoke up, “Who would you be making a metal eye ball, Sir Weisen?”


  The Dragon snorted, “Just Weisen… no sir.”


  She pressed the issue, “It looks very complicated for just being a way to pass the time… surely there must be some grand plan for such an intricate piece of machinery.”


  The Techlar put down his tool and moved the lenses aside once again before looking up at the Otter, “It is an experiment, my Lady.”


  Sada raised an eyebrow, “Ah… so now you’re a scientist as well?”


  Weisen frowned, “I have worked with clockwork mechanisms for a very long time, Ms. De’Ahm, and it has been many years since someone has asked me a question I did not feel that I could answer effectively.”


  She looked from him to the mechanism, then back to him, “So… what is that?”


  The Dragon picked the sperical piece of metal up and pointedly stowed it in his tool case, “Right now? Nothing… but, given time, it may become an answer.”


  Chapter 5a, What’s In a Name? (pt 3)


  Roaring-Flood was not stupid, but Gift-of-the Earth had always been smarter; the big black Bear’s mind was not slow, but Gift-of-the-Earth’s had always been faster; the large elder brother had managed to learn a little of the Stone Tribe’s language, but his younger brother had learned it better. Roaring-Flood had never lacked for confidence but, the longer he spent in the enormous Stone Tribe village he was beginning to gain an even clearer understanding of numerous shortcomings he had never fully acknowledged within himself.


  The hunting party had been talking rapidly in the Stone Tribe language ever since Sanmer had found the leaf of parchment. While the discussion continued faster than the large Bear could follow he did manage to catch a few pieces of information. Sanmer wanted the group to go somewhere and Theo agreed with him… but Nicholas did not. Based on tone alone it sounded as if Metal-Eyes was during his duty as a Shaman and carefully mediating the different viewpoints while Gift-of-the-Earth was staying out of the argument. Roaring-Flood took advantage of that, speaking aside to his brother, “What are they saying?”


  The smaller Brown bear looked to him, “The Dragon we are looking for left a message saying where he would be. Sanmer and Theo trust the message but Nicholas does not.”


  Roaring-Flood narrowed his eyebrows in thought, considering what Gift-of-the-Earth had told him, “Why does he not trust the words?”


  His brother shook his head, “I do not know. He has not explained beyond saying that he thinks it seems too convenient.”


  Despite not liking the idea of associating with Dragons, Roaring-Flood shrugged, “Other than it being a Dragon, why does he think the Dragon wants to hurt us?”


  By that point Gift-of-the-Earth was back to listening to the still-too-fast-to-follow conversation, and let the question go unanswered. The group began walking, and the conversation slowed enough that Roaring-Flood was able to pick up some of it. Nicholas was very pointed in his objection, making his words that much easier to understand, “I still don’t think this is a good idea.”


  When nobody responded the big black Bear took the opportunity himself, “Why?”


  The looks he got from the hunting party were mixes of shame once they remembered that Roaring-Flood did not know their language well and surprise that he had caught enough of the conversation to ask a question; it was simultaneously gratifying and frustrating, but he let the personal slight go in favor of keeping things calm—the last time he had cuffed a Stone Tribe for insulting him the man had to be cared for by a healer for a week. When nobody bothered to answer the question he asked it again, “Why is it not good?”


  Metal-Eyes provided the answer in The People’s tongue, “Nicholas thinks that the words left for us may be false.”


  Roaring-Flood nodded, “And Sanmer does not?”


  The Shaman held a paw out to the Fox and spoke too quickly in the Stone-Tribe tongue for the black Bear to follow. Sanmer obligingly handed Metal-Eyes the leaf of paper and the Shaman held it up for Roaring-Flood to see, “This mark is from the Dragon… it is like a family symbol drawn outside a tent—it identifies him.”


  The big black Bear nodded, “Sanmer and the white Weasel—”


  Gift-of-the-Earth interrupted him with a simple Stone Tribe word, “Ermine.”


  “What?”


  The brown Bear elaborated, “He is called an Ermine, not a Weasel.”


  Roaring-Flood snorted, “Sanmer and the white Weasel—”


  His brother interrupted again. “Theo.”


  The black Bear stopped in his tracks, “An Urh-Mine-Theo?”


  Gift-of-the-Earth, who had also stopped shook his head, “His name is Theo.”


  Metal-Eyes stepped between the brothers, looking to the brown Bear. “Thank you for making it clearer, Gift-of-the-Earth.”


  The Shaman then looked to Roaring-Flood, “Sanmer and Theo believe Crook left the symbol.”


  Roaring-Flood nodded, “But Nicholas does not?”


  Gift-of-the-Earth shrugged, “Stone Tribe marks are harder to copy but he says it can be done and is worried someone did.”


  Both brothers started walking again once Metal-Eyes led the way. Although Roaring-Flood felt he was much more updated on the events, he didn’t feel much better about being in the Stone Tribe village. Everything about the Stone Tribe was more complicated—they had furred, furless, scaled, and feathered peoples instead of just one kind; their buildings had many levels instead of just one; their clothing had many layers and complex fasteners; their—he was pulled out of his musings when everyone came to a stop. The Bear frowned, looking to Metal-Eyes, “What now? Why did we stop?”


  The Shaman smiled patiently, “We are here.”


  Sanmer stood at the entrance to a large Stone-Tribe building; it was easily as wide as two Valley Tribe tents put side to side and, if the openings in the wallsGift-of-the-Earth had called ‘wind-does’ was any indication, it was at least three tents tall. The Fox struck the knuckles of his balled paw several times on the wood door and called out confidently, “Hey! Weisen! It’s me! I’m here so open up!”


  There was silence for many seconds and, when Roaring-Flood finally did hear movement it wasn’t from the door. Turning around, the large Bear watched as several men dressed in metal clothes came into sight from different hiding places. He spoke aside quietly to Gift-of-the-Earth, “Unless Crook has many friends Nicholas may have been right.”


  Only once the rest of the group noticed the hunting party approaching them did the door open, and a reddish-brown furred Weasel come to stand in the entrance. He spoke confidently, like the leader of a war band, but a moment of confusion crossed his features when his eyes fell on Nicholas. The Human likewise paused, “We saw you in the Princess’ palace.”


  Roaring-Flood tried to think back but was unable to remember specific faces from the visit with the wolf woman named Noriene. He turned aside and spoke quietly with his brother, “Who is the Weasel?”


  Gift-of-the-Earth replied, “Marten.”


  The black Bear was surprised at the direct, almost familiar response, “His name is Marten? How do you know him?”


  His brother shook his head, “No, he is a Marten… Nicholas thinks he saw him at the Princess’ home.”


  Their conversation could have continued considering the many questions Roaring-Flood had, but they were interrupted. Laughing, the reddish-brown furred man waved a paw at the severe-looking war band surrounding the group and they immediately relaxed. Roaring-Flood continued to miss the words that were spoken far too quickly to follow.


  As the conversation continued, the Bear finally gathered based on a hasty series of introductions that the Weasel’s name was Marcelle and, more importantly, that he wasn’t actually a Weasel… which simply went over Roaring-Flood’s head. Theo the Weasel and Marcelle the Weasel were both apparently not Weasels… and weren’t even the same type of not-Weasels. Whether the Stone Tribe did things just to be difficult or actually had some strange reason behind their complexity, Roaring-Flood simply settled on the fact that humility was indeed a very sour drink. Sadly, he realized, his cup was still far from being empty.


  * * * * * *


  Julius had encountered the Order of Blades several times in his career at the University. The Professor had very little regard for anyone who sold their loyalty for money but, as far as sell swords went, they had an exemplary reputation for reliability and efficiency… once you took into account that they were mercenaries, of course. In the end, if the Bear had to deal with a necessary evil, the Order of the Blades were probably the first on his list to choose—fortunate considering that was precisely what he was doing.


  Walking ahead of the group beside Marcelle, the Bear and Marten compared notes. Marcelle was not only the leader of the squad that was following up on the Crook lead involving Sanmer’s apartment, but he was, in fact, the Commander of the Order’s chapter that had been hired by none other than Princess Noriene herself. It was convenient that they had both followed up on the same lead and, thankfully, it was not precisely a dead end. If nothing else, it gave them time to compare notes they had both acquired. One thing however was still on Julius’ mind. “How did you manage to replicate Crook’s Templar Seal?”


  Marcelle smiled. Reaching into a hip pouch, the Marten pulled out a small wooden stamp and handed it over, “Some of my men fought Crook at the Fox’s home. The Dragon eventually set fire to everything, but he dropped his seal when he fled and one of my men was able to collect it. We had thought to follow-up on the lead if ever the owner returned. We left the missive you found and replaced it every day in the hopes it would provide us with one of Crook’s contacts… and it led us back to you.”


  Sanmer, who had only been following a few steps behind spoke up, “It took awhile for me to realize that Crook and the Dragon I knew as Weisen were the same person… but what I can’t figure out is why you chose to go after him with swords. I thought Princess Noriene wanted him alive… and, more importantly, why you don’t have me in chains since he’s a friend of mine. I mean… if you’re after him, I might just run off and try to warn him.”


  The Marten laughed, “Well… first: we don’t mean him harm—he attacked my men. Crook, or Weisen, as you know him, has been on the run for some time from the Church and I have no doubt that he believes that they may have hired us to retrieve him.”


  The Fox flicked an ear, “Uh-huh… and second?”


  Marcelle smiled wryly, “You almost sound as if you wanted to be in chains.”


  Sanmer grinned, “Maybe I do.”


  “If you knew where he was you probably would have gone there first, and not to the tannery apartment.”


  The Fox chuckled, “Well, I can’t argue with that logi—OOOOOHHHH!” The discussion was interrupted when two large Black paws grabbed the rogue by his mid-section and hefted him up off the ground and into the air.


  Professor Blackburn considered Sanmer’s part of the discussion complete when he was set down on Roaring-Flood’s shoulders. Turning back to the Order of Blades’ commander, the older Bear provided the follow-up question he’d planned before they were interrupted, “So what other leads do you have? He knows Sanmer, which means when we show up with him it should give us long enough to explain you’re not with the Church and that the Mechanists don’t mean him any harm.”


  Marcelle shook his head, “We do not reveal for whom we work, but you are correct—it should be enough to prove to him that we are not with the Church. We desire Crook alive and well and, from what I understand, you need his aid in restoring one of his creations to working order… but, on another matter, are you familiar with the name ‘Alarice’?”


  The Bear paused for a moment, rubbing his chin, then nodded, “An arms trader, if I recall. What of her?”


  “She and a collection of men from the University were also encountered with him at the tannery… we have reason to believe that your compatriots at the UPU may be trying to aid him in escaping the Church… thus the fight ensued.”


  Something about the matter-of-fact tone with which the Marten explained the situation seemed slightly disingenuine, Julius couldn’t overlook the fact that he could simply have been exact in his explanation because of the embarrassment that he doubtlessly felt. After all, his his retrieval squad had been soundly beaten by a bunch of scholars and an arms dealer. In the end, however, the Professor simply nodded, “Then our best opportunity is to leverage contacts.”


  The Marten raised an eyebrow, “Did you have something particular in mind?”


  Julius nodded, “We stopped by the University yesterday with information… I think perhaps it’s time for us to stop by with something a little more… tangible.”


  Theo, who had been a few steps behind ran to catch up, “Professor… are you saying that we should bring—”


  The Bear cut him off, “That is precisely what I’m saying.”


  Marcelle lowered his eyebrow, immediately all business, “I assume that you have a very interesting resource you have not yet tapped?”


  The Professor chuckled, “Let us simply say that I believe we have a way to resolve all of our problems—the University will see that Crook gets away from the Church; you will be able to present him to the Princess; and we will find help for our friend.”


  With little more to be said, Professor Blackburn led the party back to the hotel. Marcelle ordered most of his men to wait in the entryway while only two followed him up the stairs; he posted them in the hall. Julius pulled the key out of his hip pouch and unlocked the door. Stepping into the room the simplicity of the situation suddenly became that much more complicated: the window was open and Kesst was gone.


  Chapter 5b, Convergence (pt 3)


  While Aodhan had been through Vallara on several occasions he had never found a reason to enter the Civic Center of the town. For as large a difference that existed between the Residential District and the Commerce Quarter there was just as great a one between the section of the city devoted to business and the part dedicated to its ruling class. Aodhan wasn’t ever particularly at ease in the Commerce Quarter but that feeling was only enhanced as they passed through the simple wooden gateway that separated the two.


  While elsewhere in town the cobblestones were saved for only the main thoroughfares, every last one of the Civic Center’s roads were finished. Every building within view was decorated with concrete or stone and had artistically placed siding, finishing, painting, and relief sculptures. The beauty of the surroundings brought back memories of his time at the Sisters’ cathedral. Sister Aurelie squeezed his paw; apparently he was not the only one.


  The lamp men were out in force on either side of the road, working diligently to snuff the oil street lamps posted at each intersection, using large copper and brass poles to extinguish the lights. While the other sections of town had occasional oil lamps, the Civic Center put them to shame with the luminosity provided by the burning lights every fifteen or twenty strides—an obvious show of opulence, if not class distinction.


  Brody, the Doberman that had been accompanying Umberto met them as they passed the third intersection; he had a quick pace to his stride and hailed the group from several yards, “They’re gathered in the fountain square… and it’s looking… tense.”


  Sandoval gave a half-hearted ‘ha’ before noting, “It involves the Church… of course things will be tense.”


  Umberto shot the Human a glance, but said nothing to him. Instead, the Wolverine looked to Aodhan, “We should hurry unless we risk things escalating before we get there.”


  The Wolf nodded simply and looked back to the party, “We need to move faster… I cannot imagine things are going well.”


  There were no real objections among the group, and Sister Aurelie’s concerned expression made the urgency seem all the more acute; Aodhan increased his speed accordingly. Brother Rhys and Runs-on-Air redistributed a small sack of supplies between themselves before jogging to catch up, the latter glancing behind the party every so often before pressing forward to inquire of the Wolf in the Tribal tongue, “If the Men of Symbol choose to attack this village will our friends be safe where we left them?”


  Aodhan glanced first to Aurelie and then to the Buck, “Dr. Brownell would not be a target of the Church… healers among the Stone Tribe are treated as a valuable resource.”


  The young Deer did not seem very convinced, “Children and the Elders are both valuable, but the Men of Symbol did not treat them as such when they attacked the Yew Tribe…”


  The Wolf didn’t have a reply for that, so he simply nodded, “They will be fine, Friend Runs-on-Air… for now we must focus on what is ahead of us, not behind.”


  Although the buck appeared far from consoled he surrendered the conversation and returned to Brother Rhys’ side. The two remained at the back of the group but the still kept up. Even at the faster pace, it took several minutes to get to where Brody led them.


  Once they arrived, however, it was readily obvious that getting anywhere near the delegation would take a lot of effort: the entire plaza was filled with a crowd of onlookers. Closer toward the base of the city’s capital building a large number of Church soldiers had assembled while Prince Malcom and one of their officers spoke on the steps.


  Aodhan walked to the edge of the crowd then turned to regard his companions, “We will need to be ready if something goes wrong. Prince Malcom is a good man, and Vallara does not need this fight with the Church.”


  Sir Umberto nodded definitively, “I will work my way through the crowd and try to reason with the crusaders.”


  Brody reached up to tug slightly at the Wolverine’s traveling cloak, pulling it around his right shoulder so it hung down the front of the Templar’s body, “Considering the way the crowd looks like it’s out for blood you might want to hide your holy symbol, Sir Marino.”


  The Templar let out a dejected grunt, but he obviously understood the wisdom of the suggestion as he reached up and pulled the edge of the cloak down over his left shoulder. With little more to be said, he gave a quick motion with his muzzle in the direction of the Church’s forces; Brody followed him into the crowd and out of sight.


  Aodhan looked to Brother Rhys next, “Find a safe place to stay out of the way in the event that things turned sour.


  The Priest immediately objected, “If events transpire that cause people harm I cannot stand idly by, Aodhan.”


  Sighing, the Wolf looked to Runs-on-Air before speaking again in the Tribal Tongue, “Stay with Brother Rhys. If someone comes to harm he will want to help them, and he will need your protection.”


  The young buck nodded, “He will have it.”


  Brother Rhys did not miss the exchange, “I pray that you are not asking him to stop me from helping those in need.”


  Aodhan smiled calmingly, “Peace, Brother. No… I told him that you may need his protection if you are to help those in need.”


  The Yew Tribe messenger looked to the Rat and spoke tentatively in the Common Tongue, “I will… help you.”


  Unsurprisingly, Sister Aurelie likewise spoke up, “I want to help too.”


  The Wolf was reluctant to agree; the cat was small enough that there was an element of danger being involved with so many people around—it was very likely that his Eyara risked getting trampled underfoot. In the end, however, Aodhan realized that there would be no stopping Sister Aurelie once the Cat’s mind was made up. He instead directed his Eyara’s zeal in a productive direction, “If a fight breaks out help get the townsfolk away from it.”


  The Cat nodded, eyes glinting with a mix of apprehension and excitement. Aodhan was ready to provide more words of encouragement but, just then, a loud exclamation came from the crowd as a stone was thrown and someone shouted, “YOU’RE ALL VANN SEHN!!!”


  The rock bounced harmlessly off of a footman’s shield. Considering the reaction the leonine Church offier on the stairway had to it, the attack may as well have been the first catapult salvo in the opening of a siege. He pushed Prince Malcom back with a gauntleted paw and reached for his sword—but his grasp was intercepted by Umberto, who grabbed the lion by his wrist. The two locked gazes and Aodhan was too far away to hear the words they exchanged… but whatever the Wolverine had said it was enough for the Captain to release the hilt of his weapon.


  Aodhan kept his eyes on the Prince, the Crusader, and the Templar as the talk continued even as the offending onlooker was excluded from the crowd and led away by two members of the town militia. Sister Aurelie showed up at his side a moment later, offering softly, “Friar Arlowe has arrived with Mr. Severna and Dr. Brownell.”


  The Wolf glanced in the direction the Cat pointed, looking toward the fountain, where Tobias and Dr. Brownell were standing on the raised steps to get a better look at the proceedings. Aodhan raised a paw as Friar Arlowe, who was mixed in with the crowd to stay out of view of the Crusaders glanced toward him; the Raccoon Dog provided a nod, indicating that he was acknowledging Aodhan’s presence, and all eyes once more returned to the negotiations taking place on the steps of the capital building.


  Nearly twenty minutes passed with the three men remaining where they were. The conversation continued before a ram emerged from the building to join them. The man wore a simple brown robe with a yellow sash Aodhan recognized as an indication that he was a speaker for the city council. He moved to stand beside Malcom, and the conversation continued. Aodhan was pleased that things had calmed down since the thrown stone… but that reassurance did not last long as a crossbow quarrel whistled through the air.


  With almost surreal speed, Umberto intercepted the shot with his shoulder-pauldron, knocking it aside from the Crusader, which had been the intended target. Everything dissolved into chaos thereafter and Aodhan lost track of the big picture, pushed and shoved through the crowd, only able to catch snippets of the goings-on around him. Although he fought to maintain his placement he was awash in the tide of people moving to find safety.


  When he finally turned to work with the mob instead of against it he caught a glimpse of Sister Aurelie leading a group of families with small children off the main street and away from the press of the crowd. Further down the street, Sandoval shouldered a door open and ran into a building. Glancing behind himself as the press of people finally thinned out, Aodhan watched as the Church’s bowmen fired wildly at a group of townsfolk who had surged forward with wooden clubs and carving knives.


  One of the arrows flew wide and shot straight for the fountain. Still standing on its lip, Tobias grabbed Dr. Brownell and dove into the water a split second before the shot cleaved the air where they had just been; it bounced harmlessly off of a stone water spout shaped like a fish. The two emerged from the fountain soaked, but otherwise unharmed. Friar Arlowe quickly gathered them up and began leading them back away from the conflict.


  The voice of the Officer atop the steps boomed across the square with the aid of a projection device, “Crusaders! If you have any love of our Lord God then lower your weapons!”


  A split second later, after receiving the projection device from the Lion, the Ram shouted through it, “Citizens of Vallara—any strike against one of the Church’s soldiers will be returned to you two fold. Put down your arms!”


  Suddenly, as quickly as it had begun, the altercation was at an end. In a matter of seconds silence prevailed… it was so quiet, in fact, that the sound of a body landing on the street after a three story fall was audible at each corner of the square.


  As with the rest of those assembled, Aodhan’s gaze went to the crumpled body of a man laying on the cobblestones beneath an open window at the top of the building into which Sandoval had forced his way. The Human stood in the window with an arm raised, “He was decidedly not of the Church—honest!”


  The swordsman held something in his hand he was presenting to the sight of the onlookers but it was hard to make out at a distance… a piece of jewelery… a ring perhaps?


  Chapter 5c, A Call to Arms (pt 3)


  Roland grew up in Vallara, and, as such, considered himself to be above most of the petty concerns having to do with dirt and grime most Newporters suffered. Despite coming from a comfortably well-off trade family, the Wolf-Husky had learned from his naturalistic mother the joy of feeling bare earth beneath his toes and the sensation of running his paws through a pile of freshly tilled dirt. Regardless of his appreciation for what some referred to as the ‘filth of nature’, there was nothing natural about the Newport Sewers.


  Aside from the eye-watering, nose-numbing stench of the subterranean tunnels, the air had an actual taste to it… and it was something Roland fondly wished he would never have to experience again… and that was saying a lot for a man whose mother once gave him Yellow Marshroot to bring down a particularly bad fever. He never thought he’d find something that tasted worse but, then again, he never anticipated traveling through a city worth of excrement. The fact that the tunnels were oddly warm and incredibly humid left him wondering if his personal scent wouldn’t be scarred for life. Regardless, he pushed on.


  The dark catacombs of tunnels were said to spider web their way throughout the entirety of the city; northern tunnels terminated in an uphill slope to solid rock; to the south they eventually emptied into the sea; to the west they dumped into the Holst River; the east was the direction they needed. The sewer tunnels themselves were smooth hewn and tiled with what Roland took to be some kind of finished clay bricks but it was hard to tell due to the limited light. Light, of course, was something of a sore spot for the trip.


  Despite there being nine members in their party, their guide, a human named Henry Evans insisted that they have no more than two tech torches among them. Aside from the fact that the directional lights were on the more expensive side, Mr. Evans had stated quite clearly ‘it was for the group’s safety’… whatever that was supposed to mean. Roland didn’t usually consider himself much of an objectionist (excluding anything having to do with his father’s point of view), but, in the short time the scholar had known the Human he couldn’t help but start comparing the grimy man’s oppressive ways to his aggressively in-control sire’s heavy-handed parenting.


  Though much of their travel through the tunnels Henry spoke in quiet tones with Alarice and Inigo. He’d reinforced time and time again the importance of keeping any discussions muted because sounds carried very well through the tunnels and, as he put it, “Decent folk’ll start questionin’ if their privies start talkin’. No need t’alert th’guards, am I right?”


  So it was that the group trudged along in the near blackness; Henry himself held one torch while Wiesen, who was half-way back in the party had the other. For Roland, who was at the very rear along with Joshew, it meant that he barely had any light by which to navigate, forced instead to follow after the party and hope he wasn’t stepping in something foul… which, unfortunately, happened far too often for his liking.


  Despite his frustration with the low amount of light he did, regardless, have to admit that it was better than nothing. Unfortunately for him, there were certain times when ‘nothing’ was exactly what they had. At intermittent intervals, their guide would turn off his torch and direct Weisen to do the same. According to Henry there were numerous intersections where the light level in the sewers could be monitored, and they would, at that point be required to link up and follow the rest of the group by feel alone. Without a doubt, those times were the worst.


  Unable to tell exactly who was in front of him, Roland traded off holding Alvis’ paw and Brother Jessen’s paw. The Coyote had stowed his gauntlets and greaves for the trip through the sewer so in either case the Wolf-Husky grabbed hold of bare paw, making it harder to tell who it was leading him. Joshew, however, was always the recipient of his other one.


  The blind Human remained at the back of the party and, as anticipated, seemed to have no greater trouble in the dark tunnel than he had at any other time. Roland continued to offer him warnings whenever he encountered an uneven part of pathway, but Joshew continued to rebuke him, pointing out that he could handle himself and that Roland should worry about watching what was ahead of him and not worry about the Human.


  Sometime, after what felt like they’d been traveling an hour with lights off, Joshew almost took a spill off the walkway and into the veritable river of sludge to their right, and it was only Roland’s strong grip on his hand that kept the Human from taking said plunge. That one time, and that time alone, Joshew offered up a very rare “Thanks.”


  It would have meant more to Roland if Henry hadn’t ruined the moment by inserting an excessively abrasive, “Ssssshhh!”


  Particularly in ill humor, Roland gave a soft squeeze on the paw ahead of him to get the next person in line’s attention, followed by a “Psst!”


  The owner of said paw stopped and Roland caught the distinct scent of cinnamon and cloves; even through the horrific stench of the sewers the ever-present aroma of censor still somehow managed to identify Brother Jessen. The scholar leaned forward to the Coyote, whispering, “Pass this on: If we could use some light we wouldn’t be making as much noise.”


  The booming reverberation of Henry’s full-powered voice echoed through the tunnels like the sound of a musket, “No need. We’re almost there.”


  Only at that moment did Roland realize just what the Human had meant by the ability for words to carry in the sewers. A few seconds later, as they turned a corner in the tunnels, Roland finally caught sight of daylight up ahead. Several murmurs of relief flooded the area; the Husky-Wolf’s was one of the first among them.


  * * * * * *


  The sewers of Newport… Jessen had once called them home, but that was practically a lifetime ago. Growing up on the streets of Newport had not been easy and sometimes survival depended on going places others wouldn’t. The Coyote would have sighed, if not for the fact that the group was still surrounded by the fetid stench of a city worth of effluence. Instead, he simply shook his head, admiring God’s plan in how everything somehow always seemed to come full circle. As the party emerged from the tunnel into the light beyond, that feeling only grew.


  The sewers terminated at a metal grate that Henry was holding open for the party. From there it was a four or five foot drop into what appeared to be a drainage ditch. The ditch was made of a rise in the ground from which the sewer exited on one side, and the other side was a large, six foot tall earthen berm. Jessen knew well that the ditch would be used to control overflow sewage during rains and he thanked God that the weather had been recently dry. Since rain was normal that time of year, that much good fortune was a show of God’s kindness.


  Life had not been as kind to Jessen for most of his years, but emerging into the clean, sweet air and warm sunlight was not unlike what he had felt when he was saved by the Church. There was a freedom and liberation involved with stepping out of the darkness—both literally and metaphorically. The drop down onto the ditch wasn’t difficult, and it felt reaffirming when his feet touched the ground.


  The Coyote took a deep breath, glancing around with a smile on his muzzle when he realized for the first time in many days that, regardless of the shadows that might fall, given enough steps, it was always possible to emerge from them. His positive musings were cut short, however, by a very direct order. Henry pointed up at the sewer exit back the way they came, “Carriage comin’—back inta th’ sewers!”


  Despite the fact that several members of the group looked ready to object, if not out-and-out mutiny, they ultimately obliged when the sound of a large wagon drew nearer. Henry held the grate open as everyone climbed up into the foul passage. Jessen assisted his companion Alvis back into the tunnel after Weisen and Sada, and was followed by Roland and Joshew. Alarice and Inigo joined them a moment later.


  The Human climbed in last, closing the metal bars quietly, motioning everyone further back so there was enough room for him to return to the shadows. He remained where he was, peering through the grate as the carriage stopped just above the embankment that housed the ditch into which the sewer opened. Motioning Alarice forward, the two spoke in a whisper. The woman eventually straightened up from her crouch, “Good. That’s our ride.”


  Alvis was the first to object when he looked at the transport, “That doesn’t look anything like the carriages we took in town.”


  The Human woman smiled in response, hopping down from the drainage tunnel, “If course it doesn’t—and that is precisely the point.”


  Joshew grunted an affirmative as he and Roland jumped down into the ground below the tunnel, “Can’t argue with that logic.”


  Jessen helped Alvis down while Weisen scooped Sada up in his arms and simply leapt from the exit and landed half-way up the earthen berm on the other side of the ditch. Right behind the Coyote, Henry Evans clung to the edge of the tunnel so he could close the grate before likewise jumping to the ground. Those in the ditch followed Alarice and Inigo up the incline while Weisen and Sada waited at the top.


  The carriage, as it turned out, was much larger than any of the individual ones they had taken in town. Jessen had never traveled outside of Newport, but he recognized the build of a long distance country transport. The big carriage was nearly as wide as an alleyway and twice as long as a standard city wagon. It was built stoutly and had a series of springs attached to the wheels to provide a greater amount of comfort for passengers as they traveled the uneven roads that connected cities through the wilderness. One of the greatest differences the Coyote noticed, however, was that the vehicle was drawn by animals rather than automation.


  Alvis must have been thinking something similar, “Most of the carriages in town were steam powered… why aren’t these?”


  Alarice opened the carriage door, “Three reasons. First, steam exhaust can be seen from farther away. Second, we’re making a long trip where there won’t be any service for a steam carriage if something goes wrong. Third, Vallara doesn’t have many steam carriages and we don’t want to create issues with the locals.”


  Weisen nodded, “Three perfectly valid reasons, my lady.”


  Sada shot the Dragon a look, “Except, unless I’m mistaken, you could probably fix a steam carriage.”


  The Dragon shrugged, “Still two perfectly valid reasons, Ms. De’ahm.”


  With little else to be said, the group climbed aboard the large transport. Numerous murmurs, whistles, and exclamations of surprise created a chorus of appreciation when everyone discovered that the large carriage had four separate compartments. Not only that but each compartment also had, thank God, a change of clothes. Relief swept across the group as everyone paired up two to a cabin and Henry, the odd-man out, climbed up to the driver’s bench. Jessen did not miss the fact that the Human didn’t bother with a change of clothes—nor did he even seem to mind.


  He pushed the thought out of his head, however, as Alvis offered to share his compartment with the Coyote. Jessen smiled at the light reddening of the scholar’s ears and nodded his head, feeling the warmth in his own as he did doubtlessly the same, “Of course. I would be happy to, my friend.”


  Chapter 5a, What’s in a Name? (pt 4)


  The cool spring breeze flowed constantly into his face, a pleasant contrast to the bright sun that shone down upon his spread wings. Kesst couldn’t remember the last time he had been able to take to wing during the day… or at all, for that matter. He reveled in the freedom of soaring through the sky, the emerald hills of Altenburrough rolling by below him. The sensation was beyond words, and he reveled in the feel of his wings cupping the wind… a euphoria exceeded only by the presence of his parents flying beside him.


  There was a genuine sense of liberty that came with being free from the clutches of the ground. It felt like it had been so long since he last saw his mother and father, but they were with him, and it was wonderful. Strange that he couldn’t remember their names… or even what they looked like… yet he knew it was them. The Dragon didn’t think closely on the matter, simply content to ride the air currents and reveling in the experience.


  That all ended abruptly when his mother screamed; her wings had been severed cleanly and he could do nothing more than watch helplessly as she spiraled down to the ground. Moments later his father had banked closer to him and shouted out a warning, “Flee, Kesst… go! Get away… quickly!”


  Moments later his father’s wings failed him, torn from his body by some unseen force. The majestic Dragon that was his sire fell from the sky, disappearing into a black cloud that roiled up from below. The beauty of the spring day was gone, replaced by the hellish shadows of an oppressive darkness. Kesst attempted to fly higher but, no matter how hard he tried he couldn’t fight against the downdraft that continued pushing him closer and closer to the cloud below; he could have sworn that ephemeral, bony talons were reaching up toward him.


  He continued flapping his wings, pushing with all his might in a vain attempt to combat both the wind and gravity, but it was to no avail. He continued descending, growing ever closer until one of the grasping, cloudy claws grabbed him by the leg. He let out a gasp, shouting with all his might, “No!”


  With a mighty yank, whatever had hold of him pulled him down… down… down… his wings collapsed, no longer able to keep him aloft, and only then did the grasp release, sending him spiraling down into the insidious darkness, and the hard, unyielding land below. The earth was scorched, pock marked and scarred by the lighting coming from the storm all around him. It was nothing he had to concern himself with, however; as the ground rushed up to meet him he realized there’d be no way he could survive the impact.


  Instead of hitting the ground, his body instead thumped against a wooden-floor. Jarred awake by his own movement, Kesst gasped in surprise. Panting, the young Dragon put a talon to his face, feeling sick to his stomach from the realism of the dream. He rolled onto his side with a groan, but he fell silent the moment he heard the sound of a metallic tinkling. Looking down, aghast, the Dragon watched as several small, damaged gears and other such brick-a-bracks fell out of the gaping hole in his chest and onto the floor boards.


  Kesst remained there for some time, simply staring at the black chasm within his ceramic body… an opening that should have been made of scale and flesh, revealing living organs, viscera, and all of the guts of a normal Dragon. No, he realized… he must have still been dreaming!


  He slowly sat up, shaking talon moving to the cracked opening in his body where he slowly felt around the shattered pieces of ceramic, whimpering faintly when a finger brushed across the jagged edge and another small, cracked piece of faux scale crumbled. It didn’t hurt… not in the sense that he ever recalled pain should have felt; it was as though his entire body was numb. It was far different from the time he’d sprained his ankle or when he was in agony for three days after eating spoiled meat when he accepted a dare.


  The Dragon’s thoughts came to a screeching halt. He’d eaten that meat on a dare; he knew is was back when he only had fifteen years to his name. Kesst attempted to remember who had dared him, but couldn’t. He thought to the time he’d sprained his ankle; that was when he was ten. His mother and father had kept him immobile to give it time to heal and he was forced to stay inside their hut for the duration. That memory sparked a strange quandary: he had never lived in a hut—he was born among the people of the Church.


  The confusion continued to gnaw at him, even as he got shakily to his feet. With one talon on the wall and his tail steadying him against the bed, Kesst reached up to rub his head, but paused when he saw a small metal sculpture in the palm of his free talon. Studying it closely, the young Dragon was astounded at the fine craftsmanship of the minute dragonfly and the numerous moving parts that made up what was obviously some kind of construct. Despite its exquisite quality, however it did not appear to be functional.


  All of his thoughts ended when he heard the sound of movement outside the door of the room in which he had awakened. The Dragon was discomforted by the entire situation, and his only escape appeared to be the window. Grabbing his crumpled cloak from off of the floor he quickly donned it and pushed the shutters open. He was on the second story, but it was late afternoon and the street below appeared to be empty. Hoping his luck wouldn’t abandon him, he jumped.


  Although Kesst had planned to fly to the rooftop across the street his spread wings did little more than slow his descent and he instead landed on the boulevard. Cursing to himself the Dragon fled into the nearest alleyway, folding his cloak around his shoulders to hide his wings. He pulled the edges closed in front of him to likewise hide the gaping hole.


  The Dragon would have felt better at that point if he could feel his heart beating in fear against the inside of his chest, but he didn’t even have that comfort… nothing but the empty whirring and ticking of what gears within him continued to function—it was enough to make him feel sick… or perhaps it was all in his mind… was he even capable of feeling sick? Sighing, Kesst simply tried to stop thinking about it; he had more important things to do, like finding… help? …answers? …a remedy?


  He sighed anew, stopping to lean against one of the alley’s walls, “I don’t even know what’s happening anymore.”


  Kesst fidgeted for a moment until he could make sure his cloak would stay closed, then, sighing yet again, he continued on through the alley. He wasn’t sure where he was going to go, but he realized that he wouldn’t be able to stay put… not with the Church after him. How would they respond when they found out he was different? He had no doubt that, whatever it was, it would be something bad.


  The Dragon lost track of how long he traveled the alleys, back roads, and side streets of Newport but, as he drew further from the building where he had awakened he pulled his cloak’s hood up and slowly slid into the evening foot traffic on one of the major boulevards. As he went he was convinced that the sound of the mechanisms inside him were growing louder with each passing minute. He became increasingly concerned that someone would eventually hear it and realize that something wasn’t right with him.


  Unable to come to terms with his worry the Dragon elected to escape the press of the crowd and took the next alley available… and ran right into a small, older-looking ewe wearing a dirty, ragged frock. She jumped in surprise, but Kesst recovered quickly and mumbled a quick apology before sliding around her, attempting to push past without any further interaction. He slowed for just a moment when he saw the splotch of red marring the grayish-white wool on the back of her arm. That hesitance was all she needed to hail him, “Sir Dragon?”


  Kesst’s first inclination was to run but he realized that could have raised more suspicion. If she truly meant trouble for him she wouldn’t have just greeted him, after all. Pulling his cloak tighter he turned three-fourths towards her, still making sure his chest was hidden from view, “Yes, ma’am?”


  Once he had stopped he realized that the woman was favoring the bleeding arm, holding it by the elbow with her free hand. Regardless, her attention was solely on him, “You have red scales… such a thing is not at all common of the Dragons here in Lehsunia.”


  It was a personal question, and it put him immediately on the defensive. He hadn’t survived the Church’s hunt for so long by casually giving away all of his personal information to any random passerby, and he wasn’t in the right mindset to give up anonymity, his only defense against the church’s hunters. He gave as simple an answer as he could think of, “I must not be from around here then.”


  She held her wounded arm closer to her body as she reached a hand out to him, “Are you from Altenburrough?”


  Had the young Dragon’s mouth not already felt dry he was sure it would have just gone that direction by her inquiry, “Why?… Why would you guess that?”


  The ewe smiled calmly, “I met a Dragon looking for his son… he said that he and his red scaled boy were from Altenburrough.”


  Kesst was able to provide a truthful and blunt answer immediately, with full conviction. He hoped it would end their interaction. “My parents are both dead. Sorry, but I’m not the Dragon you’re looking for.”


  She withdrew her outstretched hand, face taking on a sorrowful expression, “I am so sorry to hear that, young man… it is hard to lose parents at any age.”


  He shrugged in response, “It happens though.”


  The ewe offered another sympathetic nod, “Though that does not make it any easier.”


  Kesst checked to make sure his cloak was still wrapped firmly about himself, “Well… sorry I’m not who you’re looking for, Miss.”


  She nodded, and her ears slowly raised, “Perhaps you could help me?”


  The Dragon glanced back to her, looking at her arm, “I’m not a healer.”


  The ewe cradled her arm again, “No… I mean looking for the dragon. His father is desperate to find him.”


  Kesst shook his head, “Like I said, I’m not from here. I don’t know anybody in Newport and I have…” he gripped his cloak closed, “… I have some… things to take care of.”


  She didn’t seem put off by his dismissal, and only reasserted herself, “I understand, young man… but, if you should encounter another red scaled dragon would you please let him know that his father Wiesen is looking for him.”


  Something about the name struck a chord with Kesst. It was strangely familiar, as if he knew it from a dream. “Wiesen?”


  The ewe nodded calmly, “Yes. Wiesen is a good man. I met him at church. He’s looking for his red scaled son, named Kesst.”


  At the mention of the Chruch Kesst was frozen immediately in fear; only then did he realize for the first time that the filthy, torn clothing the ewe wore was, in actuality, a nun’s robe. He backpedaled away, eyes widening when he understood that she was a member of the Clergy. How could he have been so careless? “I… I’ll… sure.”


  The nun regarded him, “Are you alright, young man?”


  No longer able to deny his need to get away, Kesst about-faced and moved quickly. He glanced once over his shoulder to see if she was giving chase, but she was not; the ewe was just staring after him, a concerned expression on her face. He looked back toward his direction of travel, but not fast enough to avoid the rubbish bin right in front of him, and he fell over it, landing on the ground hard. Kesst heard the distinctive sound of ceramic cracking, and he winced, not sure whether he was relieved that there was no pain accompanying it.


  He heard the sound of the nun approaching and tried to get back up, but found that his body was completely unresponsive. She was calling in his direction but he was unable to answer. The ticking in his ears started slowing and, as everything grew dark he realized that the ewe was kneeling down beside him. She was speaking quickly, and he felt himself being hoisted up by others who had come to join her.


  It all faded out into nothingness as the ticking once again stopped.


  Chapter 5b, Convergence (pt 4)


  Prince Malcom and the River Tribe representatives had all remained at the council building, all except for the most wounded of their party, who had stayed at Dr Brownell’s home along with Cruffington. Despite the flurry of activity around town and the hectic crush of people out on the streets the group still made it back to Dr Brownell’s by late morning, and began to spread out, returning to the various activities of the day.


  Aodhan, who was still trying to process all of the information and events of the morning found a chair in the home’s sitting room near the low-burning fireplace. He sat down, gazing into the fire as everyone meandered about around him. Friar Arlowe gave a quick farewell before heading off into the back room where Cruff was still resting. Sister Aurelie was the first of the party to officially join Aodhan when the Cat picked up a small padded foot stool and set it down beside the Wolf’s chair, taking a seat and leaning against his shoulder.


  They didn’t bother saying anything for the two or three minutes they had together alone. Nothing really needed to be said; they were both happy that neither had been injured in the chaos that took place in the city center, and they left it at that. Their time alone came to an end however when Brother Rhys and Runs-on-Air stepped into the sitting room to join them. The two selected a pair of simple wooden chairs and moved them over so they could be within conversation distance. Runs-on-Air was the one who spoke up first, speaking tentatively in the common tongue, “Wild-Wolf did well. We did well.”


  The Rat’s ears spread out slightly in curiosity, “Wild-Wolf?”


  Aodhan smiled, “The Tribal Folk’s name for Prince Malcom.”


  The Buck nodded, “The Men of Symbol… they…” he paused, obviously seeking the right word, “they go… and did not fight.”


  Umberto rounded the corner of the hallway and stepped into the sitting room, glancing about. It was obvious he overheard the discussion as he provided a simple comment in response, “The Church shouldn’t have a reason to attack Vallara so it only makes sense that they wouldn’t fight. I can imagine it wasn’t a difficult decision for the Crusaders to go home without incident once they understood there was another force at work here.”


  The Doberman, Brody, followed the Wolverine in, “Few men need a reason to fight, Sir Umberto… I think what happened here was a mix of luck and—”


  The Templar scowled, interrupting him, “Cooler heads prevailed… there was no luck involved, Brody.”


  The energetic swordsman that had been traveling with them leaned against the archway separating the room from the hallway, running a finger across the brim of his hat, “Ah, my friend… then you still do not realize just how close this town came to streets painted with blood. Despite your belief, most members of the Church do not understand restraint.”


  Umberto was more than ready to counter the comment, “Templars are taught restraint, control, and compassion first and foremost.”


  Sandoval nodded, the large plume on his hat dancing a little with the motion, “This is true but, I would remind you, there were very few Templars there… not entirely that casual a coincidence if I were to say so myself.”


  Brother Rhys frowned, “Just what are you implying, sir?”


  The Human looked to the Rat and inclined his head, “No offense to the Church… but I would say that it is being played as casually and purposefully as a wooden flute would be played by a young bard…”


  Sir Umberto snorted at Sandoval, then looked to Rhys, “You’ll have to forgive Sandoval… he doesn’t have any great love for the Church and is under the impression that it has been infiltrated by a malign brotherhood of men who wish to gain control of it.”


  Sandoval sighed, stepping away from the hall before pulling a chair closer and setting it down so he could sit in it backward, straddling the back rest with his legs, “Ah… if only it were so simple a matter, my friend… you see, the Mechanists are interested in far more than controlling just the Church…”


  The Wolverine rolled his eyes, “So, just what is their goal, Human? You haven’t been entirely clear about that.”


  The swordsman raised an eyebrow, “Oh? Truly? I had thought that I have been perfectly clear on their goals this entire time.”


  Brody reclined in his own chair, easing it onto its back two legs as he inspected his claws, “Only that they want to control everything… you can’t get much more vague than that.”


  Sandoval pulled out the ring he’d obtained from the shooter at the fountain square gathering and rested it on his index finger. He rolled his hand, twirling the ring from thumb to pinkie then back again, “That is precisely what they want… there is no vagueness about it.”


  Sister Aurelie looked up, “What? What is it they want?”


  The Human let the ring come to a rest between his index finger and thumb, “I just said… everything.”


  Aodhan couldn’t fault Sandoval’s circular logic, but it was certainly being presented in a much more theatrical manner than necessary. The Wolf interjected, “So you’re saying this organization is trying to take control of every aspect of power?”


  The swordsman nodded, opening his hand just enough for the ring to fall into his palm, “Correct… only they are not just trying… they are mostly succeeding.”


  Brother Rhys flicked an ear, “How is it that they can have so much power and yet nobody except you seems to have heard of them?”


  Sandoval chuckled, and opened his hand; the ring was nowhere to be seen, “Because, my friend… being invisible is, in and of itself, a very powerful power indeed. How can someone fight against your plans if they do not know you exist?”


  Brody lowered all four of his chair’s legs back to the ground, “Nice trick… so where’s the ring then?”


  The Human smiled, standing up and moving over to the Doberman, “Like the Mechanists themselves, my friend… it is right in plain sight.” The Dog opened his muzzle to speak, but, before he could say anything Sandoval reached forward and pulled the ring out from behind Brody’s ear.


  Brother Rhys was not amused, “Considering the implications of what we’re discussing you seem to be rather casual about it.”


  Sandoval pocketed the ring and returned to his seat, “Considering how long I have been opposing them I am not the one that needs time to acclimate myself to the realization that much of what is going on is not random happenstance, Brother.”


  Aodhan nodded, willing to give the man the benefit of the doubt based on what they’d experienced that morning, “So how is it that these Mechanists plan to gain power over everything by manipulating the Church?”


  The Human glanced his way, a wry grin on his lips, “Quite simple… they won’t. But once you consider that they also have influence over the University you will start to understand that they are far more powerful than either organization alone.”


  Tobias, who was hanging back at the entrance to the sitting room frowned, moving over to take a seat amidst the circle of discussion, “That’s a lot of stuff you’re expecting us to take on faith… wouldn’t you say?”


  Sandoval’s smile widened, “I expect you to take nothing on faith… if today’s activity does not convince you then perhaps tomorrow’s might.”


  Aodhan’s ears went up as he regarded the man, “Why? What happens tomorrow?”


  The swordsman winked, “Tomorrow I anticipate the Mechanists will try another tactic to further discredit Prince Malcom.”


  Umberto frowned, “Why would they do that?”


  The Human settled into his chair once again, placing his chin atop its back rest, “Why? Because they are seeking a third point of power within Lehsunia.”


  Aodhan ventured a guess, “The Royalty?”


  Sandoval nodded, “Precisely.”


  Tobias let out a sigh, “That seems a little far fetched.”


  The Human glanced at the prong horn, “Does it now? Is it so hard to believe that a kingdom has been torn apart due to the infighting of its heirs, split quite cleanly along the lines of Church and University—two institutions that have something to gain by backing the right noble, yet much more to lose if their bid for power is denied?”


  Tobias weighed in, “And the University has never been interested in stepping into the political arena… it wouldn’t really have that much to gain.”


  Brother Rhys took his turn to deny the swordsman, “Any institution could understand the benefit of having a nation’s King well disposed toward it… even the church. Still, that kind of maneuver wouldn’t be worth it.”


  Sandoval’s smile never faded, “Is it impossible to think that there may be a force much greater than either, working behind the shadows and using them as tools for its own agenda? Hmm… perhaps you are right… that is far fetched indeed. Despite all of the signs indicating that neither the Church nor the University would have as much to gain as they would have to lose, I am certain that this entire thing is just one big misunderstanding… especially, by all accounts, that it is they who are prolonging this purgatory without a true ruler.”


  Umberto frowned, “The Church recognizes the true ruler of Lehsunia. Prince Regent Thaddius is the heir to the throne by all laws—written and divine.”


  The Human bowed his head, “I never declared otherwise, my friend.”


  The Wolverine pressed for an answer, “Then why are you suggesting the Church has an ulterior motive in supporting him?”


  Sandoval raised a hand up, palm out to the Templar, “I do not believe the Church has ulterior motives… but I do believe the Mechanists do… and they have enough control over the Church to manipulate it into doing its work for them.”


  Tobias cleared his throat, “Then what about the University?”


  The Human stood, and turned to the antelope before bowing, “While I have many answers, I do not claim to have them all. It is good that you are thinking of questions, however, as far more people should be asking them… don’t you think?”


  Aodhan was hard-pressed to refute Sandoval’s logic, especially in light of what they had witnessed that morning. One thing did lay heavily on the Wolf’s mind however, “How did you know that the Mechanists would try something like this today?”


  The swordsman smiled, “Ah… well, my friend, that would be where good fortune comes in, as I did not know that anything of the sort would occur here… rather, Sir Umberto has been kind enough to join me here on my quest for more knowledge, and it was nothing aside from blind luck that helped us to intervene at the most opportune time.”


  Sister Aurelie followed that up, “Luck? What is it you’re here for?”


  The Human bowed his head slightly as he stood up from his seat, “Information… information and clues… and Vallara is the best place to find them if only I can find the right person who is sure to have them.”


  Brody glanced at Umberto and they both shrugged. The Doberman then looked back to the swordsman, “Then who are we here looking for?”


  Sandoval ran his finger along the lip of his brimmed hat before lowering his hand back to the pommel of his sword, “Her name is Nicole Arnswold… I saved her life once, and I hope she will remember that instead of trying to kill me.”


  Aodhan did not much care for the sound of that. He was about to speak up, but Brother Rhys did so first, “Why would she want to kill you?”


  The swordsman lowered his head with a sigh, “That is complicated, unfortunately… but the short answer is that I helped to destroy her lover’s tribe and oversaw the slavery of all of its surviving tribesmen.”


  More than one of the assembled sat back in their chairs, gasping, “What?”


  Considering the collection of listeners, his guilt in such an endeavor was not a very popular thing for him to admit. The Human shrugged, “As I said… it is the short version of a very complicated story.”


  The Wolf narrowed his eyes, suddenly not very well indisposed toward the mysterious swordsman, “Then maybe you should consider telling the longer version.”


  Chapter 5c, A Call to Arms (pt 4)


  Wiesen had plenty of experience working within a moving carriage so he had no trouble whatsoever busying himself during the long trip to Vallara. Never one to pass up the chance to put downtime to good use, the Dragon took the opportunity to organize his tools and tally up parts he had remaining after his previous project. Thinking back to the dragonfly, Wiesen sighed; he regretted leaving it behind in Newport but, at the same point he reasoned that he had to have some way of knowing if Kesst was there… and Vallara was a little too far out of the way to trust anything but one of his automatons.


  Vallara… he put down his tools and let out a deep breath. The Dragon had been to the small town before, granted, that was almost five decades previous but, as far as he was concerned, most out-of-the-way villages didn’t tend to change much over time. If Alarice had a plan involving the outpost then it was definitely worth visiting… especially if it meant that he would be free of the Order of Blades and able to continue his search for his masterpiece—his son.


  Wiesen had no children; he had wed once, a long time ago, but he was forced to part ways with her when the Church found out that one of their principal Templars had bound himself to a non-Dragon… but at least he was able to see to it that they did not put her to death for heresy. The ex-Templar reached back to rub at the scars on his back; the punishments that followed for him were just some of the many reasons he was no longer able to bring himself to serve the Church. Their interest in Kesst was the final straw.


  Sada, who had sat across from the white Dragon for the better part of two hours without exchanging a word ultimately stood. He could tell that he bored her with his work even before she admitted it indirectly. “I’m going to speak with the others.”


  He nodded simply, “Very well.”


  Although the carriage had dividers separating the interior into several distinct chambers they were little more than superficial; he could clearly hear everything that happened in the next room. Sada was quite forthcoming, “Wiesen is absorbed in his work and I feel as though my presence is little more than a burden to him.”


  Joshew accepted all the blame, but was hardly apologetic, “That would be my fault.”


  There was silence for a moment, allowing Wiesen to focus on locating which pouch he had placed his small box of tinkering screws. Sada pressed further right as he found them. “What’s your fault? Did you hire him to organize his tools or something?”


  Roland’s voice was unmistakable in its chiding humor, “Yeah… you know… that sounds like something Shew might—OW!”


  The Human picked up where the wolf-dog left off, “No… I asked him if he’d ever seen one of those mechanical limbs in Adelene I’ve heard about, and he said yes—apparently he spent a few years there in the capital making them.”


  Sada didn’t seem impressed, “So… you wanted to know if he could make one if someone here loses an arm or a leg?”


  There was a momentary pause before Joshew answered, “No… I asked him about that clockwork insect he made and asked if it could see.”


  Roland apparently put two and two together, “You asked him if he could make a mechanical eye that could see for you?”


  Joshew’s lack of answer was all the response required. Sada simply let out a frustrated huff, “Well… I suppose that’s as good as any reason.”


  what followed next suggested that the otter was moving about the cabin again, and comment from Joshew confirmed it, “Watch your head.”


  Sada’s reply was both courteous and sardonic, “Thank you, though I’m shorter than you so I don’t see that being much of a problem.”


  Wiesen tracked her movement by the sounds she made going from cabin to cabin even as he did a quick count of his troy ounce bars of copper; it was a very important metal for some of the finer tinkering work he had in mind. He halted his count when he heard Brother Jessen speak up, “Sister Sada… how nice to see you.”


  Alvis’ greeting wasn’t far behind, “Are you alright? You look like you’re in poor humor. Is it the movement of the carriage or—”


  She interrupted him, “Do you mind if Brother Jessen and I speak for a few minutes please, Mr. Lazarus?”


  The mutt’s response was halting but obliging, interrupted now and again by the sound of shins hitting seats and what was probably a bottle of some kind being knocked off a shelf, “The… two of you? No… of course not. Excuse me.”


  Wiesen did not purposefully attempt to listen in on what was supposed to be a private conversation, but the thin-walls didn’t make minding his own business very easy. Despite his wish to provide them the courtesy of privacy, he still ended up catching snippets of their discussion, and what he heard was both informative and heart-wrenching. In the end, he set his tool bag off to the side and slowly slid his way over to the thin wall that separated the two chambers.


  Sada was crying as she spoke to the coyote, “I… just can’t help but feel that I’m responsible, Jess… if I hadn’t brought everyone to the Temple—”


  Brother Jessen was very quick to counter her self-reproach, “There was no way you could have known what would happen, Sada… it is not your fault.”


  “I know… I know… they would have attacked regardless… my mind keeps telling me it too… but my heart doesn’t want to listen. I keep feeling like things would have gone better if not for me… if not for what I—”


  Wiesen could remain quiet no longer, “Please forgive my intrusion, but there is no one person to blame, my Lady. You could just as easily blame me for alerting the Order to everyone’s presence within the tannery apartment… or any of the scholars for becoming injured and creating the need to visit the temple, or—”


  The lack of privacy became even more apparent when Alarice spoke up, “Why not just place the blame where it’s due: the Order of Blades.”


  Roland’s monotone comment as he pulled one of the dividers down was rather blunt, “So much for the walls.”


  Joshew took off his smoky-lens glasses and rubbed his eyes, “There were walls in here? I couldn’t tell.”


  Inigo brought the comment back to Alarice’s point, “The only people here to blame are the Order… just keep that in mind. They are the ones who did all this, not any of us.”


  Alvis pulled down the divider of their section as Sada gazed across the interior of the coach, which suddenly seemed all the larger without the sections being separated. The otter shook her head, “They… just destroyed everything… it shouldn’t have happened… our Church didn’t deserve that.”


  Brother Jessen laid a paw on her shoulder as he addressed everyone else, “We are not a violent sect… we believe in love and friendship and camaraderie… we were no threat to the Church, and yet, they sought to destroy us.”


  Sada lowered her face into her paws, “They did.”


  The coyote gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze, “Not yet they didn’t.”


  Joshew nodded faintly, putting his spectacles back on. “It seemed a lot more pleasant than the Church, I’ll give you that.”


  The otter nodded, “We’ve done so much good for the city.”


  Alarice gave a smirk, “A Church doing good for a city? That’d be a first.”


  Joshew was quick to counter, “It doesn’t take much for anyone to do more than the Church, so I wouldn’t doubt it.”


  She shrugged, “Be that as it may, no organization is better than their worst member… and from my experience there are some pretty bad people in the Church.”


  Sada was immediately defensive, “Ours wasn’t like that.”


  Brother Jessen hugged her with one arm, “Isn’t, Sada. We’re still here, and there’s a good chance others made it as well.”


  Wiesen put away his tinkering equipment and folded his talons in front of himself on the small ledge he’d been using to organize things, “Well… as we have apparently done away with the dividers, perhaps we should be using this time to discuss your plan, Alarice.”


  The woman smiled, handing a small bag to the bat sitting next to her; Inigo stowed it with the rest of his gear. She stood, and regarded everyone in the cabin, “Vallara is the perfect place to raise our army.”


  Alvis cleared his throat, “So… when you say army… you mean, like… a few dozen men who can help us with—”


  She shook her head, “We’re going up against the Order of Blades, Alvis… when I say ‘army’ I mean triple digits.”


  Inigo, seeing the mutt’s confusion, spoke up, “Triple digits… that means ‘a hundred or more’ people.”


  The mutt responded indignantly, “I know what triple digits means… I’m just trying to figure out how we’re going to get that many men.”


  Alarice smiled and offered the young scholar a wink, “You let me worry about that… but, rest assured, Vallara is the best place to get it done.”


  Joshew crossed his arms as he sat back on his bench, “Army or no army, getting out of Newport should let us lay low for awhile… and right now I’m not objecting to that. Besides, if nothing else it’ll give us time to get prepared.”


  Roland shot the Human a glance, “You plan on finding an alchemy station, don’t you?


  The blind scholar looked in the Wolf-Dog’s rough direction, “What makes you say something like that, Rolly?”


  Roland smirked in reply, “I recognize the way you said ‘get prepared’… and that tells me it has something to do with explosives.”


  Joshew shrugged but didn’t bother a comment… but the faint smirk on his face told Wiesen that the Wolf-Dog probably wasn’t far from the truth.


  Alvis sighed, “I’m just hoping we can get a few days without having to worry about someone trying to kill us.”


  Sada disengaged from Brother Jessen, “Assuming we have a few days. I don’t plan on moving to Vallara… Newport will always be my home.”


  The Coyote beside her nodded, “Going back to Newport is the plan.”


  Alarice’s smirk was very confident, “We may have left Newport without being seen, but you can take my word for it: our return will be impossible to miss.”


  Something about the way she spoke those words left Wiesen with the impression that he had no doubt she would deliver; it wasn’t idle posturing—her words were a promise.


  Chapter 5a, What’s in a Name? (pt 5)


  The group spent over twenty minutes examining the scene looking for any clues regarding the disappearance of Kesst. In the end, it was Sanmer who came up with the greatest number of indications of what most likely happened, so it was up to him to explain things to the party as they settled in to compare notes. He waited for everyone to take a seat so he could have the attention of the entire group.


  The Fox remained standing, pacing calmly as he recited what he surmised to have happened and the evidence he had to support it. “The thief came in through the window—the fact that it was open and the door was still locked is clue enough. There were scratch marks on the window sill, which leads me to believe that our suspect has semi-prehensile feet… or at least talons with three clawed fingers. Whoever did it was strong—able to carry Kesst away in the sack we used to transport him.”


  Sanmer was about to continue but the first inquiry from the group caused him to pause; it was from the Marten Marcelle. “Do you believe that our suspect stayed on the roof tops or fled via the street?”


  The Fox nibbled on one of his claws, “I would rather assume he stayed to the roof. Considering Kesst’s weight he woulda had to have dropped the bag down to street level—nobody could climb down a building holding something that heavy.”


  Julius raised an arm, one finger extended in a questioning gesture, “Three clawed digits… that means it is possible that a Dragon may have done it. If the Dragon were large enough and powerful enough then flight is always an option.”


  The rogue shook his head casually, “Nah… anybody pulling off something like this would want to be as subtle as possible. The only Dragons who fly are Churchies… and anyone in this part of town would notice a Church Dragon flying out of the third story of an inn with a huge bag clutched in his arms.”


  Nicholas nodded and crossed his arms, “So we’re back to somebody breaking in specifically to steal Kesst… and running off along the roof tops.”


  Sanmer nodded, “Pretty much.”


  The sailor snorted and slammed an open palm down on the table, “That’s just plain stupid! Who would steal something that big?!?”


  The Fox frowned simply, “Someone that big.”


  The Human rolled his eyes, “You know what I mean! Whoever stole him wouldn’t know he was anything other than a mechanist’s art project… and that kinda thing ain’t easy to fence.”


  The rogue let out a deep breath, nostalgia overcoming him enough that he wasn’t able to reign in a wistful, “Don’t I know it?”


  Marcelle stood, “Then we’re wasting time here. I need to go submit a report.”


  Julius nodded to the Marten, “I can check in at the University and speak with some contacts there to keep an eye out for anyone who might be asking around about construct parts.”


  The swordsman nodded, “Then my men and I will meet up with you and your team tomorrow morning by the First Scholar.”


  Nicholas glanced at the Marten. “The what?”


  Theo answered, “The First Scholar is one of the statues in the University Square. It depicts Charl—”


  The sailor interrupted the explanation, “Statue. Got it.”


  Sanmer waited until the Marten and his men had left before he chose to speak up, “I can take everyone to see some of my contacts around town… I’m sure someone in the right area will know about anything coming and going through the fences.”


  Roaring-Flood’s ears raised as a confused expression flowed across his muzzle, “Why fences? I thought Stone Tribe built walls.”


  The Fox glanced to the well-built Bear and smiled at what most people would call an ‘ignorant savage’, but Sanmer had long since learned to not judge based on first impressions. After all, if he had, then the fisherbear never would have had the chance to make an impression on him… or was it in him? The rogue licked his muzzle at the thought as Professor Blackburn spoke with the Black Bear, likely explaining the underworld meaning of ‘fence’.


  In the end it was Enarork who spoke for the Tribals, “That is the best idea. If whoever took Kesst tries to make money off of selling him we will find out about it.”


  Theo spoke up for the first time with an opinion to voice, unfortunately, it was not in a helpful way. “I don’t think we should visit those kinds of people… they’re less than reputable… which means they’re dangerous.”


  Professor Blackburn, rather than agreeing with a fellow scholar, instead defended Sanmer’s idea, “Actually, Theo, it isn’t quite as dangerous as you may think… especially if you have the right kind of guide.”


  Sanmer bowed as the Bear motioned his way. “A lot less dangerous than, say, attending one of those University reveals.”


  The Ermine scowled, obviously catching the hint as it related to the damage done to the city during the University’s most recent blunder. The scholar’s tone, however, remained neutral, “Be that as it may, how do we know that they won’t backstab us or blackmail us once they find out what we’re looking for?”


  The Fox rolled his eyes, “A code of honor, obviously.”


  Theo sniffed haughtily, “Funny—I didn’t know thieves had honor.”


  For whatever reason, that comment obvious displeased Nicholas, who stood up from his seat and spoke over Sanmer’s planned response, giving the Ermine a light poke in the chest with a finger. “Hey, Prissy Paws—watch it. Just because someone didn’t go to some fancy school or spend their life behind a desk doesn’t mean that they’re out to get you… more often enough it’s scholars who prey on the common folk, not the other way round.”


  The scholar frowned, “That’s not what I meant.”


  The two continued arguing back and forth, but Sanmer’s attention was redirected to Roaring-Flood… mostly because the large bear put a finger on either side of the Fox’s head and rotated it to face his direction, “What is wrong?”


  It took the rogue a moment to figure out what the Bear wanted to know until he motioned his muzzle toward the two with a nod of his head. Sanmer chuckled, “Well… not all of the people in Lehsunia act like they’re from one tribe… not everyone likes everyone else.”


  The big black Bear’s confused expression made the Fox realize that he hadn’t explained things as well as Roaring-Flood would have liked, but Enarork stepped in, speaking to his brother in their own language. The Fox waited patiently until the three bears’ attention returned to him and, by that time, Nicholas and Theo had finished their spat.


  Julius spoke up once everything went silent again, his question directed at Sanmer, “Do you have someone in mind we should visit with regard to Kesst’s disappearance?”


  The rogue smiled, leaning his chair back so he could kick his feet up onto the table. He casually pulled one of his braids around so he could examine the hairs at the end, “A few come to mind, of course.”


  Nicholas took a seat once again, “Alright… what’cha got, Fox?”


  Sanmer’s smirk continued, “Considering most of the under-the-table business transactions happen north of the docks over in East Town—and the fact that some of our number don’t like the more questionable sort of contacts—” he glanced over to Theo, “I think a good place to start would be a Tanuki monk that preaches over in that area.”


  Roaring-Flood grunted, “Tan Ooh Key?”


  Professor Blackburn spoke two words to the fisherbear.


  He looked even more confused, “Raccoon Dog?”


  The Fox decided to keep control of the conversation before continuing, “His name is Arlowe… he’s a Monk.”


  Nicholas shook his head, “Yeah—no… I’m not feeling the whole ‘Church’ thing… especially since they’re supposedly after this Dragon Mechanist that made Kesst.”


  Sanmer shrugged, “He may be a Monk but he’s a good one… not like most of the Church. Still, if you don’t want the Church we could always go with Professor Alus from the UPU.”


  Theo nodded, “That’s a little more like it.”


  Nicholas was immediately confused, “Alice? I thought the University doesn’t allow women in as Professors.”


  Theo smirked, “Alus… it’s an Ilysian name… he’s a foreign professor working with the Air Scholars.” the smile slowly faded as he glanced toward Sanmer, “But how do you know him?”


  The Fox flicked his tail, fondly remembering the time he met the very energetic Lion and how he couldn’t sit for three days afterward, “We share some ‘similar interests’… er… outside the ‘halls of learning’, that is.”


  Professor Blackburn stroked his muzzle in thought, “It may be a possible lead… although I would assume that the Princess likely would have tapped him as a resource by now if he knew anything… what else?”


  Sanmer shrugged and glanced back toward Nicholas, “Alright—no Church contacts… but does that include Hedge Temples?”


  The Sailor shrugged, “Hedge Temples are just fine… it’s the Mehnzilian Church I’m thinking we have to worry about.”


  Enarork glanced toward the sailor, “What is a Hedge Temple?”


  The Human sat back in his chair, “What the Church should be.”


  Professor Blackburn was a little more precise in his description, “A Hedge Temple is like the Church, but it is full of shamans instead of Men of Symbol.”


  Sanmer didn’t really understand the description but it seemed to put the brown furred Bear at ease, so it had to have been at least somewhat accurate. Theo leaned forward in his seat, “You know where a Hedge Temple is? They’re supposed to be really hard to find.”


  The rogue shrugged casually, “I’m acquainted to one of their benefactors… a working girl.”


  Theo’s ears went up, “A working girl? Like… a seamstress, or a nurse, or a cook? What does she do?”


  A huge smile spread across Nicholas’ face, “Not a girl that works… a working girl, Prissy Paws… a woman of the streets—a hooker—a call girl—a lady of the night…”


  The Ermine became immediately indignant, “A… courtesan?”


  The sailor continued, completely unfased, “a tramp—street walker—escort—”


  Sanmer laughed, “Sounds like Nicholas likes the idea of pumping Sada for information…”


  Roaring-Flood was asking questions at that point, and Professor Blackburn didn’t seem pleased at having to answer them. Meanwhile, Nicholas wasn’t even slowing in his terms, “prostitute—whore—concubine—”


  The Fox just rolled his eyes and focused in on the topic at hand once more, “You know… considering where we are in town, I think another option is to check in with the locals who know the scene… you know… some of the paws-on-the-pavement sort… guys who live on the streets that see what’s going on. How’s that sound?”


  Nicholas was still not ready to stop. “bawd—strumpet—harlot—”


  Sanmer simply rolled his eyes; anytime he ever brought up Sada there was at least one person who couldn’t get past her primary occupation. “Alright… I’ll put down Grange and Sauros as a ‘maybe’ then.”


  The sailor nodded thoughtfull, though he continued his list of titles regardless, “moll—tart—a slut…”


  Theo, bye that time, had apparently had more than enough, “I GET IT!”


  Nicholas stopped leaning back, letting all four legs of his chair back on the ground, “She has sex for money.”


  The Ermine let out an exasperated sigh, “Can we just move on please?”


  Professor Blackburn nodded, returning his attention to the conversation when Roaring-Flood’s ears raised at the Human’s final statement. The older Bear quickly spoke up, “Yes… lets.”


  Chapter 5b, Convergence (pt 5)


  Sandoval let out a long breath as everyone in the group looked at him. Considering the number of Tribals with them it made perfect sense that they didn’t want him around, especially considering his admission of having a hand in the destruction of an entire Tribe—had he not already known his own story he likely wouldn’t have wanted to be anywhere near himself either. Regardless, Umberto did quiet everyone down enough to provide the swordsman the opportunity to tell his story and, if nothing else, Sandoval de la Rocha was a storyteller.


  “To comprehend what has brought me to this point you must first understand the catalyst that began a long series of events starting back from the point of my birth. You see, I was not born under auspicious signs, nor was I born to a family of any great means. My birth was as unspectacular and as uninspiring as my household… plain… simple… common. Although we were poor, I loved my family greatly and, though we often barely managed to scrape together our meals, there was nothing I would not do for my father, or mother, or sisters.”


  The big black wolf known as Aodhan sat directly across from him. He leaned forward, palms down on the table’s surface, “Are you saying you killed an entire tribe for your family’s benefit?”


  The Human shook his head, “No, my friend—not exactly. We are starting at the beginning… and the destruction of the Mist tribe comes much later.”


  Aodhan frowned, and pulled his paws back in, crossing his arms over his chest, “This almost sounds like a stalling tactic.”


  Sister Aurelie rested a paw on the Wolf’s shoulder; the Cat’s entire demeanor suggested an interest in calming and placating him, “Peace, Aodhan… we’re waiting for Prince Malcom anyway; it isn’t costing us anything letting him explain himself.”


  Sandoval nodded his head simply in thanks to the Cat, “Indeed… as I said, there was nothing I would not do for my family and, as the first and only son of my parents, they chose to grant me the great honor of carrying the family name of the lady of the land as my given name.”


  Brody shifted from his place in the armchair by the fire, glancing back at the gathered party, “How does that work, exactly?”


  Friar Arlowe provided the answer for him, “Lords and Ladies in Soyria are often honored by their serfs by giving their first born son the noble’s family name.”


  The Human nodded at the Raccoon Dog’s knowledge, “Quite so. And, on many occasions, the Lords and Ladies are honored enough to grant their serfs a small stipend in thanks.”


  Tobias frowned, “So… basically the nobles bribe the peasants into giving their children the noble family’s name?”


  Sandoval shook his head, “Although I can understand how such a thing might be perceived, I assure you that it is all in the name of honor, appreciation, and mutual respect, my friend. In my family’s case we received no such stipend, but my parents were still perfectly happy to honor our Lady in such a way.”


  Brother Rhys nodded in thought, a paw still on Runs-on-Air’s shoulder. The buck remained hostile in every sense of the word, staring Sandoval down; the swordsman had no doubt that he would have attacked if not for the Rat’s continued contact. Regardless, the Yew Tribe youth still managed to find words in Common, “Why did you kill The People?”


  “Allow me to skip ahead then and satisfy your curiosity. When I reached the age of apprenticeship my parents had no coin to offer up to a respective master. They wanted a better life for me, hoping that I would be able to go farther and do more than remaining the son of a Cooper and taking up the family trade.”


  Brody cocked his head to the side, “Your family raised chickens?”


  Friar Arlowe was once again the one with the answer, “That would be a Poultry Farmer. A Cooper crafts barrels.”


  Sandoval nodded with a soft smile, “Just so.”


  Umberto rubbed the fur at the end of his chin in thought, “How did you end up as a swordsman then? I always assumed that apprenticing to a master swordsman would be one of the most expensive of apprenticeships.”


  The Human smiled, “Ah… and there we get to the heart of the matter. You see, I have always had a natural talent for… well… shall we call it ‘skilled confrontation with panache’. It was during a minor altercation with three other village boys that my ability to defend myself was taken of note by a visiting dignitary from here in Lehsunia.”


  Tobias flicked an ear, expression neutral, “Soyria is a long distance from Lehsunia. I can’t imagine many dignitaries willing to make the trip.”


  Sandoval nodded, “Indeed… very few do so without reason, and the woman of whom I speak, a businesswoman by the name of Alarice came to Soyria because she had a very important meeting with Princess Noriene.”


  Sister Aurelie looked immediately confused, “But, Princess Noriene is from Lehsunia.”


  Aodhan rested a paw on the Cat’s, “She spent a decade there. Her mother was originally from Soyria.”


  The Human nodded at that, “Indeed—our Land’s lady, in fact. Your Princess Noriene is still technically heiress to those lands as well.”


  Sir Umberto grunted, “If we’re speaking technically, then technically Prince Regent Thaddius would be heir.”


  Sandoval chuckled, “No, my friend… in Soyria, though men still lead the household, it is the women’s lineage traced, not the man’s.”


  Brody practically cackled from his spot on the armchair, “Which explains why they give their sons their ruler’s family name and not their daughters.”


  The Human ignored the comment, choosing instead to continue his story, “Lady Alarice had me bring her to my parents and offered them a hundred Sigils to take me into her tutilege.”


  Runs-on-Air looked no less accusatory, but the buck’s natural curiosity gave it enough of a break that he asked a question, “Sigils?”


  Again, it was Friar Arlowe providing the answer, “It is money… like we have in Lehsunia. They are gold coins, like our Crowns.”


  Brody let out an appreciative whistle, “Wow… one hundred gold.”


  Sandoval nodded, “So it is easy to see why my parents accepted the offer. Not only was I going to learn numerous skills and talents, but they were being paid for their son’s service.”


  Aodhan had smoothed his fur out but his stare still held no small amount of accusation, “And how does this get us to you erradicating the Mist Tribe?”


  The swordsman set the Mechanist ring down on the table, “She was a Mechanist. I learned about them through her—she intended to bring me into the fold and make me a member of their organization once I was ready. She always spoke about a better world… a stronger, more unified people. She explained that people as a whole were stupid and that they made far better followers than leaders… which is why a strong leader had to be cultivated, nurtured, and guided.”


  Sister Aurelie stared, feline eyes locked onto him in rapt attention, “But you said the Mechanists want to control everything.”


  Sandoval smiled despite his pain at the Cat’s question, “If you raise up a ruler then you control the ruler… but, aside from that, the Mechanists are faulty at their very core. In my eagerness to help my family, prove myself, and learn everything I could about the world from her, Alarice had me help her destroy far more than she ever created. It took some years for me to realize just how horrible she was—that, despite her gilded exterior, there was a rotten center. It finally became clear with the destruction of the Mist Tribe.”


  Aodhan sat up a little straighter, “Now to the matter at hand. Alright… tell us why you destroyed the Mist Tribe.”


  The Human nodded, “As you wish. Alarice had brought me with her back to Lehsunia, where I served her for some five or six years. At that point she had explained to her followers that we were to complete a task at the behest of the Church—her story changed a number of times as she also said on varying occasions that she slaughtered them for amusement, as retribution for a personal slight, and any number of excuses. I learned later that it had nothing to do with the Church, but it was a wonderful foil for their recent attempt at missionary work among the Tribals… it was just another one of several actions undertaken by the Mechanists.”


  Brother Rhys ‘hmmm’ed quietly, his tail interlaced between the fingers on one paw as he considered the story, “It seems strange that she would release you from service intact with all of this information to later be used against her.”


  Sandoval let out a scornful ‘ha’ in response, “We had our falling out… a very severe one. Once I realized just how corrupt and evil she was it was my intent to kill her.”


  Umberto leaned forward, “…and?”


  The Human shrugged, “We fought, and I lost. She had me shackled, weighed down, and thrown into the southern sea… but not before promising me that my family would pay for my actions.”


  The Wolverine’s ears raised, “For fighting back?”


  Sandoval shrugged, “That, and for warning one of her newest wards of Adriana’s trechary.”


  Tobias gave him an appraising glance, “Didn’t you say her name was Alarice?”


  The swordsman nodded, “She used the name ‘Alarice’… just another one of her many masks. This young lady, Nicole Arnswold… she was the only survivor of the Mist Tribe massacre. I convinced Adriana to take her in and train her as she had done with me. She was put into my care but, as the days went by and I learned more and more about what it was we were truly doing I put all my effort into helping Nicole see the truth were I hadn’t.”


  Aodhan grunted, “You’re skirting the issue… you’ve spent minutes telling us your story, but only seconds explaining the Mist Tribe.”


  Sandoval stood, keeping his hands pointedly away from his weapons in the event that someone in the party would be aggressively cautious, “I promised to explain my actions. You know what happened to the Mist Tribe, so it needs no repeating. What I wanted to tell you was that I aim to put an end to The Mechanists so they will not be able to play with peoples’ lives ever again.”


  Brother Rhys gave him an appraising glance, “Are you sure it isn’t about revenge?”


  The Human smiled, “Of course it is about revenge—I would be lying if I were to say that was not a big part of my motivation… but this is also about finding a degree of peace by making up for the evils I have done… and trying to make certain that the ‘better world’ of the future isn’t based off of the Mechanist’s vision.”


  Aodhan stood, as did most of the rest of the group. The Wolf gave a firm, definitive nod, “Well… I don’t think any of us plan to stop you from finding that peace… but you won’t be finding it with us.”


  Sandoval offered a courtly bow, “And, with that, I take my leave.”


  The swordsman took his hat off of the peg where it hung by the door and showed himself out. He could tell that the group was already talking about him but he’d long since learned that nothing he would say or do could keep people from doing just that—his actions, however, often helped to influence what it was they said. Before he was done, Sandoval de la Rocha hoped that fate would help him create quite a story to be told. Closing the door quietly as he left, the Human stepped out onto the street—if he was going to write that tale then it was time to pick up the quill.


  Chapter 5c, A Call to Arms (pt 5)


  Although Henry didn’t truly consider himself a businessman he knew enough about making money to know that beggars couldn’t be choosers when it came to employers, jobs, or pay rate. Really what it came down to was getting enough coin by doing work that wasn’t as bad as any other number of things he could have had to have done. In that regard, Alarice had been one of his favorite part time employers for over a year. That was, of course, whenever he wasn’t actively serving Prince Malcom Wildwolf.


  Having successfully wagon-mastered the woman and her motley assortment of traveling companions to the outskirts of Vallara the man brought the wagon to a stop. He opened the small wooden slat in the wall that separated him from those riding inside. Alarice, who had been in the middle of a discussion with her fellow travelers fell silent the moment he did so. He took the opportunity to address her. “We’re in Vallara.”


  The woman gave a superficial smile and a nod of her head, “Very good, Henry. You may stop the wagon at the Jerkin and Firkin.”


  He nodded back without another word and closed the slat back up. The Jirken and Firkin seemed to be one of the woman’s favorite taverns. Although Henry didn’t know much about the woman, he was able to identify her desire for nice things and to be surrounded by trappings that were finer than most folks ever experienced—in both regard the Jirken and Firkin would always be the obvious choice for her in Vallara.


  Known more casually as the J&K, the tavern was the nicest meeting place anywhere outside of the city’s Civic Center and also had the fine benefit of also having rooms for rent over the common area. Originally designed to be a tannery, the building was renovated a number of years ago when Vallara relocated the manufacturing businesses to the outskirts of town (the blacksmith was far too noisy and the tannery was far too smelly). Henry chuckled to himself as he thought about the scents from a tannery; he’d experienced far worse in his lifetime.


  Pulling the carriage up to the drop-off point at the tavern’s entrance, the man climbed down off of the driver’s bench and opened the door. Alarice came first, followed by her ‘pet Bat’. After them was the white scaled dragon followed by the slight, svelt, and comely Otter woman. The armor-wearing Coyote exited next and helped the black-furred mongrel down. There was then a short pause before the last of the group disembarked.


  The final two passengers to exit were the Wolf-Dog and the blind scholar; Henry smiled as he mused over the benefit of the stricken man having a Dog see for him—he’d of course heard the stories of seeing eye dogs in some of the eastern kingdoms, but he’d recalled those being the four legged variety. For the sake of decorum and to be the version of polite Alarice preferred, the man did not bother voicing any of his thoughts aloud.


  Once the party had all exited Henry closed the door and turned to meet Alarice, who was approaching him. She held out a small coin pouch. “Thank you for your troubles, Henry. You are released from service once you move the wagon into the carriage house.”


  He nodded simply, accepting the coin from her, “Pleasure doin’ business with ya, Ms. Alarice… lemme know when you’re ready t’head back and I’ll be yer man again.”


  She made her way into the building, not bothering to look back as she spoke over her shoulder, “Of that I have no doubt.”


  Chuckling to himself, the Human climbed back up onto the driver’s seat and gave the reigns a light flick. The draft animals moved obediently forward, turning into the packed earth path that led up to the Jerkin & Firkin’s carriage house. He quickly locked the wheels and hopped down. Since his work was done he was more than ready to be on his way; the establishment’s laborers would see to the animals.


  Despite the fact that Henry was a very skilled carriage driver there were numerous factors that worked against a speedy trip. As it was, they had been on the road for very nearly twenty four hours… which meant that he had not slept in nearly forty. That fact didn’t truly bother him; he had, on more than one occasion needed to stay up nearly three days… and he still had one very important task to complete before he could find a place to catch some shut eye. Besides, he reminded himself, he’d managed to nap on and off for a few minutes at a time while on the carriage—that was more than enough.


  If the Jerkin & Firkin was an obvious place for Alarice to be, then Vallara’s Civic Center was the exact opposite for Henry. Built with beauty and serenity in mind, the fine housing and carefully cultured buildings were surroundings the man would not normally have sought out. Not only did those kinds of structures tend to attract the type of people Henry specifically disliked, they also left him with feelings of deep-seated displeasure; in Wyra, the nobility and high born spent more decorating their homes than most commoners would see in a lifetime… such a waste—and if there was anything Henry disliked, it was waste.


  Of course, one thing the man did have to admit was that the Civic Center was usually devoid of Tribals… and that made his life a lot easier. The unsettled people of the lands East and North East of Lehsunia usually made his life exceedingly difficult. Despite the fact that he was normally on his best behavior around them, every last one of them had a great dislike of some of his idiosyncrasies; it was bad enough that, for the first time in his life, he had found a section of wilderness he considered inhospitable.


  His thoughts were stalled as a finely dressed young Ferret of some eighteen to twenty years stepped in front of him. Despite blocking Henry’s path, the Ferret’s attention was more focused a pretty young Civet lady who had been walking paw-in-paw with him, “Why look, Landri, it appears a beggar has somehow found himself in the Civic Center…”


  The majority of the Civet’s attention was on the Ferret, but she did manage a hesitant glance toward Henry, who offered her his largest smile he could manage; she quickly looked away. Her voice was small and timid “Oh, sweet, heavens, Arno… he’s hideous. Make him go away… he shouldn’t be here.”


  The Ferret smiled, eyes moving from the lady on his arm to Henry himself. His voice was dripping with self importance. “Well, my good man? You heard the lady. Your kind shouldn’t be in this part of town. Off with you.”


  Henry raised an eyebrow, less interested in obeying some pompus prick of a teenager and more interested in how much he could mess with the clueless Ferret, “Eh… I see plenty a ‘umans all ‘round this place.”


  The Teenager was obviously not interested in debating the fact or clarifying himself beyond a very precursory, “All men of means, I assure you. Vallara accepts all sorts, Sir—except for those who don’t know their place. Beggars are not to open their hands in the Civic Center… you could be arrested for—”


  The Human shrugged, having grown bored of the discussion. The fop of a Ferret fell to the ground with a single punch to his stomach. Henry’s first inclination was to see if his fist could remove a tooth from the thoughtless teen’s muzzle but he didn’t even need a moment to rethink the course of action; permanent injuries would result in unpleasant legal action, and he still had some important tasks ahead of himself. He finished up his simple ‘love tap’ with a straight-forward comment, “There… didn’t even open it.”


  The Ferret, surprisingly, didn’t stay down long. Despite still being hunched over, the youth managed to get to his feet, wheezing out a breath furiously as his whiskers shook with rage. He somehow managed to croak out an indignant (though far too predictable) objection. “I’ll not let you get away with challenging my honor!”


  Henry had not missed the fact that the Ferret was wearing a fencing foil, but the Human had also seen his share of swords and was able to identify it as far more accessory than weapon. The rich brat fumbled with it for a moment, further identifying him as a dandy rather than a real warrior. Regardless, Henry waited patiently until the teen got a paw around the hilt and had just started to draw it before he took action. After all… once someone drew a weapon Lehsunia law allowed him to protect himself.


  Stepping in, Henry grabbed hold of the Ferret’s wrist and, still moving forward, brought his head straight down onto the teen’s. With the same resounding ‘thunk’ that an empty wooden box would make, the Ferret’s head bounced back; Henry let go of the teen and let the unconscious little prick fall over. The Civet woman let out a whimper, falling down beside the worm masquerading as a person, “Oh Arno!”


  The Human let out a single huff, “I wouldn’t get too attached ta ‘im, girly. Mouth like that’ll get ‘im inta all sorts a trouble… chances are ‘e’s gonna die soon ‘nuff if ‘e doesn’t learn ‘ow t’fight.”


  With little more to be said, Henry made his way straight toward the Council Hall. There were numerous people mulling about, whispers rising up from every collection of murmuring townsfolk on the street. Although the Human didn’t catch everything they said he was able to piece together something about a small army of Church soldiers having just left town, and that there was very nearly blood shed in Vallara.


  The thought both intrigued and stupefied Henry; it wasn’t usually the Church’s perrogative to come across as ‘the bad guy’, and attacking Vallara would certainly serve little purpose beyond that. If what the townsfolk had to say was true then there was obviously more going on than Henry would have first suspected. Then again, he reasoned, his strong point had never been suspecting—he was far better at acting.


  The opening of the Council Hall put an end to the man’s musings; Prince Malcom exited the building with a finely dressed Councilman walking at his side. The Wolf and Ram appeared to be chatting casually, which made sense to Henry since any real business would have been done inside the Hall in private. The Ram led Prince Malcom to the middle landing on the stairway that rose up to the Council Hall’s entrance, and the two finished up their discussion with clasped wrists and words of farewell. Only then did the Wolf turn to see Henry.


  The Human stood right where he was unceremoniously, “Mornin’, Prince.”


  Prince Malcom’s smile never seemed forced or fake; it was one of the things Henry admired the most about him, “Hello, Henry. Good to see you again.”


  Malcom also wasn’t one to lie, and, for whaterver reason, the Human was always left with the impression that the Wolf truly was glad to see him… probably one of the many reasons Henry chose to continue to do business with him. “So… I ‘eard there was Churchies visitin, eh? That must be quite a story…”


  The Prince smiled anew, and trotted down the steps to join Henry at the bottom, “A tale for another time, I think… the events are still too fresh with the folks here, and I have to find my way back to allies of mine at Doctor Brownell’s.”


  The Human nodded thoughtfully, “This ‘ole thing ‘ere ‘ave anything t’do with those folk’s bein’ chased from Newport?”


  The Wolf chuckled calmly, slapping Henry on the back. “In part, yes… Come. If you wish to join I’ll explain what I can on the way.”


  Yet another thing Henry liked about Prince Malcom; nobody else the Human knew worked so hard to include him in things. He opened up his mouth to reply positively when a very firm command caught his attention. “Hey! You! Stop!”


  Henry turned to regard two guards making their way through the crowd toward him; Prince Malcom likewise seemed to notice, “I assume you’ll meet up with me later?”


  The Human smiled and nodded. One more thing to like about the Wolf: Malcom seemed to know him better than anyone else. Heading off to meet up with the guards, Henry called over his shoulder, “Shouldn’t be any later’n lunch.”


  Chapter 5.6 Thaddius


  There was something comforting—something cleansing about the Torture Chamber. Thaddius had never spent any great amount of time there, either as a pup or as a man until Brother Maynard had insisted on helping him with his castigation. Aside from the Prince Regent himself the room had held no wrong-doers in over twenty years, which meant that it was both quiet and suited for his sessions of contrition to God.


  Thoroughly exhausted from the old Priest’s most recent aid, Thaddius splayed out limply on the wooden table where he rested, not even paying attention to the chains that held him in place. He was naked and cold, but content. He felt a touch of pain beneath his tail but, as Brother Maynard had told him time and time again, that simply proved that God was willing to forgive him—he was able to be saved as long as he felt the wrongness of his desires… The Prince Regent was assured that was the case, even if the feel of the warm fluids dripping from his abused opening had the opposite effect.


  Brother Maynard remained within Thaddius’ view, his aging but still very much desirable body enough to make the Prince Regent quiver for more. No—he reminded himself, the Priest was handsome and in good shape… that was an acceptable thought, but to be mesmerized by the curve of his hip, and to linger on the smooth muscle beneath his graying fur, and to stare longingly at the full, thick sheath hanging tantalizingly between his—Thaddius sighed, “Father… I fear sometimes that what you do for me makes little difference.”


  Brother Maynard turned to regard the Wolf, making it even more difficult for the Prince Regent to think appropriately, “That is not true, my son… and you know it. What we do here is God’s work, and, despite what your mind may tell you, the indication that your body does not react inappropriately is proof that it makes a difference. Do not lose faith, Thaddius.”


  The Wolf let out another sigh, but bit back any response. He shivered slightly as more of the Priest’s seed escaped from beneath his tail and trickled down his leg. Brother Maynard was, if nothing else, productive… and it showed. No—he reminded himself, such was not the right thoughts for the moment. He swallowed the hesitation in his throat when he realized that the Dog was very much correct; despite the thoughts in his mind, his own sheath didn’t even quiver, “I’m sorry, Father… I should not be so easily swayed. You’re right, of course.”


  The Dog smiled, and turned back to the small bowl of steaming water and the washing cloth beside it, “Of course I’m right, Thaddius… and you are both wise and reasonable for being able to see it.”


  Despite the Priest’s focus on cleanliness for being reasons other than the Wolf’s personal enjoyment, Thaddius couldn’t help but watch his benefactor clean up. Brother Maynard’s attention to detail and meticulous grooming was an art form all itself. The Dog fastidiously used the damp cloth to smooth out all of his fur, washing away the sin of what the two had done. Once his limbs were given their due, he went back to the water dish, taking off his funny, cog-shaped ring so he could dip both paws into the water with the cloth and fully soak it before he got started on the true filth of their time together.


  Thaddius watched with rapt interest as the Dog skillfully withdrew his sheath, carefully cleaning the member within. If the Priest’s words true, that moment had to have been it; despite how much the Wolf reveled in the show, his own flesh didn’t so much as stir. Brother Maynard truly knew how to put his mind at ease. “Thank you again, Father.”


  The Priest turned to regard him, smiling that warm, comforting smile, “You are very welcome, my son. I am always here for you… you know that.”


  Silence prevailed as the Wolf remained splayed out on the table, wrists and ankles shackled in place so he couldn’t move… not that he was interested in doing so. There was a degree of calm euphoria about spending time with Brother Maynard, relaxing and enjoying the late hours of the night when they didn’t have to be Future-King and Future-Advisor… where they could be ‘Supplicant’ and ‘Priest’, ‘Son’ and ‘Father’, or, as Thaddius most preferred it, “Just… Themselves’.


  Granted, the Prince Regent never was sure just how much of ‘themselves’ either of them were, but however much was there was nice—Thaddius certainly felt the break on stress from the press of the castle and subjects, and Brother Maynard certainly seemed to enjoy the opportunity to assist him with his troubles. The Wolf was gladdened and relieved to know that there was at least one person who was looking out for his welfare in both body and soul. By the time his musings wound to an end, the freshly dressed Priest was finally loosening his shackles. “We are done with your prayers for tonight, your Highness.”


  The formal tone in Brother Maynard’s voice was as much ceremony as it was indication that they were, once again, on official terms. The Priest moved to collect the wash bowl and cloth and presented it to the Prince Regent. “Thank you, Brother Maynard… I’m certain I can handle things from here.”


  The Dog smiled and inclined his head, “I am sure you can, your Highness. When you are done, please join me in your ante-chamber where I will have your evening tea ready.”


  Thaddius nodded thankfully to the Priest, who showed himself out. The Wolf smiled to himself as he washed, mimicking the actions that Brother Maynard had used himself. While the Prince Regent was nowhere near as skilled at personal grooming as the Priest, he found joy in the simple imitation. The Wolf had grown up with people bathing, brushing, and dressing him, but Brother Maynard had always encouraged him to learn to be at least independent enough to do so for himself; the Priest was so thoughtful that way.


  It took the Prince Regent a lot longer to clean his member than the Priest had taken with his own; whether that was due to the Dog having practice, or due to the fact that the Wolf was completed covered with his own release didn’t really matter—it was frustrating either way. It was more proof to Thaddius that Brother Maynard was right: it was just another small sign of God’s punishment for his actions… to give over to spilling his seed by having another man inside him—even if Brother Maynard was particularly good at it—was shameful and wrong.


  Finally, however, it was done, and the Prince Regent was able to put the filthy washing cloth back into the murky water. He took it all and tossed it into the single brazier that provided light for the room, as per Brother Maynard’s standard instructions. Although the water dimmed the fire, it would soon recover and burn all of the unclean tools. From that point, Thaddius was able to redress, and did so with eagerness—starting, of course, with his red undergarments.


  Finally dressed, the Wolf let out a contented sigh and headed for the exit to the room, careful to close and lock the metal bars behind him before taking the key and placing it into his vest pocket. Thaddius smiled to himself as he ascended the stairs, thinking fondly of the night’s next event. “Mmm… tea.”


  Tea was a relatively new ritual for him. Originally not one to enjoy the herbal beverage, the Wolf owed his preference for the drink, much like all of the other positive things in his life, to Brother Maynard. Thaddius used to have horrible night terrors, an uncomfortable wheeze in his voice, a tremble in his paws, and a number of other maladies that simply seemed to have no cure. However, once the Dog all but forced him to a special blend of herbs, all of that seemed to be improved. The Wolf was able to sleep through the night, the wheeze and trembling fits had completely disappeared, and life was that much better.


  Although Thaddius did not know the contents of the tea, he found the taste not at all unpleasant, and the effects to be well worth the courage it took to try it. Brother Maynard told him once that all contents were from holy plants—flowers and blooms with name such as as “Heaven’s-Light”, “Angel’s Trumpets”, “Euphoriac” and “Halo-Poppy”. Although the Prince Reagent once recalled having heard that Angel’s Trumpets were poisonous, the Dog reassured him that only large concentrations of the flower were harmful, and the Priest only used seeds and leaves.


  With pleasant thoughts playing through his mind, the Wolf entered his ante-chamber and found Brother Maynard waiting for him, seated at a small, two person table, with a service already set out. As usual, the Priest had a small cup of freshly brewed tea waiting in Thaddius’ spot while he himself sipped from a cup that came from the tea pot situated in the center of the table. Once the Wolf finished his cup, the Dog always invited him to have another from the joint supply, but the Prince Regent was perfectly content with one.


  That was just another thing Thaddius enjoyed about Brother Maynard. The Priest was willing to sit with the Prince Regent, joining him for tea even though the Dog had to go through the trouble of preparing two batches since he didn’t need the medicinal variety that Thaddius required. The Wolf contemplated accepting an offer this time for a second cup of the Priest offered it—Brother Maynard was so good to him… the least he could do would be to humor the Dog by taking a mug from the less-pleasant, communal tea pot.


  As Thaddius sat down, the Priest slid a small plate full of tea biscuits toward him, “I wish to speak about some of the concerns you’ve raised recently…”


  The Prince Regent’s ears raised and he sat up that much straighter. Finally! After exerting himself with enough patience he was finally rewarded with an answer to some of his questions. He folded his paws eagerly in his lap, but the edge of his forearm caught his tea cup and spilled the contents. The happiness immediately left; Brother Maynard hated spilled tea. Letting out a sigh, Thaddius simply explained, “Bullocks.”


  If the Priest was bothered by the loss of the drink he hid it wall. Calmly standing, Brother Maynard walked around the table and rested a paw on the Prince Regent’s shoulder, “Wait here and I will get you another.”


  The Wolf nodded obediently, smiling at the calm demeanor of his friend and mentor. All in all, the evening was turning out quite well, and Thaddius felt blessed. Bother Maynard was finally going to talk to him about everything he’d been missing; The Wolf’s mind was, for once, calm and collected; the castle was quiet and relaxing; even the fact that he had knocked over his tea didn’t seem to be putting a halt to the night’s positive outlook.


  Thaddius began whistling quietly to himself, toe tapping out a beat as he took a napkin and began to carefully clean up the mess he had made. In times past the Wolf had been told not to tend to such things… that someone else would handle it, but Brother Maynard had helped provide him a sense of independence, and for that he was grateful. The Prince Reagent paused in his cleaning when his attention settled on a beatle that had been at the periphery of the spilled tea. It lay on its back, legs up in the air.


  The Wolf raised an eyebrow and gently brushed at the dead insect with his napkin. His chuckle turned into a full-bellied laugh when he realized it must have been scalded to death. Frankly, Thaddius didn’t find the tea to be that hot, but he just sighed in good humor as he swept the bug off of the table; apparently some ignorant creatures didn’t know how to identify danger fast enough to save themselves.


  Chapter 5.6 Noriene


  Noriene settled into the high-backed arm chair she used in her council hall. In other circumstances she might refer to it as the throne in her throne room but, then again, she was never one to get ahead of herself. The cream-colored Wolf relaxed casually, holding an empty golden goblet in one paw as it was obediently filled by her newest servant. The Princess smiled and gave a light flick of two fingers. “Thank you, Evelyn… that will be all.”


  The Ermine servant bowed obediently and left just as the double doors at the end of the council hall opened; Henri, her grey Otter barker entered, announcing in the loud tone she hired him for, “Lord O’Dell of Wyra, Duke of the Green Valley and Admiral of the 8th Armada.”


  The red Wolf that showed himself in was impressive despite his lack of bodyguards which, Noriene presumed, likely waited outside. He was easily taller than Thaddius and probably had another forty pounds on him. If she recalled correctly, Lord O’Dell was in his early thirties, though his chiseled physique was much more suited for a young man who had extra hours to do little more than lift heavy objects.


  While some women found such a build to be breathtaking, all Noriene could do was wonder just what heavy objects a Lord would find worthwhile to lift when any sane noble would have someone else do that task for him. In the end, however, she was much more pleasant in her greeting, “We acknowledge you, Lord O’Dell. Please, come in.”


  The man had the walk of a warrior and when he smiled she saw that his muzzle had the distinctive mark of a healed sword cut with a hint of flesh missing on his right lip; she also noticed that the accompanying tooth was likewise absent. He took off his hat, an obviously courtly thing made of a deep brownish-red with bluish trim. The Wolf went into a courteous bow, but the tone of his voice hinted that it was civility and show rather than any real respect, “I can’t help but notice that you use the royal ‘we’, my Lady… but, last I checked, you were not Regent.”


  Noriene offered him a curt smile in response to his words as she leaned forward in her chair. “And yet, here you are, visiting Newport rather than Thaddius Rex in Graddin. If you doubt our claim to the throne then we almost wonder why it is you’re wasting your time coming to see little Noriene Sandoval the middle child.”


  Lord O’Dell cleared his throat and she didn’t miss the fact that he didn’t put his hat back on, rather he kept it in his off-paw. Despite that minor show of respect, his words were accusatory, “I understand that you met with an envoy from Ilyse previously… I do not need to remind you that such a thing is a fine way to displease the nobility of Wyra, especially as you have not extended the same invitation to us.”


  The Princess sat back in her chair, offering her sweetest smile, even going so far as to flutter her lashes, “Why, Lord O’Dell… we would almost think that you believe this to be our fault! We were, in fact, wondering why it was our friends from the Red and Blue nation did not see fit to come visit us sooner, as, in fact, our acquaintances in Ilyse did so of their own volition for no reason other than to pay their respects to Us.”


  The only sign of surprise from the red Wolf was the raising of an eyebrow, “You mean to say that Ilyse sent an emissary to you without being summoned?”


  Noriene pressed a paw to her chest as she slumped ever-so-slightly into her chair, “And now we find the only reason Wyra sends someone to us is because they are displeased that they didn’t feel inclined to do so without a summons? Lord O’Dell… we would have thought that the relationship your nation shares with us is worth far more than such petty childishness.”


  Despite obviously being made for the battlefield, Lord O’Dell was not unaccustomed to the world of court. He quickly cut short what the Princess assumed would be a widening advantage in their discussion after sliding his hat onto a hook at his belt. “And so this envoy from the duplicitous, self-absorbed merchant kingdom of Ilyse visited you out of the goodness of their heart and that they are pledging their everlasting aid to your cause? Knowing that nothing is done in Ilyse without ulterior motive, I find this hard to swallow… Your Grace.”


  The Princess sat up a little straighter, “Why else would they come to our court without first being summoned?”


  He crossed his arms as he appraised her in a way that she assumed would be the same he’d do for any man on the battlefield he was about to fight. Something about that thought appealed to the Princess. He cleared his throat before speaking again. “I would hardly assume that a knowledgeable woman such as yourself would look past their obvious interest in what you have rather than who you are.”


  Noriene smiled, switching to a much more casual tone and foregoing the formal plural pronouns, “And what is it I have, pray tell?”


  Although Lord O’Dell cut a striking figure as a warrior, he was still surprisingly astute when it came to the ways of words, and he did a fine job of digging himself out of the hole where the Princess had placed him. “I would wager that their visit had more to do with this ‘weapon’ you have mentioned in passing rather than any true courtesy, my Lady.”


  The Princess played with an errant curl of her fur and returned seamlessly to her royal tone, “We may have discussed it in passing with their delegate…”


  The red Wolf looped his thumbs in his sword belt, the only item of dress he wore that did not include the national colors of Wyra, “The only reason I was not here sooner was because I have more respect for you—I would rather await word that you were interested in speaking with us than simply assuming what’s yours is Wyra’s to have whenever we ask for it.”


  Noriene nodded thoughtfully, carefully playing her assumed role of the know-nothing-woman-sitting-on-the-throne as she toyed at vacuously considering his words, “That does make sense, Lord O’Dell… they were very interested in the proof I had in how well it works.”


  Lord O’Dell’s ears were up in an instant, and he took a half-step forward, “They asked to see the weapon?”


  Noriene shrugged, “No… just the proof. We are unwilling to show the Weapon at this time… but they marveled at its effects.”


  “… effects, your Highness?”


  The Princess knew she had the Wolf right where she wanted him the moment she heard him refer to her in the royal sense… but she was not ready to consider the deal complete quite yet. “I assume you passed through the city center on your way to my manor…”


  Lord O’Dell undid his half-step forward as he took a full step back, “Your weapon… did that? To your own city?!?”


  Noriene leaned forward, her elbows on her knees as she rested her muzzle in the palms of her paws, “Of course, my Lord. I do not wish to bore you with specifics, but Newport is undergoing a renaissance, and it was both the simplest manner to clear the way for progress and to provide us the opportunity to see just how great a weapon it is we have created.”


  “I was told it was an accident.”


  Without missing a beat she spoke otherwise, “The commoners can’t possibly comprehend what a weapon like this would mean for Lehsunia—obviously they cannot be in-the-know… you understand, I’m sure.”


  Although he hung on her every word, she could tell there was some hesitance in his eyes, and he reinforced that thought, “I am… reluctant to believe that such a thing would be done on purpose… or that a weapon of the size required would even be able to maneuver within a town like Newport for such an action.”


  Her smile only grew as she stated simply, “The weapon can fly.”


  The man’s confidence wavered for a moment and, as with any other noble who prided himself on his confidence, that fact made him frown. “My Lady, I apologize if this comes across as disrespectful, but I must say that I still find myself in disbelief.”


  Unwilling to surrender her advantage, she sat back, gently swirling the wine in her goblet as she stared at it but addressed him, “Let us assume that this weapon is real… is it safe to say that you have an interest in it?”


  The red Wolf teetered on the precipice of indecision for a moment before he surrendered and fell into Noriene’s grasp, “If it were real? Yes, your Highness.”


  She set the chalice down and stood, “Excellent… I am glad to hear it, Lord O’Dell, as I make a much finer friend than opponent. The delegate from Ilyse understood that, and I am glad that you do as well.”


  The comment caused Lord O’Dell to freeze in place. She watched as his hackles raised slowly but, with what was probably a supreme amount of will he managed to keep his decorum. Even so, a faint growl was just barely evident in his voice, “Princess… are you playing me?”


  Noriene set a very courtly pace as she walked to the Lord. Once she was standing in front of him she held her paw out as she smiled, “Honestly, Lord O’Dell… assuming you get what you want, does the answer truly matter?”


  The rugged-looking red Wolf accepted it with surprising grace and bowed, pressing his muzzle to the back of her paw, “I assume getting what I want comes at a price?”


  She smiled, realizing that the real business had only just begun, “Knowing that we have the support and aid of Wyra is enough.”


  Lord O’Dell didn’t miss a beat, “And by ‘we’, you mean you… as Queen?”


  She smiled, but didn’t bother responding. Noriene went to take her paw back, but the Wyrean Lord continued holding her by the wrist. She gave her arm a light tug, “Lord O’Dell…”


  He released her, but it was his turn to smile. “Perhaps there is something else you might offer me to assure our nations’ continued prosperity.”


  She folded her paws in front of herself, “Such as?”


  Although he said all the right things with his voice, the appreciation of her body spoken by his eyes implied so much more. He licked his muzzle. “Combining the Lehsunian royal family’s blood line with that of a Wyrean noble family could go a long way toward creating an everlasting union between our nations.”


  Noriene, despite being surprised by his sudden change of focus, was not surprised in the least by his suggestion, and already had a response ready, “I could not agree more.”


  The straight-forward reply caught the Lord by surprise. He was dumbfounded for several seconds and his tail started wagging before his expression changed. “You… do? Excellent! Then I will prepare word that—”


  The Princess continued, “You have a sister, and I have an unmarried brother. The union will be perfect!”


  Lord O’Dell did not even try to hide his displeasure at her suggestion but he still held together enough civility to object, albeit, rudely. “I could honestly say, your Highness, that my family would not be interested in some savage sympathizer.”


  Noriene tittered, reaching out to rest a paw on his forearm, “Oh, my dear Lord O’Dell, you do make me laugh! No… not Malcom… I have an older brother.”


  The Wyrean Wolf’s ears went up again, “Thaddius? You can speak for him?”


  The Princess’ smile disappeared as she leveled a very serious gaze at her guest, “Of course, my Lord… a Queen can speak for any of her subjects.”


  Noriene held her paw out again to Lord O’Dell though this time, instead of presenting it with feminine grace, she extended it with the surity of a business transaction; her visitor was left standing there numbly, staring down at it. Something about the almost fearful uncertainty she managed to instill in the warrior across from her was almost euphoric; she looked forward to exploring the sensation many, many more times in the near future.


  Chapter 5.6 Malcom


  Malcom stood in the out-of-the-way Alley as he listened as Henry provided him many interesting pieces of information. It was all quite difficult to take in and process, but the Wolf tried nevertheless. It wasn’t that Malcom doubted the Human’s report, rather it just seemed as though things were getting more complicated after hearing it. “So… you’re certain that this Alarice woman is actually Nicole Arnswold?”


  The man nodded in a casual, matter-of-fact manner, “Sure’s I have more ‘air on my balls than a Dragon ‘as on ‘is, yeah, Sir.”


  The Wolf smiled at Henry’s rather blunt confirmation, “And you left her with her group at the Jerkin & Firkin?”


  Henry nodded again, “Aye… short while bafore we met outside th’ Council ‘all. Far as I can tell they’ll take a day or so settlin’ in… ‘cept fer Alarice. Either way, they’re ‘ere for a reason, yer Grace… I’m sure a it… and I’m sure as all get out it has somethin’ t’do with that Arnswold place.”


  Malcom reached out and pressed a paw to the man’s shoulder, “Thank you for your help, Henry. As usual, I am in your debt.”


  The Human laughed, shrugging off the Wolf’s paw before giving him a gentle punch to the chest; it was, of course, fully expected. “Bah! You already done plenty fer me, Sire… y’know that I’m yer man no matter what.”


  The Prince nodded, bowing his head slightly to his loyal follower, “You are not treated nearly as well as you deserve, Henry. I hope once everything settles down that you will be able to find happiness.”


  The usually outgoing Human offered the faintest hint of a coy smile, “What makes ya think I ain’t ‘appy already.”


  Malcom did not resist when Henry leaned forward and kissed him on the chest; it was not a Lehsunian custom, but was a sign of great respect and devotion among the Wyrenese… granted, it was usually reserved for lovers from different classes, but the Wolf had not forgotten the time the two of them had spent together in the wilds when they had first met—but that felt as though it was a different lifetime. Regardless, Malcom reached out and clasped the Human’s wrist, “Are you staying in town long, Henry?”


  Henry shrugged, “Long enough t’know whether ya need me or not… then I’m thinkin’ I’ll head south t’see if there’s any work along the delta bafore headin’ inland fer th’ winter. Don’t worry yer fuzzy head, yer Grace… y’know I’m never too far away t’ be called.”


  It wasn’t precisely a traditional farewell, but it was the norm for Henry. Malcom had known the Human for almost a decade and he never knew him to do anything ‘the usual way’. They had met far out in the field during a horrible storm. Although each were capable survivalists on their own, the forces of nature threatened their lives and it was only through working together that they had made it.


  They spent the night in little more than a hole in the ground, kept warm only by one another’s body heat. Traveling together for the next three days, they slept together each night with little more than a single summer blanket to share but, by the third night, they found even more common ground, and something else to keep them warm. It had never become a relationship… at least, not in the traditional sense—again, just another sign of Henry, but they remained friends or, as the Human preferred to put it: Lord and Linked. There was humor to the term, but Malcom was content to know that he was an ally.


  And so it was, with Henry Evans on his mind, Prince Malcom crossed the width of the city on his journey to the finer manors of Vallara. It had been several years since he’d last visited the small group of nobility—only four families really called Vallara home. The first two manors he passed held coat of arms he recognized, but he’d never actually met with anyone from the homes. The third manor, however, was his destination, and he stopped at the gate of the city’s eastmost manor.


  The Arnswold family had once been numerous and was one of the strongest lines of nobility within Vallara. After numerous events struck the household the Arnswolds dwindled to less than a handful. The final Lord of Vallara, Bandon Arnswold, had died most unfortunately, falling off a cliff while drunk, leaving his only heir, a young daughter named Nicole. While Malcom had met them both during his short stay in Vallara before being passed off to the Oak Tribe, he did not remember much about either of them. Apaprently, some years after Lord Arnswold’s death, Nicole had disappeared, and never returned.


  The Prince was about to reach for the gate when a pile of rags shifted at its a spot next to the wall and spoke up, offering words in a friendly tone, “Afternoon, my Lord… seeking audience with the caretaker of Arnswold Manor?”


  Although the figure was completely covered by the cloth, the man’s voice was masculine, at least allowing Malcom to know something about him. “I am, good sir. Can you tell me who he is, and whether he is home or not?”


  The vagrant chuckled, “She is home, yes, my Lord.”


  The Wolf nodded thoughtfully, “Many thanks. I suppose I had best go extend a greeting then. Here you are.”


  The pile of rags shifted slightly when Malcom placed a few coins on the street next to what the wolf thought was a foot. The rags shifted away from a black-and-gray-furred, Fox-like face; milky eyes stared out at the Wolf from beneath the man’s hood. He spoke with the distinct accent of a Tribesman.“I appreciate your generosity, Prince Malcom, but you should save your money for the more needy.”


  Only once the pile of cloth had moved did the Prince realize that the man beneath was dressed far too well to be a beggar, and a moment of embarrassment came over the Wolf. He quickly let it pass however, following up on the conversation with an apology and a question, “I apologize—obviously I misunderstood your presence here, sir. May I ask why you’ve chosen to linger at this spot if not destitute?”


  The stranger smiled up at him, managing to look toward him even though his eyes were obviously useless, “I enjoy watching people.”


  “Watching?”


  The man laughed in response, “So to speak… yes. There is no law among man or nature that suggests we must see only with our eyes.”


  Something about the comment made Malcom smile, and he opened is muzzle to further address the man, but his inquiry was cut short by the sound of a call from within the manor’s grounds, “Father? Father! Where are you?”


  The aging man chuckled, slowly getting to his feet, “And there would be the manor’s caretaker, if you wish to speak with her. Come… I’ll show you inside.”


  The Prince stepped aside obligingly as the mobile pile of cloth slid past him to open the gate. Malcom watched as a pretty young Fox woman trotted down the gravel walkway toward the two of them. She came to a stop when she was in walking distance, looking first to the older man, and then toward the Wolf, “Good afternoon… Welcome to Arnswold Manor. Are you here on business, or simply come to make a social call, Sir?”


  The Prince smiled at her keen etiquette, but he could distinctly hear the faint hint of a tribal dialect in her voice. He switched to the People’s Tongue, “Meeting your father was a pleasant surprise, so in that sense, social… but I am here to speak with you.”


  The young Fox shook her head, “I’m sorry, Sir, but I do not speak the Tribal Tongue… just the common one.”


  The old man sighed and addressed Malcom in the People’s Tongue, “Sadly, we left home when she was still very young. We have been tending to this home here ever since.”


  Malcom cocked his head to the side as he observed the young lady, who’s muzzle turned down in a slight pout, “Father… you know I don’t like it when you talk in front of me like that… can we keep to Common please?”


  The old Fox chuckled and shrugged, reaching out a paw for her, “Children.”


  She obediently took his paw, but not before objecting, “I’m almost twenty.”


  He laughed, “Well, you will always be my little girl, Farika.”


  “Father… please.”


  The old man reached out and patted his daughter on the head, “Be calm, my dear… Prince Malcom does not mind me showing my affection for my daughter.”


  The Wolf saw his own incredulous gaze mirrored by the young woman. He, however, spoke up before she could, “How do you know who I am?”


  A full bodied laugh emerged from the mobile pile of rags, “As I said, my Lord… there are ways to see other than with one’s eyes.”


  They led Malcom to the house, where the old Fox began to doff his many layers of clothing. The young Fox woman explained, but stumbled with an overabundance of emotion as she tried, “My father has become sensitive to the sun after… after a… trying time.”


  The Prince smiled comfortingly, “No need to apologize, Miss Farika… here sir, shall I help you with that?”


  The man did not object, letting the Wolf assist with making sure the garments got to their correct hooks next to the door, “Thank you, your Highness—not many would be so willing to help an old man.”


  Farika rolled her eyes, “You’re not old, Father.”


  Smiling at their interaction, Malcom glanced to the young woman, “Your name isn’t like most others I’ve heard of from the Brush Tribe… how did you come by it?”


  The young woman stared at him in response before saying, “We aren’t of the Brush Tribe.”


  Malcom paused at that; he knew of no other tribes of Foxes anywhere near Lehsunia. It wasn’t until she moved to help her father put his cloak up on a hook that everything sank in; he saw a long, criss-cross line of surgeon scars on her underarm. More than that, once the old man had his cloak off, his large, leathery wings were all the more obvious. The Prince was unable to hide his surprise. “You’re from the Mist Tribe!”


  The old Bat smiled, extending a paw to him, “Ma’heed, of the Mist.”


  As the Prince accepted the paw for a clasp, Farika sighed, “Formerly of the Mist… now of Arnswold Manor.”


  Ma’heed chuckled, “Ah, children… no, my dear… I will never be formerly of the Mist… I will always be of the Mist.”


  She crossed her arms defiantly, “Well now we call Arnswold Manor home.”


  The old bat simply tsk’ed at the young one, “We are merely here as guests and caretakers, young lady… I am holding true to my promise.”


  Malcom’s ears raised, “A promise?”


  Ma’heed nodded, “Yes, my Lord—to Lady Arnswold. I promised that I would one day see her home, and so now my daughter and I care for it until her return.”


  Farika sighed, “IF she returns.”


  The Prince shifted his weight from foot to foot as he regarded both of the Bats, “Perhaps you may spare some time to talk? I have a feeling that we each have information that could benefit the other.”


  Malcom and both of the Bats were soon to learn just how right he was.


  Chapter 6a, A World Apart (pt 1)


  With Roaring-Flood and Metal-Eyes deep in conversation, Gift-of-the-Earth was the default choice for fox-sitting. More specifically, it seemed that Sanmer had taken a distinct interest in him, likely due to the fact that the small, white-furred Stone Tribe traveler had such an interest in his brother. For the fourth time, the jeweler patiently repeated his brother’s name, “Waka’Miné”.


  Once more, the Fox attempted to pronounce it, and failed, “Wah-kah Meen-ey.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth shook his head, “No. En-ah-rork. Gift-of-the-Earth.”


  Sanmer rolled his eyes, “I got that one already. Enarork.”


  The Brown bear motioned to where the Shaman stood, “She-Pan-ee. Metal Eyes.”


  “That’s an easy one. Shi-Pani.”


  Gift-of-the-Earthnodded, “Good. Wah-kah-Mee-nay. Roaring-Flood.”


  Sanmer’s muzzle scrunched up slightly, “Ugh… gotta be the difficult one… Wah-kah-mee-nee.”


  The jeweler calmly corrected him, “Me-nay. ‘Mine’ is ‘to be roaring’.”


  The rogue nodded attentively, “Me-nay… okay… so it’s like what a street-raised Horse says he does… ‘Me nay!’… got it.”


  It took a moment for the brown Bear to understand the Fox’s word play but, in the end, he simply shrugged, “If it helps you remember. Now try all of it.”


  Sanmer smiled, “Waka’Miné.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth nodded, “Very good.”


  The Fox’s tail lashed back and forth happily, “I like the way he feels in my mouth.”


  The brown furred Bear nodded, “There is something to be said for the feel of a word when it is spoken.”


  The rogue nodded playfully and jumped quickly from one topic to another, “Yeah… the name’s great too. How do you spell it, exactly?”


  Spelling had never been Gift-of-the-Earth’s strong point; the Free People didn’t have a way to record words in the way the Stone Tribe did. He readily admitted the truth to the Fox. “I do not know.”


  It was the white-furred Ermine Theo who came to Sanmer’s aid, “W-A-K-A, apostrophe, M-I-N- and an ‘E’ with an accent mark over it.”


  One of the Fox’s ears went up and the other sideways, “Accent mark?”


  Nicholas interrupted the discussion by interjecting, “Hey, Sanmer—did you say that temple place of yours was under the third warehouse?”


  The group had been traveling along a series of long, quiet streets and, in Enarork’s opinion, the entire section of the enormous Stone Tribe village had been all but abandoned, and yet the Fox had reassured them numerous times that it was still very much active. Sanmer looked over at the Human, “Yeah… third warehouse on—oh.”


  The Fox had fallen silent when he glanced in the direction toward where the sailor had been indicating. The entire party had come to a stop and everyone sat looking at the remnants of what had probably once been a very large building—the entire thing had collapsed. Although holes in the ground were not so much a specialty of the Valley Tribe, it didn’t take a skilled digger to see that the big building had imploded and was mostly resting inside an opening in the ground that, at one time had probably been beneath it.


  Theo sighed, “So… that’s the temple we were trying to get to?”


  Nicholas folded his arms across his chest, “It was, apparently.”


  Sanmer simply stared, his tail unmoving, eyes focused squarely on the rubble, lips tight and thoughtful. “Well… that sucks.”


  Metal-Eyes rested a paw on the Fox’s shoulder, “The Church must have found them… it’s no secret that they do not allow competition.”


  The Human sailor smirked, moving his hands to his hips and his next comment earned him an evil eye from both the Shaman and the Ermine. “Yeah… something the Church and University have in common that way.”


  Roaring-Flood, though getting better at following along in the Stone-Tribe’s language, still had some trouble following a conversation with multiple speakers talking at the pace the group chose to use, “So… this is not it?”


  Sanmer, as usual, was quite humorously-casual when dealing with the black Bear’s lack of understanding when it came to their language. He used his paws expressively as he explained things to Roaring-Flood. “Oh… this is the place, alright… but it isn’t in the right shape… it should be tall like this… but now it’s flat like this.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth’s brother, light-hearted as usual when responding to his Vulpine play-thing, repeated the paw gestures inquisitively, then halted, and, rotating his paws so they were side-to-side instead of top-and-bottom. He moved them progressively further apart to suggestively identify length, “Not like this… like this.”


  The humor gained a giggle from the Fox, but not everyone was in such high spirits. Nicholas brought the discussion back to the important task. “Well… that was our best lead to Kesst… now what?”


  Theo offered input, “Well… even if the temple collapsed there should still be someone who can help us locate Sanmer’s friend.”


  The white Fox snapped his fingers and pointed at the Ermine, “Exactly. The whole reason we came here is to find someone who could direct us to Sada… and there are plenty of people who could help us find her—this was just the easiest place to start.”


  Nicholas brushed his palms across his trousers, “Fine… but if the next place we go to is destroyed like this place then I’m taking it as a sign that we’re either sailing in the wrong heading, or our heading is so right that we’ll wish it wasn’t.”


  Sanmer grinned, “See? That is the right mindset—let’s go, folks!”


  With a lively step the Fox began leading the party off down the street, once again conversing with Roaring-Flood, whose discussion with Metal-Eyes had apparently come to an end. Thankfully, this left the jeweler with the Shaman’s attention. Gift-of-the-Earth was quick to make good use of it; he addressed the older bear in the People’s tongue, “You know the Stone Tribe better than I do—what do you think of all of this, Metal-Eyes?”


  The Shaman smiled calmly and reached up to pat him on the shoulder, “When you are in a Stone Tribe city there are no easy answers to questions, my friend. I think we are doing well with what we have and, so long as we remain vigilant, answers will find us.”


  Something about the way that Metal-Eyes always chose to phrase his words contained a certain amount of surreal insight and that, as much as anything else, was exactly why the Valley Tribe had chosen him as their Shaman. As usual, his almost prophetic comment heralded an invitation for a voice to call to them in a hushed tone. “Sanmer!”


  Everything fell silent at the call of the Fox’s name and he turned toward the speaker: a shadowy outline amidst a darkened alley. Gift-of-the-Earth’s first reaction to someone calling his name would be to have them show themselves but the Fox apparently had a different style and went into the shadows to join the hidden greeter. A few whispered words later and Sanmer emerged, “Alright… got us our lead. Come on!”


  The jeweler didn’t feel particularly pleased with the idea of following an unknown party into unknown circumstances but the fact that the Fox knew the speaker was at least of a little comfort… until he remembered exactly what Sanmer was in the Stone Tribe society. At least he was able to take some small amount of comfort knowing that he didn’t really have anything to steal. On the positive side, there was a good chance they would get some information if the Fox’s sources turned out to be in-the-know.


  Sanmer walked ahead of the group with the dark figure which, as they emerged into the light of a side street, Gift-of-the-Earth was able to identify a ewe. The sheep woman was thick without being particularly fat—a good shape for any woman of child bearing age. She wore clothing similar in many ways to Theo’s: a formal robe—called a ‘dress’ when worn by a woman. Metal-Eyes spoke aside to him as they lingered toward the back of the group, “She is a ‘nun’.”


  The brown Bear recalled that term being used before, and it caught him off guard, “A Woman of Symbol?”


  The Shaman nodded, “She doesn’t have the holy rings, so she must be from the hedge temple Sanmer was trying to find.”


  The ewe came to a stop immediately upon Sanmer saying something the Bear hadn’t been able to overhear. Her voice grew louder in surprise, “You do? Oh, a thousand blessings from Heaven, Sanmer Lemarre—you’re an answer to my prayers!”


  The Fox smirked, “Hmm… usually it’s men that tell me that… but I guess I can’t really object, now can I?”


  The ewe turned to regard the rest of the party, “You all know Kesst?”


  Nicholas spoke up before everyone else, “How do you know Kesst?”


  A smile split her face from one side to the next, “We… we have him… in our care.”


  Sanmer’s smile grew just as wide and he winked at the party, “See? Told you we’d manage to take care of business.”


  The Ewe grabbed hold of the Fox’s wrist, “Come! Please! We have much to talk about!”


  The Rogue glanced to the group, “Everyone—Sister Yvette. Sister Yvette… uh… everyone.”


  It was a simple introduction for a Stone Tribe meeting, but Gift-of-the-Earth didn’t object. After all, it sufficed; everyone seemed far more interested in Kesst anyway.


  Chapter 6b, The Brightest Blossom (pt 1)


  Although Aodhan was not surprised that Prince Malcom did not return to the clinic before nightfall he was somewhat disheartened; he had much to discuss with his fellow Tribesman. Granted, neither of them were truly of the Oak Tribe but both had been adopted by the tribe so they could just as easily be family. Regardless, the Prince did not return that evening, and it left the wolf feeling at a loss.


  Thankfully, Aurelie’s presence helped. His Eyara helped his mind settle in ways nothing else could, and his troubled thoughts fled his mind the moment the cat sat down in his lap, sharing the large arm chair in the Wolf’s small guest room. “Dr. Brownell is so gracious for letting us stay here.”


  Aodhan wrapped his arms around Aurelie, resting his muzzle atop the Cat’s head, “She is more like a Tribal healer than she is a University doctor—she truly does care. The world would be a better place with more like her.”


  The Wolf wasn’t sure if there was something in his tone or if it was his choice of words, but Aurelie must have picked up on one of those secret signals as a Cat only could. His Eyara settled back against his chest, looking up at him, wide, green eyes inquisitive, “Something’s on your mind… isn’t it, Aodhan?”


  Chuckling, he gave the Cat a gentle squeeze, “Nothing that cannot be remedied by your presence, my Eyara… I am just thinking about Malcom Wild-Wolf.”


  Aurelie squirmed until they were face-to-face with the Cat seated on the wolf’s thighs. With arms wrapped around Aodhan’s neck, the two locked gazes, “He’s another good person… I can see why he and the Doctor get along so well.”


  Aodhan smiled and leaned forward to softly graze the Cat’s lips with his own, “Then you must favor them both by that logic—you are just as good a person.”


  His Eyara shivered slightly at the kiss; it was obviously still a new experience for Aurelie, who had never been given the chance to explore an intimate connection with anyone. There was a time that Aodhan had wondered what could have happened between the two of them if he’d not left the Cat’s side… strangely, once they had reconnected, it seemed that he was drawing closer to finding out an answer. Smiling, Aurelie let out a happy sigh, “I’m glad that we found one another again, Aodhan… I’ve missed you.”


  The Wolf smiled, “And I you, Eyara.”


  Aodhan slowly stood, but Aurelie made no move to give way. With the cat’s arms and legs wrapped around him, the Wolf got up from the chair and a muffled voice came from where his Eyara’s muzzle was buried into his neck, “It’s getting late, isn’t it?”


  The Wolf gently caressed the Cat’s back, getting a soft purr in response, “It is far past ‘getting late’ and it is officially late, my Eyara. I know that there has been talk of us leaving tomorrow.”


  He felt Aurelie’s smile against his neck, “And no matter how good the company—”


  Aodhan smiled himself; it was a common phrase they parted with every night ages ago when they had both been under the care of the Sisters Divine. The wolf finished the statement, “—the trouble it brings is twice as bad.”


  Despite having given their goodbyes from days long past, Aurelie didn’t bother letting go… and that’s when Aodhan felt the firmness between the Cat’s legs pressing against his abdomen. His Eyara’s breath had quickened, and each one was twice as long inhaling as exhaling—Aurelie was breathing in his scent? It was an intimate action… considered profane by most clergy, and usually reserved for those only in the closest of relationships. He didn’t even hesitate a moment as heburied his nose into the fur of his Eyara’s gently sloping shoulder and took in a deep breath of his own.


  Aurelie wore all of the perfumes and scents of a woman of the Sisters, and yet the Cat’s own aroma was unmistakable. There were so many things about it Aodhan remembered strongly, and more to it that age added with time. Without even thinking, the Wolf slowly laid his Eyara onto the bed, softly nibbling at the loose fur of the Cat’s shoulder. Aurelie gasped, back arching with the action, and Aodhan felt the unmistakable poke of the excited feline’s less-feminine features. Smiling, the Wolf pulled away, gazing down at his beautiful Eyara, “Don’t go tonight. Nothing could be twice as bad as having you here with me tonight will be wonderful.”


  A shameful, disheartened blush came immediately to Aurelie as the Cat’s ears folded, and the green eyes no longer met the Wolf’s gaze. Aurelie spoke quietly, words slowly trailing off the further the sentence continued. “I… I would like to, Aodhan… but… I… I can’t—we can’t… I… because… I mean… if I did…”


  Aodhan gently reached down to take hold of one of the Cat’s soft, delicate paws and brought it up to his muzzle to kiss the back, “If you did…?”


  The blush intensified, “Something… might… happen.”


  The Wolf remained comforting, but a faint impish smile somehow crept into his muzzle and a hint of chiding tone to his voice, “…might?”


  Aurelie quivered beneath him, the firmness beneath the Cat’s clothing getting even harder, “…oh sweet Heavens above… I… don’t know what’s happening.”


  Aodhan leaned over his Eyara, gently caressing the side of the Cat’s muzzle with his free paw, “I do… and it’s alright, Aurelie… there’s nothing to be worried about. Yes… if you stay the night something will happen… but onlyif you want it to.”


  The Cat’s purring intensified and the paw against Aurelie’s face felt the pressure of his Eyara pressing fully into it. Despite the unmistakable intent of the action, Aurelie’s words were not as certain. “I… don’t know what I want, Aodhan.”


  The Wolf kept his paw against his beloved’s cheek and let go of the Cat’s, “Then just stay with me tonight… if anything happens that you do not approve of then it will stop—you have my word, Eyara.”


  True fear gleamed for a moment in Aurelie’s eyes but, in the end, it was replaced with a glint created by the same things Aodhan was feeling, and the Cat nodded silently, swallowing once before managing to whimper out, “Okay…”


  The Wolf’s free paw slid up the side of Aurelie’s stocking-covered thigh. He drew his claws lightly across the fabric causing the Cat beneath him to squirm slightly. Aurelie gasped breathlessly as Aodhan undid the hook from the clasp and slowly, ever-so-purposefully eased the stocking down his Eyara’s leg, stopping only when it was at the Cat’s knee. Adjusting his position, he held himself up with that paw and brought his second down, trailing it along each and every curve of his Eyara’s body. He whispered softly, “You’re so beautiful.”


  The Cat looked to him, tears glinting amidst the green pools that were Aurelie’s eyes, “I love you, Aodhan.”


  It was not the first time he had heard the Cat say those words, but it was far different hearing it at such a time than it was when they were so young many many years in the past. Something about the earnest, open way his Eyara said them made him feel as though he had died and was reborn all within a split second… and it was followed up with the locking of their muzzles, but not before the Wolf was able to return them, “And I love you, my Eyara.”


  His second paw hitched up beneath the Cat’s dress and had the second stocking clasp undone, and it too joined the first around Aurelie’s knees. Unlike the long stockings worn by some of the Tribes, those of Lehsunia were actually a set, much like trousers the men wore, only soft and frilly for women to wear beneath their dresses; only once the Wolf had both clasps undone was he able to take them off of Aurelie and, as they slid to the ground, it took little time for Aodhan’s loincloth to join them.


  As the Wolf reached for the string bodice of Aurelie’s robe he met his first hint of resistance from the Cat. Aurelie reached up and covered the cloth across where the bodice rested, “I… I’m… not comfortable… with… that.”


  Aodhan nodded calmly, smiling reassuringly to his Eyara, “Then it will stay where it is.”


  Aurelie smiled weakly—thankfully… and surrendered once again to the Wolf. Aodhan obediently left the top of the Cat’s robe in place and gently slid a paw up beneath it; his Eyara shivered, letting out a strong moan the moment it encountered what he sought. Despite appearing female in all ways, the Cat was very male in at least one aspect, and Aodhan had no qualms about making sure his Eyara enjoyed their time together.


  Gasping, Aurelie quivered all over, “A… Aodhan…”


  The Wolf nuzzled the Cat’s neck, “My Eyara… you are so beautiful… so perfect.”


  Shaky paws found their way to Aodhan’s free one, and slowly took hold of it. The Wolf was surprised when it was guided back to Aurelie’s chest, and he tentatively worked his claws against the fabric of the Cat’s bodice. His Eyara let out a sound that was almost a yowl mixed with a groan, and the Aurelie’s hips thrust upward into his other paw’s grip. Moments later, the Wolf had his upper paw slipped beneath the robe, gently caressing and cupping the Feline’s male chest; Aurelie’s embarrassment forgotten, the Cat surrendered completely.


  It wasn’t much longer before the robe joined the rest of the clothes on the floor and, moments later, Aodhan joined his Eyara in the bed. There were many more places the Wolf chose to touch his lover that night, and not a one was met with any resistance. Malcom did finally return to the Doctor’s home in the early morning, but the two had already since fallen asleep, Aodhan’s friend—lover—Eyara in his arms.


  Chapter 6c, Ghosts of the Past (pt 1)


  Joshew was essentially at Roland’s mercy as they made their way down streets that the Human had never before experienced. While the roads of Newport were paved in cobblestone and the walkways were smooth concrete the path taken by Roland made the streets of Vallara seem as though they were nothing more than—he paused, feeling one of his boots stick faintly against the ground, “Rolly… are these roads a mire or something?”


  Roland’s answer was full of levity, “The ‘or something’.”


  The Human scholar frowned though he was aware that the Mutt probably couldn’t see his expression if he was looking ahead of them, “My boots are sticking as if the ground were mired. Whatever the street’s made of it’s not very foot-traffic-friendly.”


  His traveling companion’s response seemed almost chiding, “Well, packed earth does get a little sticky after the rains, Shew.”


  Joshew aimed his face toward where he figured Roland was and shot him the dirtiest look he could manage, “Dirt—even packed dirt plus water equals a mire… that’s not even a complex alchemical reaction, Rolly.”


  The Mutt’s grip never left the Human’s wrist and he continued traveling forward, “Actually, the proper term would be mud, genius.”


  “You know, I don’t have to see you to be able to hurt you, Mongrel.”


  Roland changed the topic, “Watch your step.”


  It was a cheap trick, but Joshew was willing to settle for it, raising his foot to successfully step up onto firmer ground, “This is a lot better… were we walking off on the road’s shoulder or something?”


  The Wolf-Dog laughed, “No, Shew… a lot of roads here in Vallara aren’t paved or cobbled… that really was a footpath.”


  The Human stamped his feet on the much firmer ground, “So… this is… what?”


  Roland patted him on the head condescendingly, “This is a foot path too… only this one is paved because it’s in a nicer part of town.”


  Joshew sighed, “You still haven’t told me where we’re going.”


  His traveling companion didn’t bother making things any easier, “Well you won’t have to worry for long—we’re almost there.”


  The Human strained his ears, “People talking… money changing hands… barkers—this must be the business district.”


  The Wolf-Dog snickered, “See? I knew you could figure it out.”


  Joshew reached out to swat at Roland; judging from the impact of his hand against a spot right next to Roland’s tail he had made a very good guess for a target. “Good… there’re a lot of things I want to get from the market place.”


  Roland’s next comment didn’t make this process of travel any easier, “Well… we’re in the business district, but that isn’t really why we’re here.”


  The Human sighed, voice mixed with a growl, “Listen, Rolly—I—”


  “Step.”


  Joshew let out an exasperated snarl, but he complied, “Why can’t you just—”


  “Hold on.”


  The distinctive sound of a paw knocking on a door was unmistakable, “Roland—enough. Tell me where we are and why we—”


  He was interrupted by the sound of a door opening and Roland’s paw finally left Joshew’s wrist. A pleasant-sounding but aging female voice surprised him, “Oh! Roland! My sweet pup!”


  Roland’s next words confirmed all of the Human’s fears, “Hi, Mom.”


  * * * * * *


  Despite all of the secrecy and trust issues surrounding Alarice, Sada had to admit that the woman certainly didn’t skimp on accommodations. Not only did she insist that the group stay in a four room penthouse, but she actually purchased two! The Otter reclined in one of the most comfortable chairs she had experienced in recent memory and sipped sparingly at some kind of alcohol; she didn’t know her hard drinks, but whatever it was had a very smooth, very relaxing flavor. Sada had to admit that traveling with the rather questionable woman had some distinct benefits, and the fine hotel was just the most recent.


  Each penthouse had room for more than 8 residents but Alarice was adamant about privacy. The Human woman insisted on having an entire penthouse to herself and Inigo, but she was ‘gracious’ enough to also let Wiesen stay with them to make the second rental less cluttered. While that meant Sada was sharing the apartment with four men she hardly minded; they were respectful, and she had her own room. Besides, she reminded herself, with Joshew and Roland out for the day that meant she only had to share it with Alvis, who was quiet, well-behaved, and polite, and Brother Jessen, whom she had known for a number of years.


  The Otter was able to enjoy the peace and quiet the extra space afforded her since both of her remaining room mates were each away in their respective rooms. She casually flipped through the books present on the book shelf, rummaged around in the linen closet, and then worked her way through the scarce contents in the penthouse pantry. Within the span of two hours she was thoroughly bored… and that’s when she heard the soft words of a heartfelt prayer emerging from Brother Jessen’s open doorway.


  She headed down the short hallway to where the Templar’s room was located and peeked in on the Coyote. Jessen was kneeling beside his bed, elbows on the mattress and paws clasped firmly together beneath his muzzle as he spoke. Sada recognized the prayer, and moved in silently to kneel beside him; the soft flow of the Coyote’s tail as she approached identified that she’d been noticed, but the Templar didn’t pause in his recitation. Assuming a similar pose as Brother Jessen, she picked up the prayer when he started the next line.


  “Though I lose loved ones, I know that they are not lost. Though I cry, I know that there is no cause for sorrow. Though I am in pain I know that they feel only serenity. Though I mourn I know that they are joyful. For You have found them. For they are in Heaven. For they are Yours. For they are with You.”


  Brother Jessen’s voice cracked, and she felt a paw reach out and grab her by the forearm. She quickly moved her paw to it and gave it a comforting squeeze, and recited the prayer for both of them. “I know you will keep them safe as they know You will keep me safe. I do not cry because they are gone—I cry because it is Your will that I remain. But I know, in Your infinite wisdom, that one day I will see them again when You deem it to be so.”


  The Coyote gave her paw a soft squeeze in his, and, together, they concluded the prayer, “In Your name; may it be so.”


  Sada slowly sat back, as did Brother Jessen, and then he turned to her and wrapped his arms around her shoulders, “Thank you, for giving me strength.”


  The Otter woman smiled, returning his embrace, “That isn’t a one-way road, Jessen… you help keep me strong too.”


  The Templar slowly stood, moving to take a seat in an arm chair as he motioned for Sada to take the bed; she complied by sitting on the foot of it, facing him. The Coyote let out a sigh, “I’ve prayed for them every day, Sister… every day.”


  She offered him a warm smile, “I pray every day too.”


  Jessen looked up from his fingers, “It’s good to know you pray for them.”


  Sada reached across the distance and took hold of one of his paws, “I’ve prayed for them already, Jessen… now I pray for you.”


  The Coyote looked up, confusion on his features, “Me? Why?”


  She patted his paw gently before pulling back, “You’re troubled. I can see it, and I think you know it too.”


  The confusion shifted for a moment to anger, then hopelessness, then to sorrow, each and every emotion clear on his face. He shook his head, “How could I not be? Everything I’ve come to know and love and cherish is lost.”


  The Otter shook her head, “No, Jessen… you’ve lost it, but it is not lost.”


  The Coyote looked up, tears rimming his eyes. He sniffled, and looked at her for a long time before saying anything. “The prayer says that those we lose are not lost because they’ve gone to Him…”


  Sada nodded, “And what we’ve lost now? It isn’t gone. The Order of Blades may have taken it from us, but we just have to find it again.”


  “…how?”


  The Otter lowered her head, shaking it faintly, “I don’t know.”


  Jessen let out a sigh and lowered his head as well, “What do we do if we don’t know how to find it, Sister?”


  She smiled softly, “First, we realize that we haven’t lost what we had—it’s lost us… and second, if you’re lost then you work to find out where you are.”


  The Coyote nodded, a measurable degree of resolve returning to his features, “And then?”


  Her smile came a little easier, “If you know where you are and know where you’re going then you aren’t lost—you make a plan and you make a path.”


  Jessen offered up a helpless smile, though there was a hint of humor in it, “Easier said than done, right?”


  Sada gave him a comforting hug, “Nothing worth doing was ever easy, Brother… but we will do it together.”


  * * * * * *


  Despite the fact that Alarice was trying to increase the distance between her and Inigo he had no trouble keeping up, missing the obvious signs of her wanting a little space. His words reinforced that, “I just don’t see why I can’t go with you.”


  The woman came to a stop but didn’t bother looking back at the bat. “Inigo… what are the two main things I ask if you’re working for me?”


  The Bat didn’t even hesitate in his answer, “Protect you and obey your orders.”


  She finally turned to face him. “So when I tell you to wait for me and you follow me, are you keeping with our employment arrangement?”


  His cocky smile was not as endearing as usual. “Yes.”


  She placed her hands on her hips as she frowned, “Would you care to explain how walking after me is obeying my orders?”


  The Bat’s smile grew wider, “I’m protecting you.”


  Her frown deepened, “You’re not going to get your way this time, Inigo. The people I have to meet here in Vallara are people I meet alone.”


  The smile slowly faded from her bodyguard, “What people? And why do you have to meet with them alone?”


  She shook her head, “You don’t get to ask questions, Inigo. Go back to the hotel and wait for me there.”


  He hesitated, concern obvious on his face, “Alarice, just because we’re not in Newport doesn’t mean it’s safe for you to—”


  “Just because we’re not in Newport doesn’t mean it’s safe for you to countermine my authority, Inigo.”


  The Bat took a step back, obviously shaken at the direct challenge posed in her tone, “Alarice… I only meant—”


  Her fingers slid over to the large knife she kept carefully concealed on the hip of her girdle as she stared the bat down, “Unconditional loyalty, Inigo… I ask for it and you provide it. You know what that means… don’t you?”


  He nodded without hesitation, “I do.”


  Alarice narrowed her gaze at him, “And if I told you to rip out your left ear for me?”


  The Bat was taken back by the words almost as much as she herself was. The two of them stood staring at one another for several seconds, each in as much disbelief as the other. The Bat’s expression hardened and he slowly raised a paw; she quickly stepped forward and slapped it down, grabbing hold of Inigo by the shoulders and pulling him to her. The only thing that could possibly have made her hate herself more than posing that question to the Bat was the one thing she did next: she cried.


  Chapter 6a, A World Apart (pt 2)


  Sister Yvette had brought the group back to her hideaway, safe from the dangers of the street. Once she had found out that they knew of Kesst and had wanted to help him she was eager enough to reunite the party with the clockwork dragon. She’d explained that Kesst had not been stolen, in fact, he had come to her under his own volition and that, when they met, he had actually been walking around. The woman knew of Weisen and had wanted to help the two get back to one another… but the way in which that was to come about is where the disagreements first began.


  She was very forthcoming in explaining that Princess Noriene wanted Kesst. Julius was able to tell that Sanmer was all but ready to tell her that they were working with the Princess but the Bear had managed to interrupt the Fox by asking the Ewe what plans she had for him. Unfortunately, that was when the Nun showed her true colors: she asked the group to help her hide Kesst from the Princess—she wanted him all to herself. The Ewe blamed the Church for her downfall, but also, for some reason, Noriene.


  Julius did not consider himself a pious man, nor did he turn entirely from the teachings of the Church. If he was required to rate himself on his level of faith then he would have given himself a modest score—neither too high nor too low… but high enough to see that the ways of the Mehnzilian Church were flawed and that, as an organization, it was far too corrupt to be of any real good to the people of the world. Sadly, in the scheme of things, he had about as much faith in the University.


  During his decades as a Professor, Julius Blackburn had seen his fair share of “not right” happenings in the organization. He knew, as with anywhere, that there were bad elements positioned throughout the hierarchy. It wasn’t until he’d forsaken the halls of learning to study amidst the people of the tribe lands that he’d realized just how easily Lehsunian society made it for the self-centered, self-serving egoist to take control and gain power. It wasn’t until the Lehsunians encroached on those lands that he came to comprehend just how much influence those forces had in the world… their stretch was long indeed.


  In order to combat the evil that men could do, Julius realized that he would have little choice but to become a foil for their schemes and, to do that, he would be forced to think like them… act like them… and, if need be, carry out the same ruthless behavior that they did. In essence, he would have to be willing to justify the means with the ends; he would become a monster. It took him a long time to come to grips with the fact that there were unavoidable acts he would be forced to commit but, when it all came to a conclusion, it would be worth it… or so he hoped.


  The Mechanists, as such, were an unexpected twist in his plans. Among the many evils of the world, they were one of the lessers: a group of like minded men (and even a few women) who had a long-reaching, thoughtful outlook on the world. The vast majority of the group were interested in the advancement and prosperity of the many rather than focusing solely on themselves. Best of all, they operated in secret, and they created progress using actions were hardly the horrific atrocities and sins that the Bear had been steeling himself to commit. Looking down at the blood on his paws, however, Julius wondered how much goodness would have to come from his actions to override the bad.


  Sister Yvette was one of the last surviving practitioners of an ancient sect of worship dedicated to love and tolerance. They had been hounded and persecuted by the Mehnzilian Church for decades and, most recently, decimated by the Order of Blades who, according to the Ewe, had been recruited by the Dragons for the sole purpose of destroying their order. How darkly poetic then that she had survived the powerful stroke from a headsman’s axe only to be stabbed in the back by a man who was dedicated to preserving the temperate, benign cultures such as hers. Sighing, Julius tried to convince himself that it was all for the good of the many, but, looking down at the slain Ewe, he really wasn’t able to put his heart into it.


  She was a threat, he had to remind himself. Sister Yvette was putting the entire plan for the Mechanist’s Cell at risk due to her distrust of Princes Noriene. He had tried to reason with her, but any chance for reason failed the moment it came out in discussion that he both supported the Princess and worked closely together with her. She was a good person, Julius reminded himself… just misguided.


  He pulled the stiletto out from where he’d inserted it into the back of her neck. At least her death had been painless, “I am so very sorry.”


  Gritting his teeth, and girding himself against what would next have to be done, the Bear fidgeted with his signet ring before stepping up beside the door; he knew one of Sister Yvette’s men would be waiting beyond. He called out in as calm a voice as he could manage as he stuffed a bloody paw into one of his herb pouches. “Andrew? Sister Yvette needs you for a moment, please.”


  The Hyena came through the door and, as anticipted, froze in his tracks the moment he saw the Ewe’s body laying on the ground in a pool of blood. The instant the man’s muzzle opened Julius stepped around the door and covered it with his paw—not only did it silence the Hyena… it also exposed him to the very powerful vapors of the Albi root. Straining, Professor Julius managed to ease the heavy man’s body to the ground before closing the door behind him. Andrew wasn’t dead… yet. It took another ten more minutes of regretful action before Julius could put his plan into effect. He wondered through it all how the ends could justify what he was doing.


  * * * * * *


  In all the time Gift-of-the-Earth had known Nicholas, the man’s volatile temper was always bubbling near the surface, but it had never exploded in so distinct a manner as when the soldier kicked the Hyena’s corpse with each word he growled. “Fucking. Order. of. Blades!”


  Despite the exclamation, the jeweler kept his attention on Metal-Eyes, who had sustained a number of injuries before managing to overpower Sister Yvette’s attacker. Despite the Shaman being his superior, the brown Bear had little trouble scolding him. “You should have called for aid.”


  Near tears, the old Bear remained focused on the two bodies in the room. He was so shaken up he spoke in the Stone Tribe’s tongue rather than that of the People. “I wish I could have done more… nobody should have died.”


  The faint tremble in the Shaman’s voice reinforced what Gift-of-the-Earth knew of the od Bear: Metal-Eyes valued life, and it obviously hurt him a great deal to experience such callous disregard for it; his expression reminded Gift-of-the-Earth of the one the Shaman wore on the day they came to the Yew Tribe’s aid. Reaching out a paw, the Jeweler rested it on the older Bear’s shoulder, while he cleaned out a defensive cut on Metal-Eyes’ forearm. “We can only do what we can do, Metal-Eyes… but you are safe, and that is what matters. I am just glad that you survived the attack.”


  Sanmer, not for the first time, interrupted them, “How could the Order of Blades infiltrate such a close-knit society? It just doesn’t make sense.”


  Theo was standing at the entrance to the room when he spoke up for the first time since vomiting after seeing the mess within, “Maybe… it wasn’t the Order?”


  Nicholas growled again, kneeling down to yank at a glove the Hyena had worn, “It’s the Order, alright… look.”


  Enarork’s eyes went to where the Human had indicated, pointing at a symbol tattooed into the back of the dead man’s hand. Sanmer glanced at it once, “Yeah… it’s the right symbol, but the wrong kind of ink.”


  The sailor stepped back, crossing his arms, “Some kinda copy cat then? Maybe a Blades hopeful who wanted to prove himself to em?”


  Metal-Eyes looked up from his own paws which were still covered in the Hyena’s blood. His words came out hollow; the Shaman was obviously pained. “Perhaps just a ruse… someone wanted it to look like the Blades had something to do with this.”


  Sanmer shook his head, “It doesn’t make much difference… it may as well have been the Order of Blades… you heard what she said about them sacking their temple. At this point I want to find out because there’s gonna be a pretty big reckoning when it’s all said and done.”


  Theo straightened up, brushing a piece of lint off of his robe, “Marcelle had better have the right answers to some questions… I’ve never been much for groups like that. If they did have something to do with this then the Princess needs to know.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth saw his brother glance his way as the rest of the party talked. The big black Bear spoke as quietly as his booming voice would allow, “What happens now?”


  The brown Bear shook his head, “I do not know.”


  Looking to both of them, Metal-Eyes drew away from Gift-of-the-Earth as he stood up. “We take Kesst back to Princess Noriene.”


  The Ermine in the door apparently knew just enough of the Tribal tongue to catch the Shaman’s meaning. The fact that he spoke in the Stone Tribe language meant that his words gathered attention. “Sister Yvette didn’t trust the Princess.”


  Metal-Eyes likewise switched back to the language of the locals, “But we do. She can help us help Kesst.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth watched as Sanmer shot the Shaman a dirty look, and he apparently wasn’t the only one. Roaring-Flood walked over and scooped up the Fox in his grasp, coddling him, almost like a baby. Although he was sure Sanmer didn’t understand the large Bear’s chiding words, it seemed to placate him. “Relax, little one… Metal-Eyes knows what’s best.”


  Thinking back to the faint ink stains mixed with the blood he’d seen on the old Bear’s paws, Gift-of-the-Earth, for once, had some doubts.


  Chapter 6b, The Brightest Blossom (pt 2)


  The Stone Tribe had always been an oddity to Runs-on-Air, but that became increasingly clear the more time he spent with them. They had great difficulty traveling through the beauty and generous, life-giving bounty of the natural lands and yet they seemed so at ease in the cold, hard, alien, surroundings they called home. That same juxtaposition seemed especially true of his newfound friend, Rhys-Barlow.


  Men and women of the Yew Tribe usually fell into one of three groups when it came to dealing with others: they did well with strangers, they did not do well with strangers, or they managed well enough around strangers. The one thing all members of the Yew Tribe were the same on, however, was that those who were known to them were held in high esteem and brought with them a comforting presence. Strangely, Rhys seemed to exact exactly the opposite; the better they got to know one another the further away the Rat kept him.


  Considering the size of their group and the limited available space at the healer’s home, Runs-on-Air and Rhys ended up sharing a room. The Buck enjoyed the thought of spending time with the Rat and hoped to find the time to know him better, and yet, more than ever, Rhys seemed to treat him as a stranger. Finally willing to put his hoof down, the young scout invited himself over to take a seat on the bed beside the Rat. When Rhys stood up to move, Runs-on-Air and reached out to grab his wrist. “You leaving now?”


  The Stone Tribe tongue was still not easy for the Buck but he was fairly sure he got the words right. Rhys stood where he was without walking away, then glanced down to him, “No… I was just—”


  “Then sit.”


  Runs-on-Air was surprised when the request was honored. Rhys sat back down where he was, looking away from him, “Alright… I just thought—”


  The Buck realized that he would have to control the conversation if he was going to get anywhere with the Rat, “This… your first time at Vallara?”


  Rhys nodded, “Yes. I live in Newport.”


  It was one of the first personal things he’d ever heard the Rat say about himself. Runs-on-Air pushed to continue the trend, “Your home?”


  The rat nodded again, “It’s where I live.”


  “You born there?”


  The Rat seemed uncomfortable to continue the discussion and Runs-on-Air didn’t miss how quickly he pushed the topic away from himself, “No. I was born in Graddin. What about you? Is this your first time to Vallara?”


  Runs-on-Air nodded, “Yes. I born at Yew Village.”


  “Oh.”


  Silence prevailed for many long moments until the Buck tried again to get the Rat to open up, “Why you leave Gray-Den?”


  As anticipated, Rhys redirected the question, “It’s pronounced Graddin.”


  Runs-on-Air considered himself patient, and he tried again, “Why you leave Grad-in?”


  The response was confusing, “…reasons.”


  The Buck never considered dried fruit a purpose behind leaving one’s place of birth. “Raisins?”


  If there was something funny about the situation Runs-on-Air must have missed it, but Rhys began immediately laughing. The Rat clarified, “Reasons… not raisins… I left because—”


  The sudden lack of humor and the following silence caught the Buck’s attention. He looked at the Rat, who’s left paw was fiddling inside one of his pockets. Runs-on-Air pointed at the pocket, “What you have?”


  Rhys jumped, as if he were a young foal who got caught with a hand in a berry jar, “Nothing… just… nothing.”


  The scout gave him an appraising gaze before offering up an age old piece of wisdom he’d heard from the elders on more than one occasion, “Man with nothing have no thing to hide.” Runs-on-Air realized a moment later it sounded better in his own language.


  It appeared as though it took great strength of will for Rhys to withdraw his paw from his pocket but, when he did, the rat opened it and revealed a small metal necklace. Like many of the things the Stone Tribe made it did not have a natural look to it, but it was beautiful nevertheless. Gazing at the gleaming piece of jewelry, he asked the obvious question, “It yours? Why it not being weared?”


  A bitter-sweet smile spread across Rhys’ muzzle, revealing more than the Rat had ever spoken aloud. Finally, however, he offered a direct answer. “It… was a gift.”


  The Rat had only returned to the room from the bathing chamber a few minutes before their talk and the Buck could smell the strong, perfumed washing bar that he’d used but the Rat’s scent was all but gone… which let a fainter one through. Runs-on-Air looked down at the necklace, trying to formulate a question without knowing the right words. “He… was… to you?”


  Rhys seemed to understand enough of what was being asked, “He was a good friend.”


  “…only ‘friend’?”


  The observation seeemed to make the Rat uncomfortable, “I… uh…”


  Rhys’ paw went right back into the pocket, necklace and all. Runs-on-Air reached after it, taking hold of the Rat’s wrist and pulling it back out; surprisingly, Rhys did not resist. The Buck used his other hand to take the necklace and he let go of his room mate’s arm, slowly unwinding the metal chain until he could access the entire thing. It took a few tries, but he managed to unfurl it, and then place it slowly over Rhy’s head, “If he was good friend you should wear it.”


  The Rat shook his head, reaching up to take it off. “It’s… complicated.”


  Runs-on-Air grabbed the Rat’s paw, “If he was good friend you should wear it.”


  Rhys shook his head again, “I—”


  Not entirely sure what came over him at that exact moment the Buck leaned forward, silencing the Rat with a kiss. It was a quick peck, and then it was over. A moment passed before the Rat even registered a reaction but, rather than objecting, the rather boisterous man suddenly became much more withdrawn, ears lowering with a powerful redness ot them. It was not, Runs-on-Air noticed, an unreceptive kind of withdrawn. The Buck reiterated, “Wear it.”


  Suddenly, and much to the young scout’s surprise, Rhys began talking, fingers playing across the metal necklace, “His name was Lucian… he was my… lover.”


  The admission carried with it a lot of weight. Runs-on-Air knew that relationships between a man and a man were not well regarded among the Stone Tribe. The Buck slowly sat back, feeling a strange break in the tension between them. He actually felt alright asking the question, though he had trouble finding the words, before cursing at his lack of vocabulary “How long… ah… What time after… when did you… beké.”


  The Rat looked at him curiously, mind obviously attempting to decipher Runs-on-Air’s poor attempt at asking the question. “How long since…?”


  The Buck knew it was the right word, and he pointed at the necklace. “Yes. Since. How long since… since Lucian?”


  Rhys fondled the necklace thoughtfully, “He gave me the necklace for our anniversary… our… uh… a celebration of how long we’d been together… but… he’s gone now.”


  The faint wilt to the Rat’s ear and the way his eyes gazed downward told Runs-on-Air that their separation had not been purposeful, “I am sorry.”


  Still holding onto the necklace, Rhy’s gaze remained on the floor, but the Buck had no doubt that the Rat wasn’t actually looking at it. Slowly, gently, Runs-on-Air removed Rhys’ fingers from the neklace and pulled the Rat’s robe open just a little, “You should wear it… it… should be right there.”


  Rhys’ paw dropped the moment the Buck pulled at the robe and Runs-on-Air didn’t miss the way the Rat’s tail kinked. Although the young scout tried to convince himself that he only leaned closer to inspect the necklace he didn’t do a very good job of it and, before long, he was nibbling softly at Rhy’s shoulder fur. The Rat let out a gasp, but didn’t so much as attempt to resist. The Buck turned fully toward his room mate, and nibbled his way up the side of Rhys’ neck.


  Pushing his luck, the Buck slipped a hand into the half-open robe and shifted it further aside; yet again, there was no objection. Runs-on-Air was surprised at how compliant the usually uptight Rat was being and, in that moment, he wondered just how far they could go. The answer, as it turned out, was ‘very’. He awoke the next morning with Rhys’ back against his chest and the Rat’s tail curled languidly around his leg from knee to hoof.


  The Buck’s vest and loin cloth were on the floor on top of Rhy’s robe but, by that point, the Rat was no longer shy about being naked… not after the night they’d spent together. For the first time since arriving, Runs-on-Air didn’t much mind being in the Stone Tribe village; it had its… advantages.


  Chapter 6c, Ghosts of the Past (pt 2)


  Inigo trailed along behind Alarice for several blocks, neither saying a word. The Bat was unable to remember having seen her cry and any embrace she had given him had been for show, as part of a ploy, or during the throes of love-making; the tear stains on his shoulder were from the hug of a different sort. She had been the stability in his life—a guiding star and a solid rock, but, suddenly, there was a chink in her impervious armor and, frankly, that started to scare him a little.


  There had been a point in time when he’d wished that she’d open up to him… to reveal some degree of genuine emotion and humanity. Suddenly, after he’d been able to take a glimpse behind her perfect mask, he was really starting to understand that old adage “Be careful what you wish for…” and he’d gained that understanding in spades. The silence that had settled between them was not a comfortable one but the only thing that would make it moreuncomfortable, he realized, was if he chose to speak up.


  Alarice led him down the streets; the morning traffic was almost non-existent compared to what he’d expect in Newport. Regardless, every time someone passed by they made a big deal of it, tipping a hat, offering a pleasant smile, or raising a hand in greeting. All in all it made the Bat feel noticed… and that made him feel vulnerable. Just when he thought he wouldn’t be able to take any more, his boss came to a stop. “We’re here.”


  ‘Here’ turned out to be a building that would have passed for large in Newport but in Vallara it dwarfed all other buildings around it. They were in what was probably the nice part of town and the clearly written sign identified the building as the Council hall. He looked at the sign for a few moments before turning to regard Alarice, who was facing him. He offered a half-hearted quip, but he knew immediately that he had failed to add the right amount of smirk to his expression. “So… uh… I guess we have an appointment?”


  “No.”


  His ears drooped slightly, “Just you have an appointment?”


  She shook her head and turned back toward the council hall and pressed on as if she owned the place. “Nope.”


  Inigo followed obediently after her, his paws moving subtly closer to the blades at his hips as he watched two bruiser-types in studded leather armor approach to stop Alarice. She didn’t even pause in her step as she reached into her vest and pulled out a signet ring. She held it up, the two mens’ eyes following after it; Inigo saw recognition in their gazes and they immediately backpedaled, holding their halberds up at attention as they permitted her entry.


  One glanced at Inigo but anything the Rhino had been thinking was immediately reset when Alarice noted simply, “He’s with me.”


  Inigo was sure to offer a sloppy salute to the man as he followed after his employer; the guard didn’t seem pleased by the expression but said nothing. Alarice was a very big fish while Vallara was a very small pond; apparently there were certain benefits that came with the territory. The Bat winked as he passed by, “As you were, my good man.”


  Alarice’s instruction came without her bothering to turn around to address him. “Don’t antagonize them, Inny.”


  While he would have liked to have offered up a flippant remark the discomfort remained, so he settled on a surprisingly subdued “Yes ma’am.”


  They passed through several hallways and a number of archways, each and every guardsman they met letting them through when they saw the ring Alarice presented. Inigo was starting to realize that they would probably be allowed into the council meeting room itself if that was where she intended to bring him but, just as it was looking like they would end up there, Alarice came to a stop. An aging ram in robes and a shawl approached her, two other robed figures flanking him and speaking in quiet tones. Alarice glanced toward Inigo, “Wait here.”


  It was the Bat’s intention to object immediately… right until he saw the faint motion she gave to her ear. It was a subtle-but-specific sign she used when providing a silent order: she wasn’t abandoning him… she wanted him to listen in.


  The Ram lowered his head courteously and the men on either side of him bowed at the waist. Alarice walked up to them as if she were the most powerful person in the room and motioned to the chamber they had just exited, “Speaker… councilmen… I will need a few minutes. Hopefully I did not catch you at a bad time?”


  Without even waiting for the other two to speak up the Ram quickly accented, “Of course, my Lady. Please… this way.”


  Alarice made sure she was the last one through the door and, as she closed it, Inigo noticed that it remained open just a crack. In any normal circumstance a listener as far away as he would have been unable to decipher the discussion beyond but, he smirked in consideration, he was hardly a normal individual. Ears swiveling subtly, the Bat leaned back against a stone pillar and made good on his observations.


  The Ram spoke up, “My Lady… how is it you—”


  Alarice didn’t bother letting him finish, “I am invoking my family’s right to conscript. How many swords strong is Vallara’s militia?”


  There was a long stretch of silence punctuated by fidgeting; her announcement obviously caught the councilmen off guard. When one finally spoke up it was a voice Inigo hadn’t yet heard; he guessed from the deep baritone that it probably belonged to the ox councilman, “Twenty swords, if that, my Lady… but perhaps eighty strong in total.”


  A higher pitched, slightly chirpy voice piped in; by process of elimination that meant it was most likely the mouse councilman, “Most of the militia have tools… hammers, pitchforks, and axes… Vallara, as you may know has never had much of a call for forged weapons.”


  Inigo recognized Alarice’s smug voice, “That won’t be much of a problem, gentlemen.”


  The Ram took control of the conversation again with a simple question, “May I ask, my Lady, why you are invoking your right to conscript?”


  As anticipated, Alarice didn’t like giving up control, “No, you may not… but thank you for asking permission, Speaker.”


  The Ox pressed her for information, “My Lady… if you wish to rally some of the militia then we will need to know how many, and for what purpose.”


  Alarice’s social dance was as graceful as always, “And you will be informed… just not at this juncture.”


  The Mouse’s next comment, however, was not in line with that particular waltz, “Perhaps you should discuss this with Prince Malcom then.”


  Inigo was so surprised by the suggestion that he almost fell away from the pillar. Alarice, from the sound of things, managed much better, with a stand-offish, casual tone. “Oh? Have his travels brought him close to Vallara then?”


  The Ram’s response was just as casual, “Actually, my Lady, he left these very chambers scarcely an hour ago.”


  There was a long pause before Alarice’s next question, “And… did he say where he was going after your meeting with him?”


  The three spoke in unison, “Arnswold Manor.”


  There was little more to be said as the door to the council chamber opened and Alarice showed herself out at a brisk pace. “Thank you for your assistance, gentlemen… that will be all for now.”


  Inigo did a double take when the mouse spoke up; the deep voice apparently belonged to him, “If it helps matters any, he was looking for you.”


  Alarice continued on out of the Council Hall without a response and Inigo followed quickly thereafter. Despite the suddenly very interesting change of events he actually considered hesitating for just a few moments in the hopes that he’d get to see the Ox speak with that little squeaky voice. In the end, however, the Bat realized there was far more going on than giving in to his humorous impulses.


  Once they were outside the building his boss finally came to a stop. She remained with her back to him but when she spoke up it was obviously meant for his ears “Before we go to Arnswold Manor there’s something I need to tell you. You’re smart enough that I know you realize Alarice is not my real name…”


  Inigo halted where he was, cocking his head to the side as he eyed her back. If it was time to come clean he was more than willing to help her, “Your real name is Nicole Arnswold, and you’re the last living heir to the greatest family of Vallara.”


  If the Bat admitting he knew her secret bothered her she didn’t let it show. What she did instead, however, was one-up him. “Your father and I were lovers. If things had been different we would have married andyou would have been my son.”


  Inigo stood there stunned for several long seconds. The fleeting memories from his childhood had never helped him make that connection. He knew she had known his father, and that had explained a good number of things about how she had recognized him and why she had saved him from the whore house… but that brought up far too many more questions, one of which slipped unbidden from his stunned lips, “So… what you’re saying is… I’m a mother fucker?”


  Chapter 6a, A World Apart (pt 3)


  Gift-of-the-Earth remained silent at the group made its way back to the inn. Roaring Flood carried both Sanmer and Kesst without trouble and Metal-Eyes followed right along beside him. Although the jeweler still had some concerns about the Shaman, there were too many unanswered questions for him to make up his mind about exactly what had happened between the Ewe and the supposed assassin. Those questions, he realized, would have to be answered… and soon.


  The time came when the group separated, heading to their individual rooms at the inn. Although they arrived late evening, Metal-Eyes reassured everyone that nothing needed to happen until the following morning; apparently runners was being dispatched to let Marcelle and Princess Noriene know that they had successfully found Kesst. The group was optimistic that they would be able to help restore him, and Gift-of-the-Earth was no exception. His concerns remained, however, and only intensified as the night passed.


  Early in the morning while everyone else was still asleep the brown Bear made his way to the room where he knew Metal-Eyes would be. Following the Stone Tribe custom, the Jeweler hit the portal lightly with his knuckles. There was the sound of movement from within and then a pause before he heard the Shaman call out in the Stone Tribe language, “Yes? Who’s there?”


  Gift-of-the-Earth announced himself in the People’s Tongue, “It is I, Metal-Eyes. Open please… I wish to speak with you.”


  The older Bear opened the door after a few more moments; the Shaman was dressed in his Stone Tribe britches though the chest covering called a ‘tunic’ was still resting on the back of a chair. Metal-Eyes glanced one day down the hall, then the other before addressing him. “It is still early, Gift-of-the-Earth. It will be quite some time before we leave.”


  Despite the comment, Metal-Eyes moving aside and motioned him in. The brown Bear inclined his head and did so, stepping through the door before the Shaman closed it. The older Bear returned to where he’d apparently been seated before and picked up a cloth, rubbing it along the corner of a square-shaped wooden box. The contraption caught the jeweler’s attention, “I have seen one of those before… the Stag I traveled with had one.”


  Metal-Eyes glanced his way, “Tobias Severna the prong horn… yes… this is his in fact. It is called a ‘phonograph’ or, rather, a field version of one.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth looked at the wood-and-metal contraption, “Why do you have it?”


  The Shaman smiled, putting down the oiled rag, “I had taken possession of it so it could be returned to the University for safe keeping. It really is a marvelous device… would you like to see how it works?”


  The brown Bear shrugged, and listened with disinterest as the older Bear spoke about things that simply didn’t make sense to The People. Gift-of-the-Earth figured he could probably manage to get it to save sounds and perhaps make it repeat them, but the finer points of what it was and how it worked were lost to him; he attributed it to yet another kind of magic and was happy to leave it at that. Only once Metal-Eyes fell silent did the jeweler speak up, “Why did you kill those people, Metal-Eyes at the hide away?”


  In all honesty, Gift-of-the-Earth had expected the Shaman to immediately attest his innocence and then address the question but, to his surprise, Metal-Eyes simply let out a breath before looking up and offering him a hesitant smile, “You know… I am glad that this is in the open. Thank you for coming and talking to me, Gift-of-the-Earth.”


  The jeweler was stunned, “You… admit to killing them?”


  The Shaman nodded, “Yes. Sadly, it was necessary.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth frowned, “Killing is never necessary.”


  Metal-Eyes nodded sadly, “I know it is hard to understand, but the Ewe… she was a danger to the cause, and a danger to Kesst.”


  The jeweler shook his head. “Life is a cause, Metal-Eyes… how could she even have been a danger to Kesst? She meant to help him.”


  The Shaman opened up his box of Stone Tribe tools, letting out another sigh, “I am sorry, Gift-of-the-Earth… this isn’t something I can expect you to understand… I only want you to be able to trust me.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth took a seat on the bed within arm’s reach of his mentor and gingerly set a paw on the older Bear’s shoulder, “Help me to understand, Metal-Eyes; help me to trust you.”

  

  The Shaman nodded quietly as he pulled out what looked like a small metal-and-glass twig, “I would like that very much… please, give me your arm.”


  The jeweler did so, holding his paw out to the older bear, who took it. Gift-of-the-Earth jumped in surprise when the pointed tip of the metal-and-glass twig stuck into his forearm. He barely had a chance to let out a single syllable, “Wh—”


  Everything became blurry as the world started spinning and he felt himself fall, but Metal-Eyes caught him and slowly lowered him to the floor. Gift-of-the-Earth felt light headed, and sick to his stomach, going numb everywhere except where he’d been stabbed in his arm; it burned like fire. Somewhere that sounded far off he heard Metal-Eyes speak softly in a sorrowful tone, “I’m sorry, Gift-of-the-Earth… but I can’t explain and I can’t stop… I hope you will forgive me when we… when we meet again.”


  * * * * * *


  It was mid-morning by the time Professor Blackburn had his next visitor, but it still felt entirely too early. The knock at the door interrupted the Bear’s continuing attempts to fit the unmoving, brown-furred ursine form into the too-small storage chest. He looked up over his shoulder as he closed the lid most of the way, “Just a minute!”


  Theo’s inquiring call came through the door, “Professor? It’s almost time to go!”


  Julius nodded to himself as he draped a few sheets and pillows across the uneven top of the container, “I’m just… packing… something… almost ready!”


  There was no response from the other side of the door for almost a minute until a fresh knock sounded and another voice spoke up in the Tribal Tongue: Roaring-Flood, “Metal-Eyes… have you seen Gift-of-the-Earth? He is not in his room.”


  The Professor finished camouflaging his deed before replying in Lehsunian, “Yes, Waka’Miné… he visited me earlier this morning.”


  After that, Julius went to the door and opened it; he was surprised to see not only Theo and Roaring Flood, but also Marcelle. Before anyone else could speak up, Roaring-Flood continued his questioning in the Tribal Tongue, “So… where is he? We are getting ready to leave.”


  Professor Blackburn stepped out into the hall and closed the door behind himself, “This journey is getting more and more dangerous—I… sent him home.”


  The large black Bear stared at him as if confused but, ultimately, he nodded and let Marcelle take over control of the discussion, “According to the Fox you have found and recovered Kesst?”


  Julius nodded, “Yes.”


  The Marten tapped his foot expectantly, “Well? Where is he?”


  Considering the mistrust Sanmer had developed for the Order of Blades since the prior night it made sense that the Fox wouldn’t have said a word. The Professor was happy to play along, “Safe. Kesst is safe.”


  Marcelle folded his arms across his chest, a displeased look very evident on his muzzle, “I see… so we are going to return to the Princess and inform her that Kesst is ‘safe’, but not bother returning to her with him?”


  Sanmer stepped out into the hall from an open doorway, “The Order of Blades never work against their own contracts, right?”


  Letting out a sigh and rolling his eyes, the Marten turned to address the rogue, “Yes. That is true. That doesn’t answer my—”


  The Fox didn’t let him finish. “So, if the Order of Blades destroyed The Temple of Ardor’s Grace then it couldn’t have conflicted with other jobs you have?”


  Marcelle’s scowl deepend, “We don’t discuss our contracts with outsiders… and we have already gone over this, Mr. Lemarre… we were unaware your sheep friend had Kesst.”


  The sides of Sanmer’s muzzle lifted, hinting at a snarl, “But you don’t deny having them hunted down and killed?”


  The Marten shook his head, “I cannot deny that because I do not know of what activities other cells of the Order of Blades may be undertaking.”


  Nicholas was also eager to add his voice to the too-loud conversation, “So how do you know you’re not dealing with conflicting contracts then?”


  The Blade frowned, “Our contracts are accepted by a central administration…a ‘business office’ if you will. They double check outstanding notes to make certain that kind of thing does not happen—what is this all about?”


  Sanmer’s entire attitude suddenly improved, “Well… just fact checking. You may want to know that someone out there is trying to frame your Order for a series of assassinations.”


  The Human sailor ‘hmph’ed as he leaned back against a wall, “Which doesn’t make any sense since everyone’s pretty sure it was the Blades who attacked the Temple anyway… what difference would it make if they did or didn’t hunt down all the survivors?”


  Julius rubbed his muzzle in thought, trying to figure out the best way to get the conversation over and done with, “Perhaps there is more to this than we may first suspect. We should continue this discussion at another time… for now, we must meet with the Princess.”


  Thankfully it was enough to get the objections to end and the Professor led them from the inn and further away from the site of Julius’ most recent… offense.


  Chapter 6b, The Brightest Blossom (pt 3)


  Although ‘tea’ was hardly a real meal in any sense of the word, Friar Arlowe considered it one of the greatest meals he’d had in days because it was one he shared with Cruffington. The young Raccoon Dog had, under the care of Doctor Brownell made an incredible recovery. While he was far from healed he was able to sit up in bed and join the Monk for a combination of tea, juice, and several small, semi-sweet cakes. Those final items, in fact, were what had the young man’s attention.


  Cruff had polished off two and was working on his third when he addressed Friar Arlowe, muzzle still half-full of confection, “Wow… where oo oo fink e gets eese?”


  The Monk smiled pleasantly, “Swallow, and try again.”


  The young scholar reached for some tea, swallowed his bite of cake, and then took a swig of the drink and swallowed again. “These things are amazing… you think there’s a bakery around here somewhere?”


  The door to the care room opened and Dr. Browell came in carrying a small tray with a collection of medical instruments. Friar Arlowe smiled at her and then at his son, “Well… here’s the good doctor now. Why don’t you ask her where she gets these wonderful cakes?”


  The Monk sat back in his chair, smiling as he broke off a small piece of cake and gingerly set it into his muzzle. Cruff sat up a little straighter and winced a little, but his smile remained, “Thank you again for your help, ma’am.”


  The Mouse’s welcome expression became a little more severe. “I am not just a woman, young man… I am also a doctor.”


  Cruff fidgeted, “Oh… uh… I’m sorry… Doctor. Thank you for your help, Doctor.”


  The smile returned easily as she set the tray down on the night stand. “You’re very welcome. Now… what was it you wanted to ask me about?”


  The young Raccoon Dog’s eyes went to the tray and Friar Arlowe watched as his son’s gaze lingered on some of the bladed instruments, “Just… uh… where you get… um…”


  Dr. Brownell traced Cruff’s gaze to the weapon-like tools, “Those are only for changing bandages… nobody’s getting cut open today.”


  A shout from the next room superseded Cruff’s response, “Dr. Brownell? Mr. Severna says he needs to see you—it’s urgent!”


  The Mouse sighed and put on a playful smirk, “Well… nobody in this room is getting cut open today… excuse me.”


  Before she left, Cruff managed to blurt out, “Where did you get these great cakes?”


  Dr. Brownell turned back and smiled, “You really like them, do you?”


  The young Raccoon Dog nodded, “Yeah… is the bakery nearby?”


  Her smile widened, “Yes… two rooms over. I make them myself.”


  Cruffington seemed taken aback, but Friar Arlowe couldn’t blame him; he was surprised as well. The young scholar finally managed to voice his confusion, “But… aren’t you a Doctor?”


  The Mouse smiled, giving him a wink as she left, “Yes… but I am not just a Doctor, young man… I’m also a woman.”


  Friar Arlowe chuckled at that and slid the last of the small cakes onto his son’s plate, “I’m glad your hunger has returned.”


  Cruff nodded, looking down at the cake with a pleased expression, but he didn’t eat it. Instead, the young Raccoon Dog looked up at him and blinked, “The Church really attacked the Yew Tribe… I can’t believe it.”


  The Monk reached out and took one of his son’s paws in his own, “There is more to it than we can see at first, Cruffington. We’ve heard a lot of conjecture during the time you were unconscious and it leads me to believe that there is something going on… something important that the average layman does not understand or see.”


  His son’s ears raised thoughtfully, “Like what?”


  The older Raccoon Dog smiled sheepishly, “Unfortunately I am far too much of a layman to know, Cruffington, but Prince Malcom thinks that there is reason to—”


  “Prince Malcom?”


  Friar Arlowe paused, “Yes… he is here in Vallara.”


  Cruff blinked, “We’re in Vallara?”


  The next twenty minutes were spent providing his son with a review of the events that had transpired during the time he was unconscious and anything that hadn’t stuck in his memory during his alternating bouts of coherence. Cruff remembered the group fleeing the Yew Village; he recalled something about an inn room; his recollection of snippets of time in Dr Brownell’s care was spotty. What he did remember however was losing Vic, and he fell silent at that.


  Friar Arlowe reached out and took hold of Cruff’s paw. “He was a good young man, Cruffington. The world is less for him not being in it… but he is in a better place now.”


  His son shook his head, “We should have been able to bury him.”


  The Monk sighed, giving Cruffington’s paw a light squeeze, “We did what we were able with the time we had. When everything’s over we can—”


  Cruff looked up again, “When everything’s over? How will everything ever be over?”


  Friar Arlowe gave a faint shrug, “Aodhan has been petitioning Prince Malcom to get his aid in helping us rescue the captured Sisters Divine… he is going to get the Church to set them free. I don’t know if that will make everything be ‘over’, but it will be a start.”


  The young Raccoon Dog nodded, looking down at his blankets, “And what about us?”


  The Monk let out a breath, took in another, and then sighed, having very little to say. “I don’t know.”


  The silence spread out between them for some time. Friar Arlowe continued to try and find something to say—anything to say that could help ease his son’s fears. Unfortunately he couldn’t come up with anything and the silence continued.


  Ultimately, however, it ended when Cruffington spoke up. His son gave his paw a light squeeze, “… so… a sweeper, huh?”


  The Monk looked up at his son, whose gaze was focused entirely on him. “What?”


  The younger Raccoon Dog blinked. “You said before the Church recruited you that you were going to be a sweeper.”


  Friar Arlowe smiled faintly and nodded, “It was enough for me… all I ever wanted was to be able to live a life full of family. I didn’t need money or prestige or fame as long as I had you and your mother.”


  Cruff nodded, “If—I… I mean, when this is all over do you think you’ll go back to the Church and keep being a Monk?”


  The older Raccoon Dog shrugged, “I honestly couldn’t say. I made a vow to serve God for as long as the Church would have me… and they decided that I should be put to death.”


  His son started laughing, “Well… if there was ever a sign that they didn’t want you, execution would probably be a good one.”


  Despite the severity of the discussion, Friar Arlowe couldn’t help but join his son in laughter. It felt good; it felt very good. The smile stayed with him for the rest of his visit with Cruffington. After another hour their idle chat finally came to a close when Cruffington yawned, and Arlowe insisted that he try to get some rest. The young Raccoon Dog objected, of course, citing that he’d spend days resting, but it was not a point to which the Monk was willing to argue. He gave his son’s paw one more squeeze, and then showed himself out.


  The living room of the small home was empty save for Prince Malcom’s animal companion, the big brown wolf he alternatingly referred to as Berro and Gut which, to the Friar Arlowe’s understanding, meant the same thing in the different languages. Berro’s head and ears were up as he tracked the Monk across the room. As the Raccoon Dog approached one of the arm chairs the large lupine let out a very distinctive “Uf.”


  Friar Arlowe looked toward the wolf but made sure not to stare, “I guess you’re probably just waiting around for Prince Malcom?”


  Berro set his head back down on the enormous pillow atop which he was laying. “Uf.”


  The Monk smiled to himself, “I’ll take that as a yes.”


  He jumped in his seat when a firm, confident female voice spoke up behind him and to the side in halting Lehsunian, “You… talk with… with wolf?”


  Friar Arlowe stood up and turned around to face a Horse. The Mare was dressed scantily in little more than a loin cloth and a halter—each was a simple strip of hide wrapped around her body. The beads and feathers adorning her windswept mane was pure confirmation that she was obviously from a Tribe. The Monk offered a sheepish smile while averting his eyes from her nakedness, “I was… um… talking at him… not really with him.”


  She didn’t seem the least bit bothered by his discomfort at her lack of decency, “I look for Wild Wolf. That is Berro. Berro is—”


  The Monk nodded, “I know… his pet. Prince Malcom is—”


  The Mare shook her head, “No… not pet. He is… is…” she was searching for the right word but settled on “More.”


  Friar Arlowe nodded, “Then I apologize… but, yes, this is Berro, and Prince Malcom was here, but he left earlier to—”


  “Slower.”


  The Raccoon Dog paused, “I’m sorry?”


  The Mare let out a snort, “Talk slower. I no speak Stone words fast.”


  The Monk felt his ears redden slightly and was just about to try again when Doctor Brownell came down the stairs interrupting the conversation; his eyes, the Mare’s eyes, and Barro’s eyes all focused in on the Mouse and the wolf’s big, furry tail beat out a simple one-two tap against the floor before he lowered his head again. The Doctor smiled at the newcomer and bowed her head slightly, “Oani Hamah.”


  Friar Arlowe knew it was a greeting among the Tribal Folk but, by the time he’d realized that the two were already off in a conversation that he failed to understand, let alone keep up with. He realized at that point how the poor Mare must have felt about his rambling. Toward the end, he recognized the Mouse speak his name admits several words while gesturing toward him. The Mare seemed taken aback but recovered quickly and responded in kind.


  As the discussion came to an end, Dr. Brownell looked toward him, “This is Among-the-Reeds. She is going to wait here for Prince Malcom.”


  The Monk nodded courteously to the doctor, and then to the newcomer before trying to get the greeting right. “Ah… um… Oh-ah-knee hah-muh.”


  His attempt was enough to make the Mare’s stoic face scrunch up slightly into a barely restrained smile which made his own that much more comfortable. She took a seat in an armchair across from him and lowered her hand to gently rub Barro behind one of his ears; the wolf didn’t seem to mind in the least. “You not like other Men of Symbol.”


  It wasn’t exactly the best thing for starting a conversation, but at least it seemed to her that it was a good thing so he wasn’t about to object. “You… uh… you know Barro?”


  Among-the-Reeds nodded, still looking at him and still continuing to pat the wolf, “Yes. I know Wild Wolf and Barro. I come to get Wild Wolf and bring him to Grass Tribe.”


  It was a bit of a surprise, and more than a little alarming, “He is busy here… helping the people of—of the… uh… Rock Tribe.”


  She flicked an ear and stopped scratching Barro. Sitting up a little straighter she leaned forward, “We need Wild Wolf… other men come to Grass Tribe from over big lake.”


  The Mare’s word choices confused him somewhat. “Other men? Big lake?”


  She nodded, “They no talk to us but talk to him. They say they wait for him for one moon and then kill tribe.”


  Complicated situations had never been Arlowe’s strong point, and he realized things were definitely heading in that direction. Letting out a sigh he slumped in his chair, “God, if you do not at least have a sense of humor then you have nothing.”


  Chapter 6c, Ghosts of the Past (pt 3)


  Wiesen sat in the common room of the Jerkin & Firkin with a flagon of ale in one talon; it had been there for nearly an hour and the drink level had hardly lowered. Other than staring at his own reflection in the ale, the Dragon spent most of his time reflecting on a dream he’d had about Kesst the previous night—actually, he reminded himself, it was more than a dream… he had finally been able to feel him.


  Despite the numerous difficulties in his life and the hardships he’d been forced to endure at the talons of the Inquisitors, Wiesen had always served the Church faithfully. Throughout the decades he had been a loyally Templar, ready and willing to do all they had asked of him. Had things been different, Wiesen could have assumed that he would have served for decades more. He was a True Dragon of the great Mehnzylian line, and that meant he would live for centuries, but they had cut his loyalty off at the knees when they stole Kesst.


  The dracomaton was the finest thing Wiesen had ever created. Kesst was not just a construct; he was not just a project; he was not a possession that they had a right to have tithed to them. Kesst was as much alive as any of them. As Kesst’s creator, Wiesen was his father, and, due to Wiesen being gifted with the True Breath Kesst was the closest thing he would ever have to a son. The True Breath rendered a Dragon sterile, thus a real family was yet another thing the Church had taken from him, and the costs of blind servitude had become too great.


  The Dragon swirled the ale around in his flagon and tilted his head back, finishing off half of the pint in one go. They had been separated over ten years ago and, since then, Wiesen had been on the run. It had not been a clean break; no separation from the Church ever was. The Dragon had not gone far—he had no intention of leaving Kesst in their control. A strange thing happened shortly after, however, when Kesst broke free. They hadn’t understood that he was not some clockwork mechanism to order about, and they paid for that by losing him.


  Ever since that time Wiesen had been on the road, seeking out his creation, his son in whatever manner he could. Time and time again he lost track of Kesst but, invariably, their connection won out and he was able to get even closer. Even though they were miles apart, however, the white Dragon felt that he was closer than he had ever been before. While it was true that they were both likely in Newport at the same time before the ex-Templar had been forced to leave, he could now say for certain, that he knew where Kesst was… sort of.


  Even after leaving Newport the Techlar had his newest construct remain and keep up the search for his son. His dream the prior night was more than a faint glimpse of Kesst—it was a distinctive, definitive ping that gave Wiesen much more understanding than he’d had since they were separated by the Church… and he owed it all to his clockwork dragonfly. It had found him, and had made contact. In that moment the spark of life granted by Wiesen’s Breath recognized itself and the two merged. Wherever Kesst had been, that spark had been smoldering and near extinguished but the connection from the dragon had rekindled it.


  Although the connection he shared with Kesst had never been more than tenuous during even the best of times, when he absorbed the spark from the clockwork dragonfly it renewed their link and, for a split second, Wiesen was able to tell what was happening around his son. Kesst had been in an inn room of sorts, and it was definitely in the Scholar’s Quarter of Newport. The image came and went, but it was enough for Wiesen.


  While such little information might have frustrated him in other situations, when it came to Kesst he felt renewed and invigorated. True, the little glimpse into Kesst’s condition and surrounding gave him more questions than answers but at least it gave him hope that he could find him again… most predominantly because Wiesen could sense the dragonfly that had connected to him. As long as the clockwork insect remained with Kesst the Techlar would be able to sense them anywhere within a hundred yards. That meant his chance to locate his son would be that much easier when he had a chance to return to Newpork… and that gave him hope.


  His further thoughts were interrupted as the chair across the small table was pulled back and Sada took a seat. She smiled, trailing the claw on one of her fingers across the grainy wood in a casual circular motion, “In most cases this is where I’d say something about you looking a little too alone and then I’d suggest some company.”


  Wisen didn’t bother lifting his head, rather, he simply raised his eyes and looked across the table at the Otter woman, “I see… and does that normally work?”


  She smiled, crossing her legs before leaning forward, providing him a clear view of her low neckline, “More often than not.”


  While her banter was normally engaging and entertaining he simply couldn’t bring himself to reciprocate, “Did you need something this evening, Ms. De’ahm, or are you simply seeking companionship?”


  The Otter smirked, leaning even further forward, “That’s another line I like to use, come to think of it.”


  The Dragon released his hold of his flagon and sat back in his chair, “I apologize, but I am truly not in the right frame of mind for conversation this afternoon.”


  Sada quickly sat up and pulled her chair in toward the table, demeanor suddenly becoming much less spicy and a touch more warm. Her question came across with a hint of genuine concern. “Is everything alright?”


  Wiesen brushed a talon across the table as he looked down, “I have had a lot on my mind but, yes, I believe all is well, thank you.”


  She nodded thoughtfully, “Everyone is situated upstairs and the Scholars are all resting, so hopefully that’s not something occupying your thoughts.”


  He nodded casually, “That is good… and have Alarice and Inigo returned? I need to speak with her soon about our return to Newport.”


  She seemed genuinely surprised by his comment, “Return? We only just left. I thought the plan was to lay low and—”


  Wiesen shook his head, “No… the plan was to gather enough forces to make the Order of Blades think twice about bothering us.”


  Sada inspected him for a moment before pointing out the obvious, “You weren’t very eager to leave Newport… so I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised you want to go back so soon.”


  The Dragon nodded, “I apologize if that is not the case with you… but I am still seeking my son and I may have struck upon a lead.”


  Her little round ears raised to the top of her head as she looked at him, “So you know he’s in Newport then?”


  Again he nodded. “I have reason to believe so, yes… and the source is reliable. If Alarice isn’t ready to return soon I may have to do so alone.”


  Sada reached across the table and took hold of one of his talons with her paw, “I understand if it’s something you need to do, but how can you be sure he—”


  Whatever she was about to say was cut short as the door to the inn burst open; Wiesen didn’t bother turning around since he could tell enough about them from their confident gait. He wasn’t all that surprised when one of them spoke up, “Wiesen of Altenburrough, also known as The Crook and Templar White, you are hereby under arrest.”


  The Dragon finally drained the last of his drink and slowly rotated in the seat where he sat. There were five men in total—a Hyena, a Human, a Goat, and two Dragons all armed and armored. Sada stood up at the table and answered them, “On what grounds, exactly? He hasn’t done anything wrong.”


  The Dragon in the front spoke up; Wiesen recognized the voice of the man who had called him out, “The Church exerts its right of Dominion here and now in this matter. Wiesen of Altenburrough, surrender your weapons and come with us. You will not be given a chance for further quarter if you resist.”


  Although it was mid afternoon the common room was far from empty. Wiesen didn’t completely understand what was going on until every last person in the room was standing. Most of them had their mugs in hand, a few had bottles, and couple had steak knives. A Wolf Hound, the closest commoner to the lead Hunter let out a faint growl, “You Churchies aren’t too popular here in Vallara right now… you sure you wanna start somethin’, Scales?”


  The Dragon stuck a finger straight out at Wiesen, “This man is a fugitive from the Church. Any attempt to keep us from our appointed task will resu—”


  Any further discussion came to an end when a bottle broke over the Hunter’s head. A split second later the common room and exploded into pure and total chaos as almost every last patron jumped the hunting party. Wiesen was caught between an inclination to help and the instinct to make himself scarce; Sada’s insistent tugging of his arm made up his mind and the Techlar quickly followed her up the stairs. Her tone suggested she expected a very imminent answer when she demanded, “What was that about?”


  The Dragon sighed, “I’ll explain everything later.”


  Her frown was almost a weapon in and of itself, “Tell me now.”


  He shook his head, “We need to get the scholars and get out before things get any worse. It’s not safe here anymore and if I’m going to explain myself I’m only going to do it once… when there’s time to do it right.”


  She came to a halt, blocking his path, “I’m not asking.”


  Wisen shrugged, picked her up, and set her aside, much to the Otter’s chagrin “Good, because this conversation is over.”


  Despite her reluctance to give up on getting the information out of him she thankfully preferred self preservation over getting her way, which was a good thing as far as the Techlar was concerned because it was one situation where she wouldn’t win regardless of her mettle. The two of them quickly gathered up the Scholars with a brief apology and a promise that everything would be explained later. Unfortunately, as everyone gathered together, Wiesen realized there was something wrong, “We’re missing Roland and Joshew.”


  He heard Sada curse under her breath before speaking up, “Where are they? Did they say where they were going?”


  Alvis responded, “Roland said something about the Market Quarter, but—”


  She shoved him toward the door, “Then that’s where we’re going… we’ll find them.”


  Brother Jessen was much calmer about it, “Roland said if we get separated the best place to meet up is by the fountain in the Civil District.”


  Wiesen wasn’t really in the mood for an argument so he quickly took that suggestion under advisement, “Fine—we’re heading to the fountain. Now.”


  It appeared for a moment that an objection was about to come from Alvis, but it passed immediately when what sounded like someone flying through a window downstairs interrupted the discussion. The Wolf-Dog quickly revised whatever he was going to say, “So… out the back?”


  Sada nodded, “Out the back.”


  Chapter 6a, A World Apart (pt 4)


  Julius awoke in a sweat, his tongue panting out of the corner of his muzzle as he bolted upright. Everything had been so sharp—so vivid; it took several seconds for him to realize that he was still at the underground temple. Looking at his shaking paw, the old Bear realized that at no point in his varied dreams had he so much as thought twice about what he was doing when he killed victim after victim. The thought scared him but, what worried him more was the fact that he could see the truth in what his dreams had shown him.


  At one time the Professor would have dismissed the power of dreams and attached to them the fancies of the sleeping mind but his many years among the Valley Tribe had shown him that there would always be at least a kernel of truth amidst the fancies of the subconscious. He reached for the cog ring he left laying on the simple wooden nightstand next to the bed and, before putting it on he held it in his fingers and simply stared at it. Although it was still dark and there was scarcely any light coming in through the slit-sized windows of the basement room wall he still saw what he needed: the cog symbol on the jewelry, as always, was as fresh as the day it had been crafted.


  The Bear slid the ring onto his finger. He had escaped the world of the Mechanists for a time; the years he spent among the Valley Tribe were some of the happiest he had ever known. That break, however, had come to an end the moment Kesst and his party had entered the camp. Julius knew who and what Kesst was in an instant—though he had parted ways from the settled people of Lehsunia the tasks given to him as a Mechanists were not so easily avoidable. It was one thing to try and keep Kesst from the wrong hands, but it was another thing entirely to sacrifice not only his scruples, but the safety and wellbeing of those who trusted him.


  Even as he got out of bed he continued to ask himself, “Would the ideal world be worth the sacrifice of their lives?”


  He laughed mutedly at his own naiveté, moving to the mirror so he could condemn the pitiful, foolish Bear that gazed out at him. “You can’t sacrifice what isn’t yours to give, old man. No world that requires that kind of cost could be ideal.”


  Julius’ fingers went back to the ring as he twisted it and flicked it with his thumb. The Professor quickly dressed in an evening robe and went to his door. He glanced out into the hall, noting that it was precisely as early as he expected; all was quiet. The old Bear picked his way down the corridor without a candle, stubbing his toe more than once on the many planks of wood that had become uneven over the years. Given enough time entropy eventually led to an unraveling of the weaker elements to any system; were the Mechanists perhaps no different?


  The Bear was still willing to put his faith in the ideals to which the Mechanists aspired but he continued to wonder if there were some within the organization that had different goals. It made plenty of sense considering the fact that they operated in cells. Yes, they were all supposed to have the same ultimate end game but it wasn’t a far fetched thought to consider some factions within the Mechanists could have come up with different ways to attain that end. Would the end be worth the means? Julius was beginning to have his doubts… especially when he took the consideration of the local Mechanists into account.


  His steps down the hall led him to the temple’s store room, “Now what?”


  As if to answer his own question, Julius reached forward and slowly turned the knob; as expected, the storage area was unlocked. The Bear pushed the door open and closed it quietly behind himself before he bothered looking around. A simple brass candle holder rested on a wooden crate beside the door; he was surprised to see that a faint stream of smoke was still rising up from the recently-snuffed wick.


  Julius didn’t have a match but it didn’t worry him; using a trick taught to him by the Valley Tribe’s former shaman, the Bear pulled a few strands of fur from the clump around his neck and held them to the candle wick. He blew softly against them several times before even more smoke arose and then, as if by magic, a small flame appeared, relighting the light source. Julius extinguished the singed furs between two fingers and picked up the candle holder.


  The storage room was quaint in every sense of the word. The floor was little more than wooden boards resting atop bare earth and the walls were loosely paneled with plaster boards. Little more than a closet, the storage room was perhaps ten foot per wall, and the available floor space was stacked full of crates, barrels, and boxes. Although most of it was food and drink a small portion of containers held minor luxuries… but none of that was what Julius sought—what he was after was set up against two crates toward the middle of the room.


  The old bear slowly knelt down, both knees cracking as he opened the sack containing the red dracomaton. He smiled warmly as he regarded the clockwork dragon’s blank stare, “Hello again, Kesst.”


  It took the Professor several minutes to inspect Kesst; Sister Yvette had mentioned that the Dragon had been active when she had encountered him and that he fell into torpor shortly thereafter. While Julius was no Techlar, and not even a tinkerer, the old Bear still knew his fair share about mechanisms, and all signs pointed to a power source. It wasn’t until Julius was able to open Kesst’s damaged chest panel that he identified something new: a diminutive clockwork dragonfly. “Well… what have we here?”


  The Bear looked around the room and saw an empty glass bottle resting on a nearby box. Julius picked it up by its neck and, with carefully planned force, struck it against the side of a crate. It took two attempts before the bottle cracked. The Professor carefully massaged the glass until the cracks spiderwebbed and then, after covering it with a bolt of cloth, he hit it against the ground. When he pulled the cloth away, Julius was able to pull out the bottom of the bottle and held it up to the dragonfly, using it to help magnify his vision.


  The craftsmanship, as expected, was exquisite. The Bear followed the numerous parts of the mechanism until he found what he sought: a tiny lock… with a miniscule key still in it. Using just the very tips of his claws, Julius managed to clumsily take hold of the key and give it several slow, purposeful turns. He had just enough time to withdraw his paw before Kesst jumped with a start, “WHAT?!”


  The Professor held up a paw, sitting back on his haunches as he did so, “Calm down, young man… you’re safe.”


  Kesst was understandably confused, “You—you’re the Shaman… from the Bears.”


  Julius nodded, “From the Valley Tribe. Yes.”


  The dragon looked around the interior of the supply room; the Bear didn’t miss the faint inner glow from his eyes. “What are you doing here? Where are we?”


  The Professor chuckled calmly and reached out to close Kesst’s chest panel. The Dragon recoiled from his touch, then did a double-take when he saw the broken panel. Julius rose up and quickly took hold of Kesst’s wrist, “Shh… Calm down. Shhh.”


  The request didn’t seem to help much as Kesst jumped up. “It’s… not a dream! What—what am I? What’s going on?!?”


  Julius motioned back to the floor, “Please, Kesst… calm down. You need to keep your wits about you, my boy.”


  The Dragon stood there, confused and obviously disturbed but, after staring back at him for nearly a minute, Kesst finally sat back down facing Julius. “I don’t understand.”


  The Professor nodded patiently, “It will take some time, I’m sure… but what you need to know is that your father is looking for you.”


  Kesst’s response was a snappy growl, “My mom and dad are dead.”


  Julius shook his head, “No, Kesst… you don’t have a mother… just a father.”


  The young Dragon covered the hole in his chest with a talon, “I remember them…”


  The Professor let out a sigh, “Kesst… have you ever heard of the term ‘Techlar’?”


  Kesst scowled, “Church men. They create clockwork creatures that are so real it’s almost like they’re alive. Back when the men from the Church tried to—”


  Julius waited patiently as the gears (both figuratively and literally) worked in Kesst’s head. The Bear clarified, “Techlars don’t just build clockwork creatures, Kesst… in order to be a Techlar any initiate has to have the True Breath.”


  The Dragon was immediately taken aback, “You’re not a priest… how do you know about the True Breath?”


  The Bear smiled, “Your father has it.”


  Kesst was understandably hesitant to believe him, “My… my father was… he was just a tailor in Altenburrough… he… he—”


  Julius shook his head as the young Dragon spoke until he trailed off. “Weisen’s father was a tailor.”


  “Weisen?”


  The Bear nodded, “Few Techlars have the skill to create something as great as you, Kesst… and Wiesen was one of those few.”


  Kesst shook his head back and forth, eyes tearing up, “But… my… my parents… I… I was born in Altenburrough, and my mother sold flowers on the street corner…”


  Julius reached out and placed a paw on Kesst’s shoulder, “The Breath does many things, Kesst… and one of the things it does is it ties you to your father. You’re feeling his memories… his life… not yours.”


  The hesitance in Kesst’s eyes was replaced by defiance, and the young Dragon slapped Julius’ paw away, voice coming out at nearly a shriek. “I don’t beleive you!”


  The old Bear would normally have been worried about the volume, but, at that moment, something louder and much more concerning drowned it out: an explosion. The entire room shook and Julius was barely able to raise his arm in time to protect himself and the damaged Dracotomaton from falling boxes. Forced to ignore the emotional flare-up, the Professor looked straight at Kesst, “We need to go.”


  The young Dragon was up on his feet in moments. He looked to the door, then paused long enough to help Julius up, “What’s going on?”


  Julius sighed, “They’re after you… and they’re willing to do whatever it takes to get you.”


  Kesst looked aghast, “The Church?”


  The old Bear shook his head, “No… something much worse.”


  Chapter 6b, The Brightest Blossom (pt 4)


  After everyone was made aware of the visitor Aodhan gathered the group together in Cruff’s room. As much a matter of convenience for the healing Raccoon Dog as a nod of courtesy for the privacy of the young Prince, getting everyone to a central location also helped Aodhan address a very important issue. “Aurelie and I are returning to Newport.”


  There was a mixture of expressions from the group—some were understanding while others didn’t seem to approve. Friar Arlowe, who was one of the former was the first to respond, “Do you mean to leave soon?”


  Sister Aurelie nodded, “The longer we delay the more of a chance we give the Church to harm my Sisters.”


  The Monk bowed his head, “Very well. If you can wait one more day I will join you.”


  Cruff sat up a little straighter, “Dad… the Church is after you.”


  Friar Arlowe reached out and placed his paw on his son’s, “The Church is after all of us… but if I do nothing then I may as well accept my place as another one of their victims, and I am not willing to let that happen. Not to me; not to you; not to the Sisters Divine.”


  Cruffington looked straight at Aodhan, “Then I’m going too.”


  Tobias leaned back against the wall next to the room’s door, “Don’t you think you should get the Doctor’s permission for that first?”


  Brody, who was lounging on a chair in the corner of the crowded room smirked as he stirred a mug of tea. “Last thing I remember was you calling her something like a talentless, know-nothing, fraudulent harpy.”


  The scholar fidgeted, “I never called her know-nothing or fraudulent.”


  Umberto placed a paw on the Antelope’s shoulder, “Regardless, Mr. Severna is correct; until the good Doctor clears him for travel—”


  Cruff apparently didn’t take the Wolverine’s intervention well, “Excuse me, but who are you and why do you get a say in this?”


  Friar Arlowe smiled… just a little. “This is Sir Umberto Marino… he’s a Templar.”


  The younger Raccoon Dog glanced around the room, “Aaaaaaaaannnnnnnd… he’s okay with us talking about defying the Church?”


  Umberto put his paws on his hips, squaring his shoulders. “There is more going on than meets the eye. Until I understand more about it I must assume that the Prince Regent’s interests may be in danger, and I cannot allow that.”


  Brody sipped at his tea, “He’s also part of Prince Regent Thaddius’ Royal Guard.”


  Cruffington stared. “A Templar and a member of the Prince’s Royal Guard?”


  The Wolverine stared back. “Prince Regent.”


  Brother Rhys interjected, “Aodhan… I’m going with too.”


  The Wolf looked to where the Rat was seated on a foot stool; Runs-on-Air was standing beside him, a paw on the Priest’s shoulder. Aodhan’s eyes went to the Buck and spoke to him in the People’s Tongue, “Rhys wishes to go with us back to the Stone Tribe village of Newport.”


  Runs-on-Air nodded, “I understand.”


  Brody lowered his mug, “Common, please.”


  The Buck shot the Doberman a glance before returning his gaze to Rhys. Runs-on-Air announced in Lehsunian, “I go too.”


  Tobias stepped forward, “I still don’t know the full story about all of this, but I have to get back to Newport and the University; I would be honored to accompany you.”


  Friar Arlowe shook his head, “That may not be safe for you, Mister Severna… if the Church were to discover our presence you may be implicated as a heretic by association.”


  The Pronghorn shook his head, “You are good people… besides, I am under the protection of the University. It makes sense to travel with those I know… and, besides, the rest of my companions were headed there and I still need to meet up with them. They were headed to Newport if I recall, correct?”


  Aodhan nodded, “Yes. They were seeking aid for the Dragon with whom you traveled.”


  Umberto’s small, rounded ears perked as he looked to Tobias, “You had a Dragon with you? I don’t know many Dragons who have an interest in the University’s pursuits.”


  The discussion came to a close when a knock interrupted things. A moment later the door opened and Dr. Brownell peeked in, “Prince Malcom will be taking his leave at dawn and would like to speak with you before he does.”


  Aodhan saw Tobias open his muzzle to say something, but the Doctor closed the door as quickly as she had opened it, leaving the scholar slack jawed and red-eared. He cleared his throat and glanced around the room, “Well… that was certainly an unexpected addition to today’s discussion… Shall we?”


  Sister Aurelie fidgeted where she sat, “I was hoping we’d be able to talk with Prince Malcom about the Church… and that he might be able to help.”


  Brody chuckled, “Yeah… that would have gone well.”


  Aodhan snorted, “Wild-Wolf has a lot on his mind. Perhaps we may still gain his aid, but I assume there is a very important reason for a member of the Plains Tribe to visit with him here and now. It did sound serious.”


  Rhys stood, “If it is important, perhaps we can help him.”


  Friar Arlowe patted his son’s arm before standing, “The Mare who came here said something about men coming from across the big lake and threatening them.”


  Aodhan clarified. “The ocean. Many tribes call it ‘the big lake’.”


  Tobias furrowed his brow and rubbed his chin, “I cannot imagine someone threatening the Tribesmen… especially not when the Tribe Lands are technically a free state.”


  Brother Rhys headed for the door, Runs-on-Air following him. “Come… Prince Malcom has asked for us; let’s speak with him and find out what we can.”


  Aodhan turned to join the rest of the party as they exited, but Sister Aurelie caught him by the arm, “Aodhan… wait.”


  The Wolf obediently halted and turned to regard the Cat, “Yes, my Eyara?”


  Aurelie looked up at him, “We need Prince Malcom’s help… with him we can force the Church to release the Sisters.”


  Aodhan hesitated a moment, trying to find the right way to address his lover’s concern. “Prince Malcom walks in two worlds… he is concerned for the safety of the tribesmen as well as for the well being of of the people in Lehsunia.”


  The Cat wasn’t willing to leave it at that. “He is the Prince. He can command the Church to release them without any bloodshed.”


  The Wolf sighed, “I’m afraid it doesn’t work that way, Aurelie… and, if what the messenger said is true, dozens of lives may be in jeopardy. He has a duty to the tribes and—”


  Sister Aurelie huffed, fur puffing out, but the Cat did seem to surrender the argument. “We have no control over what he does… I know… I know…”


  Aodhan embraced his Eyara, “We will fix this. I promise.”


  Cruff spoke up from his place in bed, “If it involves the Church you should be careful what promises you make… there’s lots of things out there that are beyond your control and the Church is one of em.”


  The Wolf felt his hackles rise just a little, but quickly deflated; the Raccoon Dog was far too accurate in his statement for it to be idle nay-saying. Aodhan looked back to Aurelie and kissed the top of the Cat’s head. “No matter what happens with the Prince we will see to it that the Sisters are freed.”


  The two walked out of the room, paw-in-paw as they headed out to meet with everyone else. The gathering took place around the hearth, where Wild-Wolf stood with the visiting Mare on one side and his loyal companion Barro on the other. From the look on peoples’ faces the situation did not appear to be optimistic… and Wild-Wolf’s next words were even more dire. “If I do not go with Among-the-Reeds back to her village then a Wyranese Admiral has threatened to slaughter her entire tribe.”


  All of the thoughts and planning in Aodhan’s mind came to a complete halt; Wild-Wolf owed loyalties to the tribesmen as well as Lehsunia… but he wasn’t the only one. He looked hesitantly down to Aurelie, who looked back up at him. The Wolf was surprised to see that there was actually a hint of hesitance in his Eyara’s gaze, and the Cat’s next words confirmed it, “An entire tribe? What do we do now?”


  Aodhan didn’t have a ready answer—all he knew was that he needed time to think. Unfortunately fate didn’t quite give him that chance as Wild-Wolf leveled his gaze at the entire party, “I would be honored if you would be willing to aid me in this.”


  Chapter 6c, Ghosts of the Past (pt 4)


  Thanks to Sada’s natural direction sense and Wiesen’s experience in evading pursuit the group managed to escape the inn while the Church’s hunters were being soundly beaten by the local populace. While the Dragon would normally have said a prayer for the welfare of the poor men he simply didn’t have the energy to care at that point—half of them were usually little more than bounty hunters and a good number of them were repeated thorns in his side.


  They were a good four blocks from the inn before they slowed, and only then did Alvis bother speaking up. “Why did we have to leave so quickly? Everything is still back in our rooms. Did the Order of Blades find us? “


  Sada shot Wiesen the same look she had given him back at the inn and the Dragon sighed, “They were men sent by the Church… hunters.”


  The mutt continued with the questions. “Who were they? What did they want? Why would the Church be after us?”


  The Otter’s gaze went from Wiesen to Alvis, then back to Wiesen before she spoke in a very matter-of-fact attitude, “They’re not after all of us…”


  Brother Jessen tightened his sword belt; although he didn’t have his armor he hadn’t left unarmed, “They’re here for me then…”


  Sada leaned against the alley wall and folded her arms over her chest, “No… from what I gather they’re here for him.”


  Wiesen didn’t need to be looking at her to know she motioned with her muzzle in his direction. Alvis and Jessen’s eyes both went to him and the student’s head cocked slightly, ears up, “Why would they be after you, Wiesen?”


  The Dragon cleared his throat, “It’s a long story—”


  Sada stepped away from the wall, “Then start talking while we all start walking… it’s a ways to the fountain so you’ll have the time to explain.”


  Brother Jessen stepped forward to fall in line beside the Dragon, “You are as good a man as any I have known, Sir… and it can go without saying that I am aware the Church needs no reason to find conflict with good men.”


  Wiesen chuckled at the optimistic view, “Or, perhaps, they have valid reasons and you know less about me than you think?”


  Alvis stopped in his tracks, almost getting run into by Sada from behind. “Wiesen… you’re not a heretic or something, are you?”


  The Dragon laughed at the question and turned back to regard the mutt, “Anyone who does not approve of the Church is a heretic to them, my friend… it is hardly a unique title if you are unliked by the clergy.


  Sada was much more direct in the discussion, “So what did you do?”


  Wiesen took several steps before he answered, “Unless I am mistaken you are all aware that I am searching for my son…”


  Alvis made a very quick leap of logic, “so… your son is a heretic?”


  The Dragon snorted, “No. But, like me my son is a fugitive of the Church.”


  The young scholar’s ears lowered slightly, “Why? What did he do?”


  Wiesen stuffed his talons through the loop of the pistol holsters on his hip, “The same thing I did—he wanted to quit.”


  Brother Jessen nodded while Alvis seemed confused. The Coyote explained things, “The Church doesn’t allow its most senior members to give up the faith… and any Dragon with wings or the ability to breathe fire is ever not ‘of the church’.”


  The Mutt’s eyes widened, “Your son… could he breathe fire? Or… did he have wings? … or… or both?”


  Wiesen snorted, “Both.”


  Sada took a step closer to him, raising a paw toward his shoulder, “Then… the scars on your back…?”


  The Dragon pulled away from her, “I like to think of them as ‘war wounds’.”


  Wiesen could tell that the Otter was ready to pry further but, thankfully, Alvis already appeared to be uncomfortable enough for everyone, and was very quick to point out the Human woman and her Bat when he saw them moving through the crowded city street. “Hey! Look! It’s Alarice and Inigo!”


  Brother Jessen moved past the scholar, as he glanced back to Wiesen. “I’ll get them and let them know what happened. The fountain is straight up this street, correct?”


  The Dragon nodded, “Three blocks, if I remember right.”


  The otter stuffed her paws into the pockets of her traveling apron as she spoke quietly aside to Wiesen. “This discussion isn’t over, lizard.”


  He smiled, just a little, “I have a feeling little ever is until it is given your say-so, Ms. De’ahm.”


  * * * * * *


  The visit home had gone a lot better than Roland had originally expected. He wasn’t exactly sure how to raise the topic of who exactly Joshew was aside from a lab partner but it was actually his mother who approached the topic by identifying the Human as her son’s significant other in “that” way. Joshew was surprised to say the least, but no more so than Roland. His mom had simply shrugged it off with a smile, stating clearly “I’ve had a feeling you liked boys since you were twelve.”


  There was much less unease after that and his mother was as wonderful as ever. Although thoughts of his father passed through the Wolf-Dog’s mind now and again he wasn’t about to ruin such a good visit by dwelling on unpleasant topics, and his mother certainly didn’t seem inclined to bringher husband up. Everything was so positive, in fact, that Roland was sure that he caught a small smile on Joshew’s mouth more than once… and that felt the best out of anything.


  Early afternoon came all too quickly and that meant it was time for his mother to go to the herbalist. Despite the fact that she assured him that she could put off the trip on account of his presence he had to decline. Giving his mom a hug, the scholar smiled, “We have to get back to our friends anyway… they didn’t know I was going to visit family.”


  Joshew’s gruff exterior returned in a split second, “Not exactly ‘friends’… more like ‘traveling companions’.”


  Despite the uncomfortable nature of the statement, Roland couldn’t keep his tail from wagging at his mother’s pleasant laugh. She ruffled her son’s head fur then reached over and did the same to Joshew, much to the Human’s chagrin. “You’re both welcome here any time. I hope you might stop by again before you leave Vallara.”


  Roland’s smile widened even more, “If we have any spare time I will.”


  His mother’s ears perked, “Oh! I almost forgot. Wait a moment…”


  As the older Dog disappeared into the back of the hut Joshew leaned over, “That went a lot better than I expected.”


  Roland’s smile continued, “Yeah… I know what’cha mean.”


  A moment later his mom returned carrying a small cloth pouch, “The road is dangerous these days… I don’t want you out traveling without some Linn Root and Ariiandi Powder.”


  The Wolf-Dog rolled his eyes, remembering fondly his mom’s preferred cuts-and-bruises remedy, “MoOOom.”


  She patted him on the head again as if he were a pup a third his age, “And there should be enough in there for your friends too.”


  Joshew was quick to interject, “Traveling companions.”


  With several more goodbyes and numerous hugs (even one for Joshew), Roland’s mother finally let them go. It had turned out to be such an amazing day that Roland’s wag continued as he led Joshew out onto the street. At some point he even started whistling, but he didn’t realize he’d started until the Human elbowed him, “You’re not a tea kettle, Rolly.”


  The Wolf-Dog laughed, “Yeah, well—”


  The comment was left unfinished when he stopped in his tracks; he’d expected to return to the inn over in the residential district before running into Alarice and the rest of the group, but he saw them gathered at the Fountain down the block.


  Joshew was not pleased, “Why’d we stop?”


  “Everyone is over by the fountain.”


  The Human let out a hefty sigh, “Which fountain, Rolly?”


  Roland turned and started leading Joshew in that direction, “The one in the Civic Center. We agreed to meet up there if—”


  The sound of a pistol retort silenced him and he watched in surprise as a spray of water shot up out of the fountain right near where Alarice had been leaning. A series of shouts and screams came up from the people gathered in the square, but a louder voice called over them, “Nihole! Ho ‘ood to Hee ‘ou!”


  The announcement took a moment to make sense of due to a glaringly obvious speech impediment, but the sound of a firearm being discharged didn’t exactly make Roland inclined to explore further. Joshew, on the other hand, continued forward, leading the mutt onward. “Shew… wait!”


  The Human didn’t bother complying, tugging at Roland’s arm instead, “Come on… I recognize that voice.”


  Apparently Joshew wasn’t the only one as Alarice turned to face the speaker: a tall, well-dressed Doberman that emerged from the crowd—the gathered populace was pushed out of his way by a small collection of men that the scholar could only describe as armed thugs. The Dog had what looked like a sneer on his muzzle but it was hard to tell due to an incredibly large disfigurement along the bridge of his snout.


  Inigo was the first among the group to speak, ears up, jaw dropped, “Bartolomeu?”


  The Doberman continued his combination of sneer and smirk, “I thout I’d find ou here if I waited lonh enuff, Nihole… and hehh ou ahh.”


  Alarice’s eyes narrowed, “What did you call me?”


  The Dog’s smile widened even more and, even from a distance Roland could see a cold, calculating, very dangerous glint in his eye, “Funniest storeh… after the last time we met I did some researhh and found out some interestinh bits of trivia about you…”


  Although Roland had never before seen Alarice disturbed, whatever the Doberman was talking about certainly did the trick. The Mutt saw the Human glance his way once, apparently picking him out of the crowd before looking back to the Dog with the speech impediment. She somehow managed to keep her voice even. “What do you want?”


  Several of the Doberman’s men moved up to join him, hands, paws, and talons on a variety of weapons. “I thinh the peopuh of Vaharra might want to know more about what you’ve been up to in Newport… hmm? If you don’t want to put down your weapons maybe we can talh about it… what do you say?”


  Chapter 6a, A World Apart (pt 5)


  Despite Kesst’s unwillingness to listen to Julius as the Bear explained his past, when it came down to it, the Dragon knew he had no choice but to obey the Shaman when it came to the chaos around them. Having just regained consciousness, Kesst really didn’t know anything about his surroundings; the last thing he remembered was being in an alley with a Sheep woman and then, suddenly, awakening in some kind of a root cellar. There were many questions he wanted to ask but, on a more pressing matter, there were explosions.


  The Dragon followed after Julius. “If not the Church, then who is it that’s after me?”


  The Bear shook his head, continuing down the hall, “It’d take too long to explain… we need to find the rest of the group and—”


  His explanation of plans was left incomplete as a door in the hallway burst outward right ahead of them; a Squirrel was sent hurtling through it, followed a moment later by a Wiemeriner wearing a wine red robe and wielding a large flanged mace. The Dog glanced to the two of them and announced the obvious. “The Temple is under attack!”


  Kest thought for a moment that he might recognize the cudgel-carrying Dog but he didn’t have time to dwell on it; Julius motioned him back the other way, “Come, Kesst… we need to go.”


  The Dragon was ready to argue, but several more armed men were rushing from down the hallway, no doubt ready to cause them harm. With only the Wiemeriner between then and the assailants, Kesst obeyed the Bear. He followed after the Shaman down two different halls wih the sound of combat all around them. As they paused at an intersection the Dragon spoke up anew. “Why is someone attacking a temple?”


  Julius sighed, “There are a number of possible reasons… but the most important thing is getting you to safety before—”


  A dark skinned Human rounded the corner and paused for a moment, startled. He recovered quickly, however, and raised a rapier as he announced “Stop there, if you plan on—”


  He didn’t get a chance to finish his words as the loud bark of a pistol retorted from behind Kesst. A blossom of red sprayed out behind the swordsman and he fell over; Julius dropped his wooden gun and motioned forward, stating clearly, “It’s the Order of Blades. Marcelle, you son of a bitch…”


  Kesst knew of them by reputation. He followed after Julius as the Bear started running again. “The Order of Blades?!?! Who’s Marcelle?”


  The Shaman pointed to a side corridor as he ran, “The head of a local chapter of the Order. We’ve been working together to find you.”


  The announcement was confusing; what would a bunch of sell-swords want with him? A frightening thought came to mind and he stopped. “They’re working for the Church, aren’t they? Are you with the Church too?”


  Julius stopped as well and turned back to look at him, “No, Kesst… we’re trying to keep you safe from the Church. Princess Noriene hired the Order of Blades to find you so the Church wouldn’t get you.”


  It was getting even more confusing. “The Princess?”


  The Bear nodded, “She has no love of the Church, Kesst. You are very important to very many people for very many reasons, and Princess Noriene has the ability and desire to keep you safe.”


  “But… why me?”


  Julius sighed, “Please… we don’t have a lot of time. I can explain this later, when we—HURGH!”


  The Dragon stared at the old Bear as he let out a strangled exclamation, then took a step back as Julius fell at his feet; a non-descript, red-furred Marten stood behind him brandishing a bloodied stiletto, gazing down and addressing the Bear before looking up to meet Kesst’s surprised gaze. “I’m sorry, Professor… but our paths diverge here—ah… and you must be Kesst.”


  The Dragon had no idea if the man was planning on talking or attacking, but after watching him stab Julius in the back, Kesst wasn’t very interested in waiting to find out. Opening his muzzle, he felt the tingle of an acrid sting and tasted ozone in his maw. Letting out a roar that channeled all of his confusion, rage, frustration, and fear, the Dragon issued out a tight stream of flame straight at the Marten.


  It took several seconds for the brightness to die down to the lambent glow of smoldering wisps of fire clinging to the charred wood of the hall, but what surprised Kesst the most was that Julius’ assailant was still standing with his cloak folded over himself. Flipping the material to the side, the Marten smile, “Everything you were promised to be… including naïve.”


  The Dragon gaped; he’d heard of fire retardant materials, but he’d never heard of any able to be used in clothing. “Who are you? What do you want?”


  The Marten laughed, “Ah… and now you wish to talk. You are fortunate I’m a patient man. My name is Marcelle… and I have come to collect you. Now, we can do this the easy way, or we—”


  Julius’ paw latched onto Marcelle’s boot as the man passed by where the Bear lay. “Marcelle… What… are you doing?”


  The Marten looked down at the fallen Shaman and drew his rapier, “What I was hired to do.”


  Julius let out a rasp, shakily pushing himself up off the ground so he could stare up at the Blade, “Princess Noriene—”


  Marcelle smiled, turning his sword-hand so the Bear could get a look at the ring on his finger. “Doesn’t see the big picture.”


  Whatever its significance, it meant something to Julius and the Bear’s eyes went wide, “But… you’re a—”


  The Marten smiled, “To keep a machine running sometimes cogs must be replaced.”


  Everything happened in slow motion; Kesst jumped for Marcelle even as the rapier descended. The Dragon realized he wouldn’t get to the Marten in time but, as it turned out, he didn’t have to. The fire-weakened wall bust apart as Nicholas barreled through it, his shoulder colliding with the Marten and sending them both through the opposite wall and into the adjoining room. A moment later, Sanmer emerged from the hole the Human had made.


  The Fox was very quick at taking in the situation. “Kesst? Are you alright?”


  The Dragon didn’t even stop to think about the question, simply turning and pointing at the bloody Bear. “Julius!”


  Kesst’s own cry was drowned out by a large black Bear who had been following after Sanmer, “Shi-Pani!”


  A moment later, Marcelle sprang back through the opening that had been created when he and Nicholas flew through the wall—only to meet with a roaring wall of furry fury that was the very unhappy Tribal Bear. The enormous black Bear shouted something in the Tribal tongue and with one back-hand he sent the Marten right back through the wooden wall before kneeling down to attend to the prone Shaman.


  Sanmer, however, was immediately at Kesst’s side, taking hold of his arm, “Come on… this whole place is overrun!”


  It was all happening too fast, but Kesst was never one to wait for things to calm down. Rather than sit and process everything he simply grabbed hold of Sanmer and pulled him closer. Wrapping his wings around the both of them, the Dragon looked straight up at the wooden ceiling and unleashed a huge breath of fire.


  The charred remnants of wood fell all around them but Kesst’s wings resisted the cinders and charcoal. Then, pushing off against the ground with his legs and aided by a powerful downbeat of his wings, Kesst and Sanmer were launched into the air. It would be impossible to fly with the added weight of the Fox, but the force was enough to get them up one level in the building which, as Kesst has surmised, was the ground floor.


  Sanmer let go of him and shouted down into the hole, “Come on! Up this way!”


  Kesst recognized Enarork when the black Bear hoisted him up. The jeweler then turned back around and pulled the black Bear out of the hole; the Dragon then remembered him as Roaring-Flood, their host back in the Valley Tribe village. Sanmer remained by the hole, “Where’s everyone else?”


  Enarork shook his head, “I was with Theo, but I lost him when I came to help.”


  Roaring-Flood grunted something out in the tribal tongue Kesst didn’t understand, but the Dragon was quick to add, “The Shaman was hurt…”


  A weak call followed a grunt, “…still is…”


  Sanmer’s ears swiveled in on the voice, “Nicholas?”


  Another grunt preceded the reply, “Yeah… Marcelle ran off. The old guy’s still here… but he’s hurt bad.”


  Roaring-Flood laid down next to the hole, extending an arm, “Shi-Pani-owa?”


  Nicholas spoke up from below, “Be careful…”


  The big black Bear slowly stood up, straining as he hefted out the unmoving form of the Shaman; Kesst recoiled when he saw the blood dripping from the old Bear’s fur. Enarork was by their side a moment later, speaking softly in the Tribal tongue.


  Sanmer knelt by the hole, “Come on, Nicholas… let’s get you out of there… a little help, Kesst?”


  The Dragon moved quickly to aid Sanmer and each crouched so they could take hold of one of Nicholas’ hands. They nodded to one another and then pulled, only to have the Human cry out in pain and quickly let go of their grasp; only then did the Dragon see the enormous gash along the sailor’s side. “You’re hurt.”


  Nicholas glanced down at the wound and quickly covered it with a hand, “Yeah? Well… he had a sword… and all I had was a wooden plank… but I still chased him off.”


  Sanmer shook his head, “And that was very stupid… and brave.”


  The sailor shrugged, wincing as he slid down to his knees, “Yeah? Well I’d… I’d like to see you do better…”


  Kesst looked to the fox, “I can go back down and jump up with him.”


  Nicholas shook his head, slumping down with his back against a wall, “Nah… I… just need a minute…”


  Sanmer didn’t look convinced, “He’s heavier than I am—and, besides: it’s you they’re after.”


  The announcement didn’t sit well with the Dragon, “Are you sure?”


  The Fox nodded slowly, “The first group we met told us to turn you over and they’d let us go.”


  Kesst glanced down the hole; Nicholas remained with his back against the wall, breathing laboriously, “And… what happened?”


  Sanmer began slowly lowering himself down into the basement, “We said no politely and they left without a fuss.”


  Nicholas let out a pained laugh, “Yeah—no… we had to beat em senseless.”


  The white-furred Fox spoke quietly with the sailor down in the hole, most likely trying to figure the best way to get the sailor out, but Kesst’s attention was drawn to the sudden sound of combat as Roaring-Flood engaged two more assailants in the room they now occupied. The large Bear was doing a fine job of keeping them at a distance using a long wooden pole with a hunk of concrete at the end.


  Taking stock of the situation, the Dragon joined Enarork by Julius’ side, looking down to the immobile Shaman. “We need to go. Can you stand?”


  The old man shook his head calmly, “Marcelle didn’t strike to kill, but he knew what he was doing. My spine’s severed.”


  Kesst blinked, “That’s… bad… right?”


  Julius took in a slow breath before nodding slightly, “I’m… paralyzed… I can’t walk.”


  The casual neutrality with which the Bear made the announcement was eerie considering the situation. Enarork leaned down and rested a paw on the Shaman’s arm, “We will get you healed.”


  The old Bear spoke with the same neutral tone in the Tribal tongue; whatever he said was enough to get the brown Bear to recoil with surprise and shake his head. Enarork replied in the same language, but Julius’ next words had switched back to the common tongue, “Marcelle isn’t trying to kill us…”


  Kesst glanced back down the hole when Nicholas let out another strangled cry; Sanmer had field dressed the Human’s wound and was trying to get him back on his feet… with no success. It all clicked. “He’s just trying to slow us down.”


  The sailor’s voice carried from the floor below, “Just… go find Prissy Paws… he’s had University training on this sorta thing. That’s supposed ta count for something, right? Gawd, this hurts…”


  Enarork, who had obviously heard the announcement turned to Kesst, “Wait here with Metal-Eyes; I will go look for Theo.”


  Julius’ declaration was very succinct, “No.”


  The brown Bear turned to the Shaman and objected in the Tribal Tongue, but the Dragon already knew why the old Bear overruled him. “Marcelle wants us to get separated… divide and conquer.”


  Julius nodded, “Smart lad.”


  Enarork nodded solemnly, “Then I will carry you.”


  The Shaman shook his head, “No matter what happens, Kesst has to get away. You can’t let Marcelle get a hold of him.”


  The Dragon fidgeted, “But… if it’s the Order of Blades—”


  Julius grunted as he shifted position, reaching for his hip pouch, “Take him to the Princess… she needs to know about what happened here.”


  Enarork scowled, “What if she doesn’t believe us? We need you to come with so—”


  The Shaman chuckled and pulled out a large wooden-and-metal box, “I meant to return this to Mr. Severna when I saw him next…, but it turned out to be useful enough.”


  The jeweler stared at the mechanical device, “What is it?”


  Kesst recognized it immediately, “A recorder.”


  Julius managed to grimace through a smile, “Modified slightly… it copied everything that was spoken since Kesst and I left the room where I found him. Princess Noriene doesn’t have to believe you—she’ll believe this.”


  A voice spoke up from the hall on the opposite side of the room from Roaring-Flood and the combat, “Completely unnecessary; she will believe me.”


  Kesst watched as lithe, well-kept Ermine woman slid into view. Julius let out a soft breath, “The Princess’ handmaiden.”


  The woman approached like water flowing across the ground, smooth, liquid movements that brought her to them quickly, “The Princess does not extend her trust easily or often… and for good reason. In this case it was fortunate she sent me.”


  Enarork frowned, “So you can die with us?”


  The Ermine’s expression remained completely unchanged except for the faintest quirk of the corner of her lips, “Cute.”


  A moment later the three Order of Blades warriors kept at bay by Roaring-Flood dropped their weapons, clutching the thin throwing blades that had sprouted from their necks. The handmaiden’s outstretched paw returned to the folds of her robe.Kess stared for a moment before stating the obvious, “You are more than a lady-in-waiting.”


  Again the corner of the Ermine’s lips pulled up into the faintest of smiles, “These are uncertain times, young master Kesst, and my Lady is always prepared.”


  Chapter 6b, The Brightest Blossom (pt 5)


  The talk had been over an hour long and it felt like they had barely even scratched the surface. There were two distinctive schools of thought over how everyone should proceed so it was becoming increasingly obvious that the group was going to split. That, of course, suited Brody just fine.


  Although the young Doberman was definitely a “people person” he always found that a more intimate setting suited him better. It was well and good to be traveling with a large group but he always ended up feeling lost in the crowd when too many people got put together. True, sometimes that was a useful position in which to be… but he was in Vallara, and right now he needed attention.


  Leaning over to quietly address Sir Umberto, the Doberman also idly rested a paw on the Wolverine’s thigh, “This really doesn’t concern us… maybe we should step aside and let them figure things out.”


  The Templar was obviously receptive to the touch but, unfortunately, less-so with the suggestion. Sir Umberto gingerly took hold of Brody’s paw and moved it from his leg, “This is important, and they are both valid viewpoints.”


  The Doberman sighed, “You plan on helping… don’t you? What about the Prince Regent?”


  The Wolverine whispered back, “He will understand. This is for the betterment of his kingdom and the protection of his reign.”


  Brody smirked, “By undermining the Church and/or subverting a nationalist Wyranese plot against the Tribals?”


  Sir Umberto didn’t have a chance to respond as the group’s attention was suddenly on the two of them. It was Tobias who asked the question, “And the two of you? Where do your loyalties lay?”


  The Wolverine was very good at evading the Pronghorn’s inferred question, “With the Prince Reagent. Always.”


  Aodhan clarified, “What he meant was, are you willing to speak out against the Church’s treatment of the Sisters Divine, or would you rather help Prince Malcom?”


  Sister Aurelie spoke up from beside the Wolf, “The Sisters Divine need all the Champions we can muster for them, Sir Umberto… surely you cannot turn your back on the suffering of fellow servants to God.”


  Brody raised an eyebrow, “Or maybe we’ll just be on our way back to Graddin?”


  Cruffington, the young Raccoon Dog who had been injured before Brody’s arrival had been transferred out into the main room to join everyone. Even from his position at the armchair he was still able to give the Doberman the stink-eye, “Yeah… nobody said running away from things wasn’t an option.”


  The Dog didn’t miss the way the patient’s gaze often drifted back to the Tribal Mare that had arrived that day; Brody knew that kind of look since he’d been the target of it often enough. He had little doubt that the Raccoon Dog was smitten… and by a horse no less. Oh well, he reasoned, everyone had their own tastes. Shrugging, the Doberman provided a very non-comittal response, “I’ll follow Sir Umberto in whatever he decides.”


  Brother Rhys, the Rat Priest that sat beside Friar Arlowe and his convalescing son didn’t say a word. Brody could tell that the Priest was having a crisis of conscience—on one side of him sat a fellow clergyman who seemed intent on making a difference in the Church while on the other side of him stood a young Yew Tribe buck who, as far as the Dog could guess, was probably much more than ‘a close friend’.


  The Doberman sighed, glancing to the Templar next to him, “As always, Sir Umberto, I’ll leave this up to your best judgment.”


  With little more to be said, Brody stood up and exited the house. Nobody tried to stop him, which was just fine; everyone saw him as an add-on… a man-servant… a “plus one”—and that’s what helped him the most. He greatly enjoyed the spotlight but there were times when it worked best to blend into the background, and his most recent assignment was definitely one of those times.


  When Princess Noriene assigned him to Sir Umberto’s care in being transferred to her brother, the Prince Regent, she couldn’t have known that the path they took back to Graddin would lead them through Vallara to Prince Malcom… or that Vallara was precisely the location where someone else of great importance would just happen to be visiting. That was, of course, assuming Brody’s time-table was accurate.


  “Why did you step out?”


  The question was straight-forward rather than accusatory—not at all abnormal for Sir Umberto. The Doberman turned around to address his escort, stepping up so he could press his body against the large Wolverine’s, paw going to the man’s chest, “I hate conflict… and right now nobody in there can seem to agree about what to do. I just needed some fresh air, Sir Templar.”


  He could tell that the Wolverine was receptive to his touch but, at the same time he wasn’t about to push his luck; when Sir Umberto removed the Doberman’s paw from his chest Brody wasn’t about to place it there again. He took the gentle shove back as a command and composed himself as the Templar cleared his throat, “It is confirmed… the party is splitting into two groups: one will go with Prince Malcom and the other will head back to Newport.”


  The announcement was precisely what Brody was expecting, “And which group will we be joining, Sir Umberto? I cannot imagine my Lady will be pleased if we return to Newport but, at the same time I am certain she wouldn’t want a loyal servant sent into the Tribelands…”


  The Templar nodded, “Which is why I am still considering my options. Prince Malcom will leave tomorrow morning… which gives me many hours to decide on which course it is I wish to take.”


  Brody nodded with theatrical thoughtfulness, “I can see your dilemma, Sir Umberto. We are suddenly caught in the triangle of royal heirs and, while I do not doubt your loyalty to the Prince Regent, it is also important to take into consideration all lines of the royal family… as is the duty of any true servant of Lehsunia.”


  The Wolverine snorted in a dismissive way, “And I assume you won’t waste any time on considering what you will do… is that it?”


  The Doberman reached out and brushed his fingertips along the Wolverine’s arm, “That answer is obvious, Sir Templar—I will accompany you in any of your undertakings. My Lady bid me follow you until I was safely delivered to Graddin, and that is precisely what I have planned.”


  The Wolverine reached up and grabbed hold of Brody’s wrist, “I see… and you have no other motives aside from doing as Princess Noriene commanded?”


  Putting on his best endearing smile, the Dog did as well as he could to hide his discomfort of the situation; the Templar’s grip actually hurt, “Of course not, Sir Umberto… I am loyal to the Princess, and she has directed me to provide service to Prince Regent Thaddius. I would not dare act against her wishes.”


  The Templar let go of his wrist, “Then tell me about the man who sent someone to collect you.”


  Brody’s heart jumped up into his throat, “Excuse me? My pardon, Sir Umberto, but I do not know of whom you—”


  The Wolverine leveled a glare at him, “A man came in through the back door after you left… he said he was looking to bring you back to your brother.”


  The Doberman swallowed, “…Brother?”


  Sir Umberto’s gaze did not waver in the slightest, “So… what can you tell me about why he wants you? What can you tell me about this ‘Bartholomeu’?”


  Chapter 6c, Ghosts of the Past (pt 5)


  Brother Jessen didn’t know who this ‘Batholomeu’ man was but from the short, violent introduction he had a strong feeling that more time with him would not increase any love he had for the Doberman. Interposing himself between Alvis and the party’s aggressors he looked to Alarice for guidance; she was staring right back at the the well-dressed, disfigured Dog. “Sure, Bartholomeu… why don’t we go somewhere nice and quiet—you and I can have a little chat and everyone else can go about their business.”


  The Doberman’s gaze scanned the group calmly and came to rest on Inigo and he addressed him within his thick-tongued way. “‘ou an’ ‘ur bat… and the ‘est of these people.”


  Sada leaned away from the Dog as his eyes settled on her; Brother Jessen didn’t miss the way the Doberman’s gaze lingered just a little longer on the supple curves of her body. Alarice stepped into his view, “Nobody else needs to get involved.”


  Bartholomeu laughed, “My deah Nihole… if they’h travehing with ‘ou then they’h

  invohved aheady.”


  Inigo was much less polite, “So… how’s that speech impediment working out for ya there, Bart? I’d call it a cleft pallet, but that sucker’s more opened right up isn—”


  The bat spun around and tumbled to the ground as the Armadillo close to him backhanded him across the muzzle with a pair of iron knuckles. Brother Jessen knelt down to tend to the Bat but the thug who had struck Inigo held up a finger and wagged it back and forth, “Nope… If ya know what’s good for ya you’ll just leave ‘im there.”


  The Doberman gazed down at Inigo, who was spat out blood but remained where he was, “Don’t think just because you’re a lackey that I forgot your part in all of this. Now… if only I could find out where that otter and wolf-bitch ran off to… oh wait… that’s right… they’re dead, aren’t they?”


  Although Alarice remained neutral in response to the Dog’s chiding, Inigo did anything but. Letting out a roaring growl, the Bat hopped right back up—only to get a boot in the face from the Armdillo. The thug chuckled when Inigo went to stand up again, and provided another kick to the Bat’s ribs. Not waiting for Inigo to move, he added another, then another, stopping only when Wiesen stepped forward, “Enough! He’s not getting up… enough already!”


  Bartholomeu’s attentio went immediately to the Dragon, “Onih I ordeh my men aroond. If you know what is ‘ood for ‘ou then step bah in line.”


  Brother Jessen reached out and took hold of Wiesen’s arm, “Now is not the time, Sir Crook… we must—”


  The Doberman’s ears raised, “Cook? As in, the Templah Cook?”


  Inigo murmured from the ground holding his side, “Crook… with an R.”


  His comment earned him another kick as the Armadillo stated, “Shut up.”


  Sada remained by the fountain, but her tone was much less restrained, “How do you know about Crook?”


  The Doberman smiled, pausing to reach up and wipe an errant string of saliva from an unmoving portion of his jowls, “I am privy to mahy thins, Ms, De’ahm… if you thinh this woman has the marhet cohnehed on sehets then you do not see the full pihturhe.”


  The Armadillo looked up from the prone Bat, “So whadda we do with all of em, boss?”


  The Dog shrugged and turned about toward a nearby carraige, “Take Nihole, Ms De’ahm, an’ Cook. Kill the ‘est… foh the bat, mahe it sloh.”


  Alarice took a step forward, batting away the paw of the Panther reaching for her, “Bad idea, Bartholomeu.”


  The Doberman continued walking away, waving a paw dismissively, “‘ea… I heahed ‘ou say that befohe…”


  The Human woman’s smile left Jessen feeling a little unsettled, “Wouldn’t it be easier if I went willingly?”


  The Puma standing near Alarice spared her a glance before looking back to the Dog, then to the Human again, but the comment caught Bartholomeu’s attention, “What ah ‘ou ‘oin’ on aboht?”


  Alarice locked gazes with him, “I admit it. You’re better than me, Bartholomeu. You’ve won. That’s what this is all about, isn’t it? Take it—you can have Newport and you can have all of the business. You can even have me if you want for whatever revenge you have in mind.”


  The Doberman’s half-smile came across as pure predatory, “Ah plahn to.”


  “Just leave them out of it.”


  The Dogs ears went up as he gave the woman an appraising glance, “Esuse me?”


  Alarice motioned to the group, “The Mutt there… he’s a student at the University… he has nothing to do with this. The Otter and the Coyote are servants of the Church.”


  The Puma chuckled, “No way a nun would show that much clevage, boss…”


  The Human woman continued unabaited, “The Dragon is a Templar… you don’t want to start something with the Church, do you, Bartholomeu?”


  The Armadillo gave Inigo another kick, “She’s talkin shit, boss… no way they are who she says they are.”


  The Doberman strolled back towards the party, eyes never leaving Alarice’s. “Ah be-live Nihole…”


  A large, scaggy-furred Bear who had been in the line-up of thugs stepped forward, “Boss… she’s a liar… it’s what she does.”


  Bartholomeu pointd at Alvis, “She’s telling the truth about him… this was one of the University staff reported missing after the Albatross incident.”


  If Alarice had a plan or a scheme in mind the expression on her face indicated that she had just lost it… and that worried Brother Jessen to no end. He stepped forward, but before he could do so the crane by his side had shoved the stock of a long-barrel arquebus in his gut, forcing him to the ground. Alarice recovered quickly however, “Stop!”


  Bartholomeu held up a paw and the Crane backed off. The Doberman stepped closer to Alarice and stared her down, “Nihole… ah ‘ou soorendahin’?”


  She stared right back at him, “How did you know about the Albatross?”


  The Doberman’s lop-sided smile returned as he leaned closer to her, “Hoo do ‘ou thinh told them hoo to use to tahe the fall for the essplosion?”


  Alarice blinked as the realization struck, “They didn’t hire me for protection… they hired me as a patsy…”


  The Dog practically stuck his nose in her face, “And ‘ou made suhh a fine one.”


  The Woman’s frown turned into a smile… and she surged forward, her head contacting the Dog’s warped muzzle; Bartholomeu cried out amidst the loud snap of bone, and a moment later Alarice had two pistols in her hands, firing shots off into the bruisers on either side of the Doberman.


  If that had been the end of the group’s offensive then they surely would have been overrun. Brother Jessen responded quickly by drawing his sword, but the Puma near Alarice was already upon her… but his attack never came; a puff of golden powder created a cloud around his face when a small satchel exploded against the side of his face as he heard Joshew’s voice exclaim from off to the side, “Because Aiiandi Powder also is sedative, Rolly!”


  Yes… things started to improve dramatically once the ‘reinforcements’ arrived… for a little while, at least.


  Chapter 6.6 Thaddius


  The cold night air of his balcony chilled Thaddius, but the tight ball of concern deep within the pit of his stomach contributed more to it than his surroundings. It had been three days since Brother Maynard provided him what the Priest referred to as ‘full disclosure’ of Lehsunia’s lands and the goings-on therein. the Dog had forewarned him that the affairs of state could sometimes be troubling and Thaddius’ mild temperament could be shaken. Despite the Priest’s warning, the Prince Regent asked for him to proceed… and he was beginning to regret it.


  Tense relations between Wyra and Ilyse had always been a given when it came to international diplomacy; it took great attention to detail and plenty of balanced words to walk the tightrope that allowed Lehsunia to trade with both nations and apparently the error of one assistant dock master had done much to upset that balance. when Brother Maynard slid a royal edict to the Prince requesting a signature to see the man responsible punished Thaddius accepted it with a shaking paw, gazing down to look at what was written.


  The Prince Regent was surprised at what he saw. “He is to be executed?”


  His Mentor nodded, “Yes, your Highness… it is the best way for both Ilyse and Wyra to see that this incident will not happen again.”


  The Wolf cocked his head to the side as he examined the decree, “His crime is not listed on the form.”


  Brother Maynard nodded again, “Correct, your Highness… it is hardly required. When we send copies to the affronted nations it will be with an apology note dictating that the error with berthage at port has been corrected and that we treat any breach in our status as neutral ground with utmost severity.”


  Thaddius licked up at the whiskers on the left side of his face, using his tongue to pull them down into his muzzle so he could chew on them thoughtfully. “And… this dock master—”


  “Assistant dock master, your Highness.”


  The Prince-Regent continued unabated, “This man: Arlowe Flew… the Church has him in custody?”


  The Dog reached over and gently pulled the scroll away from him. “The Church will see to the execution as a show of solidarity with the state, sire. He had eluded the Templars but we have Hunters seeking him out even as we speak.”


  The Wolf’s ears raised, “Why is the Church seeking his capture when I have not yet signed the form?”


  The Priest chuckled, smoothing out the parchment before sliding it back to him, “Your Highness… do not forget that the Church seeks peace and prosperity for Lehsunia as fervently as its ruler; it is acting in the best interest of your people, but it is not proper for the Church to step out of bounds, thus you will only be making the task simpler by officially decreeing this Raccoon Dog an enemy of the state.”


  Thaddius paused, looking down at the decree in front of him. He thought back to the teachings he’d received decades past, “Raccoon Dog? Aren’t the Tanuki in Lehsunia relegated to North Dockton in Newport?”


  Brother Maynard bowed his head, “You are learned indeed, your Highness. The largest concentration of Raccoon Dogs in Lehsunia are indeed settled in Newport, just north of the docks in the tenements there. Although it is not my place to correct you, my Lord, I would care to point out that they are referred to as ‘Tanuki’ only in their native lands of the eastern kingdoms.”


  The Wolf leveled a stare at the old Dog, feeling a moment of rebelliousness, “I know, Father… and they’re called the Mangut among the Wyranese and Ilysians… but that does not change the severity of his proposed punishment.”


  The Dog nodded, “Precisely, your Highness. The punishment must be suitable for the sake of the Nation. This one man has caused such a timult that we must act decisively to show that such oversights will not be tolerated.”


  Thaddius reached for his quill with a sigh, “…this man may have a family… those who rely on him for protection and prosperity.”


  Brother Maynard rested a paw atop the Prince Regent’s. “This is for the sake of international peace, and no price is too great to pay for that… especially when you are seeing to the protection and prosperity of Lehsunia. You cannot put this man ahead of the entire Nation… especially when it was his oversight that caused it.”


  The Wolf, throughly frustrated, growled as he signed the edict, “There. I’m done with it.”


  The Dog bowed, accepting the scroll before setting it off to the side so the ink could dry. “Very good, your Highness. Let it be known that Arlowe Flew is an enemy of the state as well as the Church and he is to be captured—alive if he will come willingly, or otherwise should he choose to resist.”


  Thaddius released the whiskers from his muzzle and smoothed them out with two fingers, “May we please move on to more pleasant things now, Father?”


  The Priest smiled in an almost apologietic way, “I am sorry, your Highness… but you said you wished to become familiar with the affairs of the state, and we have more to discuss that would not be qualified precisely as ‘pleasant’. Shall we continue, or would you prefer that I shelter you from the rest of the ‘unpleasant’ matters.”


  The Wolf watched as his Mentor ran a paw along the edge of another scroll. For a moment Thaddius was tempted to tell the Dog to put them away but, he realized, not only could the offer be a test from the Priest, the nature of the tasks he was faced with could just as easily have been set forth as a test from God. No, he realized, he was not going to turn away. “Let us move on to the next one then, Brother Maynard—if I am to be a good king then I will have to accept that sometimes I must make difficult decisions.”


  The Priest’s unreadable expression made it hard for Thaddius to tell if he’d made the right decision in the Priest’s eyes; he wanted to think that his Mentor was simply being difficult to interpret due to the continuation of the test. when the next scroll was passed his way, however, the Wolf was even more distubed. His eyes scanned the report of what could only have been described as a slaughter… and in Lehsunia no less! “How many in total, Brother Maynard? How many people were killed?”


  The Dog let out an exhausted sigh, “Since this violence began? On both sides? Estimates have the number at nearly 200, your Highness.”


  Thaddius continued to review the report. “And… you mean to say that an underground religious sect—”


  “A cult, your Majesty.”


  The Wolf snorted, “A cult has gone to war with the University?”


  The Dog carefully extracted the scroll from Thaddius’ surprised paws, “It appears the great house of learning is fractured, your Highness… although a separatist movement within their organization has attempted to calm the more irate minds, they appear to be losing ground… and the Church is concerned that the war between the cult and the University is spilling over into the streets… especially once they both started hiring mercenaries.”


  It didn’t take long for the Prince Regent to put two and two together, “That explosion… the one in Newport some weeks past—that was the cult?”


  Brother Maynard’s approving smile warmed Thaddius like little else could, and the Dog slid the Wolf another scroll, “This is the order calling for the apprehension and incarceration of the mercenary band responsible for the explosion… it is led by a woman named—”


  Thaddius nodded, looking at the report as he signed his name to the edict. “Alarice. Indeed. Let them all stand accused of their crimes—they will find nowhere in Lehsunia safe. And what of the cult?”


  The Priest accepted the scroll back with a nod, setting it beside the other one previously signed. He then passed another parchment to the Prince Regent, “The University’s retaliation has seen to them… several high ranking Professors gained the service of the Order of Blades.”


  The announcement caught Thaddius by surprise, “The Order of Blades? How do we know of this contract? I thought they were a highly secretive organization.”


  Brother Maynard smiled, gently patting the Wolf’s paw, “The Church knows everything, your Highness… men of the Order of Blades may be warriors, but they are devout. The head of the Newport arm of the Order is a pious Marten by the name of Marcelle… he has provided us with all the information we need to see the offending Professors held accountable for their misdeeds.”


  The Wolf flicked an ear, “For avenging a wrongdoing?”


  The Dog nodded with certainty. “It was retaliation, your Highness… and, while it is a sign of strength in moderation, their lack of temperance has changed it to a crime most foul.”


  Thaddius held his paw out for the next scroll the Priest offered him, “And this is a call for the arrest of those Professors?”


  Brother Maynard nodded calmly, drawing back to sit up straight, “Correct, your Highness. In this case, the Church advises imprisonment as a sufficient punishment for their crimes.”


  The Prince Regent reviewed the list of names, “These are all Masters, Deans, and Professors.”


  The Priest sighed and nodded sadly, “Correct.”


  Thaddius continued looking at the list, “This will all but dismantle the University.”


  Brother Maynard chuckled and reached out to pat the Prince Regent’s paw, “You are ever the concerned ruler, Thaddius… but you may set your mind at ease; the much more temperate, responsible Professors within the University will be able to recover and flourish with the zealots out of their midst.”


  The Wolf found his tongue sliding toward his already mangled whiskers, and he pointedly kept it in check, “This will be devastating to them.”


  The Priest gave Thaddius’ paw a gentle squeeze, “Even those within the University are children of God, your Highness, and it is the Church’s responsiblity to see to their well-being too. If need be we have the capacity to provide alms and support… with your permission, of course.”


  Thaddius nodded, feeling immediately better; Brother Maynard really had thought of everything, “Of course.”


  The pair went through several more such affairs of state, requiring Thaddius to pass laws, announce edicts, and sign numerous forms. In all, they spent over two hours on activities that were enough to make the Prince Regent go mad—fortunately, however, the Wolf had an incredible amount of mental endurance and, thanks to the aid of Brother Maynard, his humors continued to remain in excellent balance.


  Chapter 6.6 Noriene


  The missive from Julius had proven invaluable to Noriene. Although it was short and vague, what the Bear had sent her was enough for the Princess to puzzle out the rest. She sat in a non-descript canopied traveler’s cart sipping distractedly at a cup of tea; in most circumstances she’d chose her royal carriage for travel as she preferred to be seen as a noble, inspiring figure but, then again, on some outings she preferred not to be seen.


  The Wolf watched expectantly as her Handmaiden disappeared into the plain-looking building that served as the safe house of the last remnants of the Hedge Temple Sister Yvette had served. She set her teacup down; had the Ewe found Kesst? If so, it was readily apparent that the nun had attracted more attention than that of the Princess. Noriene worked hard to contain the nervous energy building up inside of her—she knew she was getting closer to an important turning point in her hard fought campaign.


  Watching the Order of Blade stream into the temple was a surprise to say the least; she had a specific set of instructions for Marcelle and she wasn’t sure exactly how slaughtering potential allies against the Church would fulfill them. As the senior representative of the Order, the Marten was beholden by terms of their contract to answer to the senior member of the Mechanists in Newport… she hated to think that Marcelle was working in a gray area of the terms and conditions of that business arrangement. The large explosion that heralded a full on attack was even more concerning.


  The Princess quickly set down her saucer and cup, turning her attention instead to the packages resting on the floor boards. Ever since she was little the Wolf found that she was at her best when she was able to stay busy, and she knew that she could certainly accomplish that. Noriene was carefully stacking the containers against the street-facing inside wall of the parked wagon when the strong scent of burning wood pulled her attention back to the temple; smoke was pouring out of it and fire was already starting to flicker from behind the boarded up windows.


  The Wolf pulled out a collection of wire mesh and began securing the packages in place; considering the events transpiring she had a feeling that the wagon was going to get cramped and having the cargo strewn about the floor wasn’t going to do anyone any good… especially with the threat of danger looming on the other side of the street. She was attaching the last wire when the door to the temple structure burst open, shattered by the impact of one of Julius’ tribal Bears; he was followed by more and more of their group.


  The Princess sat up straighter, craning her neck in an attempt to see what was going on. She counted everyone off, starting with the brown-furred Tribal, followed by Sanmer the Fox and Theo, the Ermine scholar. Lilian, her handmaiden came out next; Noriene’s breath froze in her chest when she saw Kesst emerge after her. The Dragon was undeniably the work of a master Techlar, and was indistinguishable from a living, breathing being except for the large, open hole among his golden chest scales surrounded by a spider web of cracks.


  Perhaps in part due to her focus on Kesst, it took a moment for Noriene to realize that she didn’t see Julius among the group. Just then, the Professor’s second Tribal companion, a huge black Bear emerged through the broken doorway carrying Julius in his arms; a moment later the group’s Human stepped out onto the street as well, hand latched onto his side, which seemed to be streaming blood. The Princess did a cursory examination of her supplies; they would require healing immediately.


  A shout came from a side-street, pulling Noriene’s attention back to the events as they unfolded. Eight men emerged from the shadows of the alley, all drawing their swords. The assailants were undeniably members of the Order of Blades, and the Princess was about to order them to stand down, when Lilian shouted, “We are betrayed!”


  The Princess knew immediately what she needed to do and, never being one to find herself unprepared, Noriene jumped into action. She drowned out the sounds of combat in the street, focusing instead on her part in resolving the issue and getting Kesst into her custody; she was so close to her goals that she wouldn’t let anything stop her… least of all some overpriced mercenary band who was nowhere near as loyal as advertised.


  Noriene pulled out a measured metal rod as she contemplated how beneficial it would be for the kingdom to have mercenary contracts outlawed. The recognizable voice shouting from across the street was enough to get her to pause, “Lay down your weapons—this does not have to end in your deaths!”


  The Princess growled faintly under her breath, “Marcelle…”


  The Marten strolled out of the besieged structure, his light weight cloak billowing almost theatrically behind him as it was picked up and tossed about by the warm air currents of the fires within the burning building. Four more members of the Order of Blades followed him out. “There is nowhere left to run. Surrender.”


  Nicholas turned back to look at Marcelle as the rest of the party closed in to create a protective semi-circle around the Dragon. Even from across the street Noriene could hear the very vocal ‘hock-ptui’ from the Human, who launched a respectably sized ball of spittle onto the pavement, “Surrender so you can kill us when we’re unarmed? Good chance a that.”


  Marcelle slid his sword back into its scabbard, “I am not an unreasonable man, and, as you are not part of our contract, it would save us plenty of trouble by avoiding bloodshed. Hand the Dragon over and once we have it the rest of you are free to leave.”


  The large black Bear rumbled something out in the Tribal tongue; Noriene didn’t know it, nor did she care to learn, but she did not miss the tone in which it was spoken and she had a feeling based off of the expression on the muzzle of the brown Bear next to him that neither Tribal liked the idea. The brown Bear then spoke clearly and loudly, “Kesst is not a thing… he is a person, and you cannot have him.”


  The Marten’s glove-covered paw returned to the hilt of his sword, “I see… and are all of you similarly like-minded?”


  Noriene reached over and pulled a cord on the wagon’s canopy, causing the fabric to rise up as she shouted, “Lilian! NOW!”


  The tender, slight Ermine woman moved with vigor and strength. She had been standing beside the two Tribal Bears but, after delivering a quick kick to the back of each of their knees, she sprang past them as they fell prone. She then sprinted two steps toward the rest of the party, tripping Kesst as she went before slamming into the rogue and scholar.


  Lilian tackled Sanmer and Theo, leaving only the Human sailor standing… but he was perceptive enough to see what was going on, and he dropped prone a split second before Noriene struck the side of the wagon with the metal rod in her hand. The containers latched to the inside wall of the wagon were prepared custom at Noriene’s requests, and, as the attuned glass shattered within the packages a volatile mixture of chemicals surged together, creating a powerful explosion… but only in one direction.


  A huge cloud of debris was launched across the street slightly lower than head height. The shaped charges sent slag and pieces of wood through the men from the Order of Blades who had given the wagon no thought. As the cloud of smoke cleared there groans, cries, and coughing… but it took several seconds more before Noriene could get a clear view of her handiwork. In the end she was both gratified and displeased at the same time; only one Blade was left standing… and that was Marcelle.


  The Marten had apparently taken the sailor’s cue and dove to the ground… but he was much faster at getting up. Marcelle sprang over the Human and delivered a swift kick to Lilian’s paw, which had just pulled a throwing knife free of her dress. He rotated around and followed up with another kick to the black Bear’s head… only to find that the impact of his foot did nothing… nothing other than apparently making him mad.


  The enormous Tribal reached up from his place on the ground with a huge paw to grab at the Marten… but was forced to withdraw it as the Blade stuck his sword right into the large Bear’s palm. With the brute of a Tribal distracted, Marcelle latched onto Julius’ tunic and pulled the old Professor into a sitting position as he knelt down beside him, sword blade pulled up tight against his captive’s throat, “I can see we won’t be able to do this the easy way.”


  Both of the other two bears stood, each speaking over the other in the Tribal tongue; if Noriene’s explosives hadn’t been enough to attract the attention of anyone in the immediate area the powerful volume of their shouts would have been sufficient. They finally quieted down as Julius raised a paw to them and spoke in a plain, straight-forward tone. Noriene didn’t have the slightest idea what he said, but it had an immediate effect on both of the Tribals.


  She watched the professor, trying to figure out what he was thinking and she saw his eyes look straight at her. Not many people outside of the court knew how good Noriene was at reading lips, but Julius, a fellow Mechanist, was one of them. His question was clear, “Do you have any more of those?”


  In response, the Princess looked down at the bottom line of packages and held a second tuning rod close to her leg; she simply nodded. Marcelle took notice of her, “Your Highness? To what do I owe the—”


  The Princess frowned, “You can dispense with the niceties, Marcelle… I’m not sure where you got the idea to double-cross me, but you made a very bad decision.”


  The Marten’s self-assured smirk was more aggravating than she last remembered it, “On the contrary, your Highness… you have now just saved me the trouble of getting you out of the way. I doubt anyone will think twice about connecting you to the destruction of this building and the death of everyone inside.”


  Noriene’s frown turned into a scowl, “The funny thing about plans, Marcelle… you have to survive long enough to execute them.”


  The Blade glanced down at Julius, “Your lackeys have already decided that I’m the only one walking out of here alive.”


  Out of all the things Noriene Sandoval had been required to do in her bid for a change in Lehsunia’s leadership, she had never killed someone. Of course, it was a technicality that she’d ordered people killed, or bade them abandoned without care, or, most recently, used a tuning fork to unleash an explosion… but the simple, casual way with which the Marten drew his sword across the old Bear’s neck shocked her to the core.


  Noriene stood on the wagon for several seconds as she watched the spray of blood and Julius’ wide-eyed expression as he slumped to the side, grasping at the gushing wound on his throat. The members of the retrieval party each responded in their own way: shouts, cries, screams, gasps… but the two other Bears did something surprising in and of themselves—they each dropped to the ground, carrying Lilian, Sanmer, and Theo with them. Only then did Noriene realize that Julius had included them in on his plan.


  The princess pulled her second tuning rod free and slammed it against the metal latch on the wagon. Marcelle, as before, was ready, and dove to the ground as well… but Nicholas was already waiting for him. The sailor was in a kneeling position, and grabbed hold of the Marten by the back of his tunic. With a heave and a cry of pain, the sailor pulled Marcelle into a standing position. Barely audible above the powerful hum of the rod, Noriene was just about to make out Nicholas’ last words, “Go down with the ship, captain.”


  When the smoke cleared for a second time, no Blades remained standing; Nicholas had fallen in a crumpled heap atop the torn and shredded body of Marcelle. Noriene sat down slowly on the bench of the wagon, watching numbly as what remained of the group checked in one one another and counted their casualties. Any commander would have considered the loss of 25% of her forces compared to the total annhialation of an opposing army to be a total victory but, at that moment, Noriene didn’t feel much like a commander.


  She took a steadying breath and burried those emotions just like all of the other times; as usual, the day was won and there was still precious little time to waste.


  Chapter 6.6 Malcom


  They were two days into their journey, and each step took Rhys further from civilization. Prior to joining Malcom’s foray into the Tribelands, Vallara was the furthest Rhys had ever been from home… but, whether home was Graddin or Newport was hard to tell anymore. At one time, the Rat was certain he’d never leave ‘home’ but, then again, that was back when home was the former… and, although he’d worked hard to make it feel like home, the latter was really not much more than a place to live, serve the church, and to try and get past the death of Lucian.


  He’d tried to avoid thinking about the Wolf as much as he could. It had been some years and, for the most part, he could get by with only little snippets, memories, and recollections assaulting him at the strangest times during the day. At those moments it was all he could do to keep his composure, and usually resulted in him being even more outgoing and boisterous on the outside so he could keep everything else bottled in. Of course… that was also back when he wasn’t wearing the necklace his deceased lover had given him.


  Rhys reached up and pressed paw against the outside of the robe where, beneath it, the metal necklace buried itself further into his fur. He’d been thinking more about Lucian ever since Runs-on-Air had convinced him to don it… right before they’d made love. The Rat glanced beside him to the handsome young Tribal stag who, over the course of surprisingly little time had managed to break down his walls and become something more than a distraction. Noticing the Priest looking at him, Runs-on-Air gazed back and offered a smile that immediately reddened Brother Rhys’ ears. The Rat had thought at one time he was beyond blushing, but it was just another one of his perceptions about himself that the Buck had proven wrong.


  Feeling a strange weight to the silence between them, Brother Rhys cleared his throat, “Have you… ever been this far north?”


  Runs-on-Air shook his head, “No, my Eyara… this is very far.”


  The Rat still didn’t understand the word the Buck had started using, but he realized it was some kind of honorific or pet name. The first time Runs-on-Air had used it around Prince Malcom the wolf’s tail had twitched with the very tip hinting at a wag. The response had made Rhys immediately self conscious… but the Buck’s open adoration of him left the unease by the wayside… at least for a little while. “Some day you are going to have to tell me what that means.”


  The Tribal glanced his way, ears up, “What what means?”


  Rhys paused, glancing around at the other travelers near them; Prince Malcom and Among-the-Reeds were talking with one another at the head of the column while Dr. Brownell was keeping to herself just behind them. When the Rat realized that left him and the Buck alone at the back of the group, he clarified. “That word… E-R-Uh.”


  Runs-on-Air smiled immediately, “The elders say, Head is the top of us. It is where we think. The heart is the… um… the center of us. That is the word, yes?”


  Rhys nodded, motioning to his chest, then either side, “Yes. Center… Left… Right.”


  The Buck nodded, “The heart is the center of us. It is where we feel.”


  The Rat smiled; it was good to know that the Tribals at least knew that much of anatomy. “Yes. The brain is in the head. God gave us brains so we could think while lesser animals could not. The heart is where we feel… it controls our Humors.”


  Runs-on-Air laughed, “You say God… the Elders say spirits… but we all know the head thinks; the heart feels.”


  Brother Rhys raised an eyebrow as his ears swiveled in on the Buck. He liked that the Buck was more interested in finding common ground than differences. “But what does that have to do with that word? Eyara.”


  The Tribal reached out and placed his hand against the Rat’s chest, “It is like your heart is mine, and my heart is yours.”


  There was something both complex and simple about the explanation, and it made Rhys certain that there wasn’t a real translation for the word into the common tongue. He was about to further question his traveling companion but Malcom called to the Buck in the Tribal people’s language. Runs-on-Air took his paw back, “Wild-Wolf calls. I will be back.”


  Although the group continued walking, Runs-on-Air increased his pace to catch up to them and the three spoke to one another. A few moments later Dr. Brownell’s pace slowed, giving them a better lead as she let Brother Rhys catch up. “You don’t speak the People’s Tongue, do you?”


  Brother Rhys flicked an ear, “Tribal?”


  The Mouse woman tittered at that, “Yes. They call it something different than we do… but that’s no surprise since our societies are so different.”


  The Priest offered a smile to hide his confusion, “You seem to do quite well with them. Their language… their customs… did you spend time as a missionary?”


  Dr. Brownell’s titter turned into a full on laugh, “I never would have had the time, Brother Rhys… no. I did spend time among them during my studies to get hands-on experience with their healers.”


  He nodded thoughtfully, “I’ve heard that they practice magic… that their medicine men make pacts with spirits in order to impose their will over God’s creation.”


  The Mouse’s smile disappeared; he wasn’t sure if she looked offended or confused. When she placed a dainty paw on his shoulder, the tone of her voice said it all; she was condolatory. “Brother… the people of the Tribelands do not claim to rule over the world… they exist as part of it. Their willingness to be humble is what lets them see things that we do not.”


  The Rat nodded; he was certain that she was debating the veracity of their point of view with him, but he found it difficult to create a counter-argument because, as far as he could tell, she wasn’t really arguing. “I see… so… they do not practice magic?”


  Dr. Brownell’s smile returned. “They have rituals for everything… just like we have our prayers. Their rituals are no more magic than our prayers. We worship God, and their rituals venerate the spirits. Although they ritualize everything there is plenty of sound scientific evidence to support the herbs they use and the tonics and tinctures they create.”


  Rhys was just about to bring up science as the University’s form of religion, but that particularly discussion was cut short as Malcom trailed behind the two other Tribals so he could address both Rodents. “I know neither of you are suited to foot travel through the wild lands, but I greatly appreciate your willingness to help the people of the Grass Tribe.”


  Christine inclined her head to him, “I took an oath to help those in need, Prince Malcom, and that oath doesn’t end with people who find their way to my office.”


  The Wolf smiled warmly and returned her nod, “I hope your absence does not cause any inconvenience for those who may need you back in Vallara.”


  The Mouse returned the smile, “Doubtful, your Highness… there are enough doctors in Vallara but there may be a shortage at the Grass Tribe village if things go poorly.”


  Malcom let out a breath, “I truly hope it does not come to that.”


  So close to the Prince, Brother Rhys could not help but speak up, “Your Highness… do you even know why Wyra would make threats against the Tribals?”


  He realized too late after he spoke the word that most of the Tribesmen of the wild lands did not like it. Prince Malcom, however, was apparently pragmatic enough to let it slide. “I could not say for certain, but the fact that they are willing to go to these lengths to force me to speak with them leaves me concerned… especially with the tense diplomatic relations Lehsunia has had lately with them due to a misunderstanding in Newport some time back.”


  The comment surprised the Rat, “I had thought you lived among the Triba—Tribesmen. How is it you know about what’s going on in Newport?”


  The Wolf laughed, “Even if I live among the Tribesmen Lehsunia is still my Nation of birth and it still has a place in my heart, Brother Rhys. I would just as assuredly come to the aid of its people as I would any of the Tribes.”


  The Rat nodded, “I just hope that the Grass Tribe is not hostile to Priests… I have heard many stories about Tribes where—”


  Prince Malcom raised a paw to silence him, “Peace, Brother Rhys… the Tribesmen are naturally peaceful, and the few altercations that have arisen over the years have been caused by faults on both sides. So long as you remain peaceful the Grass Tribe will give you the same in return. It is also a point, I may add, that the Grass Tribes have never met missionaries, so they will not have the same hesitance to be kind to you that other Tribes may.”


  The final comment caught the Priest off-guard, causing him to come to a stop. “Why would the Tribals be afraid of missionaries?”


  Dr. Brownell smirked, “Well… if you look at it from the other side of things, the Tribesmen have a happy village that gets turned upside down when violence breaks out after the arrival of missionaries.”


  It was a convoluted way of seeing it, but, when Rhys stopped to consider what the Mouse proposed, he couldn’t completely fault her logic. “Missionaries—”


  Prince Malcom interrupted him, “Are peaceful… as are the Tribesmen… and we may leave it at that. Among-The-Reeds told me that we are nearing the overlook, and we should be within view of the village soon.”


  While the first day and a half of travel led them through the thick forests of the wild lands, earlier that day the group had emerged onto a wide sea of rolling plains. It was hard for Brother Rhys to think that they could be ‘close’ to a village without being able to see it but, just as he was about to ask for clarification, they crested a ridge and he saw what was meant by an ‘overlook’.


  The land dropped down suddenly creating a steep slide some fifty or sixty feet. From there, the ground sloped gradually toward the sea in the distance. Rhys knew that a good portion of southern Lehsunia was an isthmus, but he never figured he’d have the opportunity to see the eastern shore. As his eyes settled in on the good sized Tribal village near the bay, however, any thoughts of casual nature site seeing came to an end.


  The village was made up of a combination of leather and wood structures, and probably numbered two hundred or more. While the settlement took up a very respectable amount of land, it was dwarfed in importance by three large Wyranese vessels anchored in the bay. Brother Rhys was no maritime scholar, but he didn’t need study to know that the iron-armored galleons were battleships. Although they were still quite distant, the Priest saw a large collection of row boats and pavillons set up on the beach.


  Dr. Brownell was the first of the three to speak up, “They brought a small army…”


  Prince Malcom nodded, “At least a hundred fifty ashore… possibly that many again still on the ships.”


  Rhys was, at the same time, both glad and regretful that he had chosen to come.


  



  Chapter 7a, Un-Escaping (pt 1)


  Death was as much a part of life as anything else among the Valley Tribe; Gift-of-the-Earth had lost many people who had been important to him over the years. His parents had been given to the spirits by a disease; friends from his youth died in various accidents or calamities; a prospective mate was swept away by flood waters during a storm; and yet, never had anyone close to him died due to the actions of a person intent on causing harm until that night… until he had lost Metal-Eyes… until his the Valley Tribe lost its Shaman.


  The oddities of the Stone Tribe village did not draw his focus away from his thoughts even as they slowly rolled past them in the wagon brought by the she-wolf. Princess Noriene spoke endlessly about things that failed to hold Gift-of-the-Earth’s attention, but were apparently of some great importance to the two remaining members of his party from the Stone Tribe… Theo especially. They’d had three, he reminded himself; Nicholas had died defending them from Marcelle, just as Metal-Eyes had done.


  The brown Bear spared a glance to look across the wagon at his brother, who was seated on the boards that made up the ‘floor’. Roaring-Flood held the metal-and-glass Stone Tribe seeing lenses that had been Metal-Eyes’, and he was looking down at the thing, staring at it as he turned it over and over in his paws. Beside him, Sanmer kept one paw on the large fisherbear’s shoulder even as he took part in the far-too-convoluted discussion he and Theo shared with the wolfess Noriene and the Ermine Lilian. In so far as Gift-of-the-Earth could tell, Roaring-Flood looked as though he was still processing the loss; he looked… numb.


  Sanmer raised his voice, indicating that the discussion was not going in the direction he liked. “What we want are answers.”


  The Ermine woman stood up defiantly, “Remember your place! This is Princess Noriene, and you have no right to—”


  The Wolf raised a paw, “No, Lilian… he has every right to get answers and, considering everything they’ve done for us, they deserve some.”


  The Fox was not consoled and he fired right back, barely remembering courtesy at the end. “We didn’t do it for you… your Highness. We did it for Kesst.”


  The red Dragon, who had remained silent throughout the entire conversation looked up from his place in the corner of the wagon. He glanced around the gathered travelers before lowering his head back down, “I think everyone’s already done enough for me. Nobody had to die tonight… except because, for whatever reason, I’m on their list.”


  Noriene smiled tenderly, glancing to the Dragon, “You are entirely correct, Kesst. People died tonight because they thought enough of themselves that they wrongly assumed that you were theirs for the taking.”


  Sanmer quickly spoke up, adding a hint of distaste to her honorific. “He’s not yours for the taking either… your Highness.”


  The Ermine woman stood up, paw moving to the hilt of a partially hidden blade, “Watch your tongue, street Fox, if you value keeping it.”


  The Wolf’s gaze slowly slid to Lilian and she reached out a paw, resting it her attendant’s arm, “Be at peace, Lilian… after all they’ve been through they have every right to be at least somewhat hostile.”


  Sanmer’s hackles remained up as he leaned back against the side of the wagon, “This isn’t me being hostile… you’ll know when I’m being hostile.”


  Noriene spoke up before the Ermine could, “You will get answers, Mr. LeMarre, just as soon as we return to the manor. The street is nowhere to hold a proper council, and I assure you that the discussion will be meaningful enough that you just might even want to take notes.”


  Something about the Wolf’s endearing smile was both comforting and concerning at the same time; Gift-of-the-Earth attributed it to the fact that it seemed entirely too much like the ones he’d seen Metal-Eyes wear from time-to-time when he revealed just enough information to give one impression of something without entirely explaining it. The Bear hoped that would not be the case with the ‘council’ she had proposed.


  The return trip was uneventful after that. An uneasy, brooding silence settled over the wagon and the only disruption was the rhythmic clack-clack-clop of the wheels rolling over the stone road. After a time even that stopped, however, as they proceeded into what Theo had once noted as being ‘the nicer part of town’… a trait that Gift-of-the-Earth had never fully understood, as any given part of Newport was essentially the same as any other part to him. A short time after that the wagon came to a stop in front of what the Bear recognized as the large home of Noriene.


  Without waiting for input and not offering any words of parting the Wolf woman hoisted herself up and over the edge of the Wagon and onto the ground. The men standing at the gate to the large home opened it for her and she passed through. “Lilian, bring them around to the study once everyone has had the time to freshen up.”


  Sanmer remained difficult, “I’m good enough to talk now.”


  Noriene’s reply held a carefully veiled hint of danger to it, “And you are ‘good enough’ in my home, which means we will meet on my terms, Mr. Lemarre… and until you gain a seat in the house of nobles or establish yourself as an emissary of a foreign power, I will point out that all of our meetings will be at my leisure.”


  Lilian stood by the gate for a moment with just the hint of a smug grin tugging at the corner of her muzzle, “An hour should be sufficient time for you to become cleanly. I will seek you in the common room of the east wing at that time. Errol?”


  An imposing Bull dressed in the same fine, restrictive-looking clothing worn by Noriene’s servants took two steps closer; in size he could easily have given Roaring-Flood a challenge. The man had roan fur with silver capped black horns and his black hooves appeared to have been polished, “Ma’am?”


  The Ermine motioned to the group as she walked off. “Show our Lady’s guests to the eastern wing so they may choose their accommodations.”


  The Bull did as was requested and, thankfully, although Sanmer had at first appeared to be intent on causing problems, he instead settled down once Lilian had departed. Roaring-Flood’s focus left the trinket in his paws long enough during the discussion that he was able to express surprise. “You are behaving.”


  Sanmer winked, “Only a little… besides… if I act up now I’ll only get this fine fellow in trouble.”


  Roaring-Flood nodded, “Oh.”


  The Fox stepped aside so he could walk right behind the Bull, eyes obviously sizing the man up, “Mmm… ‘fine’ fellow indeed… mmm-hmm.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth took a step closer to Kesst, who hadn’t said a word since expressing his feelings of responsibility over the deaths. “You cannot be found at fault for the actions of others, Kesst.”


  The Dragon shrugged, “You can say it, and I can say it, but that doesn’t mean I’ll be able to feel any different.


  The Bear nodded, “The mind cannot easily change what the heart feels.”


  For whatever reason, that comment caused the Dragon to smile… just a little. “You’re starting to sound like Julius.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth wasn’t entirely sure what about Kesst’s comment affected him in the way it did but it was enough to make him stop. A moment later his paw closed around the item handed to him by the Shaman before he died. “The only one who sounds like Julius is Julius.”


  The Dragon cocked his head to the side, one eye ridge raising, “Huh?”


  The Bear moved forward with renewed purpose, “I need to be ready to meet with Noriene.”


  Kesst followed after him, “Princess Noriene… you don’t just want to use her first name… some kings and queens take it badly.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth filed away the suggestion for later; he suddenly had a lot to consider, and a task to complete. The moment the bull had indicated where it was they would be staying, the Bear chose a room and got quickly to work cleaning up. Cleanliness usually waited until after greetings among the folk of the Valley Tribe but, he reminded himself, the Stone Tribe customs would prevail in Stone Tribe lands.


  His curiosity continued to press at him, but he resolved to leave the wooden box for his meeting with the she Wolf. Metal-Eyes had given him a task, and he planned to see it all the way through. Although much in the recent past had confused and confounded the Bear, Gift-of-the-Earth had no doubts when it came to his mission: the Shaman had given him something to deliver, and he would do just that.


  Chapter 7b, Fallen Idols (pt 1)


  Tobias fidgeted in his seat, fingers rubbing the side of his broken horn; he’d kept it with him ever since he’d awakened, like a totem charm he’d seen some of the Tribals hold. Despite its lack of ‘spiritual nature’, it still brought him some degree of comfort knowing that it wasn’t rotting in some pile somewhere. Considering the fact that it would be able to rot right where he could see it wasn’t entirely an appealing thought but, then again, comfort wasn’t always logical in nature.


  The members of the group who had not followed after Prince Malcom remained gathered in Dr Brownell’s living room. To the prong horn it seemed an awkward thing; he’d been raised to not inhabit a host (or, in this case hostess’) home without them being present and yet, there he was, and there they all were. He kept his own council however as the party focused their attention on Brody, Sir Umberto’s … friend?… squire?… manservant? To be honest, Tobias really didn’t fully know their relation.


  The Wolverine sat on the step that separated the sunken living room from the rest of the cottage’s lower level. He addressed Brody. “So… tell them what you told me about Bartholomeu.”


  The Doberman shrugged, seated in one of the living room’s plush armchairs. Letting out a shrug, he began speaking in a straight-forward and matter-of-fact manner. “Bartholomeu and I grew up on the streets of Newport. I didn’t know our Pop—Bart said he left before I’d gone a full year. Ma died when I was ten, and that left me and Bart… he was fourteen or fifteen I guess…”


  Cruff raised an eyebrow and looked like he was about to speak, but he said nothing. The Doberman looked around the room at everyone while Sir Umberto stood up and moved to stand next to Brody’s chair. “And the rest of what you told me?”


  The Doberman offered a faint smirk. “Well… life on the streets isn’t easy, and Bartholomeu had to do some pretty bad stuff to keep us going. Turned out he was pretty good at it too, but he always planned on ‘the next big thing’, and the ‘something more around the corner’. At one point he even managed to start up a group. He became this big notorious crime boss in Newport… well… in his own mind, at least.”


  Tobias had heard a similar story enough times to have an idea where the tale was headed. “Where did that leave you, exactly?”


  Brody glanced his way, “In the beginning? It left me wanting to become part of the team. Course, I ended up escaping that life after I came into the service of Princess Noriene.”


  Friar Arlowe nodded thoughtfully. “That is quite a change in status… street urchin to loyalist…”


  The Doberman shrugged in response. “Well… that was more a fluke than anything else.”


  Tobias leaned forward in his chair, “How does a fluke end up with you working for the Princess exactly?”


  Brody smiled sheepishly, “Well… in order to join Bartholomeu’s gang he wanted me to steal something from some nice abandoned mansion… turned out the Princess had been looking to buy it and she was there when I went in. She took pity one me and, well… now here I am.”


  Cruff smirked, “Yeah… sounds like a fluke… or at least a ‘fluke-load’ of crap.”


  The Doberman flicked an ear, “But it’s true… crazy at it sounds… and it was a good thing too—a few weeks later I heard Bart was killed by a rival gang. Shot in the head.”


  Sir Umberto rested a paw on the back of the Doberman’s chair and leaned over his shoulder. “If he was killed then how can he be looking for you now?”


  Brody shrugged, “Well… my best guess is that the rumors of his death were a little over exaggerated… Bart’s a survivor, after all.”


  Cruff smirked, “Yeah… well he’d have to be a pretty good survivor to die and not let it kill him.”


  The Doberman looked to the young Raccoon Dog, “Well, either way, I still don’t know what he wants—I haven’t seen him in years.”


  Friar Arlowe leaned forward in his seat, “Do you have any idea why he would be here in Vallara rather than back in Newport?”


  Tobias considered a very pertinent follow-up to that same question. “Or, for that matter, how he knew you were here as well?”


  Umberto took the thought and ran with it. “Good question. And how would he know to ask for you here?”


  The Doberman shrugged, ears lowering slightly, “Bart’s always been the careful type… he probably had men watching the town and they reported to him that they saw me?”


  Tobias flicked an ear at the explanation, “How would they know to be looking for you?”


  Brody glanced toward him, ears raised, “Huh? They probably weren’t… not a lot of Dobermen outside of Wyra so maybe they thought it was weird and reported it to Bartholomeu.”


  Umberto pulled a wooden chair forward and took a seat next to his traveling companion, “So you’re saying your brother knew it was you from a description one of his men gave him?”


  The Doberman flashed a grin, “Well… I do stand out.”


  Aodhan cleared his throat, “We’re losing focus. Brody’s brother has nothing to do with the Sister’s Divine being prisoners to the Church.”


  Sister Aurelie sat next to the Wolf, paws wrapped around his arm. “Aodhan’s right. We need to get back to Newport and help my sisters.”


  Umberto shook his head, “I am sorry, Sister Aurelie, but I beg to differ. Bartholomeu’s man told us not to leave town, and to send Brody to him.”


  The Cat was immediately defiant, “And why should we listen to him? What power does he have to order us around?”


  The wolverine let out a frustrated snort, “That is exactly what I am wanting to find out.”


  Friar Arlowe, ever the peace-maker, interjected. “Perhaps we can send Brody to speak with his brother while we get ready to depart?”


  Sister Aurelie wasn’t very placated, “We can be ready to leave in minutes.”


  The Monk frowned, “I am coming with, if you recall… as is Cruffington. Considering a number of our party are still recovering from injuries, I would advise temperance in our eagerness to depart. If anything—”


  The Cat stood up, fur on end, “We’ve already waited almost a—”


  Aodhan reached out and took hold of the Sister’s paw, “Peace, Eyara…”


  Sister Aurelie took a deep breath and sat down, “Please forgive my outburst… it was impropper. What I meant to say is that every day we delay is another day the Church could be doing unspeakable things to my Sisters.”


  Sir Umberto scowled, “The Church doesn’t do ‘unspeakable things’, Sister Aurelie.”


  Aodhan pulled the Cat into his lap, offering the Sister an embrace. “Either way, Sir Umberto, we would both feel better returning as soon as possible.”


  Tobias looked up from the broken horn he held, attention drawn to what the Wolf had just said. “As soon as reasonably possible? Friar Arlowe is right—most of us still haven’t recovered and, yes, perhaps we could set out immediately, but what good will it do us if wounds reopen and bandages sour on the road? It’ll take us twice as long if we have to stop and recouperate in the middle of the countryside.”


  Sister Aurelie lowered her head, shaking it, “We have to get back to Newport.”


  Friar Arlowe stood up, “I agree, Sister. This journey is important and nobody is arguing otherwise… but we must exercise caution; between injuries and an uncertain standing with the Church we cannot afford to rush headlong into possible danger. This is a complex game we play, and not all of the players have as of yet revealed themselves.


  Brody cleared his throat, gaining attention once again, “Speaking of…”


  Sir Umberto frowned, “What?”


  The Doberman smiled politely, “My brother is not a nice man, and does not particularly like being ignored. If this is all a game, then don’t you think it would be a good idea to have the most players on your team?”


  Cruff shifted position, wincing slightly as he held his side, “If we’re going to stay a few more days then maybe we should find out what we can about Bartholomeu? I mean… a little extra information couldn’t hurt, right?”


  Tobias’ eyes went back down to the broken horn in his hands; he wasn’t so sure that ‘a little extra information’ was entirely harmless.


  Chapter 7c, Proclamations (pt 1)


  Alarice quickly lost track of Bartholomeu once the battle began in earnest. While her first inclination was to use her pistol on the self-righteous Doberman she realized that he hadn’t been the biggest threat and so her single shot holdouts had been put to better use on his armed escort… that, and he seemed particularly preoccupied with his shattered muzzle to cause any real problems. Drawing her sword, she gave the stunned Dog a swift kick to his sternum and met his closest goons head-on.


  Rather than fight alone, Alarice was thankfully supported quickly by Brother Jessen who, faster than anyone else nearby had already drawn his sword. The Coyote had already disarmed one of Bartholmeu’s thugs before he even had to get his shield in position to block another. Alarice stepped closer, bringing her sword across the back of the second man’s hamstring, effectively laming him before connecting the tip of her boot to the underside of his chin.


  Off to the side she watched as the gathering crowd quickly parted around Roland and Joshew, the latter of whom was rapidly combining a collection of ingredients into a flask held by the former. Alarice looked away a moment back to the two bruisers approaching her, only to lose track of what they were doing. She stood her ground, carefully defend herself against their exploratory attacks when she heard Roland shout from off to the side, “HEADS UP!”


  Needing no further warning, the Human woman danced behind Brother Jessen, who held his shield up. A shockwave rolled past the Coyote’s defense and Alarice felt her ears pop; she once again found herself fortunate that she was on good terms with those two—she had a feeling they’d be even more destructive if she opposed them. Shaking the cobwebs from the concussive blast out of her head, she stepped around Brother Jessen and smirked when she saw her opposition on the ground, unconscious.


  “JESSEN!”


  The cry was not far away, and Alarice turned to see Alvis backpedaling, two unsavory looking gutter Curs approaching him aggressively, blades obviously ready to be put to use. She saw the Coyote move to the Mutt’s aid and reserved her energy instead for a fresh batch of thugs moving into the square. A moment later she was joined by Weisen. The Dragon blocked her way by sticking his tail in front of her, “You’ll want to stay behind me.”


  Alarice twirled her blade away in her grip, sliding it back into its sheath with a flourish as she focused instead on reloading her pistols, “If you’re that confident, Sir Crook.”


  He nodded, unlatching a large case and letting the exterior slip off of the contents; it revealed what looked like six large muskets affixed to a metal frame. The Dragon smiled, gripping what looked like a rotating lever. “I am.”


  A half dozen of Bartholomeu’s warriors rushed them and Weisen began to turn the crank; at first Alarice thought that the roar was the Dragon, but, as all of the attackers fell with blossoms of blood sprouting from various parts of their bodies she realized that the cacophony was, in actuality, the sound of dozens of gunshots one after another. She was… impressed.


  Taking another step back, Alarice continued focusing on reloading her pistols, glancing away only once she heard Inigo cry out in pain. The Bat was still on the ground, but Sada was quickly dragging him a safe distance away from the combat. With all the head and rib injuries he’d sustained during service to her she resolved to get him a chest guard… and helmet… definitely a helmet.


  A shout from off to the side caught Alarice’s attention when she recognized it as Bartholomeu’s heavy-tongued voice. “Hill her! Hill HER!”


  While a good number of the Doberman’s men were still engaged in combat with her allies, there were still many more coming into the square and, for the first time since she was reinforced by the scholars, Alarice began to worry about her chances for success. Sparing a quick glance toward Jessen and Alvis she saw that the Coyote was practically overwhelmed, and that was not comforting. When Wiesen’s rapid firing gun stopped that cinched it. Glancing behind her, she saw a break in the crowd—and she ran. “Sada! Get everyone to safety!”


  Although she didn’t know if her ploy would work, she was reassured when she heard the enraged Doberman shout, “AFTEH HER!!! HILL HER!!!”


  Alarice sprinted through the crowd making her way toward the north side of town; she had four blocks until she reached the wall. They might have expected her to go for the gate, but she wasn’t about to involve the city militia… not when she knew an alternate route. When she was young she would often use a sally port—a small section of the town’s wooden wall that pushed outward, allowing easy travel out without allowing entrance in. It only took a moment for her to locate the unused passage and she shouldered into it, forcing the door open as she ran through.


  Slowing only long enough to look back to verify she was still being chased, Alarice made her way into the rocky forest, moving North and East, the ground rising steadily as she ran into the mountainous terrain. She estimated perhaps a dozen men coming after her—a large portion of Bartholomeu’s remaining flunkies if her preliminary count had been correct. If everything worked out right she would ultimately emerge the victor, but it would require expert timing, skill… and a little good fortune.


  Although it had been years since Alarice had traveled into the cliffs above and behind Vallara, it felt like she had never left… granted, everything seemed smaller since she was no longer a little girl. The path was thinner and all of the undergrowth clung just a little more tightly; it wasn’t convenient for her plan and she suddenly realized why she always managed to evade her father so easily: it wasn’t easy for a fully grown person to navigate.


  She was still some fifty yards to her destination when she got the first indication that the henchmen were gaining on her, “She’s up ahead! GET MOVING!”


  The second indication was a wild shot from what sounded like an old fashioned click-powder arquebus. Ducking low, she fell to her hands and knees, continuing to scramble the last few dozen yards up the incline she knew would be the destination—there she would find out if she had made a smart move or if she’d bit off more than she could chew. The men behind her sounded even closer, but she prayed silently that her plan would still work.


  Rising to her feet for the last sprint to the top, she pushed her way through a thick patch of brush and grabbed hold of a tree branch, using it as a pivot point to change the direction of her charge so as to avoid running straight off of the cliff. She grabbed it tightly, shouting over her shoulder, “If you think you can take me, COME AND GET IT!”


  Her heart beat loudly in her chest as she heard the approach of her pursuers. Ba-bum. They were shouting to one another now, with at least one explicative directed at her. Ba-bum. She thought about the last time that she had made the trip to the overlook. Ba-bum. She became an orphan that day, and learned the dangers of blindly racing into the unknown. Ba-bum. Strange, she realized, that she spent so much of her life doing just that anyway. Ba-bum. The first of Bartholomeu’s thugs emerged from the brush.


  She screamed at the top of her lungs, “TAKE THAT!”


  The man screamed as he passed over the point of no return and ran out into thin air—his resulting scream, preceded by her exclamation was convincing enough that none of his cronies had second thoughts of racing blindly ahead and, one after another, a full eight men inadvertently made her job easier. Unfortunately, as she settled back to the ground, she realized that not all of them had… and three more thugs slowly pressed through the bushes, swords out. She had her back to the cliff and that meant the Badger, Hound, and Hyena had more than numbers to their advantage.


  the thug furthest to the left, the Badger, leveled his short sword in her direction, “Nothin’ personal, Love… but Bart said ta kill ya… I’m sure ya understand.”


  Alarice scowled, “Yeah… I understand.”


  “Well then… how ya want it? Maybe a quick—”


  She lowered her head, releasing her hold a green tree branch, sending it whipping out at eye-level, catching the Badger in the face. She grabbed hold of the ratty necktie he wore and gave it a yank over her shoulder, sticking her foot out so that he tripped, stumbling right over the edge. “Nothing personal… Love.”


  Then, like that, the other two were on her. The run had exhausted her and, she realized, her final two opponents had been the last in line because they hadn’t exerted themselves quite as much. That, and the fact that there were two of them meant that she didn’t have the stamina she’d need. Growling, she pushed the thought out of her head, continuing to block and parry where she could.


  Still, the lack of maneuverability afforded to her as she fought them off was evident as they continued to score little nicks and small cuts here and there. By the time one pulled out a pistol she barely had enough left in her to dodge… and certainly not enough to mind her footing. Alarice barely managed to twist sideways to evade the gunshot but, as she did so, her right foot caught the edge of the precipice, which crumbled away. Flailing her arms, the woman saw everything pass by her in slow motion as she careened off the cliff.


  The World cartwheeled around her as she spun through the air, falling toward the jagged rocks below. It was an eerie sense of deja vu as everything finally came full circle. As a girl she had fallen down the same cliff… but Ma’heed wasn’t there to save her again. Alarice knew she would hit the ground and that impact would end her life… but the impact she felt came entirely too early… and from the side.


  A second impact happened a moment later as she slammed into the ground at an angle. The pain was intense, and she was certain she felt something broke, but there was also something to break her fall; a Bat, with graying-brown fur, wrapped around her. The world spun around, making thinking difficult as they rolled to a stop. She stared as the middle-aged bat slowly disengaged. He seemed nearly as surprised to encounter her as she was to see him. “I knew you’d be back.”


  She didn’t know what to say, struck dumb by the ghost from her past. In the end she kept it simple because it was all she could manage. “Ma’heed.”


  There was a lot more she wanted to say… questions to ask… thoughts to convey… but all of that was interrupted by a sudden pain in her side. She heard the retort of a pistol from up and behind her a split second later… and a half-breath passed before blackness embraced her.


  Chapter 7a, Un-Escaping (pt 2)


  Theo had spent enough years in the University to have thought he’d seen every last ‘relic under glass’ in existence, and probably twice as many ‘one of a kind inventions’ on display—the Princess’ mansion proved him wrong… very wrong. The sitting room was laid out more like a museum than a lounge, but that suited the scholarly Ermine just fine.


  Although the more primitive artifacts were far too esoteric for him to puzzle his way through he surprised himself at how many of the numerous technical devices he recognized. Machinery was, in general far too mathematical and ‘cold’ for his liking, but he hadn’t spent so many years rubbing elbows with Earth and Fire Scholars to have not learned at least a basic understanding of their craft… that, and having worked on more than a few projects with Air Scholars had opened his mind into how some machines could help his own field of study.


  Sanmer was much less scholastic and much more pragmatic about the items strewn about the room, “Wow… most people with stuff like this keep it all locked up.”


  The Fox had just reached for the glass casing of what looked like a golden knife of some kind when the door to the study opened and the Princess’ handmaiden Lilian entered carrying a fine service with a dozen tea cups and saucers. Although Theo had never been much for Soyrian Spiced Bread he recognized the scent immediately, and he had to admit that it actually smelled much finer than most of the cheap stuff he’d encountered in Market Square.


  Lilian set the silver tray on the large gathering table at the center of the room, “My Lady will be along shortly. Please help yourselves to the refreshments.”


  Theo moved to the table, joining Enarork, who was already looking over the offerings. The brown Bear helped himself to several pieces of finger-sized slices of various fruits but didn’t bother with the bread or the tea. Roaring-Flood looked ready to join him, but Sanmer held the big black Bear in check with a comment too quiet for the Ermine to hear.


  Thankfully, Roaring-Flood had much less tact. “Poison? Why?”


  The comment caught everyone’s attention but, before anyone could respond, Princess Noriene strolled into the sitting room. She was freshly changed and wore a day coat and house dress—despite both being ‘casual’, either was certainly far finer than anything Theo owned but, then again, so had her traveling garb. She laughed with mirth, “I would not be so droll as to poison my guests… besides, why would I seek to eliminate allies?”


  Sanmer was quite matter-of-fact in his response, “There are plenty of people out there who tend to look at allies as disposable… suitable only for the trash can once their usefulness is done.”


  The Wolf’s smile disappeared, “I assure you I am not one of those people. Besides… we have still not yet finished conducting business, and I believe that every man and woman in my employ as a valued resource that never runs out of uses.”


  The Fox crossed his arms, “How… genteel.”


  Theo cleared his throat and adjusted his spectacles, feeling a little self-conscious with members of his group coming within a fur’s breadth of insulting their royal hostess in her own home, “Ahem… Princess? I cannot help but admire your collection here. Some of these items are quite rare.”


  Her easy smiled returned quickly as she made her way to the table, pouring herself a cup of tea, “There’s certainly no secret that I am well-received by the University. You should definately know that, Professor.”


  The Ermine immediately felt himself flush beneath his fur, “Instructor… Professors technically have tenure, my Lady.”


  Princess Noriene’s smile didn’t waver in the least, “After the good you have done today and the services you have rendered on my behalf I would be remiss if I did not speak with the Deans… a well-placed word here and there will fix that for you—of that I am certain.”


  Enarork stepped away from the table so he could address the Wolf. “What ‘good’ have we done today?”


  The Princess motioned to Kesst, who had chosen a simple wooden chair in the corner of the room as his seat. “You have helped find Kesst and bring him to me. He has been in grave danger, as I’m sure you’ve come to realize.”


  Sanmer spoke up, his voice dripping with sarcasm, “And he’s so much safer now… here… where you can keep an eye on him… is that it… Princess?”


  The Wolf smiled, “I really do believe I like you, Mr. LeMarre… very few men have the bullocks to actually speak their mind around royalty.”


  The Fox’s tail flicked with an unmistakable hint of mirth as he fired back, “And very few courtly ladies would actually speak the word ‘bullocks’.”


  Sanmer tipped his head to her, and remained a good distance from the table. Theo cleared his throat again as he tried to maintain a degree of goodwill. “Princess… Kesst’s true danger is in people seeing him as a pawn… or some kind of treasure to own and exploit.”


  The Dragon’s talons scraped in agitation against the arm rest of his wooden chair, “My true danger is the Church.”


  Princess Noriene motioned to Kesst, “And there you have it. The Church is after Kesst… and, considering my standing, as a royal, a noble, and a patron of the University, I feel that I am well qualified to protect him.”


  Sanmer snorted, “Out of the goodness of your heart, I’m sure.”


  The Wolf continued, ignoring the Fox. “It is to my benefit that the Church not capture Kesst, and, as he desires the same, in that we are allied. If my desire is to see their hunters fail to catch their quarry, then what is the harm in that?”


  Sanmer stepped forward, ears trained in on the Princess. “If that was your only desire? Well… at that point I’d be surprised.”


  Rather than seem displeased by the Fox’s constant jibes and quips, the Wolf seemed more bemused than anything else. “You have quite a keen attention to detail, Mr. LeMarre. You are very correct: my motives and desires are much more complex than that. The Mechanists have a vested interest in Kesst’s safety and well-being.”


  Theo was taken aback by the Princess’ disclosure. “The Mechanists? I’d heard rumors about them… but what do they have to do with any of this?”


  Princess Noriene laughed, “They have everything to do with almost anything, Professor.”


  The Ermine murmured, “I never knew if they were even a real organization.”


  The Wolf smiled, “And that is the way they prefer it. But, let me reassure you, they are as real as me standing before you… I am a Mechanist, after all… or, more specifically, the head Mechanist here in Newport.”


  It was readily obvious to anyone who took time to notice that few people in the room missed the weight of her reveal—Enarork was one of those individuals. “What does that have to do with the Order of Blades? They were after Kesst.”


  Princess Noriene showed the first indication of the night that something bothered her. With a scowl and a faint sneer, she slowly stirred her tea with a small silver spoon. “The Mechanists hired them to resolve a series of issues in Newport… apparently they decided to change the terms of their contracts. I suppose that is simply a sign that no organization is fully worthy of their reputation.”


  Enarork grunted flatly, “Or the contract didn’t read what you thought it did.”


  It took a moment for Theo to remember that the tribal Bear was a business man; it certainly made sense that he would consider such an angle. He opened his muzzle to add his own two copper to the discussion, but just then, the doors to the sitting room opened and a serving woman entered; the words froze in his throat.


  She was a white Ermine, just like he. She was perhaps a half dozen years younger than himself, and had a subtle, subdued bearing that reminded him of his childhood… of a little sister that was always careful and cautious around an overbearing, abusive father… she reminded him that he hadn’t been able to save her… he hadn’t been able to save—


  Princess Noriene looked up from her cup, “Evelyn? What is it, my dear?”


  Theo froze. “Evie?”


  The serving woman paused, confusion evident on her face… and then she did a double-take. “Theo?!?!”


  A small, white furred head poked into the room from behind the door—a young kit, probably less than ten years old. “Yes, mama?”


  The scholar paused, looking to the little one, “Wha—Theo?”


  The boy smiled, “Hi.”


  The serving girl remained where she was. “Is it… you?”


  Theo was just as shocked. “Evelyn? You’re… alive?”


  The little kit walked into the room, “Mama… who’s that?”


  Princess Noriene glanced between the two of them, one ear staying on each of the Ermines. In the end, she simply smiled. “Hmmm.”


  Chapter 7b, Fallen Idols (pt 2)


  Despite Friar Arlowe’s knowledge that time was of the essence he still couldn’t help but feel relieved that the group decided to spend a few extra days in town. Truth be told, the Monk was not particularly worried about a random Doberman seeking out his brother—in a worst case scenario Brody could always stay in Vallara while everyone else made their way back to Newport. What the Raccoon Dog was worried about was his son… and Cruffington was decidedly not yet done healing.


  True, it was only another three or four days, but Arlowe knew it would still make a world of difference in the case of mending. He regretted that Dr. Brownell had left, but at least before doing so she had provided him a collection of unguents and tonics for Cruff. Already the young man had been making great headway and improvement, and the Monk was certain that the group would be properly ready for travel when that time came. He leaned back in the living room’s arm chair and let out a deep breath.


  It seemed strange to him that Brody waited until after the sun started setting before going out to find his brother; from what the Doberman had said it seemed like the matter was much more pressing than to have delayed so long but, as was the way with those who grew up on the street, few things made sense if you were on the outside—Arlowe had begun life in poverty, so knew that well. Not everyone was taking it in such a relaxed manner, however.


  Tobias was also seated in the living room, but he fidgeted, rotating the end of his broken horn in his hands endlessly. “I know he’s with Sir Umberto… but that still doesn’t explain why he is going alone. I mean… doesn’t he trust us?”


  Friar Arlowe looked to the Prong Horn, and folded his paws in his lap as he sat up to address the scholar. “Perhaps… or perhaps not… but he knows his brother better than we do, so at this point we will have to trust him.”


  Shrugging, Tobias continued to busy his hands with the endless fumbling of the sundered bone. “He could have taken someone else with him… in case his brother turns out to be the one that shouldn’t be trusted. Can’t say I’d have the heart to feel positively inclined toward criminals… well… not most of them, anyway… I mean, any man worth his salt as a scholar needs to have at least one contact in any given profession and—”


  The Raccoon Dog smiled patiently, “You are quite concerned, aren’t you, Mr. Severna?”


  The Prong Horn paused, “Is it that obvious?”


  The Monk chuckled warmly, “I have noticed the more stressful the occasion the more you do tend to ramble.”


  Tobias’ rotating of his broken horn came to an end, “I was rambling?”


  Arlowe nodded, still smiling, “Just a little.”


  The scholar took a deep breath as he looked down to what had once adorned his brow, “I do apologize, Friar Arlowe… I’ve had many things on my mind as of late… and one less thing on my head.”


  The Monk nodded, leaning forward. “I am not licensed by the Church for confessionals, my friend… but that does not mean I cannot provide a willful and nonjudgmental ear if there is anything you wish to discuss.”


  Tobias remained quiet for a moment, thumb absently running across the jagged break at the bottom of the snapped horn. “I suppose, more than anything else, it is a matter of—”


  Their discussion was interrupted by a loud bang from the second floor, followed by a rhythmic thumping. Friar Arlowe didn’t miss the way the scholar’s ears reddened and how he looked anywhere but toward the ceiling. The Monk also realized that Tobias was probably not incorrect about what he likely assumed was happening in the bedroom above them. In the end, the Prong Horn simply slunk down in his seat, “And, there they go again…”


  The Raccoon Dog chuckled, “One cannot blame lovers for expressing their commitment to one another in ways beyond words alone.”


  The Prong Horn mumbled something in response and, although the Monk missed the first part of it, he was fairly certain the last few words had something to do with, “and they probably would—several times a day, if given the chance.”


  * * * * * *


  Sir Umberto looked down at the small stiletto Brody had offered him. The Doberman did not seem entirely pleased with his rejection of the item. “You don’t have to use it… just stick it in your boot or something.”


  The Templar snorted, pushing it away a second time. “I already have a sword. Besides… small blades are the tools of assassins.”


  He was surprised when Brody seemed to take offense at the statement. The Dog scowled, “Not everyone can wield a claymore, you know.”


  “Broadsword.”


  The correction didn’t seem to help. “Whatever. Just take it.”


  In order to keep the peace, the Templar did just that, and stuck the sheathed blade into his belt. “He is your brother… why should we be worried about going armed?”


  Brody gave him a lackluster glance, “If you weren’t worried then you wouldn’t have insisted on coming along… and don’t put it there… stow it somewhere it’s not visible.”


  The suggestion caught the Wolverine by surprise. “Hide it? Why?”


  The Doberman let out an exasperated sigh, “So they have to search you to find it.”


  It seemed foolish to Sir Umberto, but he complied yet again, moving it rest against one of the inside straps of his chest plate. “If they are going to search us for weapons, why bother hiding them?”


  Brody came to a halt in the alley they were traveling through before turning back to look at the Templar as if he were a silly pup. “Because they are expecting to find weapons… if they search you and don’t find anything either they’ll keep searching you or they’ll start trying to guess what you have planned.”


  Sir Umberto frowned, “So… you earn their trust by proving that you are untrustworthy? That makes no sense.”


  The Doberman smirked, taking the stiletto out from within the Wolverine’s armor before stepping up close and sliding his paw down the Templar’s trousers, slipping the sheathed weapon between his groin and thigh. “It makes perfect sense. There… a sheath like that belongs between your legs, Sir.”


  The Wolverine bit his tongue, letting a scowl chase away any indication that his body had of blushing, or something equally unacceptable. He managed a low toned growl. “I still do not like this, Brody.”


  The Dog was about to respond with a suitable quip but, suddenly, two men stepped into view at the end of the alley. The Curr on the left was missing his right ear and had a series of scars along the same side of his face; the Human on the right was much less marked and wore a fine traveling cloak over some ratty, threadbare, but upper-class style clothing. It was the Human who spoke. “Brody, huh?”


  The Curr glanced his way before speaking aside to the Human, “Well… ‘e looks like th’ boss, dunnee?”


  Umberto saw the Doberman’s tail nub begin to wag, “Bartholomeu? He’s really alive? He’s here? In Vallara?”


  The Human smirked, “Perhaps.”


  The torn-apart Dog took a step closer toward Brody, looking him up and down, “This’s ‘im… ain’t it? Th’ other one called ‘im Brody, roit?”


  The (somewhat) well-dressed man nodded, “Yes… although our employer did acknowledge that only his brother would remember the name of—”


  Brody spoke over him. “Church Street Warrens.”


  The Human nodded, a carefully concealed Ilyse accent suddenly making itself known. “My name is Mortdecai, and this is my associate Horace.”


  Sir Umberto crossed his arms over his chest, “Pretty formal for a street gang.”


  Mortdecai smiled, but it didn’t seem good natured. “While we’re on the subject of formalities, you will have to be searched before we bring you to our employer… I’m sure you understand.”


  Brody glanced back at the Wolverine, “Told you.”


  Chapter 7c, Proclamations (pt 2)


  Batholomeu sat with his feet up on his work desk, chair leaned back on two legs as he slowly swirled a half cup of cognac around in his wine glass. It was a fine Ilysean vintage, and one he had come to appreciate when he had finally made it big enough to afford it… the first time. Of course, his life changed quite a bit on the day he learned he had started as a big fish in a small pond—when he swam to deeper waters he had a rude awakening upon discovering that lake fish were a lot smaller than those of the ocean. It was the day he was shot… in the head… and left for dead.


  Alarice. It was a name that had heard on occasion but had been mistakenly unconcerned; he had several city blocks he could call his… how could anyone stand against that? Yes, Bartholomeu realized far too late that he was blind to truly understanding how everything worked and he overextended himself against a woman that all but owned the high end street businesses in Newport and had, he was supposed to have believed, for over 80 years. Of course, that last part was far too far-fetched to believe and so he had wrongly assumed that the rest of her fame and reputation was just as overstated.


  She and her people destroyed Bartholomeu’s entire operation and assimilated the parts of it she wanted into her own underworld empire. She had ended his reign as ‘King of Church Street’ with the barrel of her pistol in his muzzle… and only by the grace of some divine intervention or unequalled luck did he survive. He sipped at his drink and grimaced as a portion of it spilled out the side of his muzzle where his lip no longer worked. Yes… he survived… but not without paying a steep price.


  Alarice had taken everything from him in one decisive blow, and it had laid him low. He had to spend years rebuilding himself before he could even focus on regaining his power. Forced to flee, Bartholomeu fled Newport and the whole of Lehsunia. It wasn’t until he arrived in Ilyse that he learned of Alarice’s reputation there—truly, the scope of her reach shamed him… until he learned something else: Alarice was dead… and had been, for many years.


  It took time for him to put the pieces of the puzzle together but, eventually after hard work and ruthless dedication (along with a few necessary executions), Bartholomeu found himself back in Lehsunia and, by a strange twist of fate, in Vallara… where some very interesting information found its way to him… and, more importantly, where he first learned about the existence of the Mechanists. The Doberman smiled to himself, twisting the cog-crowned ring on his finger; he’d come a long way in a short time, and things were only improving.


  The sound of the downstairs door opening caught the Doberman’s attention. He pulled his boots off of the desk and gently cocked back the striking lever on his pistol that sat in his lap, all without setting down his glass of cognac. The office held many interesting memories for Alarice or, more accurately, Nicole Arnswold, and he fervently hoped that his men had managed to take her alive.


  He was elated at the sound of the soft knock at the door to his study and he careful composed himself, eager to see his old foe face to face with a dramatically different resolution. this time, he reminded himself, she would be the one with his pistol stuffed into her mouth. He idly toyed with the idea of starting with a different ‘pistol’ first, but that thought fell from his mind when the door opened; it wasn’t the hunting party he’d sent after her.


  It was, instead Mortdecai, one of his oldest surviving associates: a human… a skilled and refined underworld ‘cleaner’ he’d met in Ilyse. Bartholomeu let out a breath, “What ih it, Mordehai? I’m awaitin werd abouh Nihole.”


  A head peeked into the study behind the Human. It brought back memories of Bartholomeu’s past… many years ago. Even though the Doberman looking in on him was many years older than when they were together last, Broderick looked enough like himself that the resemblance was unmistakable. The younger Dog’s ears went straight up, “BART?!?”


  Bartholomeu finally put his glass down as he stood up, “Bodie…”


  As blunt as ever, Brodie stopped in his tracks, “Good GOD, Bart!!! What happened to your FACE!?!”


  Chuckling, the older Doberman dismissed Mortdecai with the wave of a paw. He stepped closer to his little brother and gave him a hug; Brodie accepted it but, Bartholomeu noticed, shied away from his broken muzzle. As they disengaged, he looked down to his little brother, a paw on either of the smaller Dobie’s shoulders, “Nohin impohtent… it’s in the pas’.”


  “It looks pretty damn current to me.”


  A deep, commanding voice spoke up from the open doorway, “And you were afraidI would be making a bad impression.”


  Bartholomeu glanced to the the speaker, a tall, broad-shouldered Wolverine with the unmistakable armor and tabard of a Church Templar. “Bodie has always had a way about him…”


  As if to illustrate the point, his younger Brother was rather blunt, “You can’t say your ‘r’s anymore, huh?”


  Smiling, he replied calmly, “A bullet to the head will do that, yes, Bodie.”


  Brodie stepped back, recoiling. “So… you really were… um… shot?”


  Bartholomeu nodded, “Shaht… left foh dead… yes. I had evehthin taken fhom me and I have had to get it back one coin at a time.”


  The Templar continued standing in the doorway, arms crossed over his chest, “I assume your line of work counts that as an occupational hazard.”


  The Doberman nodded, looking down to see that his nose was bleeding again; Nicole’s recent assault to his old wound had done a fair share of damage, but he refused to let it get him down. He reached for his handkerchief, but Brody got to him first, blotting gently at the end of his muzzle. Once his brother was done, Bartholomeu stepped past him and extended a paw. “Only to the stupid oh fooliss… I am sad to sah I was both yeahs ago. Bahtholomeu… and I assume you ahe an associate of my bhotheh? I didn’t espect him to associate so closely with the chuhch.”


  The Wolverine accepted the paw. “Sir Umberto Marino.”


  Brody spoke up from near his desk. “Sir Umberto is a Royal Guardsman for Prince Thaddius.”


  The Templar frowned. “Prince Regent.”


  “For Prince Regent Thaddius.”


  Bartholomeu looked back to his brother, then returned his gaze to Sir Umberto. “I see. And how is it you find youhself out heah in Vallaha?”


  The imposing man remained in the doorway, practically filling it with his sheer size. “I was tasked by the Princess to bring Brody back to Graddin.”


  Chuckling, Bartholomeu returned to his desk, brushing his brother’s paw away from a stack of papers, “Ah… but Vallaha is a little out of the way if you ah on youh way to Ghaddin fhom Newpoht.”


  Sir Umberto’s ears, small though they were, still perked as he looked at something on Bartholomeu’s desk. A moment later he realized that the Templar was admiring his ring. The Wolverine cocked his head to the side appraisingly, “Where did you get that ring?”


  Brody’s eyes widened, “You’re a Mechanist?”


  Although the younger Doberman had always been astute and perceptive, Bartholomeu honestly hadn’t expected his brother to be familiar with the organization. “How do you know about the Mehanists?”


  Leaning closer, Brody smiled as he spoke quietly. “I served the Princess for years… how could I not?”


  The explanation was not out of the ordinary for Brody, but Sir Umberto’s was much more helpful. “A man named Sandoval de la Rocha wouldn’t stop going on about them.”


  The bridge of Bartholomeu’s muzzle ached fiercely as his eyebrows and ears raised, but he ignored the pain. “Sandoval?”


  Brody cocked his head to the side, “Do you know him? Human? About this tall?”


  Bartholomeu’s smile returned. “We may be acquainted in a manneh, yes.”


  Chapter 7a, Un-Escaping (pt 3)


  Princess Noriene chose to stand out of the spotlight for once, giving Evelyn and her brother Theo a chance to go through the timult of emotions that had obviously hit them upon their reunion. She remained quiet, pouring herself a cup of tea as she watched them embrace, cry, and go through the introductions of the little kit Theo with his uncle Instructor Theo. It was an emotional and heartfelt affair, made all the more poignent for her due to the fact that she had, in some small way, been the catalyst for them finding one another… even if it had been inadvertant.


  The rest of her guests seemed just as focused on the reunion as those taking part in it, which was a good thing since she needed time to process what she had learned. The brown Bear that had accompanied Professor Blackburn, however, did not seem as engrossed in the Ermines’ embraces and tears; he walked right up to her and set down a small wooden box. “Metal-Eyes asked that I give this to you.”


  Pulling her eyes away from the heartfelt family moment, the Princess looked down at the item; she recognized it right away as a field recorder. “I see. And why did he bid you deliver it, if I might ask?”


  The Bear stared right at her, but at least he was mindful to address her respectfully. “He said it holds important information about the Mechanists and the Order of Blades… your Highness.”


  Princess Noriene pulled the box closer and removed the hand crank from its latch. Inserting it carefully into its notch, the Wolf began to turn it slowly. The moment Professor Blackburn’s voice came from the contraption everyone stopped and looked her way. She paid them no attention once she heard what the Bear had to say… or, rather, what the recording of him said. “Marcelle… What… are you doing?”


  The responding voice was, without doubt, the Marten’s. “What I was hired to do.”


  Julius’ rasping voice gave her the impression that he’d been wounded. “Princess Noriene—”


  Marcelle spoke over him. “Doesn’t see the big picture.”


  Although she was almost tempted to stop turning the crank, she instead maintained a steady rotation despite feeling herself shake with mixed rage and indignation. Julius’ last request of the tribal Bear was to have him deliver proof of the Order’s defection. As she continued to listen, however, the evidence grew even more troubling.


  What caught her attention was final piece of the recording when Marcelle said “To keep a machine running sometimes cogs must be replaced.”


  It was a Mechanist phrase… the phrase used when a member became more of a liability than an asset. She stopped playing the recording at that point and pulled the crank free of its hole. Everyone was looking at her. The Princess calmly stood and returned the metal bar to its latch then smoothed out her dress. Looking around, she took notice that almost everyone was exactly where they had been when the message started… but someone was missing: the fox.


  She smiled reassuringly at her handmaiden and the dear girl’s brother. “Please… by all means, do not stop by my account. Sit… be comfortable… I will have some refreshments served.”


  Evelyn trembled slightly, gazing at her with what looked like concern with a hint of pity; Noriene hated being looked at like that. The girl stepped toward her, “Your Highness… if I—”


  The Wolf held up a paw and approached the two Ermines. “You need only worry about your brother and your son, my dear… it sounds as though it has been far too long since you’ve been together.”


  Theo’s ears lowered as he wiped at the dampness around his eyes, “I thought she was dead.”


  Noriene gently took one of Evelyn’s paws and one of Theo’s paws and joined them. “All the more reason you should celebrate your reunion.”


  The scholar’s voice was only just audible as he barely managed to rasp out, “Thank you.”


  The Princess smiled, circling the two while still facing them as she inched closer toward the door; she had no doubt that Sanmer was up to… something. “You have done me a great many favors, Professor Theo, and I will do all within my power to repay you for those. Some hospitality and time with your sister is the least I can do.”


  Kesst, however, seemed to have no trouble interrupting the moment by catching the subtle way Noriene was working her way closer to the exit. “Where are you going, Princess?”


  The Wolf smiled, “I am the Princess and, considering the state of our nation, I think a more suitable question would be why I haven’t returned to what I should be doing already.”


  Theo nodded, holding his free paw out toward Kesst, “She’s right, Kesst… we can’t expect her to play hostess all night.”


  Princess Noriene nodded her head slightly to him. “Indeed… please do not consider it a lack of manners. I will make certain that my servants tend to you. Excuse me.”


  The doors opened before her and she left the room with haste, but not too quickly as to appear unseemly. The Wolf had a strong feeling that the group knew of Sanmer LeMarre’s exploits and wouldn’t think twice of him missing, mostly assuming it would end up being at the Princess’ expense. Truth be told, there was little in the manor that she would miss if he gave into a boulevard-wide streak of kleptomania… but, then again, ‘almost’ was not the same as ‘nothing’ and there were a number of items she would not bear to have handled.


  Noriene knew that Sanmer was a crafty Fox… he was a veritable legend among the court of Newport, but, then again, he had never tangled with her. It did not take long for her to track him down and the closed-but-not-locked door to her study was a giveaway. She eased it open silently and showed herself in, closing and locking it without making a sound. Leaning back against the wall she watched the Fox who, with his back to her, was unaware that she was present… or so she thought.


  Without even looking up from the desk drawer he was riffling through, the Fox greeted her with a very courteous “Good evening, your Highness.”


  “Find what you were looking for?”


  He slowly closed the drawer and turned around to face her. “Truth be told? No. And I don’t mind admitting that you have a keen mind for hiding your most important documents… your Highness.”


  Noriene watched the Fox’s eyes glance for just a half-second… probably longer than he’d expected. She didn’t need to look to where they’d gone; she could tell that he found one of her stashes. Smiling, she took a step toward him, “The flowers on the vase were supposed to face north… you returned it to its place so that they’re facing north, northwest.”


  She had been told on many occasions that she was capable of being quite intimidating, but Noriene never really understood what about her was so frightening. As she approached the vulpine, however, she saw that something seemed to have him concerned. He took a step back, moving further from the desk and closer to the far wall. The Fox offered a helpless grin. “I… ah… suppose a list of names of Mechanist contacts isn’t something you’d consider an ‘important document’?”


  The Princess stopped in place. “Ah… so apparently you like to read before pilfering, do you, Mr. LeMarre?”


  The Fox’s paw moved toward his blade; it was a subtle movement, but not nearly subtle enough to avoid the Princess’ astute notice. “You have so much going on right now I’m sure you could easily forget this ever happened…”


  Noriene sighed, “I’m afraid you do not comprehend my position. The fact remains that you know far too much now for me to just let you go… especially considering your impression of the Mechanists…”


  Sanmer’s eyes made a rapid jump to the window and the Princess’ gaze followed them. “You’re the Princess… you can do anything you want… including the placement of a convenient lapse to your memory.” he inched his way toward it.


  She took a step toward him, sliding a paw toward the holster hidden within her dress. “No lattice… no vines… no sill… and nothing soft at the bottom of afive story drop, Mr. LeMarre. Please don’t tell me you’re thinking of doing something stupid.”


  The Fox smiled, “I’m always thinking of doing something stupid.” He flipped the latch on the window. “The question is whether or not I put it into action.”


  Noriene matched his smile, taking another step closer. Her paw came free as she drew forth the deadliest weapon in her arsenal. “Well then… perhaps I can give you some incentive to make up your mind.”


  Chapter 7b, Fallen Idols (pt 3)


  Brody stretched, rolling one shoulder, and then the other before pulling off his shirt. The Doberman kept looking at the door, not because he expected a visitor, but, rather, because it gave him a good view of his roommate’s attention to him. Sir Umberto was across the room getting ready for bed while not-so-subtly sneaking glances at him in the mirror mounted on the wall. The Dog didn’t let the Wolverine know he knew but, at the same time, he made sure he gave the curious Templar plenty of great peeks.


  The Doberman finally broke the silence, almost making Sir Umberto jump in surprise at the words. “I’m glad Bart let us stay here for the night… not sure I could find my way back to the doctor’s this late.”


  The Templar let out a scoff as he continued doffing the various pieces of his armor. “You lived in Newport for your whole life and you think you’d get lost in a small town like Vallara?”


  Brody smiled to himself, waiting until Umberto’s eyes went to the mirror, at which point the Doberman turned around and bent over, sliding his pants completely to the floor as he gave the peeping Wolverine a full view of his shapely bare backside. “That’s why it’s hard to figure out where to go in Vallara… the streets are laid out different and there’s nowhere near as much lighting.”


  Umberto was obviously not paying attention to his words, “Hmm? Uh… well, either way, this will give us a chance to learn more about the Mechanists.”


  The Doberman straightened back up and stretched again, turning around to face the Wolverine, whose eyes quickly left the mirror. “It’s already been helpful, Sir Umberto… without Bartholomeu we’d never have known that Prince Regent Thaddius is not in any real trouble from the Mecha—”


  The Wolverine turned around to face him, a soured look on his muzzle. “They’re using him as a puppet, Brody… that is not the place for a king!”


  Clearing his throat, Brody sat down on one of the two beds in the room, idly running a paw through the tan fur on his abdomen. “I misspoke… I meant that his health is not at risk, not that—”


  The Templar flopped out on his own bed, having taken off his armor, but nothing else. He seemed calmer immediately. “I know, and I did not mean to raise my voice… it’s just frustrating being so far away and being unable to do anything about it.”


  Brody laid back and stared at the ceiling. “At least Prince Regent Thaddius’ life isn’t in danger…”


  Sir Umberto was not thick headed and the Doberman knew that the Wolverine knew his meaning; Brody had been serving Noriene for many years, and it was her life the Mechanists were interested in. A moment later the Templar confirmed it. “Perhaps it is not too late to convince your brother that Princess Noriene needen’t—”


  “I’ve never been good at convincing my brother of anything.”


  He heard the Wolverine shift position on his own bed, “You could speak with him about it.”


  Brody looked up, glancing across the room at the Templar, who was looking his way… assumably for the purpose of conversation, but, the Doberman realized, it also conveniently gave the Wolverine a good view of the Dog’s naked body. Brody laid his head back down, letting his room mate take in as much of the sight as he desired. “I will… but, at the end of the day, he is still my older Brother.”


  There was silence for several moments before the Templar spoke up again. “You want to save the Princess… don’t you?”


  The Doberman weighed his proper responses before settling on one. “I’m not the royal guard or a Templar, Sir Umberto… though you might think less of me for it, my first and greatest loyalty is to family.”


  The words resulted in the Wolverine pausing again, but, when he spoke up, Brody was surprised by the response. “I do not fault you your loyalties, so long as they do not endanger the Prince Regent.”


  Brody let out another breath, and sat up so he could look at Sir Umberto. “The Mechanists have used the Princess and she hasn’t even realized it…”


  The Templar looked to him, finally undoing his sword belt before loosening his breeches, “From what I heard, tricking the Princess isn’t easy.”


  The Doberman slid off the bed and moved over to kneel by the Wolverine’s. He batted Sir Umberto’s paws away from the belt and began to undress the Templar as if he were the man’s squire. “If they’ve done this well so far, perhaps she doesn’t have to die. I think that is what I’ll discuss with my brother.”


  Umberto didn’t respond at first, hyper-focused on the Doberman’s paws. When he did, however, his tone was much more business-like. “In the morning we’ll need to return to the group. We can’t delay any longer if we—”


  Brody’s paws slid beneath the Templar’s clothing, silencing the Wolverine right away. It was true he’d started undressing Umberto like a squire, but what would come next would be much much more personal. Judging by how ‘ready’ the Wolverine was, the Doberman didn’t expect any objection… which is exactly what he got. The Dog licked his muzzle first, and moved on from there.


  * * * * * *


  Aodhan wathched as his Eyara paced back and forth across the floor of their room; he had a feeling the Cat would ultimately wear right through the wood if not encouraged to stop. He didn’t much care for the idea of their hostess returning to a line worn straight through to the ground. “Aurelie…”


  The Cat’s fur puffed up a little, “I know… I know… you’re going to tell me to calm down. I’m sorry, but Sir Umberto and Brody haven’t come back yet and it’s—”


  The Wolf approached as Sister Aurelie spoke, and silenced the Cat with an embrace and a kiss. “You don’t have to apologize… I just want you to be happy.”


  Sister Aurelie leaned against him, “I do too… but I still think waiting was a mistake. Every day—every hour we delay might—”


  Aodhan once again silenced his Eyara with a kiss… this time to slightly greater effect, and Aurelie seemed less inclined to squirm restlessly in his grasp. When the Cat finally calmed the Wolf pulled his lithe lover a little closer, “It was not a mistake. In two days we will be ready to return to Newport and we will be stronger for having rested.”


  Aurelie’s head nodded against his chest as the Cat sighed, “I wish I could just stop worrying… waiting here without nothing to do… it’s… frustrating.”


  The Wolf kissed the top of his Eyara’s head, smiling as his paws began to rub the Cat’s back, “You’re just restless…”


  Aodhan wasn’t sure exactly how much it was his eager intention and how much it was Aurelie’s tension but, before he knew it, they were kissing again, this time their paws sliding over one another as they were not so subtle in removing one another’s clothing. The first few times they had been together his Eyara was timid… almost embarassed of the fact that there were… inconsistencies.


  Aurelie had been raised as a girl; when intimacy caused a certaion topic to figuratively and literally ‘pop up’ it was understandably uncomfortable for the Cat. Aodhan’s attention and devotion, however, had done much to dispel that. The Sister fell to the bed, no longer trying to hide any portion of arousal… which made things that much easier for the Wolf. Aodhan smiled when he heard his Eyara’s gasp the moment his paw encircled the feline’s member. He let out a soft growl, nibbling at his lover’s shoulder when Aurelie teased him back, the tip of the Cat’s tail lashing back and forth across his groin.


  When his Eyara started squirming again it wasn’t due to frustration or impatience, rather, it was because the Cat was trying in vain to reach the Wolf’s discarded loincloth and the pouch that hung from the belt. Chuckling, Aodhan shifted slightly atop his lover, pinning the Cat beneath him as he stretched his longer arm to pick the belt up off the floor. He felt Aurelie purring continuously beneath him and the feline snatched the pouch right out of his grasp. Aodhan freely accepted the cat’s kiss, smiling around it as he heard the distinct sound of Aurelie working open a very specific unguent jar.


  The Wolf was not usually one to be taken by surprise but, then again, Aurelie always seemed to make it a priority to get him every now and again… and that night it was the feel of his Eyara’s velvety paw encircle his already excited length, slathering it in slick lotion. The Cat’s next words were music to his ears, “Don’t make me wait for this too…”


  Smiling, Aodhan pressed his muzzle to his Eyara’s and Aurelie’s greedy tongue found its way through his lips even as the Cat’s legs wrapped around his waist. With his lover’s paw guiding him in, it took very little effort for the Wolf to hit the mark, and their kiss broke as Aurelie’s back arched, a gasp escaping the Cat’s dainty muzzle. The Wolf was barely able to push words out through his lust-filled growl, “I love it when you make that sound…”


  As if taking the cue, Aurelie was only happy to repeat the gasp, followed up by a moan. Aodhan didn’t stop, pushing further forward, the movement made easier by the slick cream that provided all the lubrication he would need… even if he wasn’t leaking precum from excitement. Tail flagging, the Wolf slowly pulled back, and planted his feet firmly against the floor so he could push forward again, this time with more force. The action elicited a cry of pure bliss from his lover.


  He had been much gentler the first time they had coupled but, as he had found out, his Eyara was far more resilient and much more durable than than his care had warranted… and Aurelie was more than happy enough to let him know it. Aodhan had happily lost count of how many times they had made love since then, but he’d begun to learn a lot more about what the Cat enjoyed… and his Eyara helped him learn about some things he didn’t know he enjoyed.


  The Wolf hadn’t realized just how stressed they had both been until they were in the throes of passion. Aurelie completely let loose, panting and yowling, moaning and crying out eagerly, legs tightening their grip around Aodhan’s hips. Then, just when Aodhan thought his lover couldn’t get any louder, he felt Aurelie’s insides tighten around him, and the Cat began to pour out seed against his abdomen. Moments later, the convulsions against his shaft sent the Wolf over the edge as well, and he lost himself to his release.


  Aodhan held his Eyara close as he loosed everything he had into his lover. Aurelie, in the meantime, quivered beneath him, seed still errupting into the Wolf’s belly fur. Finally, as they both settled down onto the bed, the Cat’s ears reddened, “They may have heard us downstairs…”


  Chuckling, Aodhan pulled his lover closer, “They definately heard us downstairs.”


  The Cat snuggled close, murmuring softly. “Two more days and we can go?”


  The Wolf nodded, rolling over so he could lay his lover across his chest, “Two more days… and don’t worry, my Eyara… I have some men in Newport… they will make sure nothing happens to the Sisters.”


  It was the right thing to say; between the passionate bout of lovemaking and the reassurance, Aurelie finally felt at ease. They were asleep moments later.


  Chapter 7c, Proclamations (pt 3)


  Farika had spent many years establishing her routine, which was very important because the only staff for Arnswold manor were—rather, was her. Yes, her father was also technically employed by the Arnswold estate but, as she reminded him time and time again, he spent far more hours of the day lounging by the gate than maintaining the grounds. Granted, there were certain things he couldn’t do considering his eyes, but there were occasions when she grew frustrated with him for his lack of contribution.


  She felt horrible about it every time it came to her mind, of course, but she couldn’t help but feel that his commitment to the noble house of Arnswold was one she was left fulfilling. She hadn’t even ever met any of the Arnswolds. Of course, each time she began to think that way she had to remind her that she owed her father everything… and not just because he was her father; she was the reason he had lost his sight.


  He never held that fact over her head, and she only knew it because he had been open and honest with her years ago when, in a fit of childhood curiosity she had asked him why he couldn’t see. Farika knew that she and her father had been members of a Tribe, but only then did she learn that they came to Vallara after their village had been sacked and the tents left to burn. She had been inside a tent at that time, and her father ran in to save her, shielding her with his body as it all came crashing down.


  As he often explained, the fact that he ran back into the tent to save her was probably the only reason he survived as well. The collapsing timber had cost him his sight, but it also meant that the men who attacked their people considered him dead. Between the heavy leathers of the tent and the cover of hides they’d laid out on the floor, Ma’heed managed to keep them from burning, but her right wing had been horribly torn and his vision had been taken from him… a trade, he always stated, was worth it in his mind.


  The bat woman paused in her sweeping of the stairs as she glanced to the grandfather clock near the entryway: she was actually ahead of schedule. Setting the broom down she took a few moments to flex her right arm; she still had her bad days. Although she was very young when it happened, Farika remembered bits and pieces of fleeing through the wood as Ma’heed guided her by memory to Vallara. They had stumbled into the town where many kind people came to their aid; her father had to keep her calm since she didn’t know their strange language. It all seemed so long ago.


  The two Bats were taken to Lucius Brownell, a kind Mouse physician. He had cared for them both and that was when her father had made the decision to help disguise her in case anyone every came looking for survivors from the Mist Tribe. Farika rubbed the underside of the extremity where the scar still remained. Sometimes the thought that she didn’t have a say in the loss of her wings angered her but she always remembered that the injury she’d taken in the fire would have meant that she would never have been able to fly anyway. Sighing, she looked to the clock: it was time to polish the dining room’s floor, and then she would go check on her father.


  The impact of weight against the front door interrupted her schedule, however, and, a moment later, it opened. She recognized the traveling garb her father wore before she ever caught sight of even a snippet of his fur, but, what really caused her to pause was the fact that it was covered in blood. “FATHER!”


  The bundle of cloth shrugged and shuffled, and she watched as layer after layer of clothing was shed until she could clearly see that her father was not alone… he carried a Human woman over his shoulder. It was her blood, Farika realized… and she was bleeding badly. Ma’heed’s ears were focused her way. “Well? Don’t just stand there, girl! Go fetch some bandages and meet me in the study!”


  The study made sense, she realized since there was a sofa where the woman could be placed. Without more than a moment’s pause, the young bat took the steps two at a time until she was on the ground floor, and sprinted straight into the sewing room where fresh cloth sat unused. It took little time for her to retrieve two bolts of linen and, from there she crossed into the kitchen where she pressed the ignition button for the gas stove. With a kettle in place over the flame, Farika exited the far side of the kitchen.


  She moved quickly down the hall, and took the last door on the left. She finally came to a halt when she entered the study and saw her father leaning over the bloody woman. Stepping closer, Farika held out the bundled cloth, announcing “Above your left shoulder.”


  Ma’heed reached back and found the offered linen on the first try. He meticulously tore the cloth into several strips and, as she watched, her father began to gently search out the woman’s wounds with a combination of touch and scent. She still never quite realized how he managed to get along so well without what she considered to be one of her most important senses but, then again, her father really was full of surprises. What he said next was one of them. “This is Nicole Arnswold.”


  She dropped the spare bundle of cloth. “Arnswold?”


  Ma’heed nodded, tying off a bandage around several cuts on her shoulder. “This is her home… she is the one we’ve been waiting for.”


  Silence filled the room, disturbed only by the tearing and russling of cloth. It wasn’t until her father was done administering aid to the woman that Farika asked. “So… she has come home…”


  Ma’heed rose up and then sat on the arm rest of the sofa, looking down at the Human woman even though his eyes no longer worked. “Yes… she has.”


  It was as though a great weight had suddenly been lifted off of Farika’s shoulders. All of the obligations… the duty… her father’s promise… the fetters that tied her to the life he had selected for them both had suddenly been sundered. The young bat joined in in looking at the unconscious woman, and suddenly a sense of uncertainty filled her. “She’s home… the Arnswolds returned to Vallara… now what?”


  Her father stood up, moving slowly from the sofa, “She is weak, and is still gravely injured. We will need to fetch Dr. Brownell’s daughter.”


  Farika nodded; her father was as much a creature of habit as she—the Mouse physician who had cared for them when they first arrived at Vallara had passed on some years ago; his daughter, Christina, had taken over his practice. While Christina Brownell was a doctor in her own right, Ma’heed still referred to her as the doctor’s daughter. The thought went through her mind in the second it took for her to locate where her traveling cloak had gone: it was waiting on the back of the chair where she’d left it. “I’ll be back soon, father.”


  She was reaching for the cloak when her father spoke up, “Wait.”


  Turning, she looked back to the older bat, “If she needs a doctor then I should go now, Father…”


  Ma’heed moved carefully toward her. “Farika… there is something I must ask of you first… and it is very important.”


  She picked up her cloak and tied it off. “It can wait until after I’ve summoned Doctor Brownell.”


  Her father’s paw reached out and rested on her shoulder. “No… you can get her on your way back from the militia barracks.”


  Farika was taken aback. “Why? What’s at the barracks?”


  Ma’heed leveled his gaze at her; despite his cloudy eyes he still managed the paternal stare perfectly. “She was not alone when this happened to her. She was able to say a little, but most of it was rambling. All I could gather was that some of her allies are likely being held by the militia.”


  The young Bat gently removed his paw from her shoulder. “Father… if the militia has them then they’ll be fine unti—”


  Her father didn’t let her finish. “Bartholomeu and his men did this.”


  She gasped. “I’ll get them safe, then get the doctor.”


  With little time to spare, Farika bolted for the door. If Bartholomeu was involved then things really were dire. She stopped only long enough to lock the manor behind her and then sprinted across the walk and down the street. Bartholomeu and his men? She silently prayed that she wasn’t too late.


  Chapter 7a, Un-Escaping (pt 4)


  Kesst did not consider himself to be a particularly emotionless or heartless individual but the reunion of Theo and Evelyn, of brother and sister wasn’t as much of a draw for him as it seemed to be for the rest of the group. Theo was obviously at the forefront of the tear-inducing reconnect between family and even the two Tribal bears were intent on helping the two Ermines celebrate their reunion. The only other person seemingly immune to the event was Sanmer, who was—nowhere to be seen.


  The Dragon tried to rationalize his lack of interest: he was being hunted; he had discovered that all of his memories of life belonged to another; he wasn’t what he thought he was, let alone who. Kesst didn’t consider himself an egocentric individual… he just rationalized that he had a lot more going on in his life than meeting some long-lost sister and a nephew he didn’t know he had. More than any of those things, however, he was in the manor of a woman who knew more about him than he did… and that thought scared him.


  While the rest of the party was distracted Kesst moved ever closer to the door the Princess had used for her exit. Roaring-Flood at one point started singing a tune in the Tribal tongue… even though the Dragon couldn’t understand the song it sounded like some kind of celebratory anthum. It was loud and attention grabbing, and made the perfect cover for Kesst’s disappearance out of the room.


  He was surprised at first to find that no guards patrolled the hallway but, a moment later he realized that the majority of the Princess’ forces were on the outside of the manor, not inside. Thanking his good fortune, Kesst began the next step to his wandering. Princess Noriene knew something about him and she obviously had plans that included him; the only way he could make sure he got a fair say in her activities was if he discovered something about her. He knew he would feel better about accepting her offered ‘assistance’ if he was aware of what her plans meant for him.


  The Dragon prowled down the hallway slowly and silently, moving from door to door as he placed his head against it in an attempt to hear if any were occupied. He checked the door knobs of any that sounded empty and met with resistance in almost every case. Those doors that were unlocked he checked but most led to little of interest: a bathroom, an empty bedroom, what looked like a sewing room… a study. The final room he encountered was ideal for his search… except for one problem: it was occupied… by the Princess.


  The Wolf was looking out the window when he walked in but she turned to regard him, ears up. She greeted the Dragon before he could about face and make an escape. “Oh! Kesst… I had thought you would still be with the rest of your party in the sitting room. Was the tea not to your liking?”


  A number of thoughts went through his head, all quickly failing to pass his internal checklist for appropriate excuses. He ended up settling on the one that seemed the most reasonable. “I noticed Sanmer was missing… considering where we are I thought it would be a good idea to keep an eye on him.”


  Princess Noriene’s muzzle split with a wide smile and she made a good-natured bat at the air with one paw playfully. “Ah… I could not agree with you more, my dear… but, then again, if you lost sight of him in the first place then I would wager that it would be far too late to start watching him.”


  Kesst cleared his throat, “All the same, your Highness, I’d feel more comfortable if I knew where he was.”


  The Wolf looked to the window once more then pulled the loose curtains back, tying them off before she closed and secured the double shutters. “I am afraid you’ve missed Mr. LeMarre, young man… but you should not worry; I ran into him earlier then he and I had a long talk about him being in places he shouldn’t be.”


  The Dragon ran a talon absently along the closed tunic that hid the hole in his chest; he still felt incomplete, and her announcement made him even more self conscious. “Oh… so… um… where is he?”


  Princess Noriene moved with studied grace toward the Dragon, causing him to take an inadvertant step back into the doorway. She smiled pleasantly and held out a paw in a genteel manner; he realized the next step would be to take it in his talon, which he did with some reservations. In such a dainty way she guided him back into the hall, pausing only long enough to lock the study behind them. “You and your friends can stay as my guests tonight… dinner will be served in an hour, and you will be safe here until tomorrow.”


  Although Kesst knew it was rude to do so he reasserted his earlier question… a little more bluntly. “Where is Sanmer?”


  The Princess tittered, patting the talon that held her paw with her free one. “Mr. LeMarre is more accustomed to staying where he is unwelcome, I fear. Despite my well-wishes he chose to depart… rather abruptly, I’m afraid.”


  Kesst studied the Wolf for a moment; he usually had a good sense about people and it seemed she was being the usual courtly sort—letting on more than she was saying but saying less than was completely truthful. “So… he left?”


  She nodded, laughing pleasantly. “Departed, a short time past, I’m afraid. But the rest of your party is still welcome to stay. He is a resilient sort, Kesst… wherever he has gone I am certain that no mere mortal will be able to harm a Fox as luck-kissed as he.”


  The Dragon was uncertain how he felt about the Princess’ ingraciating words. He was confident that her offer for sanctuary was genuine—she would assuredly protect him from any outside source of danger… but he still couldn’t escape the thought that she had an ulterior motive, and that made him wonder just how safe he was from her. He hadn’t lived so long being hunted by the Church to take unnecessary risks. The problem he kept coming back to however was whether there was more danger to him leaving… or staying.


  The Princess apparently picked up on his reservations. “You aren’t used to being under someone’s protection, I assume.”


  Kesst nodded, slowly extracting his talon from her grasp; he was pleased when she didn’t object. “I haven’t run into many people who are willing to help me without some reason for their generosity.”


  The Wolf’s smile widened even more and she nodded. “Few intelligent men expect to get something for nothing. You are a prudent Dragon, Kesst.”


  He leveled a gaze at her, speaking with as much accusation as he felt he could reasonably manage without alienating her. “Except I’m not exactly a real Dragon, am I? Isn’t that the whole point of all of this?”


  Princess Noriene’s smile disappeared, but it was replaced by a thoughtful expression. “Kesst… it has long been my opinion that there is no real truth in this world… it is merely a matter of whose opinion is the strongest… whose will is powerful enough to shape the world into their vision.”


  The Dragon wasn’t sure what to take of her change in the conversation so he challenged it. “So… what’s your vision?”


  A soft smile returned. “My vision is one where men and women can be equal… where there is no divison between how far children from a rich family or a poor family can progress. My vision is a world where a man or woman is judged on their merits and not their sex or their breeding… a world where you can be as much of a Dragon as you wish to be.”


  Kesst was initially struck dumb by her retort, but a quote from the holy Passage of Egner came to mind… it was a scripture his mother—no… it was from someone else’s memory… but he remembered it nevertheless. “How sweet is honey that a man may choose to dine on it for the rest of his days… but to do so would embrace death for want of substance.”


  The Wolf’s ears raised. “Hunted by the church but you still quote scripture?”


  He didn’t even hesitate to respond. “Dealing with commoners but you still tell half-truths like you’re in court.”


  She came to a stop… and burst out laughing. It was nearly a full minute before she composed herself and, when she did, the Princess did so with aplom and majesty. Raising her muzzle, she gazed down sidelong at the Dragon. “Do you see the book there next to the vase?”


  The Wolf pointed, motioning to a stand that housed an Ilyse ornamental vase and a small, leatherbound journal. He nodded. “I do.”


  She motioned to it. “Bring it to me, if you please.”


  Regardless of his reservations about the Princess she was royalty and he was in her home; he did as she bade, and returned to her, holding it out and announcing blandly. “Your book, your Highness.”


  Princess Noriene accepted it and nodded. “Thank you.”


  He watched as she unlatched the strap and opened the journal to the last page. She returned the book, facing him in a way that he could see what she presented. There was a single word written in flowing, flawless penmanship on it. L-E-A-D. “What’s this?”


  The Princess continued down the hall at a slow pace, forcing Kesst to keep up as they spoke. “It was the final lesson my father gave to my two brothers before Prince Malcom was sent to life with the Tribals.”


  The Dragon turned the journal around in his talons, examining the word as he tried to figure out its signifiance. In the end he responded honestly. “I don’t get it.”


  Noriene came to a stop, standing outside the sitting room door; the muted voices of Kesst’s companions could barely be made out through it. “It is a crown, my dear… that kind of crown. My father asked both of my brothers separately to explain what they thought of the meaning for that kind of crown.”


  Kesst blinked once and looked down at the word before looking back to the princess. “I still don’t get it.”


  The Princess held her paw out and the Dragon obediently returned the journal to her. “My brother Thaddius said it was the eldest heir… although all of us wore crowns, since he was the oldest he wore the crown that would one day be the king’s… the lead crown.”


  The Dragon paused at that, letting out a breath as he considered the interpretation. “When I first saw the word I thought of the metal: lead.”


  The Wolf nodded, her eyes getting a far-off look to them as she gazed at the wall. “And so too did my younger brother. Prince Malcom, when asked, responded that the lead crown referred to the weight of leadership… that it burdened whoever was the one chosen to wear it.”


  Kesst stared at her a moment before he spoke up. “What did you say it was?”


  Princess Noriene’s gaze snapped back to the here-and-now, taking the whistful expression with it and replacing it with a sardonic smirk. “I wasn’t asked, of course… I’m a Princess, not a Prince.”


  The Dragon did not relent. “I’m asking now… your Highness.”


  Something about the Wolf’s smile seemed much more genuine than he had expected. “I already told you, young man… there is no truth in this world, and it is all a matter of opinion… and so, to that end, I would have to say the crown, whether the lead crown or lead crown depends on who wears it.”


  Kesst was willing to extend the conversation past that but, just then, she opened the door to the sitting room. He glanced to the room then to her when he got the impression that she wasn’t going to be entering with him. “You’re not joining us, Princess?”


  She shook her head quietly. “No… I have a few things to attend to before I meet all of you again at dinner… there is a horrible mess downstairs that needs tending to.”


  The Dragon offered a hesitant bow, heading back to join the rest of his party. A little nagging voice in the back of his mind wondered at the numerous half-truths he’d been told during his discussion with the Princess. What was worse, however, was that he had to admit to himself that whatever she said had made an impact… he almost found it hard to believe that he somehow trusted her… a little.


  Chapter 7b, Fallen Idols (pt 4)


  The day passed quickly but, for Cruff, it was a mixed bag. He was eager to get moving again; sitting in one place made his mind wander and with the things that had been building in his brain that wasn’t a wholly pleasant prospect. On the other paw, however, he realized that his body still wasn’t in the best condition. Regardless, he was relieved when the morning came when everyone awoke early to finish their preparations; Aodhan planned on leading them out of Vallara just after the sun rose.


  With a small oil lamp as his only light source, Cruff gathered what meager belongings had bothered unpacking in the first place. He could feel the tightness in his muscles and the faint ache that identified having been bedridden for too long, but he also recognized the much more present twinge and sting that clearly reminded him that he still had a ways to go until he could call himself ‘fully healed’. Friar Arlowe, who shared his room was quick to pick up on that. “What hurts?”


  Cruff shook his head, using the action so he wouldn’t have to look his father in the eyes when he offered up the half-lie. “Nothing hurts… it’s just a little sore.”


  The Monk was obviously not clueless but the older Raccoon Dog’s sigh gave Cruff the impression that his father was willing to overlook the issue. Instead, Friar Arlowe carefully made Cruff’s bed and replaced the throw pillows on the armchair he himself used for sleeping. Once that was done he motioned to the door. “I am going to the kitchen to prepare something for everyone.”


  The younger Raccoon Dog smirked. “So that trip to the market you did yesterday was more than just thanks to Dr. Brownell for letting us stay here?”


  Friar Arlowe glanced back, ears up in response. “It was only polite to re-provision her stores after staying here for so long. I brought back more than enough so there is nothing wrong with—”


  Cruff held up a paw to silence his father. “I know, Dad… I’m kidding.”


  The Monk opened his muzzle to respond but, just then the sound of the front door opening caught both their attention. More so was Dr. Brownell’s accompanying shout. “Aodhan? Friar Arlowe? Sir Umberto? Are you still here?”


  The young scholar shared a glance with his father before commenting. “What’s she doing back? They should practically be half way to Soyria by now.”


  Cruff followed the older Raccoon Dog out into the main room where other members of the party were gathering. The first thing the young scholar noticed was that the Prince wasn’t with her, nor was Brother Rhys… nor, he noticed with some disappointment, Among-the-Reeds. Berro, Prince Malcom’s pet wolf, however, was. The big beast trotted past everyone and plopped down next to the fire in his usual spot.


  Aodhan was already questioning the Doctor. “Is all not well, Dr. Brownell? where is everyone else?”


  The Mouse’s response chilled Cruff to the bone. “Wyra is threatening a war… they’re… holding Prince Malcom hostage.”


  Friar Arlowe stepped up into the conversation. “Hostage? How can this be?”


  Dr. Brownell shook her head. “They called it a ‘diplomatic representative’, but what they meant was clear enough. It was some Wyranese Duke. Prince Malcom sent me out with Berro as a show of good faith—we need to move quickly; I rode him the whole way back.”


  Sister Aurelie glanced between her and the Wolf; Cruff did the same, and only then did he realize that the enormous beast had something almost resembling a riding harness on, nearly invisible amidst his generous fur. Granted, Dr. Brownell was a relatively slight woman and Berro was a monster of a wolf, but it seemed nearly impossible that he would act as a steed. The scholar had to admit that he wasn’t sure what impressed him more, that she would ride a wolf or that he would ascent to be a mount.


  The discussion between the Doctor and the rest of the party was still going full speed. It was Friar Arlowe’s calming questions that helped provide it direction. “What is the plan, and how can we help?”


  The Mouse collapsed into one of the armchairs in the living room. “I need to join you on your trip back to Newport. Malcom needs aid.”


  Aodhan flicked an ear. “We can send word to the Tribes. The Free People would be willing to help Wild-Wolf without a second thought.”


  Dr. Brownell shook her head. “No. The Prince made it very clear that he doesn’t want them involved… The Wyranese are soldiers and their leader seems more than willing to let them slaughter anyone who gets in his way. Prince Malcom says that I need to get a message to the Princess.”


  Cruff didn’t miss the way Sir Umberto and Brody exchanged a glance; the two hadn’t explained much about their meeting with the Doberman’s brother except to say that the Princess was in danger herself. The young Raccoon Dog took the opportunity to add his two cents. “The Princess might be busy dealing with her own problems.”


  The Wolverine’s gaze shot over to him and he watched as the Templar gave him a faint ‘thank you’ nod. Once the subject was brought up, Sir Umberto seemed to have little trouble addressing just that. “We need to meet with the Princess to warn her that there may be an attempt on her life.”


  If the Mouse hadn’t already seemed to be on the edge of panic then that additional information very nearly turned her frantic. “What? When? Oh merciful God in Heaven… no… it’s… it’s the Mechanists, isn’t it?”


  As one, every last person occupying the room turned to stare at her; Sir Umberto and Brody appeared particularly intent. It was Aodhan who took over in the questioning. “We met a man who spoke about them—the Mechanists. What do you know?”


  The Mouse stood stiffly and moved over to a small ceramic jar that had been set on the fireplace mantle. Berro’s tail beat out a double-tap softly on the floor when she drew close, causing her to use additional care in avoiding stepping on it. She took the lid off of the jar and pulled out a golden ring crowned with what looked like a small gear. She stroked the cog gently, looking down at it as she did so.


  The Tribal Wolf flicked an ear. “What does that mean?”


  Dr. Brownell looked up, moving to stand by Aodhan before offering up the ring to him. “This is a Mechanist signet ring.”


  He accepted it and looked down at the ring before looking at her. “Just like the one Sandoval got off of the one man… are you a Mechanist, Doctor?”


  She shook her head. “No… my father was… a long time ago… before the accident.”


  Tobias stepped up beside her, speaking for the first time since the Doctor returned, “Accident?”


  The Mouse nodded, accepting the ring back from Aodhan. Stroking it gently, she spoke scarcely above a whisper. “To keep a machine running sometimes cogs must be replaced.”


  Again, Brody and Sir Umberto shared a glance, but Cruff was more interested in what she’d just said. “So… you mean the people your father worked with killed him?”


  The Doctor moved back to the jar and returned the ring to its place. “I have no proof, of course, and, since the Mechanists don’t official exist, a single young woman doesn’t exactly have much credibility… so it was ‘a tragic accident’.”


  Tobias shivered at that. “What kind of organization so callously discards its members?”


  No answer came from anyone at that moment since the converstation was disrupted by a very vigorous knock at the front door, followed by a shout. “Doctor Brownell? We have a patient in need of care!”


  The Mouse wiped at her damp cheeks and excused herself, moving past everyone as she went to tend to the door. The group was left in the living room, brooding quietly. Aodhan was the first to speak up. “If this is true… if the Princess’ life is in danger and if the Prince needs her aid then we must help them both.”


  Sister Aurelie nodded. “Yes… after the Sisters.”


  Any argument was stalled when Dr. Brownell returned, leading two militia men carrying an unconscious man between them on a blanket serving as a stretcher. The man on the left, a particularly dingy-looking Jackal continued talking to the Doctor. “Tried ta care fer him at the barracks, Doc but we ain’t got the skill. The Fox here… he needs some help.”


  Cruff froze in place as he looked down at the injured man. “That’s not a Fox.”


  Several eyes fixed on him but the Jackal voiced his opinion regardless. “Course he’s a Fox… what else’d he be?”


  The scholar blinked, remembering the cause for the only real argument he and Vic had ever had. “His name’s Inigo… he’s a Bat.”


  Chapter 7c, Proclamations (pt 4)


  Sandoval’s ‘apartment’ was actually little more than the top floor of an abandoned cloth warehouse but he had managed to make it welcoming enough for the short time he’d planned to stay there. Then again, he hadn’t really expected to have guests. The swordsman motioned to the two crates covered with linens he had used as a bed. “You may set him there.”


  The three scholars, although injured themselves helped move the limping Coyote to the indicated spot. Despite the severity of the combat they’d seen, Sandoval admired the fact that they had escaped with only moderate wounds. A lot of it he attributed to the heroism of the only armored warrior among them but, then again, the blind man was uncannily accurate with his thrown concoctions.


  Sandoval was pulled from his musings by the Shepherd-Husky mix scholar who took a seat beside the Coyote. “We need some fresh bandages.”


  The blind man turned aside to the Wolf-Husky who was holding his arm as a guide. “There’s the faint smell of smoke… cook fire maybe? We need to find it if we’re going to boil some rags, Rolly.”


  Sandoval made it easy, motioning for the benefit of the silver-furred scholar. “The hearth is behind the boxes there, sir. But I already have a fine collection of bandages at the ready… the box to your left should have more than enough.”


  He considered his ability to get along with the scholars to be of great benefit. When he’d first spied them they had been fighting off Bartholomeu’s lackeys; he’d watched the whole thing from the third story window of the miller’s windmill. It was a quick trip down to ground level thanks to one of Bart’s henchmen, a particularly plump boar; landing on him certainly made for a dramatic entrance.


  His thoughts were disrupted yet again as the rest of the group finally caught up. “I’m surprised to see you back in Vallara, Sandoval.”


  The swordsman bowed, “Perhaps it is simply for no reason other than because I enjoy reminiscing so very much, Lady Farika.”


  Sandoval had encountered her when he and the scholars had gone to the militia barracks in attempt to retrieve the other members of his new friends’ group… apparently the Otter and Dragon had been arrested due to the civil unrest. What they found upon arriving however was that Farika had seen to their release; it was rather helpful to be on the good side of the seneshel of the Arnswold Estate. He counted himself one of those as well.


  The Bat walked up and gave him a hug. “Father said he had a feeling you’d be back in town soon.”


  The swordsman smiled, returning the embrace. “Ah… your father has an insight few men can match, Little Princess.”


  The white Dragon, who’d been introduced to him as ‘Crook’ took a step forward. “I assume this man can be trusted then, Miss Farika?”


  The Otter crossed her arms and her face took on a familiar smugness. Although Sandoval hadn’t recognized her for all the years since he’d met her, it all came back at her next comment. “Trust is a little too strong of a word.”


  Several eyes turned to look at her but it was Sandoval who spoke up in response. “The years have done nothing to dispel your beauty, Sahjah.”


  Crook continued watching the Otter. “Sajhah?”


  She nodded, “My name… before it was changed… when he sold me to the Bone Tribe for passage through their lands.”


  The swordsman slowly disengaged from Farika. He knew his reasons for having done so, but there was no response he could possibly give to rid himself of the stares he gained from the gathering. In the end, he settled on honesty. “My options were limited to death or slavery, Sajhah… I knew you were strong.”


  The Otter woman bristled slightly, but she recovered quickly. “All so you could continue working for that horrible woman?”


  Sandoval was surprised when Farika came to his aid. “He is the reason my father and I are still alive.”


  Sajhah didn’t seem convinced. “And apparently he’s the reason I’m alive as well… such a pity that I couldn’t be set up in some fine manor and given the adoration of an entire town. Ah well… that is life, I suppose.”


  The swordsman stepped between the two. “Ladies, please. I am at fault for much evil in this world—sometimes for the sake of following orders—” he glanced first to the Otter, “and sometimes for the sake of doing good.” his gaze returned to Farika.


  The injured Coyote spoke up while the dark furred Mutt began wrapping his leg. “Did you really sell Sada into slavery?”


  Sandoval nodded slowly and returned his gaze to her. “All I ask is that you understand that I regret the pain it had caused. Given the option of slaughtering you like she did to the rest of your party and giving you over to the Bone Tribe, I took the coward’s route and left your fate to the Jackals.”


  The Otter woman rose up to her full, short height, putting on the airs of a noble woman as she stated simply, “Yes… yes you did.” She turned and swept out of the room. The White Dragon looked to him for a moment before turning and following Sajhah.


  The blind Scholar smirked speaking up from where he was seated on a crate. “She likes you… I can tell.”


  Although still hurt by the memories of his past, Sandoval was quick to replace his sorrow with a smirk at the man’s declaration. “Is that so? How can you tell, my friend? Because I am still alive?”


  “No… because she left in a tizzy… if she didn’t like you she would have stuck around and bitched.”


  The comment got the blind scholar a light punch to his shoulder from the Wolf-Dog beside him. “It’s reasons like that why other scholars think you can’t play nice, Shew.”


  The Human responded with a smirk. “Well… at least you know I can play nice, don’t you, Rolly?”


  The Coyote let out a wince, leaning back as the Mutt by his side tightened the bandage around his thigh. “That’s good, Alvis… thank you… I’ll be fine.”


  The Dog, Alvis, by name apparently looked around, “Mr. de la Rocha was right… there’s more than enough here to bandage everyone… Joshew? Did you need me to look at that cut on your arm?”


  Alvis continued addressing everyone’s wounds while Sandoval sat down next to a crate, using it as a table as Farika laid out a collection of papers atop it and reviewed her plan. Once she had gone over the basics, he attempted to paraphrase, surprised by what he heard. “So… your father sent you to the barracks to retrieve Nicole’s companions before Bartholomeu could attempt anything?”


  She nodded. “Yes… and between the two from the jail and the scholars you gathered that only leaves the Fox they shipped to Dr. Brownell’s.”


  Sandoval cleared his throat. “And… ah… where is Nicole now, exactly?”


  Farika’s eyes migrated up to his face; he could tell she was appraising him. Her next words confirmed it. “If what Father says is true, you know she is going to try and kill you if she sees you, don’t you?”


  Sandoval put on his most winning smile he could manage. “My dear Farika, when have you ever known me to be anything other than a daredevil?”


  Sighing, the Bat woman shrugged. “I don’t know why I even try. Fine… follow us to the Doctor’s and then, if you really want I’ll bring you to see her.”


  He nodded, smile disappearing. “Excellent. I thank you. In return, I promise not to let her shoot me inside the manor… we both know how difficult it is to get blood out of a fine carpet.”


  She rolled her eyes. “You’re such a gentleman.”


  “I know.”


  Chapter 7a, Un-Escaping (pt 5)


  Despite the late hour Evelyn simply couldn’t sleep. She lay in bed, wrapped in the finest linens upon a true mattress; it was so unlike the tattered drape and pile of hay she’d had on a cold stone floor only a few years past, yet, despite the comparative opulence it didn’t help her find sleep any easier. Then again, most of her insomnia could have been blamed on the reappearance of her brother.


  It was a fine thing, and she was overjoyed to know that he had come back to her. Evelyn was elated to know that she and her son were not truly the last of her family and the thought of her brother being in her life once again should have made it easier for her to sleep… but the one pressing thought continued to cling in the back of her mind; Theo Elder didn’t know everything there was to know about her son… about his nephew… who was also his little brother.


  Her brother had been far too well-mannered to ask about Theo Younger’s father at first. They spent most of the evening catching up. He told fantastic stories about the University and about all of the things he had learned. She told him what it was like to work for Prince Regent Thadius and, more recently, Princess Noriene. The conversation, however, ultimately turned to the little kit who had long-since passed out in her arms. Theo Elder wanted to know that the kit’s father was doing as he should in support of them.


  Evelyn had managed to dance around the issue, explaining that the boy’s father had died, never learning that she was with child… but she was rescued nevertheless by the Prince Regent’s intervention, and he had provided for them both. It was an awkward situation and many times she had to carefully dance around the issue without revealing too much—the reality of it was too painful.


  Things came dangerously close to the full truth when her brother asked about their father—she had simply explained that he had likewise died before she found a home in the Castle… she did not want to have to tell him that their father had forced himself upon her… many times. Theo Elder had expressed his lament several on multiple occasions that he felt as though he had abandoned her but she reassured him each time that she was glad he had escaped when he did.


  Her mind was so caught up on figuring out how to make sense of her life and her brother’s new place in it that she completely missed the first set of knocks at her chamber door. When they sounded the second time, she sat up in bed. Although she was still dressed in a night gown it was hardly suitable to accept a caller until she had her shawl on; by that time a third set of knocks suggested that her visitor was there for an important purpose. Opening the door a crack, Evelyn was surprised to see Lilian, the Princess’ handmaiden. “Miss Lilian… why do you call at such a late hour?”


  The lovely Ermine woman, dressed in what looked to be a set of strangely feminine leather armor had a grave expression on her face. “Awaken your son and your brother. We are gathering everyone in the main hall. Be quick about it.”


  Evelyn wanted to ask what it was about but Lilian had already about-faced and was heading off down the hall to where the Tribal bear brothers were being boarded. The young lady had never been summoned at the dead of night and the fact that the Princess’ handmaiden was wearing armor gave her quite a shake. Shivering, she went to the door leading into the sitting room of her small apartment where her brother was asleep on the daybed. She gently tapped the door. “Brother? Theo, are you awake?”


  There was a muffled reply and she knocked again, and she finally got an audible answer. “Hmmngh? Huh? Evie?”


  “Get dressed. The Princess has summoned us to the main hall.”


  Another mumble followed by the sound of what was probably a chamber pot being kicked was the initial answer. It was followed by a curse, and then, a moment later, the door opened. Theo was dressed in his sleeping shirt and what were probably hastily pulled-on trousers. She noticed that his bed clothes were half-tucked into the waistband and his fur was a mess. “What time is it?”


  Evelyn returned to the side of her room where Theo Younger lay, still somehow asleep and oblivious to the world around him. She turned back to her brother after picking the young kit up; he reflexively grabbed hold of her even as he continued to sleep. The young mother motioned to the clock lit by the moonlight filtering through the window and whispered the answer, “Just past two.”


  Theo Elder took the young kit from her. “Make yourself ready… I’ll keep an eye on him—I just need to get my pack.”


  Evelyn transferred the boy to her brother, accepting his aid readily as she went to gather up something more suitable for being outside her room; she couldn’t abide by wearing her bed clothes in public… such a thing would be scandalous. Despite appearances, she settled on a simple smock; it was hardly court-worthy but Lilian had made it sound as though it was an urgent matter. By the time she had slid on a pair of slippers, Theo was already back, the kit held against one shoulder and his pack strapped to the other. Paw-in-paw the brother and sister made their way out of the room.


  The two Bears were already out in the hall talking to one another in their strange tongue. The smaller of the two, the brown furred one looked to Evelyn and her brother, addressing them simply. “Why were we awakened?”


  Evelyn had no answer, so she said nothing. Her brother knew as little as she but he was apparently comfortable enough with the Tribals to say as much. “I couldn’t say… but if the Princess wants us awake at this hour then—”


  He fell silent when Lilian appeared in the hall, emerging from a side door. Everyone else followed his gaze and the brown Bear had just opened his muzzle to speak when the handmaiden shouted as she dove toward the ground. “DOWN! NOW!”


  What followed was utter chaos preceded by a crystal clear metallic clang… a loud explosion knocked Evelyn to the floor. Dizzy, and with ringing ears she crawled out from beneath crumpled pieces of plaster. She heard her son crying, and all she could think about was that he might be hurt. “THEO! THEO!”


  Her brother grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her to her feet; she saw that he had her son. “We’re here, Evie… we’re fine.”


  The rest of the travelers were likewise extricating themselves from crumpled building material. It was the black Bear who spoke next. “What was that?”


  Lilian didn’t bother explaining, but she readily took control of the situation. “Go! That way. Move. NOW!”


  Still confused, Evelyn didn’t know what else to do but comply with the order. She took Theo Younger from her brother and all three of them raced off down the hall in the direction indicated by the handmaiden. Although Evelyn didn’t bother looking back she heard the sound of the two Tribals following them. She paused only a moment by a set of windows as Theo moved to open a closed door in front of them, and she stopped in her tracks at what she saw: there were men in the courtyard fighting Princess Noriene’s guards!


  Lilian by that time had made it past the Bears and grabbed hold of Evelyn’s arm, pulling her through the open door along with the two Theos. “The Princess is waiting for us outside in the back park… we need to go.”


  Evelyn barely managed a whisper. “Someone is attacking…”


  Lilian and Theo Elder pulled her onward as the two Bears followed suit. Stunned, the young Ermine woman was in a haze as they hustled through the main hall and into the servant’s hall. From there, Lilian led them out of the back exit to find one of the Princess’ carriages waiting at the bottom of the stairs. She snapped out of her daze as two men hurled themselves through the conservatory’s glass wall; they were armed and armored.


  The Princess appeared in the doorway of her carriage, leveling a firearm at the two men. The weapon discharged and one man stumbled, a spray of blood erupting from his shoulder. The other attacker leveled a similar weapon at the Wolf and pulled the trigger. By all rights, Evelyn assumed the strike would have been true… if not for Lilian intercepting it. The handmaiden grunted, falling into the Princess’s surprised paws. By that time, the big black Tribal Bear had thrown the attacker right back through the window.


  Theo pulled Evelyn into the carriage even as the Princess knelt on the ground beside her bloody handmaiden. Evelyn had trouble processing everything going on around her, merely staring at the dying Ermine woman in the Wolf’s arms. Behind her, Theo murmured, “Those men are wearing Wyranese colors… why would the Wyra attack here?”


  Princess Noriene slowly detached herself from the unmoving handmaiden. She gently crossed Lilian’s arms atop her chest where she lay and leaned forward to kiss her forehead. The Wolf stood up stiffly, taking hold of the handhold with a bloody paw to step up into the carriage, she climbed into the wagon. “Wyra wouldn’t. Someone is going to great lengths to mislead any witnesses.”


  Evelyn turned to her brother, who was staring at the Princess. “Who would do something like that? What would they have to gain?”


  The Wolf sat down on the seat, closing the door before knocking on the side panel of the carriage. Her expression looked grave. “I have a few thoughts regarding that exact question, my dear.”


  A small sliding door in the wall opened, revealing the carriage driver, Princess Noriene’s bovine butler, Errol. “Orders, your Highness?”


  Princess Noriene’s voice was all business, but Evelyn saw her emotionally pained glance toward where she had left the body of her handmaiden. “The University. Now.”



  Chapter 7b, Fallen Idols (pt 5)


  Despite the lack of actual activity, Friar Arlowe still felt as though it had been a full week. Taking into consideration the constant health emergencies, dangers, espionage, and political catastrophes, the Monk was happy that the group had elected to stay just a few more hours. With Cruff out of immediate danger, Friar Arlowe actually felt comfortable spending some time outside working in Dr. Brownell’s herb garden.


  There was something about working in the earth that always brought the Raccoon Dog a degree of joy and no small amount of peace; it was a meditation of sorts. The feel of freshly churned earth flowing through his fingers and the simple joy involved with caretaking something as calming as plants. Back at the Monastery he had spent hours on end in the gardens tending to the vegetables, herbs, and decorative flowers. Until he had the morning to himself in Dr. Brownell’s herbs he hadn’t realized how much he missed it.


  It was strange to find such a pleasant oasis of busying relaxation but Friar Arlowe felt blessed for it; he could calm himself and be productive at the same time. He used the physical effort of weeding, digging, and watering to let his mind wander in whatever direction it wanted, and that meant slowly compiling and organizing the many thoughts that had kept him up at night as of late… and it helped.


  Cruff had been on his mind a lot, as had the upcoming confrontation with the Church. He didn’t look forward to the many unpleasant possibilities of standing against the high priests and he had no illusions about the dangers they would face if they were working opposed to the Church in an attempt to free the Sisters Divine. Friar Arlowe hated the idea of Cruffington being caught up in all of it but, at the same time he realized that, despite being the young Raccoon Dog’s father, he really didn’t have any right to stop him from helping. It worried him regardless, of course.


  His self-directed exile from the goings-on inside came to an end when Sister Aurelie stepped out the door; Aodhan was right behind. The Wolf and Cat looked to one another, exchanging some silent word as the Monk stood up to regard them. It was Sister Aurelie who ended up speaking. “You are making quite some progress here in the garden, Friar.”


  Friar Arlowe nodded. “I am restless… and I prefer to use my nervous energy to greatest effect…”


  Aodhan bowed his head slightly, dipping his muzzle in acknowledgement. “Then you think it was a poor decision to wait longer?”


  The Raccoon Dog shook his head. “No… not unless the time is wasted.”


  Sister Aurelie let a ‘throat clearing’ sound escape before speaking up. “We’re leaving after lunch… wouldn’t your time be better served getting ready?”


  The Monk smiled, setting down his spade before approaching the Cat. He gently took hold of the Sister’s paw not already held by Aodhan before addressing the comment. “Sister Aurelie, I travel lightly and I have already seen to both my own belongings and that of Cruffington. Other than the provisions the Doctor has been generous enough to offer, I can assure you that I am most definitely ready to go.”


  Letting out a deep breath, Sister Aurelie nodded, giving his paw a light squeeze. “I know, Friar Arlowe, and I’m sorry. I don’t mean to nag, it’s just—”


  The Monk smiled anew. “You are restless and seek to be productive.”


  Friar Arlowe offered Sister Aurelie a soft hug while the Cat quietly declared. “We’re all looking to keep busy… but you seem to have found your method. We’re still looking for ours.”


  The Raccoon Dog chuckled, but refrained from addressing the far-from-ignorable noise from the previous night. He had enough decorum to simply not bring it up. Instead, he returned to his spade and picked it up before kneeling back down in the dirt. “The waiting is always the worst part, isn’t it?”


  The two stayed with him for a short time, talking about everything and nothing. At one point the discussion almost turned toward planning but, then again, they’d already done that… three times. In the end, the Wolf and Cat headed off onto the street; Aodhan mentioned going to the tanner to get some extra harnesses and Sister Aurelie just seemed eager to be going somewhere. They acknowledge that they’d be back beforenoon and then departed.


  The peaceful silence of working in the dirt continued to be Friar Arlowe’s only companion until the sound of the cottage door opening again and a frustrated Sir Umberto stormed out. Not waiting to be noticed, the Wolverine declared quite flatly. “Tobias is causing problems inside again.”


  The Monk’s round ears perked up higher on his head as he sat back from the weeds he’d been pulling. “Mr. Severna causing problems? He is usually so polite and helpful… unless it involves Doctor Br—”


  “It does.”


  Friar Arlowe brushed his paws against one another to knock some of the clinging soil free. “Oh my… how bad is it?”


  The Templar grunted, leaning against the door frame. “He’s following her around like a lost puppy, eager to help her with assisting the new patient.”


  The Monk blinked, turning to face the Wolverine. Perhaps he misheard? “That doesn’t sound right… I had thought that Tobias and the Doctor did not see eye to eye.”


  Sir Umberto grunted, his frustration obvious in the way his Ilysean accent slid its way into his declaration. “That’s changed, apparently.”


  Friar Arlowe stuck his spade into the soil and stood up, brushing the dirt off of his robe. “I see… and is she letting him help?”


  The Templar shrugged. “Far as I can tell he’s just taking up her time. She needs to be able to heal the fox and then get us moving—she has a message to get to the Princess.”


  “Bat.”


  The Wolverine flicked an ear, glancing his way. “Bat?”


  The Monk nodded. “Cruffington knows him—the patient, I mean. Inigo. He’s a bat, apparently. Clipped wings.”


  Sir Umberto only grunted in response. “Hm.”


  Friar Arlowe stepped up to the Templar and placed a paw on the man’s armored shoulder. “Sir Umberto, if Mr. Severna wishes to assist Dr. Brownell and she has not rebuked him then I would let it rest. Besides, I would have thought you’d be seeking out Brody.”


  The Templar did a double-take. “Brody? Isn’t he in the house?”


  The Monk shook his head. “No, my friend… he came by some twenty minutes past. He left without a word. Aodhan and Sister Aurelie are also out, but they mentioned going to the leather workers and returning by noon… Brody—I couldn’t say. I would have thought he would have informed you of his departure.”


  The Templar stood up straight, rubbing the thick fur at his chin in thought; Friar Arlowe could tell that there was something on his mind. “Which way did he leave? He didn’t go right, did he?”


  The Raccoon Dog thought a moment about the question before nodding. “I believe he did. He had a small bag with him.”


  Sir Umberto did not seem to take that answer well. He stepped away from the door and jogged down the small path that led to the road. “I’m going after him. If we’re not back before midday then tell Aodhan. He might have gone off looking for his brother.”


  Friar Arlowe considered the thought for a moment before speaking but Sir Umberto was already hustling off down the street by the time he figured out how to address his inquiry. Letting out a breath, the Monk started to wonder if the hectic pace of events would provide him the luxury of time to garden. The door to Dr. Brownell’s cottage opening again gave him the impression that the answer would be no.


  The white Dragon accompanying Dr. Brownell’s newest guests emerged. Although Friar Arlowe didn’t know him well, the Dragon seemed well-mannered and respectful; both traits were valued by the Monk. He extended a still soil-covered paw to the newcomer. “Good day… Mr. Crook, is it?”


  The Dragon accepted the paw easily and provided a gentle grip where he squeezed the Raccoon Dog’s wrist as they clasped arms in greeting. Only as they did so was Friar Arlwoe finally able to catch a glimpse of the surcoat the man wore beneath his duster. The Dragon did not miss the Monk’s observation. “Wiesen.”


  The Raccoon Dog froze in place. “Wiesen? Sir Wiesen? The Techlar? You are being hunted by the Church.”



  Chapter 7c, Proclamations (pt 5)


  Wiesen had never found any great joy when it came to digging in the dirt and gardening was no exception to the rule. He understood that a certain breed of man or woman found joy in tilling soil to help things grow but the Dragon’s own passion was creating in a much more direct method. What the time in Dr. Brownell’s garden did give him however was a chance to speak with the enigmatic Friar Flew.


  If there was one person in Lehsunia the Church sough as fervently as himself it was the Raccoon Dog Monk. Just why that was, Wiesen couldn’t say, and yet, kneeling next to him, digging in the dirt, appearing as harmless as little kit playing in the mud was a man who had been sentenced to execution for heresy. It seemed strange that the Monk had been able to escape but, then again, he had come to realize that the man had help… some very capable help. “Friar Arlowe… I do not suppose you would be interested in telling me about your escape from the Cathedral?”


  The Raccoon Dog’s ear closest to the Dragon swiveled to face him though the Monk did not. Friar Arlowe’s counter-question gave him the answer. “Would you be interested in talking about your escape from the Mehnzilian Mustering Grounds?”


  Wiesen let out a casual snort clenching a talon as he remembered what it had looked like covered in blood. “I admire the way you managed to escape without any needless death… unfortunately I cannot say I accomplished the same.”


  The Monk finally set down his spade and turned to regard the Dragon. “You aren’t here for me… that much I understand, but you must understand that having another one of the Church’s quarry so nearby is good for neither of us.”


  The Dragon appreciated Friar Arlowe’s concern for safety, but he saw things a different way. “On the contrary, Friar Arlowe… I believe that it is far safer for us to be together than it is to be separate.”


  The Raccoon Dog stood facing him, silent. Wiesen could tell that the Monk was taking the time to appraise the suggestion; the fact that Friar Arlowe was a thinker helped the Dragon make up his mind about something, and the Monk’s response only reaffirmed it. “The Church will be able to muster a stronger force if they know we are together… staying apart requires them to split their attention.”


  The Dragon nodded, appreciating the fact that he got the Monk at least thinking about it. Wiesen, however, had already spent far longer considering it. “But separately we cannot put up as great a fight… should it come to that.”


  Friar Arlowe’s next words gave him pause. “If you really think we should be traveling together then you should know why we plan on returning to Newport.”


  Wiesen took a moment to consider what he knew about the Raccoon Dog and his followers. “I had thought you were going in order to warn the Princess of some clandestine attempt against the crown.”


  The Monk shook his head. “That is only part of our journey. Our main purpose is to confront the Church and demand that they release envoys from the Sisters Divine.”


  The Dragon tapped his chin with a talon in thought. “The Church is holding members of the Order of the Sisters Divine of the Holy Hearth? This is news indeed…”


  The comment caught the attention from the Raccoon Dog, whose ears perked up. “You know of them?”


  Wiesen nodded. “An eastern sect of devout worshippers… they follow the grand tenants though their specific views of Lord God differ from those of the Mehnzilian Church. I had long suspected there would eventually be conflict, but I never assumed that it would be so blatant as in the Church taking prisoners unprovoked.”


  The Monk cleared his throat, obviously uncomfortable with the discussion. “There may have been some reasons… valid or… otherwise.”


  The Dragon didn’t need to consider very long to reach a theory. “It has something to do with the pretty young cat in your group, I would assume.”


  Friar Arlowe went back to weeding. “That would be an accurate assumption.”


  The talk hadn’t gone in the direction Wiesen had hoped, but it had been productive regardless. “All the more reason we should consider sticking together, Friar. I can tell that you still have your own thoughts to attend to—please excuse me.”


  With the simple dismissal, Wiesen returned to the cottage; in light of his discoveries he had a lot more to consider. The Dragon understood much more clearly that he and Friar Arlowe were not the only reason for the Church to be up in arms, and the fact that they were courting conflict with the Sisters meant only one thing: there were forces beyond the obvious. All the more reason for him to be concerned about the Mechanists.


  The Techlar wandered by the room where Inigo was being treated; the Bat had fought valiantly but unfortunately had succumbed to Bartholmeu’s men before his allies could get to him. According to Dr. Brownell he would survive the injuries but it didn’t help Wiesen feel any better about being unable to aid him. Peering in through the open doorway he saw the doctor speaking with the scholar, Tobias. The two were talking quietly while the Mouse was using a mortar and pestle to crush and mix a collection of herbs.


  Roland apparently knew the Prong Horn in a formal capacity from University so that had eased Wiesen’s concerns. Tobias Severna was the antelope’s name, and apparently his field of study was understanding the Tribals, their way of life, and the wilderness around them. The Dragon couldn’t help but wonder if that meant Tobias was familiar with Professor Julius Blackburn; if so, perhaps he was fortunate in finding an ally. Then again, if he was that familiar with the Bear then Wiesen would probably have to keep an eye on him and be in the lookout for a cog ring.


  Continuing down the hall, the Dragon passed another room where Brother Jessen was hard at work assisting one of Dr. Brownell’s assistant with an injured Tribal otter. Wiesen smiled to himself when he saw that Sada was there as well, talking quietly with her fellow Otter in the Tribal tongue. The woman was full of surprises and, he had to admit, lately more of them were turning out to be positive than negative—it was a good change to his life.


  Sanoval surprised him, suddenly at his side. Wiesen was impressed that he hadn’t heard the Human approach and only knew he was there because he spoke up. “How is she?”


  It was unnecessary for him to clarify because it was obvious about whom he spoke. “She is doing much good for the patient… having someone to talk to is good for body and soul. Other than that, quite likely still angry with you, I would assume.”


  The Human nodded. “A side effect of exposure to me for long periods… not at all unlike mercury, I’m told.”


  The Dragon’s ear sails raised. “How is that, precisely?”


  Sandoval smirked. “I tend to drive people mad.”


  Wiesen matched the Human’s smile. “I see… and you are still contemplating courting death by seeking out Alarice?”


  The man nodded decisively. “For good or ill, I have unfinished business with her… and I fear that will not conclude until one of us is dead.”


  The Dragon raised an eye ridge, feeling suddenly ill at ease. He took a step back. “You mean to fight her, then?”


  Sandoval raised both his hands placating. “No… peace, my friend. What I mean to say is that Alarice and I cannot exist in the same world… either she will continue living as she is now and I will be one more of her conquests, or she will set aside her persona and accept that she is not who she has become.”


  Wiesen looked the man over critically. “How do you mean?”


  The Human shrugged, his eyes fading into a far off gaze. “She is not who she should be, my friend… and I must help her realize that, or die trying.”


  The Dragon wanted to press the inquiry further but he was interrupted when Friar Arlowe appeared at the end of the hall. He didn’t miss the way the Monk addressed him by his nickname. “Crook… there is a man here.”


  Wiesen about-faced to look at the Raccoon Dog. “A man? What does he want?”


  The Monk cleared his throat. “He is here looking for ‘Sir Wiesen’.”


  The Dragon nodded, not even bothering to excuse himself from Sandoval. He strode toward the door, stopping in his trip only to gather up his tool bag. Keeping one talon slipped into one of the holsters inside of it, he followed Friar Arlowe out into the garden where a slim white Fox waited for him. Wiesen decided to be direct. “Yes?”


  The Fox smiled, raising a paw to slide his golden bangs out of his blue eyes as he leaned against the fence-post. “Ah—you must be Sir Wiesen.”


  Wiesen didn’t mind being blunt. “And you are?”


  The man went into a graceful bow. “Sanmer LeMarre, sir. The Princess sent me to find you.”


  The Dragon was no less reserved. “The Princess? Why?”


  The Fox’s smile never wavered. “We found something of yours and she thinks you might want him back.”


  Chapter 7.6, Forgotten Promises

  Malcom, part A


  During on first day among the Wyranese they were shown to a pavilion set up “specifically for the Prince and his companions”… which meant it was a reinforced leather canvass tent with guards posted. They were “guests”, which, apparently to the Wyranese was just one step above prisoners; they weren’t tortured. Brother Rhys’ confidence that they could reach a comfortable solution with the Wyranese forces eroded gradually thereafter, especially when nobody came to speak with them.


  They had been separated from Among-the-Reeds, who had been taken from them and returned to her people. The soldiers were about to do the same with Runs-on-Air but, thankfully, Prince Malcom was able to get them to listen to reason by explaining that they were not from the same tribe; it would have been like dropping an Ilyese merchant into their armada. Rhys realized that the Prince was far over exaggerating but he wasn’t about to call him out on it… not when it meant the Buck being able to stay with them… with him.


  The only other positive point on their increasingly lengthy stay was when one of the captains in charge finally gave into Prince Malcom’s constant request to let Dr. Brownell return to Vallara using Barro as a riding mount; he explained quite eloquently that she was in charge of handling the medical needs of the community. Brother Rhys hadn’t expected it to work because, in fact, who would have believed that a female was a doctor?


  Prince Malcom explained it shortly thereafter that in Wyra women often served on the battlefield as nurses, orderlies, and mobile medics. Once again, Brother Rhys was astouded at the Wolf’s knowledge of the world despite having spent so much of his life with the Tribesmen. In the end, it was that world knowledge that finally allowed them to speak with the leader of the men that were “hosting” them.


  It was the morning of the third day when one of the sentries came into the tent with their morning repast: several pieces of unleavened bread, hard cheese, some hunks of salted meat, and several cups of a dark, bitter tea. Prince Malcom had looked to Runs-on-Air and said something in the language of the Tribes before he glanced at the Priest and said in no uncertain terms, “Stay where you are and do not interfere.”


  The Wolf then stood up and moved to stand in front of the guard who was carrying their food. The soldier, a tall, lanky Stork gave him very specific orders to “Get outta mah way an’ sit down.”


  The Priest had trouble tracking exactly what happened next once Prince Malcom stepped closer, but the Wolf ended up with the food all over him after being thrown to the ground. Sitting up calmly, Prince Malcom spoke. “In accordance with the Wyranese Standard Battle Code I am invoking my right to speak with the man commanding this maneuver.”


  The stork’s beak didn’t have the ability to sneer but Brother Rhys could tell it merely by the sound of his voice. “Yeu don’t getta make demands, curr, yeu gotta be—”


  Prince Malcom stood up to his full height and, even though the Stork was tall, Malcom easily had him by several inches… and probably nearly twice the weight. “Nobility? Would Prince Malcom of the Lehsunian line have the right to qualify as a priority dignitary under your Battle Code?”


  The Stork seemed uncertain at first, his ire tempered by indecision. “Prince Malcom, huh? Yeu don’t look like no prince.”


  The Wolf reached into a pouch and pulled out a ring, sliding it onto his finger before raising his paw for the Stork to see. “Perhaps you should ask your Lieutenant who your guests are next time. Now, in accordance with the Wyranese Standard Battle Code I am entited to speak with the highest ranking official you have with you in order to lodge my complaint regarding the mistreatment I have suffered in your care.”


  With a shortage of Birds among the population of Lehsunia, Brother Rhys hadn’t had many opportunities to see a Stork go pale, but the draining in color from anywhere not covered in feathers was unmistakable. “Ey, ah… beggin’… ah… yer… Highness?”


  Prince Malcom folded his arms across his chest. “And now I assume we’re to go hungry as well…”


  The soldier’s feathers puffed out as he fell to his knees, “Mercy, Prince Malcom… how’d you think I’d know yeu from Marehbell?”


  Brother Rhys wasn’t familiar with Wyraenese turns-of-phrase but he assumed that he just experienced one. Regardless, the Wolf seemed unmoved. “Stand up, and go fetch the man in charge. If he is not here before noon, and if we are not provisioned before he arrives you can rest assured that, by the time I explain your misdeeds to him the most you could hope for was that you’d wouldn’t live long enough to wish that you were Marybell.”


  The Rat waited until the groveling Stork had backed his way out of the pavilion before he spoke up. “Your Highness… what was all of that about? A Standard Battle Code? Highest Ranking Official? …Marybell?”


  The Wolf brushed at several errant drops of tea still clinging to his fur. “Wyra is a nation of order and law… they have rules for everything, even war. The Wyraense Standard Battle Code explains everything from what soldiers should wear to how formal acts of war and peace are to be presented. In this case, the man who just visited us thought we were prisoners while, according to the Wyranese SBC we are, in fact Detained Dignitaries… which means we are entitled to file a grievance with the highest ranking officer available if we believe we are the subject of mistreatment or undeserved harassment.”


  Prince Malcom went on to explain more about the Wyranese people… so much insight in fact that it seemed surreal to hear such worldly information from a Wolf who was dressed like a savage living in the forest. It opened up Brother Rhys’ eyes in understanding that there was still so much more that he himself didn’t know. The introspection was paused when the Stork returned with a lavish place setting for all three of them with some fresh fish included with their bread and cheese. Without another word he made himself scarce, bowing as he exited. Prince Malcom didn’t react to the adoration, but Runs-on-Air seemed bemused by it all.


  The three ate quietly and, all the while, the Prince instructed both Rhys and Runs-on-Air, taking turns in speaking the common tongue and the one of the tribes people. Although the Priest knew nothing about the man in charge, one Lord O’Dell, Prince Malcom was more than familiar with him, which turned out to be incredibly helpful, and it included some thoughts about how they should each proceed.


  During his discussion with Brother Rhys, Prince Malcom explained their ‘host’. “Lord Brektyr O’Dell is from a noble Wyranese line, and probably the third most powerful family in Wyra. His clan has claimed the Green Valley their home for the past eleven generations and he was appointed the Admiral of the 8th Armada while I was still learning my letters. He is not a man to be trifled with.”


  Brother Rhys knew his way around the court almost as well as the social conventions of the clergy, but, considering the military power of Wyra and the audacity with which they invaded the coast, the Rat was not particularly inclined to test his talents. Still, he had to ask. “Prince Malcom… why do you think he would come all this way and threaten the people here? What would he have to gain?”


  The Prince shook his head. “I could not say, Brother Rhys… but what I do know is that he has gathered up the Grass Tribe and is not allowing them to leave their village. He has us here by his command and is keeping us as ‘guests’. He is unwilling to follow traditional channels for diplomacy and has instead insisted that I come here to—”


  A commanding voice with only a hint of the Wyranese accent spoke from the other side of the tent flap. “Perhaps it is because the traditional channels were not the most hospitable waters, Your Highness.”


  Brother Rhys looked to the entryway as a regal red Wolf pulled the leather drape aside and stepped in. He was remarkably fit for someone the Priest guessed was in his mid thirties, and he managed to exceed Prince Malcom in both height and mass. Lord O’Dell wore no armor, giving the Rat a very clear view of his sculpted physique; it was more than a little intimidating, and his litany of scars showed that he was no stranger to battle. Prince Malcom wasted no time. “Thank you for taking the time to meet with me, your Lordship.”


  It was a strangely pleasant greeting despite the situation, but, then again, the Priest was well versed in the beating-around-the-bush style of nobility… it really wasn’t that far different than the way the Church handled formal meetings. Lord O’Dell responded in kind. “And thank you for making the trip. I hope the wait hasn’t inconvenienced you.”


  Prince Malcom smiled warmly, but his words held quite the double meaning. “No more than the journey, I assure you.”


  There was an immediate and distinct change in Lord O’Dell; the red Wolf actually seemed even more relaxed than he had upon entrance, and managed a hearty, seemingly natural laugh. The expression on Prince Malcom’s muzzle suggested that he was genuinely surprised by the reaction. The Wyranese Duke unceremoniously sat down on the floor of the tent, crossing his legs and placing a paw on either knee. “Now this, I like.”


  Prince Malcom remained standing. “I beg your pardon, Lord O’Dell?”


  The red Wolf motioned to the ground, tail casually swaying behind him. “Please… let’s dispense with the formalities… you seem like a man who can be genuine, Malcom. Call me Brektyr and we can speak as normal men, not like nobles.”


  Brother Rhys was not surprised in the least when Prince Malcom didn’t accept the invitation. “You’ll forgive my hesitance for familiarity, Lord O’Dell, but I was under the impression that you called me all the way here so you could speak with a Prince of Lehsunia… not a ‘normal man’.”


  Lord O’Dell’s expression shifted from pleasant discourse to reserved frustration. “Apparently the quality of dense complexity runs in your family… I had just as much difficulty with your sister.”


  Prince Malcom’s ears raised. “You have already spoken with Noriene? Why bother involving me in this then?”


  The red Wolf’s scowl disappeared behind a veneer of courtley civility. “Because, your Highness… she was being difficult.”


  The Prince’s expression never waivered. “As is the way of royalty, as I’m sure you well know, Lord O’Dell… we have a way of complicating things far more than necessary and we tend to make it difficult for others.”


  The next words out of the Wyranese Wolf’s mouth chilled Brother Rhys to the bone, and seemed to have a similar effect on Prince Malcom. “I was hoping you’d be more reasonable… and provide a better solution than marrying off your brother to my little sister.”


  There was silence for a long while. Runs-on-Air spoke up quietly in the tribal tongue but he fell silent at a withering glare from Lord O’Dell. The red Wolf’s gaze eventually found its way back to the Prince. “No? That is a pity… I was hoping you might be more reasonable in seeing that your sister and I would make a finer match.”


  Their host stood up to leave but Prince Malcom reached out and grabbed the Wyranese Wolf by the wrist. “Stop.”


  Lord O’Dell was all welcoming smiles as he took a seat once again. With an expression of victory on his broad muzzle, he bowed his head lightly. “As you wish, your Highness… I would love to hear any input you might have on the situation.”


  Chapter 7.6, Forgotten Promises

  Thaddius


  Music was a luxury Thaddius rarely had but, thankfully, it was also one he rarely needed. Keeping perfect time with the harmonies in his head, the Wolf spun on one foot as he led his partner in a twirl before swaying off in the opposite direction. He rested his head on the soft shoulder placed beneath his chin and closed his eyes, letting the ethereal music of his mind carry them around the room. It was, as always, perfect.


  Thaddius hugged his dancing partner close. “I’m so glad you’re here. It’s been lonely without you… and you know what horrors await me at my worst. You are my strength… my anchor… my saving grace… you are—”


  The sound of the doors to his bedroom opening caused the Prince Regent to freeze… but not as much as the startled exclamation. “Your Highness!”


  The consternation in Brother Maynard’s voice made the Prince Regent’s fur stand on end. With the swirling steps of the dance at an end the body-sized Wolf doll in his arms hung limply. Slowly disengaging, Thaddius set the doll down on a chair. “Ah… Brother Maynard… you’re… early.”


  The Dog stood in the doorway, a large collection of scrolls stuck beneath one arm. His surprised expression quickly shifted to one of displeasure, and then outright anger. “I came to have you address several edicts and decrees, Thaddius… and I find you prancing about like some thoughtless, lowborn yokel on First Spring’s Day.”


  Thaddius felt his ears redden as he dug his toes into the carpet beneath his feet, “It… ah… was a proper courtly dance, Brother Maynard, not—”


  The Priest was not interested in an explanation. “It is a distraction from pious thoughts and it inhibits your search for a healthful mind. This is not acceptable behavior for the King of Lehsunia, your Highness.”


  The Prince Regent let out a sigh, feeling the flush flow down to his cheeks in indignation. “It is company. Perhaps if I was allowed to have visitors I would not require—”


  The Labrador barked out his disagreement. “It is a doll, and it is unhealthy. Such a thing is poor company at best, and I will not stand for you to—”


  Overcome by the frustration, Thaddius barked back. “Poor company is better than no company at all!”


  The shout was uncalled for, the Prince Regent realized, but at least it had the effect of giving his mentor a moment’s pause. When the Priest spoke up again it was in a much calmer, much more approachable tone. “I understand you desire more company, your Highness, and I regret that I have not been able to provide that to you as of late… I am sure you can respect the fact that a lot of energy goes into guiding the Kingdom while you take the time you need to get better. I promise I will strive to give you the attention you deserve as soon as the recent troubling events have quieted.”


  Thaddius nodded, appreciating his mentor’s view. Regardless, he was not interested in surrendering his own point. Crossing his arms, the Wolf announced clearly “I don’t mean to take up all of your time, Brother Maynard… perhaps if Malcom were allowed to visit again I would be able to—”


  The Priest went right back to being unreasonable. “No. I will not hear of it, your Highness. Your brother is a poor influence on you. Now, I will take the doll so we can be rid of it. Honestly, I have no idea how you even came by such a silly thing in the—”


  Thaddius grabbed his dancing partner off of the chair before the Labrador could get to him. “You will do no such thing to Malc… in… Malcin—er… Calom—Calvin. His name is Calvin, and he will stay with me until you are available more often, or until you allow my brother’s visits to continue.”


  The Priest’s voice increased in volume greatly, his usual calm obviously disturbed. “It has a name?!?! No! This will not stand, Thaddius, I will not abide by this—”


  The Wolf’s words came out as a growl. “I respect you, Brother Maynard, but do not forget yourself… or with whom you speak.”


  The Dog paused, appearing to take a moment to process the Prince’s decree. Thaddius knew it was not right for him to speak against the Priest, but, at the same time, Brother Maynard’s demands were not acceptable… The Wolf was Prince Regent, after all. After several small twitches of Brother Maynard’s ears and an slight tucking of his tail, the Dog bowed his head. “As you wish, your Highness… I am merely concerned that such reliance on so unseemly an object for companionship is unhealthy for someone in your… condition.”


  The Prince Regent grunted, letting his hackles lower once the Priest started showing proper deference. “Then all the more important that I have visitors.”


  Brother Maynard grunted in ascent. “Very well, your Highness. I understand.”


  Thaddius’ ears returned to an upright position and his tail began to sway from side to side with suitable royal enthusiasm. “Then my brother will be allowed to visit?”


  The Priest shook his head. “No, your Highness… as I said, that is an unsound and unwise policy… but I will resolve to spend more time with you. It will result in no small amount of inconvenience as I adjust my schedule, and I will have to cut my sleeping hours, but if your Highness desires more company then it is my duty as your friend, mentor, and advisor to make the necessary sacrifices—”


  The Wolf nodded, resisting the urge to scowl; he did get what he wanted, didn’t he? At the same time he lamented causing such trouble for his caretaker. “Perhaps if you let me sit in on some of the diplomatic meetings… I would very much like to meet with delegates from the—”


  The Dog shook his head with certainty, “Out of the question, your Highness… you know what damage might be done to foreign relations if one of your… proclivities were to—


  The Prince Regent slammed his paw atop the desk next to him. “Then Calvin stays, Maynard—and you will not speak another word about him until you find a way to get me what I want!”


  Thaddius was, in truth, as surprised at his own outburst as his mentor appeared to be. Rather than object further, Brother Maynard cleared his throat, gathered up the scrolls he had brought into the room, and made for the door, tail tucked down against his robe. “I can see this is a bad time, your Highness… I will return later… with your tea.”


  Unwilling to be moved from his stance despite the immediate unease he felt about yelling at his mentor, Prince Regent Thaddius nodded. “I think that would be wise… thank you.”


  The Wolf slumped down into the chair, collapsing onto the doll’s lap. Hugging his dancing partner close, Prince Regent Thaddius sighed, sniffling slightly at the fool he knew he had made of himself. Brother Maynard had been trying to help, and all Thaddius had done was make a mess of things… as usual. He embraced Malcom. “I didn’t mean to lie… he just wouldn’t have understood if I told him who you really were… he doesn’t really need to know… it’ll be our secret, brother… ours alone.”


  The Prince Regent took the time to collect himself, holding the doll close as he tried to ignore the sound of the voices outside the door. It pained him whenever he heard Brother Maynard talk about him, and the words ‘increasingly unstable’ were even worse. At least he drew comfort when he heard his mentor confirm that ‘the pace of events should be increased’; it gave Thaddius hope that he would get better that much faster and that things would soon be as they should be. He took comfort in knowing that the Priest was making concessions for his impatience and took his concerns into account.



  Chapter 7.6, Forgotten Promises

  Malcom, Part B


  Brother Rhys and Runs-on-Air were moved from the pavilion while Prince Malcom and Lord O’Dell sat down to do business. Brought up the coast a short ways to a river delta, they were told to clean themselves and the guard escorting them about-faced, moving over the embankment to give them privacy, but not before adding. “And don’t go wandering off… we’re surrounded by wilderness for miles.”


  The Rat mind was racing through thoughts as he doffed his robe, taking the time to consider everything that he had come to learn. While there were still several holes in his knowledge he tried working through them while he waded slowly into the cold water wearing nothing aside from his under-britches. Beside him, Runs-on-Air was completely nude, and was so close Brother Rhys almost thought he was interested in more than getting clean. Only after they were a ways from shore and sternum deep in the water did the Buck speak up. “What is their talk?”


  The Priest thought on the question a moment before he realized what Runs-on-Air wanted to know. “What are they talking about?” The Buck nodded, and Brother Rhys attempted to explain what he knew. “Lord O’Dell is doing this because he wants more power. He’s trying to find a way to have his family line join with the royal line.”


  Runs-on-Air looked at him, a lack of understanding clearly on his face even before he attempted to paraphrase with what he knew. “Duke is fighting for power? How? Why?”


  The Rat tried again. “He wants to marry Prince Malcom’s sister.”


  The Buck still didn’t seem to understand and his next several questions further illustrated the problem in a tribesman comprehending Lehsunian family lines. In the end, the Priest settled for the simplest of explanations. “They came here because Lord O’Dell thinks Prince Malcom can give him what he wants.”


  Runs-on-Air nodded slowly, apparently grasping enough information to put a picture of events together in his head. “And Wild-Wolf can do this?”


  Brother Rhys shook his head then hesitantly shrugged. “I don’t think so… but… maybe? It’s hard to say.”


  The young Buck moved back toward the shore, “What if he does not?”


  The Priest flinched as he thought about it, moving after Runs-on-Air. He didn’t want to lie, so he admitted what he believed the likely outcome to be. “I think the Wyranese will kill everyone.”


  Giving his whole body a shake, the Buck ran a paw through his fur and then picked up his loin cloth. “Tell Wild-Wolf, ‘Ulit Amih oah eh Wenyai’u’Pmah.’ Can you tell him this?”


  Brother Rhys paused in picking up his robe, water dripping to his fur and making his under britches heavy against his hips. “Ulit Amih—that’s your name.”


  The Buck nodded, “Yes. Tell him ‘oah eh Wenyai’u’Pmah.’ ”


  The Rat blinked. “You can tell him.”


  Runs-on-Air shook his head. “No. I must go. Tell him. Let me hear you say it.”


  The Priest dropped his robe. “You can’t go—the guards—”


  The Buck reached out and rested a paw on the Rat’s shoulder. “I must go. Say it.”


  There was no arguing with Runs-on-Air. Frowning, the priest did his best. “Oh-ah eh When-yie ooh P-mah.”


  His companion nodded. “Yes. That is good.”


  still frustrated about the situation, the Rat picked his robe back up and wriggled into it even as he attempted to shirk his soaked under clothes. “The guard said not to—”


  By the time he was back into his robe and had his head free of the cloth, Runs-on-Air was already gone. The Priest sighed; apparently he’d have to do more than deliver a message… he had to explain a missing tribesman to the guard. Inhaling a deep breath, Brother Rhys took comfort in the fact that he was a Priest; even the notoriously difficult soldiers from Wyra tended to listen to Priests… usually.


  The guard, as it turned out, didn’t care in the least. As the Bull Dog led him back toward the tend he stated simply, “Just one a ya is easier to watch… if he went and got himself drowned or lost that’s his own problem. I warned ya, and that’s good enough.”


  The guard waited with him until the tent flap to the pavilion moved aside and a particularly agitated-looking Lord O’Dell emerged. He glanced first to the Bull Dog and then to the Rat. The Red Wolf squared his shoulders, “You’re fortunate that you are aligned with the Church, Priest… otherwise this visit could have turned poorly for you very quickly.”


  The Duke did not give Brother Rhys a chance to respond, instead, he stormed off, leaving the Rat with even more unanswered questions. The guard ushered him into the large tent and closed the flap behind him. It took the Priest’s eyes a moment to adjust to the dim light of the pavilion but when they did, Brother Rhys was not comforted by the sight of Prince Malcom nursing a bloody nose. The Wolf looked up at him, offering a strangely serene smile. “It went better than I had originally feared.”


  Despite the injury, the Prince was in a suprisingly good mood. It took a few minutes for Brother Rhys to get the full story out of the Wolf, but when he did he was even less inclined to see how Prince Malcom was able to be so positive. Lord O’Dell had spoken with Princess Noriene in an attempt to get her to commit to joining their family blood lines. He had wanted her to marry him but she counter proposed having him help her ascend to the throne so she could have Thaddius marry Lord O’Dell’s sister. Apparently he settled for the compromise with her before trying for something better with Prince Malcom.


  According to the Prince, Lord O’Dell offered him the aid he’d need to claim the throne of Lehsunia in exchange for giving him Princess Noriene’s hand in marriage; Prince Malcom declined. The discussion had started civil but every time Lord O’Dell pressed and bullied the royal Wolf, Prince Malcom had become further unyielding… and eventually started pushing back. The end result was a great breakdown in diplomacy. The dark furred Wolf smirked. “I suppose he expected that I would fold under pressure.”


  Brother Rhys slowly pulled the Prince’s paws away from the injury and took the bloodied cloth from the Wolf’s grasp before tending to the broken skin for him. “He holds all of the cards at this time, your Highness… shouldn’t you be concerned that you might push him too far?”


  Prince Malcom remained still while the Priest cleaned the blood from his fur, but he smiled nevertheless. “Lord O’Dell is here by his own will and the auspices under which he appropriated the ships and soldiers is clandestine at best.”


  The Rat smiled just a little at the Prince’s words. “Sometimes you confuse me, your Highness… you fit in so well with the Tribesmen yet you speak as well as any genteel or scholar. It is a good confusion, I must admit.”


  The Wolf reached up and pulled Brother Rhys’ paw away from his nose, taking the cloth back. “It often leads most settled folk to underestimate me… just as they underestimate the rest of The People. In this case, that will work to our advantage.”


  Brother Rhys was going to question the Prince’s logic but he paused, suddenly remembering. “Runs-on-Air left…”


  Prince Malcom’s ears raised as he brushed his nose one final time. “Oh?”


  The Rat nodded. “He snuck off into the grasses near the river… but he told me to tell you oah eh Wenyai’u’Pmah.”


  The Wolf’s smile widened even more. “Good… that’s… fortunate.”


  Brother Rhys nodded, slightly relieved by the Prince’s reaction. “What does it mean?”


  Prince Malcom stood up and went to the small, squat, table that adorned the middle of the floor. “He said he would be returning to his tribe. Based on our earlier talks I’m certain he knew how this would turn out… and I believe he’ll be seeking help.”


  The Priest fidgeted. “So… you mean to fight the Wyranese forces?”


  The Wolf nodded with certainty. “If I have to.”


  Brother Rhys fidgeted more, taking a seat on one of the pillows strewn about the pavilion. “The Grass Tribe is sorely outmatched. I don’t know how—”


  He was interrupted as a Berro, Prince Malcom’s large wolf wriggled underneath one of the tie-downs of the tent. “Uuf.”


  The Prince held out his arms and Berro moved eagerly to him, wrapping his head and neck around Prince Malcom’s shoulder. The Prince scratched him all over and patted him, using the physical interaction as a chance to pull a piece of paper free from the lanyard holding the wolf’s stone amulet. Brother Rhys’ ears raised as he saw Prince Malcom read it. “What’s that?”


  Prince Malcom’s smile widened. “Word from the Oak, Valley, and Jungle Tribes.”


  The Rat realized that he had once again underestimated the Prince, and he resolved to think better of him in the future. “Your Highness, did you know that this would—”


  Once again the Priest was interrupted, this time by the sound of a loud metal-on-flesh impact, and the pavilion shook as a heavy weight fell against the front canvas. A moment later the tent’s flaps were pushed aside as a Wyranese soldier dressed in field plate shoved the unconscious Bull Dog guard inside. Prince Malcom’s tail began to sway, “I’m glad you could make it, Henry.”


  The soldier raised the visor from his helm, revealing a grizzled, smirking Human face within. “Beggin’ yer pardon, Prince… took longer travelin’ to th’ Wenyai’u’Nis than I uhspected. They said they’d ‘elp.”


  The Prince nodded thoughtfully. “And they’ll want something else in return…”


  The man named Henry let out a chuckle, “Sure do.”


  Brother Rhys interjected. “Wenyai’u’Nis? That’s a Tribe, right?”


  The Human grinned. “Sure is. Bone Tribe.”


  He didn’t know much about the Tribes but he remembered hearing something about massacres and kidnappings of missionaries always having to do with Jackals, and Jackals were… “B-bone? The Bone Tribe? Those are Jackals, aren’t they? They—”


  The Human smirked, shooting a glance toward Prince Malcom. “Sure are—only people feared and despised more’n th’ Kaumaka.”


  “Cow-mock-uh?”


  Henry’s smirk grew. “The Unclean.”


  The Prince nodded. “It helps to know all kinds.”


  Despite that particular logic being exact opposite to most edicts of the Church, Brother Rhys was starting to become frightened that the Wolf would end up broadening the Priest’s horizons. No matter what happened, the Rat realized that it was going to require a lot of contrition.


  Bonus chapter


  


  That Healing Touch


  Tobias never much cared for his office at the University but some part of him was relieved to be back there after his unexpected journey. Usually the prong horn was far more content to be on the road than chained to his work at his desk, but he couldn’t help but appreciate the calm silence of the orderly room.


  Organizing his notes into a presentable form was something he used to loathe yet, with all of the changes in his life as of late it seemed to be more an exercise in patient meditation and he found that, when combined with the quiet ticking of his desktop clock it was both relaxing and centering. He had to admit that he’d felt his humors were horribly out of alignment for the longest time but the simple act of shuffling papers and organizing his findings gave him a chance to calm his nerves… that, and tea… tea helped immensely.


  It was strange to think that, for him at least, tea was hit-and-miss. There were times when he found an amazing concoction of steeped herbs and, at other times he could scarcely stomach the bitter brews popular among the tea houses of Newport. He would, of course, enjoy the newest batch as it was provided to him by Dr. Brownell personally.


  Tobias couldn’t put his finger on it precisely but it had a slightly nutty flavor with a hint of lemon… and something strangely… familiar. The bitter note clung to his tongue like a half-forgotten memory… an important one—A life changing-ly important one… but what was it?


  A voice called to him from the doorway, interrupting the thought. “Do you like it?”


  The scholar looked up, flinching in his chair with a start when he saw Dr. Brownell lingering on the threshold into his room. “I beg your pardon, Doctor?”


  The Mouse smiled, maintaining perfect grace and refusing to lean against the doorway. As usual she wore her trousers-like-dress but she managed a clean, well-executed curtsey nevertheless. “The tea, Mr Severna… is it to your liking?”


  The Prong Horn licked his lips, taking another taste of the errant drops that had gathered on his fur. “I can identify most of these herbs… some are more familiar than others, I must admit… but there is an aftertaste I can’t place.”


  Dr. Brownell smiled, taking off the laced cap that sat neatly on the bundled hair atop her head. “Hmm… well, perhaps that can be a premise for your next journey out to the wilds beyond Vallara… I would not be opposed to having you visit if you find yourself in Vallara some time in the future.”


  Despite the courtesy with which she avoided saying it, Tobias suddenly realized that he had forced her to remain at the door awaiting his invitation to enter. “Oh! Doctor Brownell… won’t you please come in?”


  The Mouse’s smile widened in that knowing way, proving to him once again that she had the capacity to be a proper lady even if it didn’t always show. She stepped into his office and closed the door neatly behind herself. “Thank you, Mr. Severna, you are very kind.”


  In order to better show that he knew how to be a gentleman, Tobias stood to welcome her and motioned to the lone chair seated across from him at his desk. “Thank you again for the tea. Perhaps you would care to join me for some?”


  Dr. Brownell sat down in the offered chair, “You are very welcome for the tea, Mr. Severna… it was the least I could do after you managed to get a visitor’s pass into the University for me.”


  The Prong Horn smiled, pouring a serving of tea into a cup and placing it on a saucer before handing it across the desk to his guest. “I’m starting to see what you mean about the difficulties someone of your… ah… attributes would have.”


  It was, in fact, as clear as night and day for him. When they had approached the University Dr. Brownell had been turned away without the men at the front desk so much as asking to see her credentials. Tobias had been blind once to the limited tolerance among the University’s most hardline benefactors, but he could no longer stand the thought that Dr. Brownell wouldn’t be treated as an equal. He was so lost in his thoughts that it took him a moment to realize that she wasn’t still seated across from him. “Dr Brow—”


  The words suddenly got caught in his throat as he felt movement beneath his desk. Looking down, he saw a glint from the Mouse’s eyes as she looked up at him from within. “Finally being here means so much to me.”


  Tobias was caught off guard by her sudden lack of decorum; perhaps little girls hid under furniture, but a fully grown woman? Why would she even think to—His brain came to a sudden halt when her paw slid gently against the inside of his thigh. “I… ah… I’m glad you have… erm… enjoyed your visit thus far, but don’t you think it would be a little more proper—”


  The Mouse clicked her tongue condescendingly at him. “I am a woman, Tobias… you’ve said so yourself on many occasions… and belligerent and difficult. Why would you expect me to start being proper now?”


  The Prong Horns palms slammed down atop the desk as he leaned back in his chair, gasping as her paws slid up to his groin. “There—there is a certain level of… of decorum required at the university, Dr. Brownell, and I do very much think—”


  She silenced him with a quick flick of her fingers, loosening the draw strings on the front of his trousers. “Decorum is for the scholars and, unless I’m mistaken, I’m just a guest… your guest, in fact.”


  Tobias would have argued the point further but, suddenly, every last objection he could think of and, in fact, his very grasp of debate completely left him as she started to use her tongue for more than just talking. The scholar let out a sound that was somewhere between a strangled cough and a wheezing groan and, as the warmth of her muzzle enveloped him, he could scarcely do more than squirm in his chair… and, no matter how wrong he knew it was he couldn’t get himself to fully object.


  She worked him with all the skill and surety she showed when acting in the capacity of a doctor… only what he was experiencing was more than some simple healing touch. He felt his heart beat picking up in his chest, and could even hear his pulse pounding in his ears. Tobias’ entire body felt flush and he quivered beneath her ministrations, hips held taut as he fought the urge to thrust up from his chair and into her skilled lips.


  The Prong Horn groaned, senses awash with everything about her… the feel of her… and the scent, so strong he could taste it—his ears perked as he heard the slick sounds of her using her fingers to satisfy her own lust. It was too much and, despite his reluctance, gave fully into his body, planting his palms firmly against the desk as he set his jaw, and gave Dr Brownell everything she long to take from him. Groaning through his clenched teeth he felt all of his senses explode and, before he knew it—


  Tobias bolted awake in Dr. Brownell’s guest room. It was still dark, but it would be impossible for the scholar to get back to sleep… not after that, anyway. Fumbling against the quilted comforter, he continued to experience the after-effects of his most ungentlemanly dream. His breath was coming quickly, heart fluttering from the lingering throes of ecstasy, and his mind was still awash with the sensations of such an illicit and improper union.


  Groaning to himself, he also discovered that his underclothes had paid the shameful price of such a dream. He slipped out of bed, bow-legged as he suffered the sticky after-effects of a dilemma he should have outgrown long ago. Apparently, even from his dreams the good Doctor plagued his waking hours. They would be stuck in a carriage for hours on end together; he found himself troubled over just what kind of excitement he had at the prospect.
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  Something or Someone?


  Theo and Evelyn were the happiest among them, seated next to one another and behaving exactly like long-lost siblings should; there was obvious elation in the company they shared. Roaring-Flood and Gift-of-the-Earth were also quite content despite their confusion over what it was they were eating, and they spent almost more time talking in Tribal with one another than they did speaking the common tongue. Sanmer, of course, was gone, and that left Kesst alone, seated on the far side of the table from everyone else, eating without any real sense of satisfaction despite the wonder of food spread out before him.


  It seemed that even the Tribal Bears enjoyed dinner more than the Dragon. While they spent their time wondering about what a given dish was, Kesst spent most of his time wondering why he even bothered eating. Truth be told, he didn’t know if he even needed to eat, and it seemed like a waste to be using food he didn’t require.


  That line of thought led to an even more important question: did he even really understand eating? People often talked about favorite foods, certain flavors, and preferred dishes, and yet Kesst had never before had any great like or dislike of anything in particular. Was he able to taste like others could, or was he merely parroting the act without the joy a real individual might feel for it?


  He excused himself without event and left the room, choosing to wander the halls alone as he let his thoughts run their course through his mind. The random meandering through the manor eventually led him up the stairs and, ultimately, to a small bench situated in front of a grand set of windows positioned in the middle of the building overlooking the large round-about carriage path that served as the Princess’ driveway. The Dragon lost himself in the scenery, letting his mind carry his thoughts wherever it went, and willingly lost track of time as he did it.


  There was a certain controlled beauty to the estate’s grounds; despite being near the dead-center of Newport, surrounded on all sides by the hustle and bustle of the city, there was still enough space on the property to have a small garden surrounding the drive with a finely carved marble fountain in the center of the round-about. All in-all-it was probably one of the finest displays of reserved opulence he had ever seen.


  The Dragon realized as he looked down upon the flowers that, for a moment at least, he had stopped thinking about himself and his ‘condition’… but, the instant he considered it his mind jumped right back to that thought and his talon found its way to the cracked hole in his chest. Kesst let out a deep sigh, then jumped in surprise when a voice spoke quietly from behind him. “The short hedges are called Havalil… they were imported from Soyria.”


  Standing, the red Dragon turned and offered a courteous bow to the Princess. He then offered a non-committal “Your Highness. I didn’t think anyone else would be up this late.”


  Princess Noriene smiled, moving to stand beside him before taking a seat on the bench next to where he’d been sitting only a moment before. “I assume, however, that you weren’t gazing out of the window purely for the enjoyment of the scenery.”

  

  He remained where he was, taking a seat only when she gently patted the bench beside her. Kesst sat reluctantly, turning to face her more fully. “Why do you have such an interest in me, your Highness?”


  She looked at him out of the corner of her eye but remained staring out the window. “Do you not believe that finding you interesting is reason enough?”


  Letting out a deep sigh, Kesst shook his head. “No, your Highness.”


  Her ears turned to focus on him even as she continued gazing out the window. “Then what are you looking for in an answer? What could I possibly say that would convince you that my intentions are good and right?”


  The Dragon’s gaze went from her to the window once again as he admitted “I don’t know… probably nothing.”


  There was silence between them for a short time until the Princess was the one to break it. “I know who you are, Kesst… and I think, right now, that is more than anyone else has the ability to say.”


  He stood and took a step away from her. His challenge came out slightly more aggressive than he had meant it to. “Who I am… or what?”


  The Wolf finally turned to regard him, head swiveling while her ears remained fully focused. “Who we are is infinitely more important than what we are, Kesst. If there were anyone out there who knew such a statement to be true, it was your father, Sir Wiesen… also known as ‘Sir Crook’.”


  He frowned, crossing his arms over his chest. “You mean my ‘creator’?”


  She stood, mimicking his stance in blatant opposition to him. “No… I mean your father, Kesst. He believed enough in you being a living, breathing individual that he resisted the Church when they—”


  “Resisted the Church?”


  Her gaze left his as she uncrossed her arms, looking down towards her sandaled feet, “I met him many years ago, when I was living in Soyria… he fled there from Mehnzil after he abandoned the Holy Order of Techlars.”


  “…why?”


  She shook her head. “I do not know. He never said specifically, Kesst… but I know it had something to do with their orders to destroy you; he did say that much, at least.”


  The Dragon studied her face for a moment, particularly that she wouldn’t look him in the eye. “Is that so? And how did he end up in Soyria?”


  The Wolf eventually did look up, and took a seat once more on the bench. She patted it beside her and spoke as he joined her. “There are not many Dragons in Soyria, and the Church still doesn’t hold much sway there. He told me that the Church had expected him to travel south, and so he went north.”


  Her explanation lacked any of the usual half-truths or misdirection he’d felt she had used so often the last time they’d spoken and it felt… strange. “How did you meet him?”


  “I had claim to my mother’s ancestral lands in Soyria, and, thus, I was a noble. He sought me out when he came to my lands and, as I had lost my mother we had a connection of sorts… you see, he had felt that he had no choice but to abandon his son.”


  The discussion left Kesst feeling uncomfortable… but the discomfort at hearing those things didn’t outweigh his interest in learning more. “I… never knew any of that.”


  The Princess nodded, offering a slight, empathic smile. “Since returning to Lehsunia I have learned what I could about the ‘falling out’… and my understanding is that he is still on the run from them. I suppose you were far more important than a simple test of faith.”


  Kesst felt increasingly ill-at-ease from the Wolf’s calming expression and the topic of his importance to the Church. “How well did you know him?”


  Princess Noriene looked back to the window, and a collection of wagons that were passing by on the darkened street outside. “He stayed with my household for a few months. He took to calling me ‘little girl’, and I hated how much I loved that nickname.”


  “Little girl?”


  The Wolf smirked. “I was twenty, but he said I carried myself like I was ten.”


  Kesst shrugged, also watching the wagons, which had come to a stop outside the manor’s gate. “I would have hated being treated like I was half my age too.”


  The Princess reached into the inner folds of her nightgown and pulled out a small, amber-and-gold jeweled bird. She held it up for him to view. “Eventually he had to leave… but he presented this to me as a gift.”


  The Dragon accepted it gingerly as she laid it into his talon. Kesst gazed down at a perfectly crafted nightingale, realizing after only a moment of inspection that it was a mechanism… a clockwork construct. “He made this?”


  She nodded, resting a paw on his forearm as she reached over and turned it around in his grasp, pointing to a symbol on the underside of the clockwork bird. “It has his symbol right there… the same as you have.”


  Kesst worked to keep his talons from shaking as he slowly turned the small creation around in his grasp; it was perfect. “So many little gears… does it do anything?”


  “It reminds me of him, and what he taught me… which is enough. But, yes, it can do more.” Princess Noriene smiled, pulling out a small key. “The grouping of four feathers on its back moves aside and there is a place for this.”


  The Dragon brushed his thumb across the clockwork nightingale’s back and, as she had said, a section of feathers moved aside, revealing a miniscule lock. He took the key from her and inserted it, then paused before looking up. “What does it do?”


  The Princess smiled. “Everything it was meant to.”


  It was a cryptic response, and one he had come to expect from the Wolf. Refusing to rise to the bait, however, Kesst simply turned the key so he could find out for himself. When he did, however, the bird disappeared in his grasp. The stone bench upon which he sat was also gone… and so was the window… along with the entire hallway around him. Everything was replaced with blackness… everything except for himself.


  Somewhere within the empty nothingness something appeared. He felt it more than saw it, but the voice was unmistakable, shaking him to the core. “Kesst?”


  The Dragon recognized the speaker immediately, despite being unable to remember from where or how. “You—you’re Wiesen? Where is this? Where are we?”


  The surety of the response was comforting despite its vagueness. “We are exactly where we were before finding one another.”


  “Where is that?”


  Before receiving a reply, Kesst had a faint sense of vertigo… a feeling of movement, and the rumbling of a fast-moving carriage. “I am on my way to Newport from Vallara. You… you are in Newport!”


  No time in his memory had Kesst ever revealed his location to anyone and yet, suddenly, he felt as though it would hurt him to keep it secret from the presence suddenly joined to him. “I am! I am at the Princess’ manor!”


  There was a strange, emphatic sense of comfort running through him, and he realized it was Wiesen’s emotion as much as his own. “And you are safe?”


  “…I think so.”


  The feeling grew to one of relief and optimism… something the young Dragon had felt rarely in his life. “I am glad for it, Kesst. The Princess is a good woman… I know you will keep one another safe.”


  Despite the countless questions tearing at Kesst, the most prominent one on his mind dealt with the present. “How is it we can do this?”


  The response he received from Wiesen was so more than any words could possibly explain. Kesst was imbued with a portion of his creator’s essence… he was more than a construct, or some clockwork mechanism—he was as much a son as anything biological, and that is why they were so closely connected. When words finally did come they were in the form of a question. “How is it you came to speak with me? I know my dragonfly found you, but—”


  Kesst knew the answer immediately. “Her nightingale… the Princess let me—”


  The discussion came to an end abruptly as the Dragon was shaken roughly, and Princess Noriene’s frantic voice cut through the haze of his ‘dreaming’. “KESST! NOW! We have to go!”


  Rather than feeling a daze or confusion, Kesst was instantly aware of his surroundings and immediately alert. There were men pouring out of the carriages at the entrance to the manor and a large skirmish of melee combat was underway in the courtyard. The manor was under attack! “Who would—”


  She didn’t let him finish his sentence, pulling him down as several blasts of smoke from below heralded the discharge of firearms. The window in front of them was pierced multiple times by the pistol shot, missing only because of Princess Noriene’s quick thinking. She untangled herself from him on the floor as she pulled out what looked like a tuning fork. “Stay down and cover your ears…”


  The Dragon did as she commanded, but he turned to glance at the window; several men were carrying two large glass barrels between them. As he watched, Kesst observed the Princess strike the tuning fork against the stone bench… and then she threw it straight out the broken window before diving back down next to him. A moment later the entire manor jumped as a huge explosion rained the shattered remnants of the glass down upon them; he had just enough insight to cover the prone Wolf with his cloak, protecting her from the splintered panes.


  Even though his ears were ringing, he was able to clearly make out her command “They’re distracted. I have to evacuate the house; get into the air and get as far away from here as you can.”


  “But—”


  She silenced him with a single, regal gaze. “We’ll meet again at the University.” And, after that, she sprinted down the hall.


  Kesst’s maw was still slightly agape, frozen in position before he could tell her that he doubted he’d be able to fly with a hole in his chest. Closing his mouth with an audible click, the Dragon let out a sigh, moving his talon to the sundered porcelain-like golden scales that had been destroyed… only to find that it was sealed. Stunned, Kesst sprinted to the body-length mirror just down the hall.


  Standing before it, the Dragon tore his cloak away from his shoulders, revealing a perfectly whole chest. Where the hole had been were fresh hide of yellow and orange, only slightly off-color compared to those around it. As he watched, a small key fell out from the groove between scales. A faint, melodic chorus of whistles played through his mind as he ran his talon across his newly healed body, realizing only then that the clockwork nightingale was nowhere to be seen.


  The sound of renewed combat outside the front of the manor pulled the Dragon’s attention back to the present, and he delayed no longer; grabbing his cloak back up from where he’d thrown it onto the floor, Kesst balled it up and ran for the staircase, heading to the top floor of the manor before making his way to the back of the building by busting through the door into what he remembered being a sitting room. From there, he sprinted to the large double-window in the far wall and, after unlatching it, threw it wide.


  The dark night was lit above only by a crescent moon and a sea of stars, but the streets below were a woven skein of oil lamps. The gas lights, as Kesst had come to learn, did little to provide any illumination up above the city, so, digging his claws into the wooden siding of the roof, he pulled himself up on top of the manor, and flipped the latch on the Wing Catch Julius Blackburn had given him what felt like so long ago.


  He was relieved the moment the device clicked and released his wings. Taking in a deep breath, the Dragon rolled and flexed each one of his extremities, giving his wings a test flap to see if they would work—and the experimental movement was almost enough to help him take flight; they were as strong as they had ever been. Hearing the sound of battle die down and an aggressive attempt to enter the front door begin, he wasted no further time and threw himself from the roof, taking to wing immediately.


  It didn’t take long for him to spot Princess Noriene’s carriage. He saw her steward in the driver’s seat; the bull was whipping the horses to a frenzy as they rocketed their way through the city streets at what was assuredly an unsafe speed. Kesst followed them easily by air, cutting corners for which they had to slow, and winging along with the updrafts from the chimneys and smoke stacks of Newport.


  His thoughts began to drift to Sir Wiesen, focusing only on the carriage long enough to tell that they were headed for the scholar quarter, and, most likely, the University. In the same way his body was gliding with the currents of the air, he let his mind wander through the confusion and enigma that was his creator, Sir Wiesen. With any luck it wouldn’t be long until he had a chance to see him, face to face.


  The peace of the night flight came to an end, however, when he saw men force the carriage to a halt. Judging by their posture and the shout of challenge from them, Kesst could tell that they did not mean well. While self-preservation had always been the strongest drive in the Dragon’s existence, something suddenly overcame that. Princess Noriene was key to Kesst’s self-actualization and, for once, survival just wasn’t enough.


  


  Chapter 8.0, Beginning the End


  Evelyn had always been interested in understanding ‘the big picture’ ever since she was a little girl. While her father often rewarded her for ‘time wasting’ with increasingly horrible and undesirable chores, she couldn’t help herself. After her brother’s disappearance she took even more completely to deep thought, she wondered why things happened more than how; she began thinking on the ‘balance’ priests were so fond of speaking about. Eventually, her father stopped taking her to church at all; he explained that services were supposed to be a duty, not a distraction.


  But her father was a thing of the past, and her brother had returned to her. Evelyn had suffered through numerous trials and tribulations in her life, and, as was always the way, she began to reflect on them whenever she encountered another. Granted, all be told, in the past month she had experienced a far heavier mix of good and bad… and it all seemed to have culminated that night as she fled with the Princess from the burning manor house.


  Princess Noriene’s guests, of which included her long-lost brother, had all evacuated with her and joined her in the escape. With Errol, the Prince’s steward at the reins, the horse drawn carriage careened through the streets of Newport at a speed possible only due to the lack of midnight foot traffic. With each seat filled, the Princess and Evelyn were joined by both Theos and the two Tribal Bears.


  The Ermine was still not familiar with the streets of Newport and had no idea where they were going other than the Princess’ explanation that they needed to get to the University; she was confident that her contacts there would be able to provide support. Peering out of the back window, Evelyn was relieved to see that they weren’t being chased… they had at least that much going for them.


  The big black Bear earned her attention as he grew increasingly disruptive with his exclamations, and he seemed almost aggressive in his demand of the Princess. “Sanmer, lunsa… Awwe… houa Sanmer?”


  The brown Bear managed to silence him with an arm gesture and regarded Princess Noriene with a little more care. “Roaring-Flood wants to know where is Sanmer.”


  The Princess’ response was flat and to the point. “He left the manor hours ago.”


  The aggressive black Bear didn’t seem content and his words came out as a growl. “Houa Sanmer? Awwe.”


  Princess Noriene looked to the calmer brown Bear. “What is he saying, exactly?”


  The two Bears exchanged a few words in their tongue, but it was Theo that addressed the Wolf in their stead. “The literal translation is ‘is where Sanmer? me tell,’ but basically he wants you to tell him where Sanmer is.”


  Her response was simple. “On his way to or from Vallara, I would suspect.”


  The black Bear’s brow furrowed and his expression became more thought than anger. Eventually he even commented in the common tongue. “Why?”


  Princess Noriene smiled as she glanced out the window. “I knew we would need help, and he was the best option to get it.”


  The brown Bear had gone back to looking around, and even stuck his head through the curtains slung across the window next to him. After returning to his seat, the Tribal glanced around distractedly. “Where is Kesst?”


  A moment later the carriage skidded to a halt and a number of voices shouted from the road all around them. Errol’s deep voice was calm, but there was a hint of concern to it. “Your highness… these men are armed.”


  A voice shouted from outside the carriage. Although it sounded similar to the authoritative tone a guardsman might use, the faint hint of a lateral lisp didn’t give it the same imposing quality. “Step out of the transport, please. There’s no need for violence.”


  Her brother stood up immediately, very nearly hitting his head on the carriage ceiling. “Gregory?!?”


  Evelyn attempted to stop Theo, but he pushed the door open and hopped down. The speaker’s tone changed and he seemed taken aback at her brother’s presence. “Theo? W-what are you doing here?”


  Someone else outside the carriage spoke up, apparently addressing whoever the Gregory-fellow was. Theo countered whatever was said. “That’s a lie. This is the real Princess.”


  One by one everyone slowly filtered out into the streets, save Princess Noriene herself. Evelyn was the last to exit, but only after the Wolf nodded and accepted the Ermine’s sleeping toddler into her arms. “You needn’t go out there, my dear. It may not be safe.”


  Evelyn nodded respectfully, “My brother is out there, your Highness… and maybe something I say might help—”


  A lion with a close-cropped mane stepped over and pulled the Ermine away from the door, speaking to her as he did so. “You there, step away from the carriage.”


  The men surrounding the transport were not soldiers or city guardsman; they wore the same colors and clothing she recognized as belonging to the University of Progressive Understanding. “You… you’re University Guards… but you’re allies to the Princess!”


  The speaker of the group, a particularly rotund Dingo addressed her assessment. “All the more reason we have to know if this is an imposter, miss.”


  Theo reattested his earlier statement. “It isn’t. That is Princess Noriene.”


  The Dingo shook his head. “Not good enough, Theo… everybody at the University remembers how you were acting when you came to visit last time, so your opinion—”


  Evelyn winced when her brother exploded with fury. “How I was acting? One of the Deans gave you control over my classes, and I’m still on administrative leave! How is someone supposed to act when—”


  The portly Canine interrupted him. “Technically you’re not on leave anymore.”


  The comment caused Theo to completely fall silent. After a moment he started again, albeit, in a much calmer manner. “They… Gregory… do you mean they repealed it, finally?”


  The Dingo continued shaking his head. “You were Excessed.”


  Any bit of color in her brother’s pale face drained away. “I… was… released?”


  The Lion standing beside Evelyn kept a paw on her arm. “The Water Science division was redundant. The UPU is going in a new direction, embracing the unification of all sciences under the lead of—”


  Princess Noriene appeared at the carriage door, “The Air Science director.”


  The men in the street gave pause at the Princess’ appearance and it looked, for a moment, as if some where stuck with indecision as to whether they should bow or no. Among them, only the Dingo did, but he was also the first to speak. “Ah… Princess… if you are the Princess… we have reason to believe that there is a Wolf masquerading as the Princess… and… ah…”


  The Princess scowled, “Is that so? And we assume it was Professor Milhoy who told you there was an imposter?”


  All of the men gathered around the carriage fell silent. Eventually the Lion spoke. “You wouldn’t mind showing us your paws then… your Highness? Professor Milhoy said the imposter would be wearing a ring on—”


  Evelyn knew about the very distinct ring the Princess wore and, for a moment the fact that a Professor would identify that as the sign of an imposter struck her as odd… but not as odd as the fact that the Wolf showed her paws, completely devoid of the ring. “We never wear jewelry… now… tell us… what is the meaning of—”


  The Lion scowled as he drew a flintlock pistol from beneath his tunic and aimed it at the Princess. “Damn it… well that complicates things. The direct route it is then.”


  Gregory, who was standing beside Theo seemed surprised by the action, and he reached over to grab at the Lion’s arm. “Luca, what in—?”


  The assailant simply pulled his paw free and clipped the Canine upside the head with the gun, causing him to fall over. “Shut up.”


  It was then that Evelyn made her move. Twisting her shoulder out of his distracted grasp, the Ermine grabbed the wrist that held the gun, pulling at it with all her weight. The Lion made a grab for her but Errol had already hopped down from his place on the driver’s bench and had him quickly pushed up against the carriage. By then, the Princess was already on the street and, with Evelyn’s help, worked the flintlock out of his grasp.


  Out of the other six University men, only one other acted; the Cat pulled his own gun and took aim. Nobody was close enough to stop him so, with no other option, Evelyn threw herself in front of Princess Noriene. The gun roared out its shot and the Ermine woman knew the end had come. In tandem with the weapon firing was a huge burst of light and an unbearable wave of warmth. It was nothing like what Evelyn had expected from the stories she had heard about getting shot but, a moment later she took breath and realized that she was unharmed.


  Uncurling from her defensive posture, the Ermine watched as a wall of fire separating her from the gunman dissipated and saw that nobody was interested in fighting any longer, and that all eyes were focused atop the carriage where a red-and-gold dragon stood, wings spread, with little rivulets of liquid fire dribbling from his muzzle. He appeared like the Angel of Vengeance from the stories Evelyn had heard as a little kit. The Dragon’s voice came out as a deep-chested growl, “Are we going to have problems?” Every last one of the men surrendered.


  The Dragon effortlessly sprang from the roof and onto the ground beside her. Although she expected to be frightened by him, his visage was instead one of care and concern. She remembered seeing the Dragon before, albeit, withdrawn and silent beneath his cowl and cloak back at the Princess’ manor. A striking change had come over him. “You’re… Kesst… aren’t you?”


  The Princess didn’t provide the Dragon a chance to respond, simply turning to the Dingo, who was on his knees with his paws in front of his bloodied face. “Mr Gregory Ryder, if we remember correctly… third tier Air Instructor?”


  The rotund scholar fidgeted, speaking through his paws. “I… uh… promoted to… first… your Majesty…”


  “Ah… of course… well, we have promised Theo Vinson a First Tier Professor position, so you will have to forgive us if we appropriate some of your important time and ask you attend us as we speak with your… superiors.”


  It was readily obvious that the Dingo would not decline and none of the remaining men had further objections either.


  * * * * * *


  Aodhan had never been given the opportunity to ride in a motorized carriage and he had to admit that the device was pleasantly surprised. Although he had heard numerous stories of their unreliability and noise he found that they were greatly over exaggerated. Then again, he reasoned, there were many different versions of the transportation and he had no doubt that he was riding in one of the finest.


  The delay in departure from Vallara ended up being in their favor, as their newest acquaintance, Lady Nicole Arnswold was more than happy enough to see to their transportation needs. Her favor was assured once she had discovered that their party had assisted with seeing to the aid of her retainer, Inigo the bat. Friar Arlowe had brought up the fact that he was surprised a noble from such an out-of-the-way city would have access to such metropolitan accommodations, but she simply smiled and explained that she had many interests in many parts of the kingdom and left it at that.


  And so the group found themselves in a traveling caravan of sorts, joined up with the white Fox Sanmer in the Princess’ own carriage and Lady Arnswold along with a good number of her followers. While it could have been an impersonal arrangement, the Wolf was surprised when the groups ended up meshing far better than he’d first anticipated; a number of his group went in one of the other three carriages while Sada the Otter woman joined them in theirs.


  She sat on the coach bench across from where Aodhan was situated with Sister Aurelie leaning against him, eyes closed. His Eyara hadn’t slept much, but somehow found the will to drift off into a fitful sleep once there was certainty that they were on their way once again. Beside her sat Friar Arlowe, whose attention alternated between providing her his focus and gazing out the window at the swiftly rolling landscape. Once the Otter began talking about alternate entrances to the Church, however, she had his full attention.


  Sada sat with knitting needles in her paws, miraculously managing to get some crafting done despite the constant bumping and rumbling of their transportation. As she worked, she also revealed some much-needed information. “The Church grounds in Newport aren’t all on solid foundation. After Newport’s first governor claimed the coastline down to Visage Rock they expanded the western portion of the city across a section of marshland that had to be filled… and there are still drainage tunnels the original workers left open.”


  Aodhan didn’t want to question his good fortune but he also realized that they couldn’t afford the luxury of diving in without looking where they were going, and that meant he had some questions. “How did you learn about them? Does the Church know they exist?”


  The Otter shook her head calmly. “I doubt the priests or the Church’s soldiers know anything about them… if anyone knew it would be the servants or groundskeepers.”


  Friar Arlowe blinked, eyes focused on her. “In the years I was there I never heard anything about drainage tunnels.”


  Sada cracked a wry smirk. “I’m not in the least surprised. No offense, Friar, but in all the years I have known the Church I have always known them to spend their time looking up. How would any of the clergy be expected to know what goes on beneath your feet?”


  The Raccoon Dog nodded thoughtfully, “Fair enough… but you have yet to mention how you know of their existence… and are you certain they can be traversed?”


  The Otter sat back on the bench, setting down her knitting. “I have, over a period of time, come across a wide variety of information, not all of it from sources I care to divulge… but I assure you it’s accurate. As for whether they can provide entry into the Church, I can assure you that I know of some who have exited in that manner, so I assume entry would be the same process, only in reverse.”


  Aodhan gently caressed Sister Aurelie’s arm as the Cat snuggled closer to him. “It may not be a guaranteed solution, but it is a possible one.”


  Sada picked up her knitting and resumed her work. “Better than walking in the front gates, anyway.”


  The Wolf couldn’t argue with that logic.


  * * * * * *


  In her many years serving as a student and practitioner of the arts of healing, Christine Brownell had traveled overland on wolf-back, on the shoulders of a Valley Tribe warrior, and even leagues underneath the earth in a small canoe along the “Ihan Ruu”, the “Sunless River”. One way she had never expected to travel, however, was by motorized carriage. Certainly she’d had some interaction with Prince Malcom on occasion but, from her every experience involving ‘Wild Wolf’ he didn’t seem the sort who would ever make use of a horse drawn carriage, let alone an automated one.


  It wasn’t that she was opposed to the university-created steam-powered mobile transport; she could certainly appreciate the speed with which it traveled. It also had nothing to do with the fact that she had never physically been to Newport; it was, however a prospect she had long considered in her desire to become an accepted and acknowledged member of the University. More than anything else, what had her so out-of-sorts was the fact that she had found herself to be the center of attention ever since she was joined in the carriage by its mixed group of travelers.


  Roland, the Wolf/Husky scholar that had come with Sir Wiesen to her cottage while she was out had taken a surprisingly upbeat appreciation of her skills. Unlike most other members of the UPU, the silver-furred Air Scholar took an immediate interest in her study and, although he was dramatically under-skilled in the ways of herbs and other Water Science, he had a great interest in Alchemy, which meant they shared common ground in that regard. It also made it easier that his Human contemporary had joined another carriage to spend time with Sir Wiesen.


  It was a nice change, she found; being able to provide guidance and instruction into her own independent research to an interested party gave her a sense of genuine value… and that was something that had been in short supply from anyone related to the University. She glanced to her right, where Tobias Severna sat staring at her—one such sexist scholar… or so she had though at first.


  The Stag seemed to be hanging on every word she said and, when their gazes locked he cocked his head to the side ever-so-slightly. “The Valley Tribe use Badian to aid in joint pain? I have only ever heard of tribesmen eating it to help settle an upset stomach or using its oils to get rid of fur mites.”


  Roland was much slower on the uptake. “Badian? Is… that a plant?”


  Tobias opened his muzzle to answer but quickly closed it and visibly deferred to Dr. Brownell; it was quite a change from what she had come to expect from the Antelope. The Mouse looked to the Wolf Dog. “We know it as Anise.”


  The Wolf Dog cocked his head to the side. “The cooking herb?”


  The Prong Horn nodded. “The Tribes people have a much closer connection to the natural world… they’ve found ways to heal maladies and settle the humors without alchemy or chemistry, which means they must rely more on what nature provides.”


  D.r Brownell smirked, unable to avoid seeing just how much she could phase the ‘on his best behavior’ Prong Horn. “Oh… and the women of the Tribes also use it to lessen the discomfort of their menstrual cycle.”


  Tobias let out a wheezing cough, as if he’d choked on his tongue, and he fought valiantly to recover his decorum, and even made the noble attempt to try and maintain an even tone, though he did not quite manage to come across as a neutral scholar when his voice cracked in the middle of his question. “Oh really? They take it for… the… um… flowering… of the… fruitful vine?”


  Roland glanced between Tobias and Christina, obviously lost in the conversation. Rather than torment the poor Prong Horn further, Dr. Brownell chose to change the topic. “Yes… and their knowledge of herbs stretch a wide category of understanding… for example, did you know that an entire treaty between the Yew Tribe and the Mist Tribe was built around a poultice created by the Bats that allowed a broken horn to heal?”


  Tobias’ reaction was immediate and powerful. With all sense of decorum set aside, the Prong Horn almost fell off his seat. “They can do that?”


  Christine smiled warmly at both scholars, and addressed Roland. “If you like, I would be happy to show you how it’s made… assuming Mr. Severna does not mind helping as a subject for the purpose of—”


  The Antelope didn’t even let her finish speaking. “It would be my honor!”


  * * * * * *


  Sir Wiesen was no stranger to luxury transport but he had never traveled in a royal carriage before; Princess Noriene’s was particularly pleasant. The spring arms attached to the wheel base gave a far more comfortable ride across country than most would have expected but, then again, the Dragon smiled to himself when he realized that the tinkerer who had put it together had modeled the design after one of his own.


  Their ‘host’, the white Fox Sanmer Lemarre was courteous enough, but kept tight-muzzled about the purpose of his visit. Nevertheless, he had mentioned Kesst, and that the Princess had word of him, and that was enough for the Dragon. Other than that, Sanmer answered direct questions simply and to-the-point, and remained otherwise to himself, except for the occasional quip or interjection into the almost constant discussion between Umberto and Brody.


  Out of everyone in their large traveling group, Umberto Marino seemed to have the most emotional investment in the two differing elements of their enterprise. Interested in both the dealings of the Church and the missive to be delivered to the Princess, the Royal Guardsman seemed to want everything to happen in unison—he reiterated often that they all shared an obligation to aid the royal family but also that it was every man’s duty to see God’s will done. Sanmer had a particular field day with that statement, and the Fox agreed fully that God’s will was full of ‘doodie’.


  Brody, for the most part, was content to nod complacently with the Wolverine’s comments, only occasionally adding his thoughts to the virtual monologue. Wiesen chose to remain out of the discussion, having spent over a century listening to the Church’s rhetoric when it came to duty and obligation. In the end, however, he learned that most of that loyalty only went one way. It brought the Dragon some comfort to know that Sir Umberto had found a much more tangible connection in service to the crown.


  Sandoval, who Sir Wisen had known to be very verbose and animated, was doing a good job of challenging Sanmer for the title of ‘most stoic’. Whatever had been said when he met with Alarice was not repeated and, other than a freshly bloodied bandage wrapped around his sword-hand, there was no indication that anything at all had happened. Whatever had caused the wound, Wiesen knew well enough to leave it alone.


  The single time the swordsman had chosen to speak had been when he had elected to join Sanmer in the royal carriage. His words were as eloquent as always, but very to the point. “If you do not object, Mr. Lemarre, I would travel with you. We have a missive to deliver to the Princess from Prince Malcom himself, and I do not believe that star-crossed paths intersect so conveniently without cause.”


  Sir Wiesen, for the most part, was neither withdrawn nor outgoing. He spent the hours on the road working on his newest brain-teasing project: a unique clockwork eye. While there were any number of reasons why it wouldn’t work and was little more than a time-waster, Wiesen enjoyed the challenge, especially because he had never before considered putting his skills to use in such a way. True, there was little science could say about how and why an eye worked, but the Dragon was not interested in biology… he simply looked at it as a mechanism… and that was his specialty.


  His initial interest in the project was due to the question proposed by the blind Human scholar Joshew so it was only fitting that the man had joined him in the carriage. Despite being unable to see, the scholar remained close by, his pose suggesting that he was listening intently since he couldn’t watch. It wasn’t until the Dragon took a break from the tinkering with a particularly stubborn section of gears that Joshew even said a word. “Is it done?”


  Wiesen chuckled. “Far from it. Not only does the eye need to be able to raise and lower but it also has to be able to pan left and right… sometimes one of each option at the same time. Connecting the right gears for that is difficult enough, but I am trying to mimic the movement of the eye’s pupil as well.”


  Joshew’s brow furrowed. “So it looks more real? It wouldn’t be worth spending time on—”


  The Dragon interrupted him. “An eye is a complex mechanism, Mr. Shew… We may not understand all of the inner workings, but one thing I know for certain is that the amount of pupil in one’s eye changes in response to a number of stimuli, and there must be a reason for it.”


  The Human changed his topic slightly. “Do you think it will be able to see?”


  The Techlar raised a talon to his scaled maw and gently Breathed against a single claw. The feeling that came from the use of the Breath was addictive—an urge to bare his soul to the world and revel in the freedom from his physical form. He reeled in the bliss, knowing only too well how badly the urge could become if overused, and stopped when a golden bead of glowing liquid coalesced on the tip of the digit. Lowering the dew-like infusion down to the clockwork eye, he let the droplet fall onto the brass, where it was quickly absorbed.


  Joshew repeated his question, “Will it be able to see?”


  The Dragon sat up straight, feeling a sense of vertigo as his vision became a jumble of views. Recoiling from the confusing triple-vision, Sir Wiesen reflexively shut one eye at a time to make sense of things… one… two… three. He opened his first two eyes and stared down at the clockwork eye resting on the table, copper lid shut. He kept his awaited answer to a reserved response. “There is a chance of that… yes.”


  * * * * * *


  Jessen lay on the broad, cushioned seat of the carriage compartment he shared with Alvis, staring at the ceiling as the scholar lay in the crook of his arm. It had been years since the ex-Templar had the standing or support to travel in a single-cabin carriage, let alone one with four private rooms. Frankly, having the privacy to be alone and intimate with his new lover was as much as novelty as the transportation itself.


  Alvis had been fervently eager for the lovemaking, and it was evident in the way he responded to each touch, each caress, and, as things progressed, each and every intimate movement. There were a number of times when Brother Jessen was worried the Dog would disrupt their traveling companions in adjacent compartments with unrestrained sounds of bliss yet, each time, Alvis managed to keep his exclamations muted with grit teeth or bit lip.


  The post coital bliss was something Brother Jessen had longed for, having been without the peace of mind it brought for far too long. With the warmth fo his lover to his right, and the meditative pattern of the ceiling’s wood grain taking up his vision, the Coyote finally had a chance to let his mind wander, absorbing and filtering the thoughts that had filled it for countless hours. They were returning to Newport with a strength they had lacked mere days before.


  Alarice was the missing heir to the Arnswold family. Although Brother Jessen had never been to Vallara himself, his father and mother were originally from the frontier town and that meant the young Coyote was brought up on stories of the Arnswolds and their lost bloodline. Traveling in one of the Arnswold carriages punctuated his experience of living among the legend. Despite the fact that Alarice was suddenly the embodiment of those legends, he still saw her as the same, real woman, and that helped him keep his outlook grounded.


  Despite how much the same she was, there were elements of Alarice that had changed in some way since she rejoined her party after visiting her family home. That was to be expected, of course, but much was still unanticipated. She kept to herself in her own compartment, having refused to be accompanied by Inigo, her traveling companion. The Bat had chosen the compartment next to hers, which was directly in front of Brother Jessen’s. Cruff, the younger of the two Raccoon Dogs had chosen to join him. At the time, the Coyote didn’t know why but, as he lay with Alvis dozing in his arms, Brother Jessen heard the discussion.


  The walls were fairly well insulated, but the volume of Cruff’s voice did manage to sneak through at times. The exact verbage didn’t always make it to Brother Jessen’s ears but he recognized the tone well enough, and what few words he could puzzle out helped fill in the details. From there, the Coyote was able to fill in the blanks. Cruff had lost someone important, and it was someone who had spent time with the Bat.


  Inigo’s voice was calm the entire time, but also held a playful edge, almost bordering on taunting. “You weren’t together at the time.”


  Cruff’s shout was muted by the wall, but still full of barely restrained emotion; Jessen guessed that it was related to a fresh loss. “He shouldn’t have had to!”


  The discussion (or was it an argument?) continued for some time, tempers occasionally causing portions of the dialogue to be louder than other times, and yet, during one particularly quiet pause, there was a direct comment from the Bat that, despite its even and muted tone, still managed to make its way to Brother Jessen’s ears. “He called out your name once.”


  The thump against the wall caused the Coyote to jump in surprise, and it was followed by two more, most likely fists impacting against the wood. “Damn it… Vic didn’t need—”


  Alvis had been jolted awake and was looking around their compartment, “Wha? What’s—”


  Brother Jessen eased the scholar’s head back down to his chest. “Shh… it’s nothing… just problems being worked out.”


  The black furred Dog nodded and snuggled closer. “…you okay?”


  The Coyote smiled, looking down at the eyes staring up at him. He brought his muzzle forward to kiss Alvis between the ears. “Yes… just thinking.”


  “About?”


  Brother Jessen let out a quiet breath. “Alarice… Nicole. The militia she’s bringing to Newport… her obsession with the Order of Blades.”


  The Scholar slowly sat up, “They’re dangerous… but this ‘war’… it’s even more dangerous.”


  Nodding, the Coyote sat up as well. “Perhaps, but she is doing the right thing.”


  Alvis’ ears drooped slightly and he leaned against the ex-Templar. “But when is this going to end?


  “It will end when the Blades aren’t a threat… and she is willing to raise an army to do it… she has Vallara behind her… and that means we have the militia behind us.”


  The scholar was quiet for a time but he eventually spoke up, exhaustion evident in his voice. “And when it’s all over? Then what?”


  Brother Jessen shook his head, “I don’t know… but I’m not worried.”


  The Dog let out a deep breath. “How can’t you be worried?”


  The Coyote smiled, entwining his fingers with Alvis’ as he looked at his lover. “I’m not worried because we’re together.”


  It wasn’t until after their kiss that the black Dog responded. “Wow… good answer.”


  * * * * * *


  When Brother Rhys heard that Prince Malcom was planning to stand against the Wyaranese invasion force he knew there was a chance it would come to a fight—the Prince had said as much. What he didn’t expect, however, was how whole-heartedly the Wyranese would take to the challenge of fighting off the combined might of several tribes. Despite the fact that the Grass Tribe had allies, however, the Wyranese were barely outmanned two to one, and, considering the fact that every last man with the invaders was trained for war, it was far more even than the numbers suggested.


  Brother Rhys was no combatant, and had no stomach for causing injury. Instead, the Rat ran through the battlefield under the flag of a healer, providing whatever aid he could for whomever he could. Sometimes it meant little more than offering a paw to squeeze as a man’s life drained away, and sometimes it was dragging a critically injured tribal warrior uphill along the beach to the cover of trees, or fighting against the weight of an armored solider while pulling them down the beach to a triage tent.


  Despite the fact that Brother Rhys was so deep in the melee he was fortunate enough to be regarded as a non-combatant. On two occasions he heard the sound of musket balls buzz by him and once he was very nearly struck by a poorly thrown spear and yet, his faith provided him the courage he needed to persevere, and he was not injured. Regardless, even part way through the engagement he was covered in blood, and had lost far more injured than he saved.


  Behind him, further up the beach were the unfit of the Grass Tribe village—the too elderly and the too young, hastily building a barricade of rocks and logs. Brother Rhys knew it would do little once the Wyranese engineers had their cannons ready, and the fact that the battle had raged on so long without them was a testament to the preemptive attack on the part of the tribesmen, as led by Prince Malcom.


  There was a time, not long ago when Brother Rhys would have considered such a thing a sign of aggression but, considering what he knew about Lord O’Dell’s intentions, all he could see in it was a prudent tactical decision… and he hated realizing that pragmatism did apparently have a place in a Priest’s repertoire when it came to the battlefield. One thing that hadn’t changed in the Rat’s mind, however, was his concern for his friends.


  At the start of the confrontation, Prince Malcom had led the charge down the beach. He and the warriors with him broke the first two lines of defense; the Wolf had aimed to strike the artillery and cannons as quickly as possible with the hope of rendering them useless. Runs-on-Air fought beside him, as did a number of other Yew Tribe hunters. With them also stood Among-the-Reeds and the Stallions who were declared to be the greatest among the Grass Tribe.


  Berro also remained by the Prince, striking out at any Wyranese soldier that got too close and having uncanny success at protecting his blind side. While the Tribesmen clustered around their hero, they did the exact opposite when it came to the enigma of a Human who had introduced himself only as ‘Henry’. Despite the fact that he was aiding the Tribesmen, nobody except the enemy had an interest in getting anywhere near him… and those who did soon regretted it. Brother Rhys stopped watching him within the first five minutes of combat—he was even more of an animal that Berro.


  So close to the combat and so caught up with aiding the fallen and keeping an eye on his friends, the one thing that Brother Rhys failed to do was maintain concern for his own safety. The Rat was busied trying to calm a young Horse who had taken a musket ball to his thigh, working on pulling him out of the fray when a broad shouldered Dogo lumbered toward him, white fur covered in the blood of his most recent kill. The huge Dog reached down with an enormous paw and clamped it onto the Priest’s head, palming it as he lifted Brother Rhys off the ground with one arm. “You’re that Prince’s Rat…”


  Rhys’ paws grabbed hold of the Dog’s wrist in order to keep his neck from bearing the full brunt of his weight, and he managed to rasp a reply. “I’m… a priest… I… provide healing…”


  The Dogo looked between the Rat to the young Stallion, who was still holdind his leg, looking up at the white-furred soldier. Grinning, the Wyranese warrior brought his axe straight down into the surprised tribesman’s face. A shiver went up Brother Rhys’ spine at the sound of metal cleaving skull, and the Canine pulled the weapon free with a single tug. “No need for that here… Priest.”


  A sense of helpless fury flowed through Brother Rhys at that and, for a split second, he almost considered lashing out at the soldier… but, he realized, if he did that he would do nothing aside from surrender his status as a healer, and he would assuredly be at the Dogo’s mercy. Swallowing his pride and indignation both, the Rat continued to dangle in the powerful Dog’s grasp, and managed little more than a “In the name of our Lord God… release me.”


  A wide grin spread across the soldier’s thick jaw. “So you can go back to healing more savages? No rule of battle says a soldier has to let—”


  Brother Rhys felt the impact of a great weight strike the Dogo’s outstretched arm, and he saw a reptilian talon grabbing his attacker’s bicep. Somewhere in the back of his mind, the Priest realized that it was adorned by a golden ring with a cog situated in a place of prominence atop it. A voice so deep that it seemed to growl despite its even tone sent a new shiver up the Rat’s spine. “Perhaps no rule of battle protects tribals… but the rule of God will be heard, Sgt. Rewes.”


  As if suddenly facing down a ghost, the Dog’s paw went slack, releasing Brother Rhys immediately. “Of course… Your Excellency… of course… I—”


  The strong voice boomed out a decree as simply as if it were an observation. “You will seek contrition later.”


  The Rat landed on his knees, turning as the Dogo spoke until he was looking straight into the slitted pupils of a Greater Dragon adorned with the vestments of a Bishop. The holy man was easily seven foot tall and his wings were outstretched in a show of dominance over the soldier—it certainly worked. The soldier backed away quickly, tail tucked. “Yes… of course, Your Excellency… I will.”


  Brother Rhys’ eyes moved from the Dragon to the retreating Dog, then back to the Dragon. The Bishop extended a talon, palm up. “Are you harmed, Brother?”


  In all his years, the Rat had never before met a Bishop—there was only one in Lehsunia, and he never left Graddin. Accepted the offered talon, Brother Rhys stood. “No, Your Excellency… but…”


  The Dragon held up a talon and the Priest went immediately silent. “The men here are faithful, but most do not understand that God has more to say on the art of war than merely what they read in their handbooks.”


  Rhys couldn’t help but let the words escape him darkly. “He killed a man in my care… I could do nothing to stop him.”


  The Dragon steadied the Rat and turned him around, resting an arm and folding a wing across Brother Rhys’ shoulders comfortingly. He walked with him through the battlefield, Wyranese soldiers parting before them both as if they were water cleaved by a ship’s bow. “God asks us that we do all we are able, and He understands that some things are beyond our power, Brother. I saw what the Sergeant did, and God cannot find fault in your inability to stop him. You did all you could.”


  The Dragon’s presence was calming, and Brother Rhys couldn’t tell whether it was because he felt as though he was under the Bishop’s protection, or because the man had such a clear line to the divine that God’s love was palpable in his presence. Regardless, he could do little but weep. “How can I be so helpless when I am needed the most?”


  They walked three steps before the Bishop spoke but, rather than answer the question, he made an observation, with an unspoken question of his own. “You care for these people… more than the simple, unattached love with which a Priest cares for the masses.”


  Thinking of no other way suitable enough to address the Bishop’s quandary, Brother Rhys recited one of his favorite quotes from The Golden Litany: Passage three, verse nine. “Be they Sheep or Lion, Deer or Wolf, I will love them all, for they are My children and, even if they know it not, I am their Father.”


  The Dragon came to a stop, and Brother Rhys looked around, realizing that they were far beyond the battle lines, actually situated amidst several Wyranese tents and standing almost right beside a large table with a battle map laid upon it. “God has a reason for everything He does… and apparently His wisdom is shown in how He has led you here.”


  The Rat shook his head, “But I wasn’t able to—”


  The Bishop silenced him with a gaze. “You were unable to save the Stallion, Brother… but you may have single handedly ended this battle.”


  Brother Rhys froze, confused by what the Bishop had to say. “Your Excellency…?”


  Roaring at the top of his lungs with wings spread wide, the Dragon’s voice spoke only one word: “Brektyr!”


  It was less than a minute before the tall, broad-shouldered Red Wolf appeared, followed by several soldiers dressed in field plate. Lord O’Dell’s gaze drifted from the Dragon to Brother Rhys, then back to the Dragon. The Duke nodded, “Yes, Bishop Fulgaré? You called?”


  The Dragon made the announcement in an even tone; once again his order was spoken with all the certainty of a declaration. “This battle ends now.”


  The Wolf hesitated for a moment, “A pardon, Your Excellency, but—”


  The Dragon’s next words held the hint of a hiss to them and his tail smacked into the sandy beach to punctuate them. “It ends now.”



  Chapter 8.1a, Rude Awakenings


  Other than the orange-colored Dog named Gregory the men that had tried to overpower the group had been placed in the carriage. once they were all inside, Kesst breathed on its doors one after another, the fire he exhaled sealing them tight. After that, Princess Noriene casually urged the group on, putting Gregory out front as they headed up the street on foot.


  Despite being somewhat familiar with the ways of the Stone Tribe, Gift-of-the-Earth didn’t completely comprehend all of the interplay involved with the group and the men who had stopped them. He also didn’t understand why they had met with such a dedicated resistance (dedicated until Kesst showed, anyway.) Despite his ignorance, however, he followed; the feelings of anticipated danger were far too acute for him to ignore them and his traveling companions would surely need his help.


  Traveling directly behind their orange-furred guide was the Wolf woman’s Bull, Errol, who had taken the riding crop from the carriage and was holding it at the ready. Gift-of-the-Earth had seen enough wagons in his time among the Stone Tribe to know what use it had, but he had never considered it as anything more than what he’d seen its use to be. Behind the Bull walked the Princess and Kesst speaking quietly to one another and seeming much more in-step than they had in the past.


  Gift-of-the-Earth walked along at the back of the group with his brother; Roaring-Flood seemed distracted, but it wasn’t until the large black Bear spoke up that the jeweler knew exactly what was on his mind. “How will Sanmer find us in this big place?”


  Resting a paw on his brother’s shoulder, Gift-of-the-Earth reassured him calmly. “The Stone Tribe live in this place… they know it as well as we know our village.”


  The answer was a straight-forward one but it did the job of calming Roaring-Flood enough that he returned his attention to the present. “It sounds like the people don’t want the Wolf woman to get to where we are going.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth nodded, grunting his agreement. “They thought she was someone she is not… or someone they were led to believe she was… I still do not know.”


  Theo, who was walking ahead of the Bears with his sister turned to regard him, apparently knowing just enough of the People’s Tongue to have an idea of what they were saying to one another. He offered a very haphazard response. “Those men were lied on. Others are who want to stop her.”


  The female white Weasel beside Theo looked at him with a gasp, speaking in the Stone Tribe tongue. “You speak Tribal?”


  The brown Bear answered for him. “He is learning very good. Soon he will speak like it is his first voice.”


  Metal-Eyes had once told Gift-of-the-Earth that the surest way to earn a man’s trust and favor is to help him look good in the eyes of his family. Judging from the smile Theo was suddenly wearing at the praise, it was apparently good advice. They marched on down the strange black pathway until they arrived at the building the group had visited some days past. Gift-of-the-Earth was surprised at how different it looked at night… much more like the foreboding mountain caverns of the Heart-Eaters from his tribe’s old stories.


  Roaring-Flood must have been thinking the same thing. “This place looks like it is a cursed den of the Unclean.”


  The Princess had stopped and had turned to regard the group; Gift-of-the-Earth realized she was waiting until they were done speaking before she said anything. The jeweler cleared his throat and waved his brother to silence. The Wolf spoke in an even tone at an even volume, but he could tell she was concerned. “By affiliation, my enemies are also your enemies. Perhaps it did not start that way but they know you have aided me at this point, and so you are assuredly not in their good graces.”


  They were eloquent words, and, while it was difficult for Gift-of-the-Earth to keep up, his brother simply stopped trying, and busied himself checking to make certain his leather straps, belts, and harness were all in working order. Princess Noriene continued, heedless of Roaring-Flood’s inattention. “I do not know how many enemies I have within this house of knowledge, but I intend to find them, and restore the University to good standing. I will not hold you to join me, but I hope you know that our best chance is to stand together, lest we fall separately.”


  It was the female white Weasel that was first to speak up. She kept her voice subdued to avoid waking the little one in her arms, but her words were sure. “I am pledged to serve you, Princess… and where you go I will help however I can.”


  Theo, standing beside her, rested a paw on his sister’s shoulder as he spoke, delaying only long enough to stick a small wooden stick into his muzzle. “I’m not done dealing with whatever’s going on in there, but, whatever it is, I can tell it’s not right. As you said, your Highness, the University needs to be restored, and I’d be foolish to just walk away.”


  The Wolf’s eyes slowly found their way to Gift-of-the-Earth. “And you?”


  The Bear felt comfortable enough speaking for himself and his brother. “Metal-Eyes, the Bear you called Julius Blackburn was a part of my tribe. He may not have been born of my tribe, but he was like my father. He trusted you, Princess… and so we will trust you too. If you need help in this then we will help you.”


  The Bull moved the riding crop he carried to his belt and drew out the thunder stick he had taken from one of the men who had stopped the carriage. Turning to the Wolf, he bowed his head. “What is your desire with the University, your Highness?”


  The Wolf glanced around at everyone and spoke clearly. “We are going to enter the University and find Professor Milhoy.”


  Theo seemed taken-aback. “Professor Milhoy? Why?”


  The Princess’ response was very simple. “He is a high-ranking member of the Mechanists, and is most likely the individual responsible for the attack on my home, the attempts on our lives, and, quite possibly most important, the large crater in the middle of Newport.”


  Kesst’s eye ridges raised. “I thought that was some university experiment gone wrong.”


  She nodded. “It was sabotage… and, if I were willing to place a bet, I would wager that he had something to do with it.”


  Theo removed his paw from his sister’s shoulder and took a step forward. “Are you sure, your Highness? That is quite an accusation.”


  The Wolf smirked. “The men attacking my manor had the same tone-activated volatile chemical bomb that created the explosion at the unveiling.”


  The white Weasel wasn’t apparently satisfied. “They were wearing Wyranese colors… weren’t they?”


  The Princess’ grin grew. “Yes… but one of those men had University issued spectacles on. Wyra does not operate clandestine attacks on private parties… not even royalties, my good man… it was subterfuge, clear and simple. Whomever was responsible is in the University, and I still place all my coin on Milhoy.”


  A voice called to the group from somewhere up above. “That is quite a wager, your Highness.”


  A Human stood on a section of building jutting out from a large double-door; if Gift-of-the-Earth recalled correctly it was called a ‘balcony’. The man was on the slightly heavier side and his hair was well on its way toward graying. Apparently the Princess knew him. “Thank you for making this easy, Professor Milhoy.”


  The man smiled, and gestured with his hand. “I make no such promises.”


  A loud, resounding bang preceded a sudden start from Princess Noriene, and she fell backward, clutching her chest. All remained silent for just a split second and then, suddenly: chaos.


  Chapter 8.1b, A Dozen ‘Tails’ Told


  When the caravan slowed long enough for biological needs earlier in the day Alarice, (or Nicole, rather) expressed her interest in traveling through the night so they could get to Newport quickly. Unsurprisingly there were no objections. When it came time for their ride to continue after nightfall, however, there was a fair amount of belly aching; Wiesen ignored it all and continued to occupy himself in his own affairs.


  It was several hours later, which was a great relief to the white Dragon since even the worst case of road insomnia had apparently been overcome with time. As the only person still awake in his carriage, Wiesen was able to focus on his craft, passing the hours by continuing to perfect the clockwork eye. Joshew had expressed an interest in using it to see but the Dragon wasn’t able to convey the difficulty in attuning it to him. Wiesen held his own council on that matter; few people truly understood The Breath, and fewer still deserved to.


  Sometimes the Techlar was convinced that he himself was a member of that latter group; life would have been so much easier if he’d never learned how to imbue his life essence into… well… anything. He pushed the thought from his mind, realizing that he was easily 900 years too late to wonder what could have been. Strengthening his resolve, the Dragon pushed aside his work and closed his eyes… but not to sleep.


  There were few beings in existence that had to spend any amount of time reminding themselves that their body and spirit were one. The vast majority of living creatures lived a blessed life of unity between the ephemeral and the physical. In general, spirit and flesh occupied the same place and, until death, were unified. Such wasn’t the way with Wiesen, and hadn’t been that way for a long time.


  To anyone watching him they would have assumed that the Dragon was asleep, but his mind didn’t stop… he didn’t get rest. Wiesen hadn’t known sleep in centuries; it simply wasn’t something that was part of him any longer. The Breath was a blessing, they said… apparently, he reasoned, one man’s blessing was just as easily another’s curse. Despite his apathy for elements of his existence, however, for better or for worse the Techlar realized he would not have become the Dragon he was without it.


  Pushing thoughts of the past, the present, and even the future out of his mind, Wiesen simply focused on himself, and all of the numerous shards of who and what he was spread out across the kingdoms. His focus drifted from one to the next, each time ‘touching’ them with his mind so that they would not mistakenly separate from him. So it went until he encountered one that was greater than a small piece… it was something… more. Reaching out with his mind, he felt the familiarity of it, and realized that it felt back. “Kesst?”


  He could tell that the presence recognized him, as surely as if they were of the same body. It pulled back for a moment, then dove to strengthen the connection with a sense of questioning which overpowered its uncertainty. “You—you’re Wiesen? Where is this? Where are we?”


  He felt his body smile, though it was inconsequential; reconnecting with a piece of him he’d feared lost was so much more important. Kesst didn’t understand what he was experiencing because Wiesen had never had the chance to teach him. There was no easy way to convey that they were conversing somewhere other than in a physical locale. “We are exactly where we were before finding one another.”


  The uncertainty was practically gone, replaced with a drive to comprehend, and it hurt Wiesen to realize how little Kesst understood. “Where is that?”


  Wiesen fed Kesst a faint impression that the Techlar’s body felt, letting the young red Dragon catch the sensation of travel by carriage. “I am on my way to Newport from Vallara.”


  The moment he provided a link from his body to Kesst, Wiesen suddenly received a reflexive response from him in return, and he immediately had a better understanding of his son’s location. “You… you are in Newport!”


  A sense of excitement filled Wiesen, one he felt empathically from his creation. “I am! I am at the Princess’ manor!”


  Wiesen was relieved; his long journey was nearing its end and soon they would be together again. Of course, he reminded himself, a lot could happen in a span of hours. “And you are safe?”


  Kesst’s response was hesitant. “…I think so.”


  The Techlar felt his body breathe a sigh of relief. “I am glad for it, Kesst. The Princess is a good woman… I know you will keep one another safe.”


  With the introductory questions out of the way it only made sense that Kesst would return to the obvious ones. “How is it we can do this?”


  Wiesen had hoped to be able to explain everything all at once, yet he was a realist and knew that wasn’t possible. Without any better way to convey how they were attuned he simply let Kesst glimpse all of the connections that made up Wiesen… everything that held a piece of who and what he was. He let Kesst feel them as if he were wiggling his own toes or flexing his tail. Everything was Wiesen, and Wiesen gave himself to all of it… including Kesst. But Wiesen had a question of his own. “How is it you came to speak with me? I know my dragonfly found you, but—”


  Kesst didn’t even hesitate a moment in his answer to the question Wiesen hadn’t had a chance to fully ask. “Her nightingale… the Princess let me—”


  It all made sense! The extra shard of Breath in the nightingale, once joined with everything else—Wiesen’s thoughts ground to a halt; he was no longer attuned to Kesst. Seeking the past few seconds of connection, the Dragon realized that his son had been snapped out of their joined trance, and all was left with was Kesst’s final emotion: …fear?


  Wiesen realized that that was reason enough to be concerned but he wasn’t about to let his worry control him; no amount of anxiety would make the carriage travel faster. Instead, the Techlar focused on the best way to stack events to his benefit; if Kesst was in trouble he would need help… and that meant Wiesen would benefit from the aid of those traveling with him. Sada would not be difficult, and the fact that Kesst was with the Princess meant that Umberto would likely offer assistance as well.


  Aodhan and Aurelie would be significantly more difficult to recruit as they had their own concerns. In any other situation Wiesen would have eagerly offered to aid them but the Dragon had his own limit on time… and his was much more… terminal.


  Letting out a deep breath, Wiesen pulled his consciousness back to find his body sluggish and slow to respond. It was very nearly three hundred years old and, unlike his essence, it simply wouldn’t last forever… no matter how well built. Glancing around to verify that his fellow passengers were still asleep, the Dragon loosened the buttons on his shirt and reached inside, twisting the knob camouflaged as an abdominal scale. The panel opened without issue, giving him the opportunity to turn the knob that would wind his springs.


  Wiesen thought back to his brother… his real brother, one of the few other Dragons he knew who had ever mastered The Breath. Fulgaré had always weathered the centuries with a sense of humor, even as the last of the True Dragons died out. He often recited what he referred to as The Divine Jest. “They no longer exist.” The last of the True Dragons had died out during the great war, leaving only the wingless or the breathless… and those like Wiesen… the fakes… the automatons imbued with hand-me-down life.


  Shaking his head, the Techlar put the gear-shaped key back in place against the inside of its access hatch. Many of his fellows had taken to wearing the key as a ring, but Wiesen had abandoned that when he abandoned the Church; the Mechanists were no longer what they once were, and he wanted no part in it. He had created three sons… each time destroying them when the time came to take their bodies as his own, and he wanted no more of it.


  The Divine Jest, his brother had called it. How true that comedy and tragedy were so close a concept. More so was the irony that, as Wiesen drew closer to the ends of his body’s functioning that his need to find Kesst was only getting stronger. When the time came, however, he knew what he would need to do… one final time. It was a promise he’d made, and he reminded himself of it, promising himself again. “One final time.”


  Chapter 8.1c, The Great Illusion


  Brother Rhys was led by the Bishop through the huge collection of Wyranese tents. With the battle line far behind them, the Priest knew he was wholly at the mercy of the invaders… assuming, of course, they were willing to break from the Bishop’s decree for a ceasing of hostilities. Thankfully, as he glanced around at the numerous warriors essentially ignoring the Rat, that didn’t appear to be the case.


  Apparently noticing Brother Rhys’ concern, Bishop Fulgaré rested a talon on the Priest’s shoulder. “These men are here only because I gave a blessing for this fool’s errand… they would not dare oppose my word.”


  That realization brought a number of questions to Brother Rhys’ mind, but the most obvious inquiry was the one that made it out of his mouth. “Why would you allow them to do this?”


  The Bishop sighed, strolling through the military camp with the Rat by his side. “Truth be told, Brother Rhys, I did not have the foresight to realize just how far the Duke’s lust for power would take him, and my desire to travel to Lehsunia under the pretext of spiritual guidance blinded me to seeing just how far he would go to get what he desires.”


  Brother Rhys hesitated with the next question, but his curiosity ultimately won out. “What does he want?’


  The Dragon smiled in an almost apologetic manner. “What most men with power and wealth desire: more of it.”


  They walked for a time in silence, until Bishop Fulgaré showed him to a large but simple pavilion. It was certainly not what Brother Rhys expected for a Bishop’s accommodations and so, he realized, it must have been a meeting tent of some sort. When the Dragon pulled aside the flap and motioned him in, however, the Rat saw something that looked more like an inn room. It was a personal space and, though it was adorned with all the necessities it did not hold anything the Priest would have labeled as particularly luxurious.


  Brother Rhys stood at the entryway for a time. He didn’t realize just how long he had been idle there until Bishop Fulgaré chuckled, and gave him a gentle pat on the shoulder. “You have my permission to enter my apartment, Brother Rhys… there is no need to linger.”


  The Priest stepped in, and to the side, allowing the large Dragon entry as well. He waited until the Bishop had closed the flap before he spoke up. “The men of Wyra don’t travel in luxury, do they? This doesn’t look like the kind of accommodations a Bishop warrants, your Excellency.”


  The Dragon laughed, “Perhaps.”


  Bishop Fulgaré took a seat on the ground, crossing his legs in front of him. He aimed his muzzle toward a pit full of wood and a single breath later a small, crackling campfire bathed the interior with dancing light. “Oh… the men offered me a much finer pavillion, but it was entirely unnecessary. These are precisely the kind of accommodations I asked for.”


  Brother Rhys sat down facing the Dragon, imitating the posture with which the Bishop sat. “I was always under the impression that most Bishops traveled in carriages, staying in grand, Church endorsed tabernacles, eating the finest foods that—”


  The Bishop smiled, holding out two apples. They were a bright yellow and had the scent of being just-a-little-too-ripe; Brother Rhys noticed that one had a slight bruise on its side. The Dragon gave the Rat the un-bruised one. “You are very correct, Brother Rhys… most Bishops do prefer unabashed opulence.”


  The Priest looked at the two apples, and reluctently accepted the one offered to him: the better of the two. Brother Rhys had heard of men like the Bishop. There was a movement among some of the faithful who chose a simple life over an extravagant one. He attempted to remember the right term for it. “Are you… an Objetionist?”


  Bishop Fulgaré let out a sigh, his smile disappearing in the span of the breath. He shook his head slowly before speaking. “Ah… what the world has come to when everyone expects the Church to seek the entitlement its clergy have fought so hard to deem theirs by right.”


  Brother Rhys cleared his throat uncomfortably. He had heard of Objectionists and, every now and again there would be a rumor of one coming and going, but his experience had always been that they arose from the lower level members of the Church. To think that a bishop was one seemed almost impossible. “So… you are an Objectionist.”


  The Bishop stuck a single claw into the side of his apple and held it over the small fire with a bare talon, completely unharmed by the flame. “No, Brother Rhys… sadly, I am an aging traditionalist whose world views are so antiquated that they simply seem new.”


  The Rat’s ears lowered, “I… I’m afraid I don’t understand, your Excellency.”


  The Dragon continued watching the apple in the flames. “Why is it that the Church is entitled to everything it requires, Brother Rhys?”


  It was a very fundamental question, and one that was well known to all Priests. “The Church is the voice of God in the mortal realm… a doorway to the divine. People give freely to the Church so that God’s will may be manifest in our deeds.”


  Bishop Fulgaré withdrew the apple from the fire and began to carve it with a claw. “The Church, my dear Brother Rhys, is entitled to everything it requires because it says it is, and people take that statement as the word of God.”


  The Rat paused at the comment. “It is though… isn’t it?”


  The Dragon shook his head calmly. “Mortals are, by nature, prone to self-interest and, while I believe in the depth of my soul that the vast majority of those in the House of God are as virtuous and as righteous as they should be, it takes only one small smudge before something is no longer perfect.”


  Brother Rhys was confused by what he was hearing. It made sense on many levels, but it was unlike anything else he had ever heard preached by the clergy. “But… God’s Word is perfect. It is our duty to—”


  Bishop Fulgaré held up a talon to quiet him. “The Church is an imperfect window to a perfect being, my friend. Just like any window, what lays beyond may appear to be something completely different if the glass is marred… and the Church has had quite some time in which to become unclean. There has been a divide in the Church for some time between differing views, and that strife had resulted in an unclear message being sent to the masses.”


  The Rat looked down at the apple he held, turning it around in his paws so he could focus on something other than the disturbing words of the Dragon. “How did that get us to this point, your Excellency?”


  The Bishop’s smile returned, but with a hint of pain to it. “I cannot speak for the Church as a whole, but I am here because I dispatched a Monk to Lehsunia to learn about the Church’s dealings here. It has, unfortunately, been drifting further and further from the True Word for the past decade.”


  Brother Rhys was surprised by that admission; envoys from Bishops were usually announced, and he had heard no word of any Monks visiting on behalf of the Church. A different question entered the Rat’s mind, however. “If you sent a Monk, why did you come yourself?


  The Dragon finished segmenting his apple and popped one of the pieces into his maw. He chewed carefully before speaking. “I joined Duke O’Dell because I felt it important to see Lehsunia for myself… and because Friar Juun, my emissary caught sight of a True Dragon on the road.”


  The Priest paused at that; True Dragons were nothing particularly impressive to the Church; it was populated with them. “Why is a True Dragon on the road anything special?”


  Bishop Fulgaré set down the rest of his seared apple. “Because they do not exist.”


  The Rat froze, studying the unreadable expression on the Dragon’s face, trying to figure out if there was humor behind the comment or if the Bishop was being figurative. In the end, he side-stepped the obvious comment that Brother Rhys was sitting right next to a True Dragon—that Bishop Fulgaré was a True Dragon, to choose a slightly different line of conversation. “Why would that Dragon be of interest then? Was he a Heretic?”


  “Perhaps… Friar Juun did say that Hunters were after him, and that he was saved by a group of Tribal warriors led by a Wolf that claimed to be Prince Malcom.”


  Suddenly things clicked, and the Priest’s ears raised. “So… you came with Lord O’Dell in the hopes that you would have a chance to speak with Prince Malcom…”


  Before the Bishop had a chance to respond, the flap to the tent was moved aside and a Wyranese soldier poked his head in; the Otter looked particularly young, or perhaps his helmet was just too large. “Your Excellency… Duke O’Dell sends for you.”


  Taking in a deep breath, Bishop Fulgaré nodded. “Thank you. Please tell the Duke that I will meet with him once I return Brother Rhys to his friends.”


  The Otter cleared his throat, obviously fighting with a degree of uncertainty when it came to disagreeing. “The Duke said that it is urgent… we are… expected to leave the beach before sundown.”


  Brother Rhys did a double-take; the Wyranese were leaving? Was the battle really over? The Bishop didn’t seem phased in the least. “Very well. Then tell him to meet me here at this tent and I will speak with him when I return.”


  The messenger was even more ill-at-ease. “The Duke is waiting for you now… your Excellency.”


  The Rat felt more than ever that he was being an imposition. “I… should be able to find my own way back, Bishop Fulgaré. I wouldn’t want to keep you from—”


  The Dragon held up a talon to silence him. “Nonsense. Given my choices, I believe it will do well for Duke O’Dell to wait… he badly needs this lesson in Humility.”


  The Otter shifted his weight uncomfortably. “And what should I say to Duke O’Dell?”


  The Dragon pulled a small, perfectly sculpted metallic bird out of one of his robe’s pockets. As Brother Rhys watched, Bishop Fulgaré gently exhaled onto it and, before the Rat’s eyes, the bird ‘awoke’, chirping and flittering in the Dragon’s talon. “Here… he can speak to me through this, but he will otherwise have to wait for my arrival.”


  The Rat was dumbstruck. “You… are a Techlar?”


  The Bishop smiled. “Not in as many words but, yes. I suppose you could say that I know of their craft… and it brings me a certain degree of joy.”


  Brother Rhys bowed his head. “Of course, your Excellency… Dragons alone have the right to bask in the divine aura of Pride.”


  Chuckling, Bishop Fulgaré banished the Otter with the wave of a talon before he stood up. He moved toward the flap in the tent and held it open for the Rat, but not before commenting quietly. “Truth be told, that is a right Dragons exercise far too often.”


  Rhys honestly didn’t know how to respond to that comment.



  Chapter 8.2a, Rude Awakenings


  Theo lost track of everything in the chaos except for his sister and his nephew—he had promised himself he would never lose them again. The altercation between the sell swords working for Professor Milhoy and the meager resistance offered by the group after Princess Noriene fell did not last long and, before he knew it, the Ermine and his companions were led into the University and brought downstairs to the basement.


  The basement itself was not a visually appealing place. Used predominantly for storage (and subsequent banishment) of unneeded items, the large series of chambers and hallways beneath the University were playfully referred to as ‘the tombs’ by students while the faculty simply called them ‘the depository’. The one thing that Theo had never expected them to be, however, was a prison. As the group was led into one of the large locking storage rooms however, the Ermine began to fear the worst.


  On a positive note was the fact that none of the group was seriously injured… and even the Princess appeared to be relatively unharmed—rubber bullets, Theo was to learn. Apparently the scuffle in the street was far too noticeable an event within Newport and, even in the early morning hours there were too many witnesses for Professor Milhoy to risk having anyone killed… and so they were subdued. Unfortunately, the Ermine rationalized, now that they were away from prying eyes the Professor could do whatever he wanted with impunity. The question was, would he?


  They had been incarcerated for just over an hour, but it took half that time for Roaring-Flood to grow stir-crazy. The huge Bear was calmed for a time by a discussion he shared with Enarork in their own tongue but eventually he gave up on words and turned to repeatedly shoulder-ramming the reinforced door. The timbers were wood, yes, but they were thick wood—thick hardwood… thick hardwood reinforced with iron. No… it was an exercise in futility, Theo realized, but apparently nobody could convince the big black Bear otherwise.


  One unfortunate side effect of the noise was Theo Younger awakening. The little kit was not happy at being roused with so many hours left until dawn and his cries only added to the noise. Thankfully, Enarork finally got his brother to calm down, at which time the big Bear grew immediately remorseful over having awoken the kit. Surprisingly, Roaring-Flood’s attention actually managed to calm Theo Younger and, at the Tribal Bear’s insistence, Evelyn even let Roaring-Flood hold the young lad.


  It was a magical thing in that they each immediately quieted the other. The enormous Bear was gentle and accommodating and little Theo was wide-eyed and full of wonder. Roaring-Flood switched back and forth between the Tribal tongue and little bits of common while the kit practically climbed all over him as if he were a furry jungle gym. Theo ultimately did fall back asleep, right in the crook of the big Bear’s arm.


  Despite Enarork’s ability to remain calm, he still appeared ill at ease. He spent the first few minutes of their imprisonment helping Errol care for the Princess, who was in great pain from the impact of the rubber slug to her ribs. Once she was situated he then focused on Roaring-Flood. Once the big Bear was occupied with the kit, that left the smaller brother without much to do aside from think. That was when he involved Theo.


  The jeweler made his way over to where Theo sat on a crate with his sister. The Bear pulled a second crate away from the wall and lowered himself down onto it facing them. “What do these people want?”


  Theo didn’t have much of an answer. “I’m not sure.”


  The Bear glanced to the Princess them back to the two Ermine. “They said that Princess Noriene wasn’t the real Princess, but they knew she was. They were lying… why?”


  The scholar shrugged even as he thought about it. “There could be any number of reasons… but it probably has something to do with the Order of Blades, and the fact that they said she wasn’t useful anymore.”


  Enarork’s claws dug into the wooden crate where he was gripping it. “They sent Metal-Eyes to the spirits… they will not continue this.”


  Theo couldn’t argue against the Bear’s anger but he also couldn’t really think of a way to interfere with any portion of a clandestine plan while he was locked up in the University’s storage cellar. He looked to his sister. “I’m sorry, Evie… I shouldn’t have gotten you involved in this.”


  She shook her head, resting a paw on his. “I was sworn to the Princess’ aid, Theo… if anything I got you involved.”


  Princess Noriene interrupted all activity in the room with a simple declaration. “Kesst isn’t here.”


  Errol confirmed her observation. “He flew onto the building top across from the University—that is where the man was who shot you.”


  The Wolf sat up, an aura of confidence returning to her despite her injury. “Good. Then Milhoy hasn’t won yet.”


  Evelyn slowly detached herself from Theo and moved immediately to the Princess’ side. “Your Highness? The Dragon? How can he aid us?”


  Princess Noriene accepted help from Errol and Evelyn to stand and they moved her to where a large, rolled up tapestry was resting on the floor. Once the Princess was lowered down onto it she began rubbing her side with a paw. “From the short time I had speaking with him I can tell he is quite an ingenious survivor. He is resourceful and inventive but, most importantly, he knows we are his allies.”


  Enarork nodded in agreement. “Kesst is a good person. If he can help us then he will.”


  Errol was a little less optimistic. “Then the question is if he can help us.”


  All discussion came to a stop with the sound of a key turning in the door’s lock. A moment later it swung open, revealing Kesst. “Yes. He can.”


  Everyone was standing in seconds, each wishing to make a statement or ask a question, but the Dragon held up a talon. “We can talk later… I do not want to stay here any longer than we have to… there are armed men on all of the upper floors and it sounds as though they plan on executing the Princess.”


  The Wolf smirked. “Well… Milhoy apparently realizes just how dangerous I can be. I wonder how he plans on pulling it off.”


  Kesst moved over and helped the Princess to her feet. “I overheard him speaking with another one of the Professors… apparently you’re a double who is responsible for the Princess’ death and you’re impersonating her toward nefarious ends—his words, that I recall.”


  Princess Noriene kept one paw on her ribs and the other around the Dragon’s midsection. She nodded. “Yes… I suppose that certainly does sound like Milhoy.”


  Theo Elder quickly took Theo Younger from Roaring-Flood and passed the sleeping kit to his sister before joining everyone else at the door. “If they plan on executing the Princess that can’t mean good things for us. We need to get out of here very soon.”


  Kesst shook his head. “Not yet.”


  Errol paused at that. “What do you mean ‘not yet’? In a case like this it has always been on my mind that the sooner the better.”


  The Dragon nodded. “Perhaps… but I have a plan.”


  Princess Noriene was all ears. “Oh? Pray, tell.”


  Kesst looked to her then to everyone else. “I’m waiting on a signal.”


  Enarork flicked an ear. “A signal?”


  Theo finally felt a spike of optimism. “Did you find help?”


  The Dragon nodded. “Yes—we just have to wait for—”


  Kesst was interrupted; the signal was unmistakable.


  Chapter 8.2b, A Dozen ‘Tails’ Told


  Dr Brownell had never been a heavy sleeper and that meant getting any real amount of rest on the carriage ride from Vallara to Newport was next to impossible. Aside from staying up late to combine, mix, and administer the antler restorative unguent, the Mouse also spent another hour or two discussing the benefits of joining University medicine with natural remedies. Beyond that, however, was a thirty minute argument over where everyone would sleep.


  With only two benches, it was left to reason that two passengers would get to lay down on the cushioned seats and someone would end up sleeping on the floor of the carriage. Considering the fact that Dr. Brownell preferred a more spacious areas in which to rest she elected to take the floor. Roland had no objections but Tobias’ “gentlemanly sensibilities” apparently resulted in him taking offense at the thought.


  The Prong Horn made a very eloquent and convincing case as to why it was reasonable that she should get the ‘better’ sleeping spot and most of the time spent in discussion was letting him get it all out—from that point it was another two minutes for her to convince him that she really truly wanted to sleep on the floor. He did ultimately relent, but not before insisting that she take his rolled-up travel coat to use as a pillow. For the sake of settling him down she accepted… but that was over four hours passed and she was barely able to get any rest thanks to the carriage’s uneven movement across the road’s bumps and holes.


  By Christine’s estimation it was somewhere near three in the morning… far too late to get a good night’s sleep and far too early to be awake. Letting out a sigh, the Mouse sat up. She rested her back against one of the benches where Roland seemed to be contentedly sleeping the night away. Across from her was Tobias, laying with his knees bent so he would take up less space on the bench. It was an intelligent plan, she realized, since it gave his horns fair clearance to avoid bumping against the walls of the carriage.


  Dr Brownell pushed off of her backrest, drawing herself up to her knees so she could crawl her way over to where the scholar slept. Tobias’ healing horn had been mended, stuck together with a combination of the herbal remedy and organic glue then secured in place by a generous amount of bandage combined with an even more generous amount of twine. It would take a week before the medicated cure would help his horn fuse into a whole and during that time it would have to be cleaned, cared for, and monitored.


  The Mouse gently brushed at the base of the horn, rubbing a small amount of errant fur away from it. There was no sign of discoloration of the scalp so that was promising, and—she paused, looking down at the peaceful expression on Tobias’ face. She wasn’t going to delude herself into saying he wasn’t handsome; he had a certain charm in his features and, as long as he kept his mouth firmly shut she could even describe him as pleasant.


  It had taken her awhile to realize it but she had ultimately come to the conclusion that Tobias Severna was not the same kind of sexist that she had most often encountered at the University—his style was much more inadvertent… generally classified as the ‘bumbling ninny’. She smiled to herself, replaying the events of their first meeting and the several interactions they’d had since. For a scholar so dedicated to understanding the world the poor Prong Horn seemed to have a hard time with knowing his place in it. He certainly had no skill or tact when it came to dealing with women… that was for certain.


  Before she realized it, Christine had let out an inadvertent giggle, and she quickly sat back when Tobias’ eyes opened. Before he could say anything she quickly interjected with a quiet comment. “I am just checking your horn… it seems to be on its way towards mending.”


  She was silently grateful when he focused on her declared intention rather than the fact that she’d been staring. “It itches a little… Can I… touch it?”


  Christine reached down and took hold of the scholar’s hand, slowly raising it up to rest against the base of the horn. “Itching is normal… it’s a sign that it’s healing. You can feel the base, but you really should leave the reattached portion alone and let it mend.”


  Although it was dark, the Mouse was almost certain she caught a glint of adoration in the Prong Horn’s eyes… and what, she asked herself was wrong with that? Nothing, she reasoned—he was obviously very proud of his horns and so he was grateful with her for finding a way for him to become whole again. It should feel good for her to be admired by someone from the University; it was the first step toward being accepted as a peer among the organization. If only it was as easy with the rest of them.


  The Mouse looked down at Tobias, who was looking back up at her. He’d just said something, hadn’t he? Clearing her throat, she went to separate her hand from his, only to find that they were still connected. “You can let go of my hand, Mr Severna.”


  One of the Prong Horn’s rare smiles manifested. “I’m not holding it, Dr Brownell.”


  Mortified, Christine realized that she was still holding his wrist, not the other way around. The Mouse quickly let it go and deftly inserted a suitable explanation. “I have had so little sleep, I swear I would probably be trying to cure my horn at this point.”


  Tobias sat up, his ears raising. “Would you prefer the bench then, Dr. Brownell? Honestly, if the floor is—”


  She shook her head. “No… it’s not the floor… it’s the motion. The carriage is moving far too much for me to be able to sleep… every time I start to doze off we hit a bump and I am jostled awake just to start the process of falling asleep all over again.”


  The scholar looked away, fingers interlocking in his lap as he cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Ah… well… I am sorry then.”


  She barely avoided laughing at that. “You do not have to apologize for something out of your control, Mr. Severna. This simply is, and I will just have to worry about catching up on sleep when we arrive in Newport.”


  The Prong Horn nodded and slid aside on the bench, motioning for her to join him. “Well, now that I am mostly awake the least I could do would be to make room for you. You might not be able to sleep but there’s no reason you can’t sit somewhere more comfortable.”


  Dr Brownell let out a sigh and joined him, despite her objection. “Just because I can’t sleep doesn’t mean you can’t try.”


  Tobias’ next action surprised the Mouse; he reached over and slid his arm around her shoulder, pulling her a little closer. It wasn’t inappropriate or even uncouth… it just seemed out of character for him to be so casual about it. A moment later she realized why; the scholar was still half-asleep, and so tired that he went right back to being full-asleep. Rolling her eyes, Dr. Brownell let out a helpless chuckle and simply went with it, exhaling as she rested her head against his shoulder. Before she knew it dawn had come.


  Somewhere between resting against Tobias and the sudden stop of the wagons Christine had managed to get some sleep. The halting of the caravan had jolted her awake, causing her to sit up straight and pull the Prong Horn’s jacket with her; at some point they had apparently been using it as a blanket. Roland, who had rolled right off the bench when the wagon came to a stop was still snoozing away. Tobias was rubbing his eyes, apparently oblivious to the world around him. “Huh?”


  It was early, that much Christine knew for certain, but she didn’t know why they had halted. Unlatching one of the canvas covers for a window she peered out, and saw that a few of their number had disembarked and were talking near the lead carriage. The large white Dragon Wiesen appeared to be doing most of the discussion. Sanmer, the group’s new guide also seemed to have plenty to say. Whatever was being discussed did not seem to sit well with Sister Aurelie; the cat was scowling visibly.


  Tobias spoke up from beside the Mouse, pulling her attention back to him. “What’s going on? Is everything alright?”


  Dr. Brownell stood up, just short enough to avoid having to bed over to put on her petticoat. Roland had just started to rise so she took care in not stepping on him as she moved to and opened the door. “I’m not sure, but I plan on finding out.”


  Chapter 8.2c, The Great Illusion


  True to his word, Bishop Fulgaré led Brother Rhys back across the beach through the mulling masses of Wyranese soldiers. Even upon reaching the section of land where the invader’s forces came to an end and the Tribal warriors had created a wary defensive line the Dragon pressed onward, completely unmolested by the the combined forces of Horses, Deer, Bears, Wolves, and Jackals. What truly caught the Rat’s attention however was when the Bishop bowed to the nearest Grass Tribe and offered a calm, well-meaning “Oani, Wenya.”


  Brother Rhys came to a stop. “You speak Tribal?”


  The Dragon chuckled and gently laid a talon on the Rat’s shoulder, urging him onward. “A few phrases and perhaps a dozen words… ‘Let all guests be as gracious as their hosts.’ ”


  Reis had never heard it used in conjunction with any discussion involving the tribes. “Seirn 4:13?”


  Bishop Fulgaré nodded, continuing along toward a gathering among the tribes men that included Prince Malcom. “I once preached the importance of creating unity within the kingdoms, and had explained that included the free people of the tribe lands… unfortunately the Church translated that into conversion. When that didn’t turn out as it had been expected the council opted for pacification instead.”


  Not knowing exactly what to say, Brother Rhys instead chose to say nothing, silently digesting what the Dragon had revealed. He remained quiet until the gathering around the Prince parted, allowing them entrance. The Bishop offered a courteous nod of his head. “I bid you a warm greeting Prince Malcom the First of Lehsunia, third child of Hammond the Bold, Thirteenth of the name.”


  More than one of the Tribesmen gathered about them started talking immediately, creating a mob of voices speaking in their native tongue but Prince Malcom simply held up a paw and they all fell silent… even the dark furred Jackal with white face paint worn in the shape of a skull. The Prince inclined his head in a return. “Your Excellency. I see by your regalia that you are a Bishop, but I confess that I do not know you by name.”


  As the only other direct member of the clergy Brother Rhys realized it was his obligation to make introductions. “Your Highness, this is Bishop Fulgaré, of Mehnzil.”


  Prince Malcom inclined his head again, lower the second time. “To what does Lehsunia owe the honor of hosting you, Bishop Fulgaré?”


  The Dragon was so direct it almost made Brother Rhys smile, but his words were enough to make him cringe. “Little more than Duke O’Dell’s over fondness of reaching for power that is quite apparently beyond his grasp.”


  The Wolf cracked a faint smile, but quickly hid it. “I see. And I assume it is you to whom we owe the cessation of hostilities?”


  The Bishop rubbed his chin with a talon as he observed Prince Malcom. “You are far more well-spoken than most tales about you suggest, your Highness.”


  Without missing a beat, the Wolf recited what Brother Rhys recognized as a quote from the Book of Epiphany, but the Rat couldn’t place the exact passage. “And so it was that Feron spoke falsehood, for he knew no better than what his fault eyes had heard and his weak ears had seen.’ ”


  The Dragon’s smirk seemed almost conspiratorial. “I have always favored that verse… and you quoted it correct as well. Most men completely overlook the dual play of eyes hearing and ears seeing. You are apparently well read too, Prince Malcom.”


  The Jackal standing in the circle spoke up, pointing at the Bishop as he addressed Prince Malcom. The Wolf shook his head, responding calmly. Whatever the answer, the representative from the Bone Tribe apparently disliked it and about-faced, storming off as he continued yapping out whatever objection he was declaring.


  Bishop Fulgaré smiled. “I have had little interaction with the Jackals, your Highness, but I had heard that they were unreasonable. Apparently you have proven the uninformed wrong yet again.”


  The Wolf inclined his head. “As you say, your Excellency.”


  The casual discussion between the Wolf and Dragon continued for many long minutes and, one by one the tribesmen wandered off back to their own people; Brother Rhys realized that there were enough injuries that they had plenty to do beyond standing passively as they witnessed a discussion in a language they didn’t understand. The Rat also took the opportunity to excuse himself; he could aid with the healing and every minute that passed was another patient left untreated.


  The Priest didn’t realize how much concern he’d been trying to suppress regarding Runs-on-Air’s safety until he saw the young Buck. Once their eyes locked it was all Brother Rhys could to do avoid running to him and throwing his arms around him—as it was he moved quickly and gave him a proper, reserved embrace… but he couldn’t keep a tear from escaping as he withdrew. “I was worried.”


  The Buck smiled, responding first in the tribe tongue before addressing him in common. “It was a battle… people get hurt, but I am not hurt bad.”


  It was then that Brother Rhys saw that Runs-on-Air was favoring his left leg; a bandage had been pulled tight across his thigh and it was mostly hidden by the folds of the warrior’s loin cloth. The Priest immediately felt responsible. “I should have been there to help you—”


  The Buck held up a hand to silence him, leaning forward to a conspicuously close distance and raised his paw to his chest. “You were there to help me, Eyara. In here.”


  Brother Rhys took a step back, his ears burning hotly from the blush. He glanced around self-consciously before clearing his throat. “Well… I… I am… what I mean to say… I’m glad that you’re still—”


  Runs-on-Air cut him short. Apparently unsatisfied with the stand-off reunion the warrior stepped forward and took hold of the Rat’s forearm, and pulled him in for a kiss. The Priest was so stunned that he didn’t immediately recoil. After the initial surprise faded, however, Brother Rhys remained in the Buck’s arms despite the public display. He realized he should have been much more firm in his rebuke of Runs-on-Air’s advances but he didn’t have it in him… he was entirely at the tribesman’s mercy.


  Thankfully, however, Runs-on-Air disengaged shortly thereafter. Although the reunion was sweet, what the Buck said next ruined the Rat’s improved mood. “Among-the-Reeds is with the spirits… many of her people are.”


  Brother Rhys nodded, swallowing a tightness in his throat that threatened to choke him. “I… I can imagine there were many… ah… deaths.”


  His ventured assessment of the situation turned out to be an understatement. He followed Runs-on-Air across the battlefield to the thicket reserved for the injured tribesmen. In all, the Grass Tribe lost over a third of their number—almost all of their men and boys of fighting age… along with several of their women who had picked up weapons. The rest of the Tribes had suffered as well, with most having casualties of approximately half of those they dedicated to the battle.


  Henry Evans, the Human who had joined at Prince Malcom’s side had been mortally wounded and had died while Runs-on-Air had been away. Berro, Prince Malcom’s animal companion had received several severe injuries but was recovering; the Priest was surprised at how much care the healers of the tribes took in seeing to the wolf’s wounds… and by how Berro let them treat him. In all, the events seemed almost like a dream: too surreal to be truth… yet there he was, and he was not waking up.


  After touring the thicket and helping where he could Brother Rhys was finally ready to make his way back to Prince Malcom. Runs-on-Air guided him to where the Prince and Bishop were seated next to a campfire. With the darkness closing in, the two shapes seemed epic in their stillness, both gazing into the flames while speaking aside to one another. The discussion came to an end when Brother Rhys approached. It was Prince Malcom who broke the silence. “I trust you’ve been shown the injured, Brother Rhys?”


  The Priest nodded solemnly, “And the dead… yes, your Highness.”


  Bishop Fulgaré stood, his wings wrapping around his shoulders like a cloak. “I believe it is time I take my leave, your Highness… please do consider my invitation.”


  The Wolf nodded, “I will, thank you, your Excellency.”


  Brother Rhys waited patiently for the Dragon to depart before looking to Prince Malcom again. Only once he was sure the Bishop was out of ear shot did he speak up. “I have never met a Bishop before… he is not what I expected.”


  The Prince smiled. “I try not to create expectations… but, either way he was certainly someone I will remember for a long time to come.”


  The Priest nodded, unable to argue against that point. “So… what has happened then? Is the battle over? Is everything settled?”


  Prince Malcom let out a breath and looked down to the fire, stoking it with a long stick “Lord O’Dell is recalling his troops, if that is what you mean. He has realized his cause is lost and he is withdrawing.”


  Brother Rhys thought back to all of the dead and dying he’d encountered. “Somehow I still don’t feel like we won.”


  The Wolf chuckled softly, tossing the stick into the stoked blaze. “That is because we did not prevent violence; regardless of the outcome of the battle you are right—we did not win.”


  The Rat sat in silence for nearly a minute listening to the popping and crackling from the fire as he tried to formulate his next question. He looked up when he decided what it was. “Your Highness… what next? Are we going back to Vallara?”


  Prince Malcom slowly got to his feet, dusting his rump off with his paws, then dusting his paws off on his hips. “Yes… but it is only a stop onto somewhere else.”


  “…where?”


  The Wolf let out a deep breath and opened his muzzle to respond… then slowly closed it. He about faced and headed off into the darkness, offering only a cryptic “I suppose we’ll find out once I know for certain.”


  Chapter 8.3a, Rude Awakenings


  Gift-of-the-Earth was thrown into his brother as the entire structure jumped. While the Bear had often heard of loose-tied tents shuddering in a strong wind he had never expected one of the Stone Tribe’s big rock buildings to have the same problem but then again the explosion had been more than a ‘strong wind’. Kesst remained calm through the concussion, motioning to the door once everyone had picked themselves up off the floor. “That was the signal.”


  Errol helped the Princess up, turning to regard the Dragon. “Just what was the signal? How much damage to the city is—”


  The Wolf quieted him. “We can worry about fallout later.”


  “Yes, your Highness.”


  Theo followed after the Bull and the Princess with his sister at his side; the little one was awake in her arms, which made sense since any creature with the ability to hear couldn’t have missed the large, booming roar of Kesst’s ‘signal’. Despite the kit’s fidgeting, Evelyn continued after the Dragon with little more than a soft “Shh, my sweet… it’s alright.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth and Roaring-Flood were the last out of the room; the brown Bear had paused to make certain his brother was coming while the black Bear lingered in order to kick in one of the many wooden chests so he could pick up a huge piece of timber to use as a club. Realizing the intelligence of such an action the jeweler chose a thick wooden club from the broken container as well and the two made their way after everyone else.


  Although Gift-of-the-Earth was nowhere near skilled at navigating the strange pathways and corridors of a Stone Tribe building the catacombs beneath the University were even worse. He and Roaring-Flood had caught up to the group and passed some three or four turns before he realized something. “We are going the wrong way… I thought that the path upward is back behind us.”


  Kesst called from the front of the group. “It is. There are soldiers up above us so we’re going a different way.”


  Theo volunteered information that helped the explanation make more sense. “There are stories about the catacombs beneath the University having several different outlets to the city. Supposedly the work crew wanted escape tunnels in case of collapse and they also needed air vents.”


  The Dragon cleared his throat, a hint of unease coming to his words. He came to a stop over a metal grate and pointed down. “Yeah… we’re not using any of those… my help had a different idea.”


  The front of the group came to a halt and Theo’s double-take was visible even from a distance. “The sewer?!?”


  Kesst nodded, kneeling down beside the bars. “Right. Any of the other exits might be under watch by the Order of Blades.”


  The Princess was immediately taken aback. “The Order? I would have expected them to have disbursed after Marcelle’s death.”


  A voice spoke up from beneath the grate. “Beggin’ yer pardon, yer ‘ighness… but there ain’t no way th’ Blades’d fold just cuz they lost a Commander…”


  That voice was familiar; Gift-of-the-Earth thought back to when he had first met the group while imprisoned by the Stone Tribe warriors in the building with metal bars. He expressed the familiarity. “The Rat… from the prison.”


  Kesst waited until whatever the Rat was doing created a ‘ka-click’ from the bars and then proceeded to open the grate by rotating it along a metal hinge. “Grange knows my father is protecting someone dear to him.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth stood impassively. “I thought he meant you harm.”


  Grange shrugged. “Eh… that’s all in th’ past… ‘e’s okay if ‘is old man is ‘elpin’ th’ Faithful.”


  The Bear didn’t know what to make of it but if Kesst was willing to trust his former attacker then the Dragon apparently knew something that Gift-of-the-Earth didn’t; he would withhold his judgment until the Rat proved unworthy. “Fine.”


  Grange helped everyone down into a darker, wetter tunnel, guiding them onto a stone walkway perched against a tiled stone wall. As Gift-of-the-Earth came down he realized that choosing anywhere other than the walkway would have him landing in a river of waste. The Bear very nearly wretched as the sight and smell of the sewage assaulted his senses; it was unimaginably horrific to think that such a disgusting thing could exist in a place where the people prided themselves on cleanliness.


  Roaring-Flood wasn’t faring much better, covering his nose with a paw as he exclaimed in the People’s Tongue. “Spirits alive! This place smells worse than the insides of a Muck Wallow Eel.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth tried not to think about that smell; he could still remember the first time he and his brother had caught one. They had been scarcely ten summers and hadn’t known how to skin and dress it and so they’d made the mistake of cutting it open with a stone shard; the smell didn’t come off of their paws for days. Frankly, however, Roaring-Flood was right: the Muck Wallow Eel still wasn’t as bad. “Just follow them quickly. We will be out of here as soon as possible.”


  Thankfully the rest of the group seemed to be faring just as badly as the Bears. Theo tip-toed across the stone walkway, holding his tail close to his body and checking each step to make sure that the hem of his robe wasn’t brushing the wall or the floor. His sister had a paw over her kit’s muzzle with what looked like a piece of cloth in it; the little boy was fretting but the worst of the scent didn’t seem to reach him thanks to his mother’s care.


  The Princess and her Bull servant each had similar cloth to cover their faces, though he could tell the Wolf had a pawful of flower petals tucked inside hers. She spoke through the face covering. “Where does the tunnel let out?”


  Grange, who seemed to have no trouble whatsoever with the scent motioned overhead. “There’s exits every few ‘undred feet, yer Maj… no reason we couldn’t get out anywhere, but we’re gonna keep goin’ til we’ve reached Old Town.”


  Princess Norriene nodded. “Old Town makes sense… That will be a good place to handle what comes next.”


  Kesst glanced back to the Wolf, his eyes glowing faintly in the blackness. Gift-of-the-Earth realized that the Dragon was likewise not having any trouble with the stench, and spoke without concern for the miasma. “Do you have a plan for what comes next?”


  The Princess’ smile was just visible around the edge of the cloth over her muzzle. “We were in that room for hours… I’ve had plenty of time to plan, my dear.”


  Theo sighed around his paw covering his nose. “Revenge… it has something to do with revenge, doesn’t it?”


  Princess Noriene glanced his way. “It is far more complicated than simply revenge, Professor. This is a long-time-coming, and it is the ultimate resolution to all of our problems… but it will require everyone’s help.”


  The Wolf had made quite the promise in her presentation and Gift-of-the-Earth didn’t rightly know if she was capable of solving all of their problems. He also knew that any ‘complicated’ plan would require multiple paws to complete. “What do you want from us?”


  Roaring-Flood was quick to interject, using the Stone Tribe’s tongue so he could take part in the conversation. “First, we get out of the sewer.”


  The Princess smiled. “I certainly could not find reason to argue with that logic.”


  Evelyn looked to the Wolf. “And then, your Highness?”


  “We leave Newport.”


  That answer seemed to catch Theo by surprise. “We run?”


  Princess Noriene came to a stop and turned to address the scholar. “No. We are leaving Newport so we can regroup and strengthen our opposition to Professor Milhoy.”


  Theo’s sister moved to stand beside him. “You have always said that you consider Newport your seat of power, your Highness.”


  The Wolf’s smile widened. “Yes… but at this point leaving is something Milhoy will not expect… besides, Lehsunia has another seat of power.”


  Theo raised an eyebrow, his tail flicking to the side. “Graddin? Why?”


  The Princess pulled the cloth from her muzzle and refolded it, exposing more flowers before returning it to its prior place. “The Mechantists’ plan is to control Thaddius… they’ve been working on it for some time and I believe they may be ready to make their move.”


  Roaring-Flood grunted. “What about man who put us down in room?”


  Noriene’s smile returned full force. “Oh… I haven’t forgot about Milhoy… he’ll be dealt with in our absence.”


  Theo looked from Roaring-Flood to the Princess, and then to Grange, who was still ahead of the group by several strides. “How is that, your Majesty?”


  It was apparently an inquiry judging by the scholar’s glance, and the Princess took it at such. “The Rat? Oh, heavens no. I happen to be aware of a powerful woman our good friend Professor Milhoy has wronged, and I plan on seeing to it that she receives a letter explaining everything. I anticipate returning to a very Milhoy-free Newport.”


  Chapter 8.3b, A Dozen ‘Tails’ Told


  It took awhile for Nicole to join the rest of the travelers at the front of their caravan once the wagons had come to a halt. She wasn’t certain at first why they had stopped but as she approached the woman caught sight of the white Dragon and the white Fox speaking with a gray furred primate. Even in the pre-dawn light she was able to determine the traveler was a Monk by his distinct robe.


  The discussion came to a halt when the Monkey caught sight of Nicole’s approach. He offered a courteous bow of his head. “It is fair to assume that you are Lady Arnswold?”


  Wiesen handled the introductions. “Friar Juun, this is Lady Nicole Arnswold of the Arnswold Family, premier bloodline of Vallara. My Lady Arnswold, this is Friar Juun… emissary to Bishop Fulgaré of Mehnzil.


  Nicole had spent enough of her life as Alarice to understand carefully concealed emotion as the Dragon spoke the name of the Bishop and she stored that thought away for later; for the moment her focus was on the old Monk. “What brings you to Lehsunia, Friar Juun?”


  The Monkey’s accent was not Mehnzilian and, despite appearing on the older side his voice was still strong. “I was here at the behest of the Bishop, my Lady, and am actually concluding my activities here. It is by God’s will that I meet you on the path to Vallara, as that is the final leg of my journey.”


  She gave the Monk a cursory inspection then looked to Aodhan and Sister Aurelie who had also been taking part in the conversation; the Cat looked particularly disturbed. Nicole looked back to the traveling clergyman. “God’s will that we meet, you say? Unless you know something I do not I would hardly consider a random introduction on the roadside to be worthy of divine notice.”


  Sister Aurelie spoke up, the Cat’s voice severe. “He was at the Church in Newport… he has news of the Sisters Divine.”


  Nicole didn’t even bat an eye. “Then it is God’s will that you meet with them on the road. They have business with the Church, not I.”


  Aodhan stepped forward. “Lady Arnswond, Friar Juun has seen that the representatives from the Sisters Divine are being tortured. Tell her, Friar.”


  The Monkey nodded slowly. “It is not God’s will being done within the halls of the Church in Newport, I am afraid. Bishop Fulgaré was concerned that there may have been misdeeds being carried out in Lehsunia by the Church, but he could not have known what they—”


  Nicole held up a hand to stop him. “Again, I understand their plight and I am sympathetic to their suffering. Unfortunately injustices are carried out every day and I have my own battles to fight.”


  Sir Umberto had walked up behind her and, for a moment she was worried that he was going to create problems by taking sides. Thankfully when he spoke up it was in more of a neutral declaration. “The difference is that Lady Arnswold has an army helping her. Perhaps you should consider joining us in reaching the Princess and then she might see fit to provide you the aid you desire.”


  Inigo, loyal, big-mouthed Inigo decided to challenge that thought. “We’re heading to Newport to deal with the Order of Blades, not bring some message to the Princess.”


  Sanmer leaned against the wagon he was borrowing from the Princess. “The way I see it, we’re all traveling to Newport together… and not for entirely different reasons.”


  The Mouse woman that had been in the middle carriage stepped into the conversation in a most impressively diplomatic manner. “There’s actually no reason to think that our separate reasons are separate at all.”


  Sister Aurelie’s ears fell and the Cat practically hissed out a challenge. “They aren’t worried about the Sisters Divine at all… how can that be anything but separate reasons?”


  The Mouse took that in stride. “When I was first learning about identifying illness I made a mistake common among all students of medicine: I spent so long focusing on the symptoms I didn’t stop to think about how they are all related. Every problem represented here, from the Princess to the Order of Blades to the Sisters Divine are related.”


  Aodhan’s ears raised and even Sister Aurelie paused, but the Cat quickly countered. “How can they all be related?”


  The Doctor shook her head slowly. “I don’t know.”


  Nicole frowned when she saw Sandoval step up behind the Mouse. He was the one who provided the answer. “I do. It is the Mechanists… I would stake my life on it.”


  Friar Juun bowed to those closest to him. “I have passed on what I know of the Sisters Divine. I hope the information will be of some aid to you.”


  Sister Aurelie took the Monkey’s hand and clasped him by the wrist, kissing his first knuckle. “Yes. Thank you, Friar… God’s favor to you on your journey.”


  The Monk smiled, resting his other hand on the Cat’s head. “And His blessing to you on the task set before you.”


  Aodhan didn’t wait for the Monk to leave before he started pleading his case. “Friar Juun said that the Sisters are being held in the same area where the Church had Friar Arlowe. We can get there but we’ll need help.”


  Friar Arlowe, still in the carriage was looking out the window. “I will help however I can. If what Friar Juun said was true we can’t let the Church move the Sisters—if they’re taken to Mehnzil then all is lost.”


  Sandoval stepped past Nicole, speaking up. “If the Church says it plans to move them, my friend, they will never make it to Mehnzil. This is the decree of the Mechanists, and they will use this as an opportunity to start a war, not take prisoners.”


  Inigo turned to challenge the swordsman. “And how’s that, exactly? They’re just a bunch of nuns and stuff.”


  Nicole sighed. “Shut up, Inigo.”


  The Bat glanced her way but did as she bade. It was Sister Aurelie that elaborated. “The Sisters Divine will not stand for this. If they do not release my sisters then there will be a holy war.”


  Sandoval nodded. “Yes… this is it exactly. It is as the lovely Dr. Brownell says… all of this is easily connected—the Mechanists are trying to tear down all houses of power.”


  Nicole turned to stare at the man. She surprised herself by humoring him. “Get to the point, Sandoval.”


  He did. “You have said that your involvement in all things out-of-the-ordinary started with a sabotage of a University invention… and that you have reason to believe that this sabotage came from within.”


  Inigo interjected. “It was. We were framed to take the fall.”


  Sandoval continued unabated. “The Church is fractured—the local clergy are acting against the will of Mehnzil and a Bishop saw fit to involve himself in it… another sign that there is dissent among the ranks.”


  Sanmer rubbed the end of his muzzle. “The Mechanists… they made an attempt on the Princess’ life.”


  The swordsman pointed right at the Fox. “And the third of three powers creating the triumvirate of control in Lehsunia; they wish to eliminate the royalty.”


  Nicole turned to regard Sanmer. “So you know about the Mechanists?”


  The Fox nodded. “Sure… had a run in with the Order of Blades—apparently the Mechanists hired them to do a lot of the dirty work in—”


  She slammed her hand on the wheel of the nearest carriage. “Done.”


  Sada glanced around Wiesen. “Done?”


  Nicole nodded with certainty. “Yes… Done.”


  Wiesen spoke up. “What is done, Lady Arnswold?”


  Turning and heading back toward her wagon, Nicole spoke over her shoulder. “Half of you have been trying all trip to convince me that you could use my help. Well… now you have it… in rank and file.”


  She didn’t linger any longer. She knew there would be questions as to who she planned on helping so she made herself scarce so as to avoid having to answer them. Nicole planned on figuring out the particulars later but one thing was certain: the scales of power were tipping and she planned on balancing things out in a way that was much more favorable than letting those who opposed her win.


  Inigo hopped up into the carriage with her. “You know… something about that traveling guy got me to thinking.”


  Nicole eyed the bat. “About what?”


  He cracked a wry grin as he adjusted his glasses. “I know he was a primate, but didn’t he seem a little monk-y to you?”


  Something about Inigo’s humor always managed to put things into perspective and it inspired her into creating a decisive plan that took everything into account. She mumbled to herself “Now all I have to do is come up with one.”


  Chapter 8.3c, The Great Illusion


  Prince Malcom did not bring up the topic regarding what it was he had discussed with the Bishop and Brother Rhys did not figure it was his place to ask. What the Rat did know however was that they did not wait in the Grass Tribe’s lands any longer than necessary for them to help conclude the business at the battlefield, broker a parting between the allied forces, and then see to the burial of Henry Evans, the Human who had joined them for the battle against the Wyranese invasion.


  There had been something to the man—of that, Brother Rhys was certain. Yet, for all the care Prince Malcom took in seeing to the interment of the body and the carefully conducted ritual of its burial the Wolf had surprisingly little to say. He spoke the prayers for his fallen comrade in the Wyranese way, which was different than the ones which the Rat himself had been taught but he followed along as best as he was able, providing only what support he felt the Prince would accept.


  While they waited, Brother Rhys and Runs-in-Air had selected a clear piece of ground on the outskirts of the Grass Tribe Village. Even though the Horses were tending to their own injured and caring for their own fallen, they remained excellent hosts, going so far as to bringing the Rat and the Buck a variety of nuts, berries, and tubers for their evening meal. Runs-on-Air did the talking in general and he assured Brother Rhys that suitable thanks was given for the hospitality.


  As the day after the battle drew to a close, Prince Malcom finally took some time to sit with Brother Rhys and Runs-on-Air by a campfire of the Buck’s making. The Wolf looked weary, but alert… as though the day had added years to his age but also brought with it a newfound sense of purpose. It was also the first time the Prince spoke of the future. “Bishop Fulgaré told me something before he left… something I had presumed, but did not know for certain before he spoke the words.”


  Brother Rhys finally found a way in which he could help; he would listen. “What was it, your Highness?”


  Prince Malcom reached into one of the pouches at his hip and pulled forth a pawful of reddish-colored powder. The Wolf tossed it onto the fire, sending up a cloud of ruddy smoke and with it the scent of something akin to cinnamon and cloves mixed with sulfur. “My father was in mixed health when he died… the Priests had been seeing to his care as he recovered from Black Winter’s Cough.”


  The Priest nodded encouragingly. “A horrible affliction to be sure, but not usually deadly in and of itself.”


  The Wolf’s eyes rose from the fire to settle in, staring right at Brother Rhys. “Bishop Fulgaré expressed in no uncertain terms that my father was murdered.”


  The announcement caught the Rat by surprise; he had heard no rumors of the sort and he was certain that there would have been some word of it if there was even a chance that the King’s life had ended abruptly in such a manner. “Why wouldn’t anyone have heard of this sooner? Assassins are—”


  Prince Malcom cut him off. “Not all killings of kings are suited to the spotlight… the good Bishop suggested that those involved have plans beyond the death of my father.”


  Brother Rhys sat up a little straighter, the Prince’s eyes still on him. “King Hammond the Bold was well liked by his people and led Lehsunia through trying times with the nations abroad, your Highness… who would have reason to kill him?”


  The Wolf finally looked away, paw coming up to rub at his chin in thought. “Someone who had more to gain by chaos and disorder… and, if the Bishop’s warning is to be believed, they would not just stop at my father. Bishop Fulgaré urged me caution in that my family’s entire bloodline is at risk… which means my sister and my brother both.”


  The Priest glanced to Runs-on-Air, who asked a question of the Prince in the tongue of the Tribes. Prince Malcom replied, then stood and walked off into the darkness. The Stag stood as well before addressing Brother Rhys. “I ask what he will do… he say he will go back to Vallara… tonight… now.”


  The Rat got quickly to his feet, about to make some comment regarding the fire but, as the powerful aroma of spice continued to pour out of the smoky campfire, the flames fluttered and sputtered until they went out entirely. “Now? As in… right now?”


  The Buck nodded as he followed the Prince into the darkness. “Yes… he will need help.”


  With little more on the matter to be discussed, Brother Rhys grabbed his traveling satchel and hurried after them. The small group traveled in silence and other than the occasional glimpse of Berro shadowing them through the undergrowth the Rat knew that they were alone on the road; he had spent so much time traveling as part of large groups it felt surprisingly lonely. And yet, at the same time, surprisingly not. Once Brother Rhys had caught up, Runs-on-Air changed his pace to match that of the Priest and the two followed the Prince along a path that held no road.


  Prince Malcom’s sense of direction turned out to be near-perfect as their direct line through the forest led them into a wide gravel road and deposited them almost right in front of a sign that had two arrows and two words; the first arrow pointed left and announced NEWPORT while the second arrow directed them to the right with a declaration of VALLARA. They had traveled through the night but it was the first time the Wolf had come to a stop… most likely because they were not alone.


  Bishop Fulgaré sat on a good sized boulder off to the side of the road, sipping sparingly at a tea cup with steam rising from it. He waited until everyone had emerged from the tangles of brush and grasses before he spoke. “You made very good time, your Majesty.”


  The Wolf bowed his head in greeting. “I would say the same for you, your Excellency… especially considering you do not know these lands well.”


  The Dragon set the tea cup down in a saucer he held in his other talon. “You had mentioned during our discussion that Otter Rock was almost exactly east of Vallara and so I followed the coast until I had arrived, and then made the trip inland.”


  Prince Malcom flicked an ear. “Still quite a journey… I assume you must have flown to arrive here before us. Lord O’Dell could not have been pleased when you announced that you would break company with him.”


  The Bishop smiled, standing up off of his seat. “After the disagreement he and I shared I would assume that he could have cared less; he was interested in my presence as a morale benefit to his troops but they have no more fight in them and are returning to Wyra with their tails between their legs, so all he had to look forward to with me aboard his ship was day after day of condemnation and chastisement.”


  The Wolf glanced to the sign situated just a few feet from the Dragon’s chosen rock. “I assume you are here awaiting your Monk?”


  Bishop Fulgaré nodded, reaching down to pick up his tea cup. “Yes… in part… although I would be lying if I did not say that I was also looking to secure your aid as well.”


  Prince Malcom looked back to the Dragon, one ear up and the other sideways. “My aid?”


  “Yes. I believe that our interests in Newport align.”


  The Wolf crossed his arms. “I had also considered traveling to Graddin… between both of my siblings I worry after my brother’s welfare more than my sister’s.”


  The Bishop cracked a wry grin. “Ah… so you play favorites?”


  The Prince’s tone held no humor to it. “My sister is much more capable of caring for herself while my brother is in the paws of those who may wish to do him harm. It is more a matter of necessity than preference.”


  The Dragon nodded thoughtfully, his smile disappearing. “You have many admirable qualities in you, Prince Malcom… and I cannot help but think that Lehsunia would do well having you as a King. I wonder then why it is you go to such lengths to protect those who stand between you and the throne.”


  The Wolf cocked his head to the side, an appraising gaze meeting the Bishop’s in return. “How could I not? They are my family.”


  Bishop Fulgaré’s smile returned. “Unconditional love, Prince Malcom is a funny thing. It is both a great strength and a great weakness. At one time I felt as though my own brother was incapable of doing wrong but I was forced to learn the hard way that despite how fondly we may feel for our siblings their actions are beyond our control and sometimes—sometimes we are required to act in opposition to their wishes.”


  Prince Malcom folded his arms across his chest, a spark of insight visible in his eyes. “Then you are here because for your brother… when the Monk you dispatched to Lehsunia mentioned a True Dragon you came here yourself to find him.”


  The Bishop nodded. “Yes… and stop him.”


  Despite himself, Brother Rhys interjected with a question. “Stop him from what?”


  Bishop Fulgaré glanced sidelong at the Rat. “That is a very good question indeed… what would be worth traveling half way across the world?”


  Prince Malcom stepped up beside Brother Rhys. “Why are you here, Bishop Fulgaré?”


  The Dragon, like many of the high clergy, had a knack for being indirect. “I can help you and you can help me, your Highness. Come with me to Newport and find out.”



  Chapter 8.4a, Rude Awakenings


  Princess Noriene held her own council as the party made its way through the sewers. She remained silent partly because she didn’t have much to say but mostly because she could barely stand the stench and any time she opened her muzzle her tongue threatened to taste it. Her followers were either similarly inclined to keep their thoughts to themselves or else they simply couldn’t think of any reason to risk sewer-flavor for the sake of a few words.


  The Rat aiding them made good on his guarantee, guiding them through the labyrinthine tunnels beneath Newport as easily as Errol had led guests through her manor’s hallways. She did not particularly trust the rodent but she had faith in Kesst’s willingness to follow him; he seemed to be an astute individual and, despite some false starts, a decent judge of character. In the end, that trust turned out for the best as the Rat came to a complete stop and motioned to a thick iron ladder leading up. “A’ight… we’re ‘ere.”


  Theo asked the question for her. “Where is ‘here’ exactly, sir?”


  “Under a ware’ouse… my boys got a carriage ready fer ‘er ‘ighness an’ everythin’.”


  It was a pleasant surprise for the Wolf, but she wasn’t about to get gidy just yet. “Nothing too obvious, I trust.”


  The Rat gave a poor attempt at a courtly bow. “Nah, yer ‘ighness… it should be nicer’n most but prolly not what yer used to, anyway. It’ll fit right in on the streets.”


  She maintained a cordial tone despite her eagerness to be free of the sewers. “It will be fine, I am sure.”


  The big black tribal Bear did not seem to share her tact. “Anything is better than here.”


  It took several minutes to get everyone up the ladder; the Rat went first, followed by Kesst. Once the above-ground was deemed clear Errol assisted the Princess up, following right along behind her. Noriene was complacent in accepting the Dragon’s offered talon at the top of the ladder though it was more out of courtesy than any real need for the assistance. The Wolf stepped to the side of the hole in the concrete floor as she inspected her surroundings; they had come out inside of a large wood-and-brick building.


  Although the Princess didn’t spend any great amount of time in the warehouse district she was fairly certain that was precisely where they’d been led. The building in which the group found itself did not have any light sources but the Wolf could clearly smell the scent of blood and, judging from the coldness in which she found herself it was not hard to guess. “Meat storage…”


  Theo was just climbing out of the hole. “Pardon, your Majesty?”


  Kesst caught on. “We’re in a meat packaging warehouse. Why bring us here, Mr. Grange?”


  The Rat snickered. “No Mr… just ‘Grange’… and I chose ‘ere cuz there ain’t many people around when there ain’t no meat gettin’ shipped. This place’s easy t’get inta and outa and th’ boys promised they’d be able t’get a carriage pulled up t’th’ loadin’ docks.”


  The brown furred Tribal bear scowled. “I do not like the idea of being on another carriage.”


  Errol scowled right back. “It is far better than walking, sir… it is many miles to Graddin and having the benefit of—”


  The tribal interrupted the Bull. “Do we have business in Graddin?”


  With everyone out of the sewers things finally settled down they were just in time to catch the question. The Princess quickly spoke up before anyone else could echo it. “It is imperative that we get to Graddin. Whether it is for me or for Kesst or—”


  The black tribal Bear snorted. “Sanmer is here… in this village… not another one.”


  Although most times the trait of ‘thick headed’ was one the Wolf found off-putting she had to admit that it sometimes came in useful. “Sanmer has pledged himself to helping Kesst… and Kesst is coming with me to Graddin, is that not correct, my dear?”


  Kesst glanced between the Bears and Noriene and ultimately looked back to the Tribals and nodded. “The Dragon that made me knows I’m with her… he trusts her and said I should stay with her until he finds me.”


  Theo’s ears raised at that. “You’ve spoken with him? When?


  The Dragon shifted his weight from one leg to the other. “It… it’s hard to explain… but I’m staying with the Princess—if she’s going to Graddin that’s good enough for me—safer than Newport right now anyway, I’m pretty sure.”


  The black Bear grunted again. “What about Sanmer?”


  The Princess smiled. “He shall be rejoining us when the opportunity presents itself.”


  The brown one continued the line of questioning. “How will he know we are going to Graddin?”


  Noriene’s smile didn’t waver. “I have already considered that. Errol… join me to the side for a moment please?”


  She pulled the Bull aside, stepping away from the rest of the group as they talked amongst one another. As usual, he stood at attention as she addressed him. “I anticipate Sanmer will be awaiting word at a prearranged location once he returns to town.”


  Errol nodded, but said nothing. The Princess reached out a paw and slid a kerchief into the breast pocket of his fine coat. “I want you to be there to let him know where we’re going.”


  The Bull cleared his throat, waiting until he was certain she had nothing more to say. She remained silent, providing him the opportunity to say what was on his mind. “Yes, your Highness. And then I lead him to you?”


  She shook her head, patting him on the forearm. “No, Errol… once you inform Sanmer about my destination I need you to pass a message on to the woman he was sent to find. She is a Human and goes by the name of Alarice.”


  The Bull flicked an ear; he was no stranger to the prominent names in Newport… even among the less savory elements. “Alarice? As in—”


  The Princess nodded, holding up a finger to silence him; it worked. “Yes, Errol… that Alarice. Tell her what we have learned of the University and I am certain she will do with the knowledge what she will.”


  Once again she fell silent and waited for Errol to realize that he had another opportunity to ask a question. He didn’t hesitate. “And then I join you on the road, your Highness?”


  This time she took one of his hands in her paws. “No, Errol. Once you have relayed the message I would like you to return to my manor, if it is safe, and see what can be salvaged.”


  He nodded obediently. “Yes, your Highness—I will see to it that it is made serviceable by the time you return.”


  Her smile was bitter sweet when she considered his promise; her plans didn’t include coming back to the dock town. “If all goes well, my dear Errol, I will not be returning to Newport.”


  He matched her smile with a much more genuine one. “Then I will await word that you have taken your rightful place on the throne, your Majesty.”


  Princess Noriene laughed aloud at that, and finally broke her proper guise to reach forward with both arms and hug him. “You have served me well, Errol. Do not consider this goodbye—within a month you will be serving in Castle Graddin. I promise.”


  He accepted the small envelope she slipped into his hand as she hugged him and he looked down at her as they disengaged. “Then I will have no doubt and will toast to your success your Highness.”


  With no more time for goodbyes, she delayed letting him go regardless. “One final thing.”


  He waited obediently as she brought him back to the rest of the group. Everyone looked up from what appeared to be a crude map the Rat had scratched onto a crate. Kesst spoke first. “Ready, your Highness?”


  The Princess shook her head. “No… Errol will be staying here to watch my holdings while I travel… and I believe Evelyn and her child should stay here with him.”


  Professor Theo nodded. “That’s a good idea… it’d be safer here than on the road.”


  Evelyn, faithful, loyal Evelyn shook her head. “I swore to serve the Princess, Theo… besides, with everything happening here it would be safer to—”


  The Princess held up a paw and the young Ermine girl fell silent. “You may argue with your brother if you wish, Evelyn, but it is my request that you remain here… for your safety, and the safety of your kit. Return to my manor with Errol and he will see to it that my guardsmen keep you safe.”


  Evelyn began tearing up immediately as she looked to her brother. “I hadn’t wanted to be separated from you again…”


  Noriene smiled. “He can always remain here with you, my pet… I can certainly extend my hospitality to your family.”


  Apparently her brother was just as loyal. “You may need all the help you can get, your Majesty… wouldn’t it be better if—”


  Grange the Rat interrupted the discussion. “Beggin’ yer pardon, lords an’ ladies, but th’ carriage don’t wait long.”


  The Princess gave one last nod to Errol and made her way after the rest of the group; she didn’t turn around to see what the Ermines had decided since, in the end, she planned on making do with whatever hand she was dealt regardless.


  Chapter 8.4b, A Dozen ‘Tails’ Told


  Aodhan was not particularly surprised that more than half of his traveling companions refused to take part in opposing the church in an attempt to save the Sisters Divine but it didn’t lessen the sting. At least Sir Umberto resolved to aid them; there was some comfort in knowing that he had the support of someone who knew his way around a fight since there was little chance that they would be able to get out unopposed. Regardless, the Wolf ardently hoped it would not come to that.


  Tobias Severna was a bit of a surprise; Aodhan had honestly expected him to join the rest of the traveling caravan in seeking out the Princess but the Prong Horn was good to his word and reaffirmed that he was dedicated to aiding them in rescuing the Sisters Divine. True, the scholar was no warrior and most of his knowledge was devoted to the study of nature, but an extra pair of eyes and a pair of astute ears would assuredly come in useful.


  Despite electing to part ways, Lady Arnswold gifted them continued use of the carriage. Aodhan promised to return it to her, or else he would leave it on the outskirts of Cathedral Square if they failed. Sister Aurelie wasn’t particularly pleased about his promise of ‘if’ because the Cat had no intention of failing… but the Wolf was unwilling to plan for no chance of failure… the chances of that, sadly, were very real indeed.


  Friar Arlowe and his son Cruffington had also elected to aid them, which was a great relief since they had began their grand adventure together in the church and it seemed somehow poetic that it would come to its conclusion in the same way. Weeks had passed, lives had been lost, and realizations had been brought to light but, in the end it was coming full circle. The wolf greatly hoped that it would close for the better.


  Rounding out their group, and perhaps the most important of all was the enigmatic Sada de’Ahm. It was the Otter woman that brought them through the back streets and dark alleys near the Church grounds after they exited the carriage. She was the one who guided them through a section of weak cobblestone wall where the loose stones were stacked together so as to hide the fact that a hole had indeed been created for passage. Thankfully there were no particularly huge men in the group, though Umbrto, as the largest still needed aid in squeezing through.


  Once inside, Friar Arlowe spoke up, apparently recognizing the area immediately. “We are in the herb garden.”


  Sister Aurelie acknowledged his assessment. “On the northern side… but all this has done is seen us past the main gate.”


  Sada frowned, crossing her arms over her chest. “This is the first step. You didn’t think it would be that easy, did you? Still, even that much deserves some gratitude, don’t you think?”


  Aodhan stepped between his Eyara and the Otter. “Yes, Ms. de’Ahm, thank you. This is further without detection than we would have come alone… but Sister Aurelie is correct… we’ve only barely just begun.”


  Sada nodded at that and moved over to a carefully kept, neatly trimmed hedgerow that came up to roughly waist-height. “And in that we can all agree… this is only just the beginning.”


  After speaking, the Otter moved to the fourth-from-the-right bush and knelt down to tug at the wooden frame into which it had been planted. With seemingly no effort at all the frame and the dirt inside it pitched up and backward as if on a hinge, revealing a metal grate beneath it. “Rather than close up the drainage tunnels beneath the garden they just covered up the grates… several of the grounds keepers built the hinges into the frames in case the tunnels ever needed to be serviced. Other then them not many people know about it.”


  Tobias nodded, absently rubbing at the plaster-like bandage on one of his horns. “Convenient for laborers and rescuers alike.”


  The Prong Horn spoke the words in a matter-of-fact way that belied the humor in them. It helped to break the tension but everyone had wits enough about themselves to avoid laughing, and the discussion continued at a whisper. The Otter went first. “The priest of my order who saved me told me about the tunnels years ago. I continued learning what I could about them over the years but I never really saw them or used them until Brother Jessen asked us for help in saving his brother from the Church’s influence.”


  Sir Umberto’s fur puffed up at that. “What do you mean ‘saving him from the Church’s influence’, exactly?”


  Sada spoke up from below as she descended. “They had been wards of the Church. Brother Jessen became a Templar after he came of age. Once he learned about all of the dark things going on behind the walls he wanted to escape and free his brother too.”


  Following down after the Otter, Tobias was the polite gentleman in continuing the discussion in a slightly less combative direction. “Oh? So did his brother join everyone back at your place of worship afterwards?”


  Although Aodhan could not see her, he was left with the impression that Sada shook her head. The thought was reinforced by her next words. “No. Brother Jessen sent him to Graddin so he wouldn’t be at risk like the rest of our order had been. The Church has no love for the faithless, but even less so for those with a different view of what faith should be.”


  Aodhan aided Sister Aurelie into the hole and followed down the ladder immediately thereafter. Sir Umberto came after him, speaking his mind, albeit in a low voice. “The Church is not evil, and if their wards find God and take into His service all the better. I can’t understand why a Templar would not wish that life for his brother.”


  Sada echoed up from below in a rather terse reply. “The Church here may not be the same as what you’ve experienced in the past.”


  Almost at the bottom, Aodhan paused when the sound of flint and steel striking together heralded the faint flicker of a torch coming to life. Everyone was gathering up around Sada, who had given them each two torches so she could light them. The rest of the party quickly gathered up and took their own light source. A few more moments passed as the Otter woman gained her sense of direction and then pointed toward the Wolf’s right. “This way.”


  Surrounded on all sides by worked stone, the group proceeded quietly. The ground was damp, but little more than hard mud; Aodhan was particularly pleased that they were traversing it during the dryer part of the year as he could only have imagined what it would have been like during the rains. As the party traveled deeper and deeper down the tunnels, the Wolf came to realize that the walls had shifted from hewn stone to cobblestone blocks. He ventured his assumption in a quiet whisper. “We must be getting closer.”


  The sound of his voice carried down the tunnel and Sada paused long enough to look back at him, her face illuminated in the torchlight as she brought a finger to the end of her muzzle and issued forth a reprimanding “Shh!”


  The Wolf remained near the front of the group as the proceeded walking arm-in-arm with his Eyara. Sister Aurelie hadn’t said a word since descending into the tunnels but he could only imagine what was going on in the Cat’s mind. The darkness was absolute save for their torches and the only sounds to meet their ears was the returning echoes of those sounds they made themselves and the ever-pervasive drip-drip-drip of water in some far off corner of the underground.


  Behind Aodhan Cruff exchanged some muted words with Friar Arlowe; the only ones that reached the Wolf’s ears was some indication that the younger Raccoon Dog had apparently made an assumption as to where they were. “…under the prayer room right about now.”


  If Friar Arlowe had any guesses he didn’t bother giving a voice to it.


  And so their travel continued for more minutes than Aodhan bothered counting. He slowed at one point, coming to a stop to do a quick check over everyone and make sure the party was still together. It was during that time when several gasps from those ahead of him caught the Wolf’s attention. It was Sister Aurelie’s murmur of disbelief and horror that worried him the most. “What could have done this?”


  Aodhan moved up to join the Cat and saw that their illumination had met with at a large wall made of worked stone brick. There was a massive fissure in the retaining wall and it was to the break that all eyes were focused. The sound of dripping was not water after all, but a constant dribbling of rancid blood leaking from the torn stone. Beyond the break was a veritable sea of bodies in various stages of death and decomposition—not a one of them seemed to have died peacefully.


  Umberto’s question was demanding, but thankfully still hushed. “What in God’s name?”


  Sada’s humor was certainly barbed. “All of this, apparently.”



  Chapter 8.4c, The Great Illusion


  Sandoval did not return to sleep after the group encountered the Monkey on the road. Whether the primate’s information was genuine or counterfeit mattered little; the swords man knew that there were corrupt elements in the Church… there were corrupt elements everywhere. What it did confirm however was that there were powerful forces at work and that meant he had to remain vigil… especially so close to Newport. If he was not mistaken (and he rarely was) then the end-game of his long time quest was nearing soon.


  The carriages rolled into Newport in the early dawn hours and it didn’t take long for everyone to separate into two groups. With Sanmer the white Fox leading the charge toward returning to the Princess it was easy enough for Sandoval to bow out of an altercation with the Church. True, the innocent prisoners were at the mercy of the Mechanists but far more than a handful of lives hung in the balance overall and Sandoval de la Rocha knew that few men had the knowledge, insight, and drive to accomplish what he knew would have to be done.


  So it was with mixed emotions and a heavy heart that Sandoval bid a goodbye to those traveling companions that chose to go oppose the will of the Mechanists by cutting the strings on their churchly puppets. Sandoval, in the meantime, would continue the path that led its way unceasingly toward the mastermind behind it all… the puppet master that controlled all from behind the scenes. No… he was far too experienced in the ways of the Mechanists to think that just one man held all of the power, but he knew for certain that this comedic tragedy did only have one director; he would not be able to take down the theater but it was certainly within him to bring an end to the play.


  These thoughts occupied his mind as he sat beside Sanmer on the Princess’ carriage as the fox conducted it toward the finer part of the town and what the vulpine driver had assured him was the Princess’ demesne. Sandoval was not surprised that the majority of those staying with them elected to remain with Nicole; not only did she have a personality that commanded followers but she was proper nobility and proper nobility tended to attract hangers-on. The swords man smiled to himself as he considered that thought… he knew the truth of it all too well.


  Sandoval was eventually forced to part from the company of his thoughts when he picked up the distant sound of sword-on-sword. He hadn’t realized he’d been so distracted because his traveling companion Sanmer had also appeared to have heard. He announced what the Fox was likely thinking. “There is a battle ahead.”


  Despite Sanmer’s hesitant reply the swords man realized that the Fox didn’t believe his own objection. “The town guards would have stopped anything from becoming a real fight.”


  Sandoval smirked. “Truly… but unfortunately someone has forgotten to tell that to the men up ahead, eh?”


  The full fledged engagement raged before them once they had turned the corner. The fine gateway of a splendid-looking manor home lay broken and bare, torn and sundered by what must have been a large explosion. Here-and-there bodies lay, some smoking, some merely charred, but there were still plenty more where that came from, fighting against armored men wearing the royal colors. It didn’t take long for Sandoval to realize whose home it was they were seeing. What caught him as even more out-of-the-ordinary was the fact that the assailants wore Wyranese colors.


  Not everyone was so thoughtful in pausing at what they saw. The moment Sanmer brought the carriage to a stop several members of the group crowded their way out of the transport and rushed toward the battle. Wiesen led the way with some kind of rotating musket device (Sandoval never was one for modern weaponry) and he was joined by Inigo and Lady Arnswold. Seeing that Nicole chose to enter the fray the swords man sighed, and leapt to the ground so he could assist.


  Other than the insanity of Wyra attacking the Princess in Newport there was one other very important clue that told Sandoval that the men he fought were not real Wyranese soldiers; despite the swords man’s vast skill he could not take on three veteran Wyranese soldiers at the same time and emerge without a scratch… which he did in rapid succession twice. No, he reasoned, the men wearing the colors of Wyra were nothing more than a red herring. He was also apparently not the only one to realize this.


  Nicole and Inigo fought side-by-side, the former switching between pistol and blade seamlessly while the latter proved to be quite competent with a pair of blades. Sandoval was most put-off by the Bat’s use of swords of differing lengths but he had to admit that he could appreciate the fact that, until they were drawn, both weapons hid neatly out of sight; quite unlike Sandoval’s two most-obvious rapiers. The swords man had little more time to contemplate the Bat’s techniques however as he was required to fall back and assist the carriage, as many of the fake Wyraenese men had chosen to flee and the transport was in their path.


  In the end, no damage was inflicted to the carriage or its passengers; the men were more intent on fleeing than causing any further trouble. The Princess’ men went from fighting to damage control as they began working to extinguish several fires that had taken hold on the manor’s ground floor. The building had a certain architectural beauty to it and Sandoval was sorry to see it damaged in such an unpleasant way. His attention was brought back to the present when he heard Inigo speak up. “They were dressed in Wyra’s colors.”


  Nicole barely even paused, letting out a scornful breath through her nose. “I doubt Wyra would have attacked the Princess’ residence… not only is it stupid—it’s just plain bad manners.”


  A voice behind Sandoval spoke. “This man was from the University.”


  Weisen moved over to where Roland was, kneeling down beside an unconscious man who had tried to flee past the carriage; the Wolf Dog had opened the door right into his face. Kneeling beside the fake soldier, the Dragon nodded. “None of them looked much the part of soldiers.”


  Joshew slowly climbed down from the carriage and moved to where Roland was kneeling. He joined the Wolf Dog and reached out to touch the man’s face. “I don’t think I’ve met him but he smells familiar… Air Scholar… he worked a lot with the Fire Scholars.”


  Weisen stood. “Then we will interrogate him when he comes to… but right now we—”


  The Dragon didn’t have a chance to finish as Joshew let out a wordless exclamation. Perhaps only the blind scholar had heard the sound of the crossbow string loose its bolt or maybe he was just faster in responding to it, but, in a blur both scholars were on the ground, Roland with his back against the street and Joshew on his stomach. Sandoval did not fail to see the long, metal bolt sticking out of the blind scholar’s back.


  Wiesen reached for his tinker’s bag but Roland was faster. Roaring out in rage, the Wolf Dog scholar grabbed a pouch from his fallen compatriot and hurled it through the air with all his might. The satchel made it to the alleyway as the now visible crossbowman tried to reload. A moment later the assailant disappeared amidst an enormous explosion and a gray cloud of smoke. He never did reappear, save as a red mist and a few piece of falling meat.


  Sandoval did not know the scholars well, but realized that they must have been good men and likely very valuable to one another’s field of study—Joshew had given his life for Roland and the Wolf Dog administered justice and retribution as quickly as any the swords man had ever seen delivered. There were tears as the living scholar held the dead one in his arms but Sandoval took comfort in knowing that the Human one’s life was not given in vain, and that he would have died instantly and without pain. Regardless, the swords man was not inclined to stay and witness the grief.


  He took in the immediate area instead, looking and listening in all directions. He watched Wiesen head into the building, shouting out for Kesst. Nicole and Inigo followed after him. Sandoval smiled at the knee-jerk action since he realized the Princess wouldn’t likely be anywhere near a besieged manor… and Kesst likely would have followed her.


  Back at the scholars the Mouse doctor, Dr. Brownell was trying to calm Roland and working to extricate the Human scholar from his grasp but Sandoval realized there was nothing she would be able to do for Joshew; he had seen enough death in his time to know it immediately, and Joshew’s time had come. The third of the trio of scholars stood vigil along with the Coyote Templar; it was just as worthless a gesture, but, perhaps, a little more meaningful.


  The swords man kept his senses sharp, lingering on nothing for any great length of time as he sought out some small clue… a hint as to what step he should take. The answer came in no time at all in the form of a finely dressed Bull. He spoke quietly back into the darkness of the alley from which he emerged, suggesting he wasn’t alone, and then strode into the open making his way straight toward the group’s vulpine guide, Sanmer.


  The Fox moved immediately to meet with him and they shared a quick conversation. Now with something to focus on more acutely, Sandoval took a few subtle steps closer and realized what it was they were discussing: the Princess had a meeting place in mind and was planning to leave Newport and travel to Graddin. Suddenly Sandoval’s path became that much clearer.


  The swords man quickly changed the focus of his attention back toward the scholars when Sanmer’s gaze scanned the area, but Sandoval zeroed right back in on the Fox as the discussion ended. With everyone so wrapped up in their own affairs nobody else noticed Sanmer disappear into the shadows… nor did they notice Sandoval do likewise.


  Chapter 9.3b, Shock and Awe


  The fight against the Church’s men had been a tough one. The group was outnumbered by almost two to one and while the soldiers who fought against them were all battle-ready a good portion of Aodhan’s friends were not. If it was not for the timely intervention of Bishop Fulgaré and the men he brought with him from Wyra the Wolf had doubts that any of them would had survived. The fact that they had received intervention in the form of a Bishop and a Wyranese vanguard had made all the difference, and was probably the only reason that they were all still alive.


  Friar Juun was both personable and optimistic, traits that Aodhan was exceedingly glad to have once they secured a room to regroup and recuperate. From there it was a matter of having the Monkey explain the Bishop’s plan while the group was treated for their wounds. Friar Arlowe, who had taken a nasty blow to the head was the last to regain consciousness. Within five minutes the Monk was standing and ready to direct a course of action. “I am going to stay and help. Friar Juun… can you take Brody, Tobias, and Cruff to safety? This isn’t their fight.”


  As anticipated the response was not well-received by those named. Cruff was the first to speak up—loudly. “Like hell it isn’t! If you’re staying then I’m staying too!”


  Friar Arlowe was obviously about to argue but he was spoken over by Tobias, who added in his two cents. “I do not mean to offend, Friar, but I came here to help. I can’t just leave when things start to get difficult.”


  Aodhan spent some time looking at the scholar; he and Sada had arrived after the worst of the combat, accompanying Friar Juun with Brody once the Bishop’s soldiers had pushed the fighting past the group. The scholar looked disheveled, but none the worse for wear. Choosing to deflect the quickly escalating argument, the Wolf changed the topic. “Mr. Severna—when you and Ms. deAhm were separated from us did you find anything?”


  Sada smiled for the first time since leading the party into the tunnels beneath the Church’s catacombs. She spoke for herself. “The Sisters Divine. Once we met up with Bishop Fulgaré we managed to locate where the Sisters were being held.”


  Sister Aurelie slid off of the bench, falling to a kneeling position, tears immediately beginning to flow. “Oh thank God. Praise be to the Lord our Father for the safety of my sisters.”


  Aodhan knelt down to join his Eyara. He smiled, wiping an errant tear away with his thumb. “Amen. I told you they would be safe.”


  Friar Arlowe nodded off to the side, Cruff steadying him while he remained standing. The Raccoon Dog looked to Tobias. “And they were safely led out of the Church?”


  Both the Prong Horn and the Otter nodded but it was Friar Juun who answered the question. “Yes. Two of the Wyranese battle captains led them out to wagons that were brought for their safe passage to the docks. A boat was chartered to return them east.”


  Sir Umberto winced as the bandage around his abdomen was tightened by Brody, who was fussing over him like a squire. The Wolverine batted the Doberman’s paws away. “A boat? On whose authority? Who covered the expense?”


  The Monkey folded his hands in his lap. “The funds were obtained as part of an indulgence paid by a Wyranese Lord. As this issue is of the Church it only makes sense that the Church pay the costs to help remedy it.”


  Sister Aurelie’s scowl was not the most welcoming. “It will take more than a charter ship to set things right, Friar.”


  Aodhan gave the Cat a comforting embrace. “Many things are happening, Eyara. Peace. The ship is just one of them. We will settle this.”


  Friar Arlowe was apparently in agreement. “Exactly. With the Sisters safely out of his reach the majority of the power Ignus had over us is gone.”


  Sada, who was standing beside Tobias rested a paw on his shoulder. “Which means you’ve finished your obligation here, Mr. Severna… you promised to help free the Sisters and you have.”


  The scholar nodded, one ear raising as the other focused on her. “Isn’t that why you’re here? Isn’t your part in this done too then, Miss?”


  The Otter woman smiled, a hint of darkness in the expression. “I’ve learned more about what’s going on here in the last ten minutes than I learned in the last ten years. Vengeance may not be the holiest of reasons behind a crusade but it’s what I have and it’s good enough for me.”


  Friar Juun glanced to Sada. “What has happened here is not the work of the Church, my daughter, but of a group of men who have elected to put their own ambitions above that of their sworn service to the Holy Word.”


  She shrugged. “Just don’t try to stop me and we won’t have any problems.”


  Rather than appearing to take offense, the Monkey instead looked sad. “Stopping you is not my place, child… but I hope that you will think carefully before undertaking any action that may later come to haunt you.”


  Sada pushed herself away from the table on which she was leaning. “The only thing that haunts me is knowing that I couldn’t do anything about what happened to the men and women who were my family… if I have the chance to keep those monsters from doing it to anyone else then I’m going to take it.”


  Tobias hesitantly reached out to place a hand on her shoulder but after letting it linger in the air a moment he withdrew, speaking instead. “That isn’t a task that should have to fall to you, Ms. deAhm… I think that’s why Bishop Fulgaré is here.”


  She lowered her head, fist shaking faintly. “I don’t care. I’m not ready to give up… I want to see this through—to the end.”


  Sir Umberto snorted. “The end the Bishop chooses may not be the end you would like. What if he elects to let the Inquisitor live?”


  Aodhan had never recalled hearing an Otter growl—usually they hissed when angry, but Sada gave him that experience for the first time. “One more reason why I want to be there.”


  Sister Aurelie leaned back against the table. “I don’t blame you…”


  The Wolf had hoped to help maintain a degree of civility. True, he detested the Dragon for what had been done but everything he had been raised with by both cultures still left him wishing that there was some temperate solution. Then again he realized that the situation wasn’t something normal in life; perhaps there were only extremes. Still, he couldn’t keep from trying. “Eyara?”


  Sister Aurelie’s eyes were still wet but regardless, the feline spoke with certainty. “For all the things he’s done he deserves to be punished… and I want to be the one to punish him too.”


  The Otter nodded, the admission giving her strength. “Good. Then let’s—”


  The Cat continued. “… but maybe that’s why we shouldn’t.”


  Brody glanced from his spot by Sir Umberto, working again on the bandage despite the Wolverine’s grumbling. “That sounds like the exact opposite of a good reason. If he deserves to be punished then shouldn’t you punish him?”


  Friar Arlowe let out a deep breath and shook his head. “The father who strikes his child out of anger teaches him nothing.”


  Aodhan recognized the quote but couldn’t place the scripture of its origin. Apparently Cruff didn’t either… and had a different thought in mind. “Maybe the Inquisitor doesn’t need to learn anything… maybe he needs to be sent to his final judgment.”


  Friar Juun looked up from his place at the table. “And who has the right to decide such a thing?”


  Friar Arlowe spoke quietly but the room was silent enough for him to be heard clearly. “Once the halls are cleared I am going to leave. We’ve done what we have come to do and Bishop Fulgaré will handle the rest that has yet to be done. I know it is not my place to intercede but I cannot fault anyone who feels that they must see this through until its conclusion.”


  After a long silence Sada’s head lowered. One droplet splattered on the stone floor at her feet, followed by a second beside it. A moment later she set a small knife on the table next to where she stood. “I can’t do this anymore. I can’t… they destroyed my fellowship… and this… this would destroy me.”


  The Raccoon Dog moved to the Otter’s side and embraced her. She stuck her face into his shoulder and cried. Aodhan looked to everyone else before speaking. “There is justice being sought now… it may be found without us, or we may follow it through to its end. I know I won’t think less of anyone who is ready to leave and I won’t condemn you if you feel that your part isn’t yet done. I stand beside Sister Aurelie in any decision. When it is time you may leave if you feel you must but anyone who stays is joining Bishop Fulgaré… and we won’t stop until we’ve seen it through to the conclusion God has in store for this day.”


  Chapter 8.5a, Rude Awakenings


  Theo realized that the journey out of town was no Sunday ride and that, at any moment it was possible that the group would be set upon by men who meant them harm; it was therefore all the more frustrating that he couldn’t keep his mind on remaining attentive and astute… not when he had to say a heartfelt and all-too-brief farewell to his sister and nephew. Ever since being put on leave by the University his days were full of things he didn’t truly want to do but he had not uncounted one as important saying his farewells. The road ahead would be dangerous, and he knew that thus he was forced to part ways.


  His eyes continued to scan the streets they traveled through town and he peered through the wooden slats covering the carriage’s windows, permitting him to gaze upon the early morning scenery without anyone on the outside being able to see in. Theo had spent time in a number of conveyances during his time at the University but the one in which he found himself traveling alongside a street Rat, two Tribals, a clockwork dragon, and a Princess was the oddest yet—not just because of his companions; there was a scent he simply couldn’t place and it was far from pleasant.


  In the end it was Roaring-Flood that identified it. “This thing smells like death.”


  Their less-than couth guide was matter-of-fact with his confirmation. “Yeah… things like that happen now and again… makes it easier ta get wagons at a good price.”


  That answer left Theo a little ill-at-ease. “How did the prior owner die?”


  Grange’s smile was all needley teeth and the Rat casually moved a paw to cover what appeared to be a bullet hole in the wall, passing the gesture as a casual lean. “Natural causes, ah’m told.”


  Before the conversation could get any more disquieting Enarork thankfully pulled his attention away from the Rat with an observation. “You still fear for your sister.”


  The Ermine shrugged, looking back out the window. “I didn’t realize it was that obvious.”


  Even though he couldn’t see it, Theo felt the faint shift of the carriage as the Bear shrugged. “You normally look among the group, not beyond it.”


  The scholar paused, realizing that Enarork was absolutely right. He turned back to the tribal Bear immediately. “Hmm… I hadn’t realized—”


  The brown furred Bear reached out to rest a paw on the Ermine’s shoulder, dwarfing it. “She is safe, Theo Vinson… the Princess’ guards will look after her. Spend less time worrying about her and more time guaranteeing you will get back to her.”


  It made sense… a lot of sense, in fact. Evelyn had the princess’ guards and, with the aggressive interest being on the Princess and not the estate that likely gave his sister a better chance than the party following Princess Noriene had. He shook his head, not much liking that line of thinking either. Fortunately his overactive mind was cut short as the carriage came to a halt.


  Kesst, who had been silently sitting in a cross-legged position on the floor of the carriage during the trip opened his eyes. He asked the question a moment before Theo could. “Why have we stopped?”


  Grange stood up off of the bench and moved to the door. He gave a poor imitation of a courtly bow, complete with the flourish of a paw. “Lords an’ Ladies, this’s where ah take me leave.”


  The Ermine’s first thought was that they were being led into a trap and the Rat wanted to make a get-away before it was sprung; his second thought was that the gutter-dweller had sold them out; his third thought was self-reproach, realizing that Grange had passed up many opportunities to have done so. Besides, he reasoned, he could see the town gates just up ahead.


  Roaring-Flood wasn’t so tight-lipped in his curiosity. “Why?”


  The Rat lingered at the doorway, one foot on the step down, half-way inside and half-way out. “Why what?”


  The huge Bear stared at him flatly. “You not come with?”


  Grange let out a flat ‘ha’. “Nah… th’ city’s my place… it’s where ah was born an’ ah wouldn’t know the first thing ‘bout Graddin.


  Roaring-Flood snorted, motioning to himself and his brother. “We are here. You could be there.”


  Princess Noriene interjected. “Some people are not the kind to leave town… the thought of adventure to them is seeing a new street a few blocks over.”


  The big black Bear wasn’t done fumbling through his questions. “Sanmer? Where is Sanmer?”


  The Wolf chuckled. “You can calm yourself, good sir… I assure you that he will not be left to his own devices—it benefits us all to have him close at hand.”


  Roaring-Flood grunted. “We can find him before we go.”


  An unmistakable voice called theatrically from just beyond the gate. “Find who?”


  Theo murmured under his breath, sticking a toothpick into his muzzle. “Whom.”


  The big nlack Bear didn’t bother waiting. He pushed the door open and stepped down onto the street after the Rat and lumbered out of the gate with a hearty announcement of “Oani, Sanmer-hamah!”


  The Fox’s reply was full of levity with his words followed by a giggle. “Oani, hamahni!”


  Theo was not in such a good mood. “We’re trying to be subtle about leaving town, aren’t we? Is all of this noise such a good idea?”


  The Princess waved away the notion with a paw. “We’ve traveled as far as we need to in silence. Come… we can disembark here.”


  Theo followed but not without objection. “Your Majesty… if we don’t take the carriage are we going to walk all the way to Gr—”


  His words came to an end when he emerged from the carriage and caught sight of a much finer one parked right outside the gates. Princess Noriene was all smiles. “I asked Sanmer to meet us here. While a nondescript transport is fine within the city I honestly would rather have something much nicer for a long distance journey.”


  Despite Theo’s concern over being seen by the men coming after the Princess he couldn’t wholly argue with that assessment; short distance carriage rides were one thing but the jerking, bouncing motion of the transportation was definitely off-putting after enough leagues. Sighing, he surrendered to her superior logic and simply made a quick production of transferring from the carriage they were abandoning to the one brought by Sanmer. His confidence was marginally improved by the fact that there were several city guards within view and it was obvious that they were keeping an eye on the situation.


  The overall procedure of moving from one carriage to the next took hardly any time at all, which was good since, despite the guards nearby, Theo still felt a little too exposed. He hadn’t been paranoid until recently and that change, he realized, was why he was probably still alive. The Ermine fondly looked forward to the point when things would return to normal; constantly worrying about his safety was exhausting, both mentally and emotionally.


  Not everyone else in the group seemed to share his concern; Roaring-Flood was making quite the spectacle of himself, practically juggling the Fox back and forth from paw to shoulder to other shoulder to opposite paw, all the while singing some kind of Tribal song that, by its mere tempo and melody sounded like it would probably be humorous if he could understand it. Theo had picked up a lot of the Tribal tongue during his time traveling with the Bears but it was still hard to translate when it was being sung.


  When everyone finally calmed down and gathered up in the new carriage the Ermine managed to slow his breathing as his heart stopped pounding vigorously in his chest. They were getting out of Newport alive and on their way to the capital where they’d get their resolution and all of the insanity of the past weeks would be resolved


  Priness Noriene’s first comment once the carriage started up again said it the best. “Ah… the final leg of our journey. After this things can be set right.”


  Chapter 8.5b, A Dozen ‘Tails’ Told


  While the first part of the trip beneath the Church has been accompanied by muted discussions of philosophy and debate the talking was done. Any lingering sense of calm had abandoned the group as Sada led them past the break in the retaining wall. Yes, she had heard firsthand accounts from those who had traveled the tunnels but she had never before seen it herself; it was somehow impossibly worse than the stories suggested.


  Sada continued looking for the different landmarks identified for her by those who had come before but she had to fight with her mind to keep her focus; drawing closer to the great evil masquerading as a holy institution had destroyed her brothers and sisters of faith meant that she was starting to question more than how good an idea the forray was. Thankfully, before that question grew too large in her mind, the Sada halted.


  Aodhan was right behind her, whispering softly. “Why’d we stop?”


  The Otter motioned ahead to an old, rusted metal ladder leading up the left stone wall. “We’re here. This is it.”


  Sister Aurelie slid by her. The cat rested a dainty paw on the metal and gave an experimental tug. “It feels solid enough… this leads up to the dungeons?”


  Sada nodded. “Yes… but stay quiet. Sounds carry.”


  Sir Umberto made his way carefully through the group, mindfully placing each step before transferring his weight to avoid slipping on the damp stone. “The Inquisitors and Bishops here have much to account for.”


  Friar Arlowe moved to the Wolverine, resting a paw on the Templar’s arm. “Peace, Sir Umberto. First we must understand what we have seen. To rush headlong asking the wrong questions could pose a great risk at this point.”


  The Wolverine pulled his arm away from the Raccoon Dog’s touch. “We cannot turn a blind eye to this. If members of the Church did that then they must be held accountable!”


  Sada almost slipped on the cobblestones as she hustled over to the conversation. “What part of ‘sound carries’ didn’t you two get?”


  Sir Umberto nodded with a sense of finality. “Very well… but I still want answers.”


  Aodhan gave a succinct nod in response before he started up the latter after Sister Aurelie. “We will get them to safety.”


  Cruff stepped up to join his father in front of Sir Umberto. “I spent years here and never heard anything about a charnel pit… you bet I want answers too… but like the Friar said: we need to be smart about it.”


  Sister Aurelie, already half way up the ladder, spoke down to the group in a whisper. “But first, we need to save the Sisters. I will not stand for them being harmed.”


  Brody stood next to the Wolverine and his smirk was visible in the faint light of the dim tunnel. “Yeah… heaven forbid they aren’t given a decent burial.”


  The Doberman was silenced by several dirty looks; Sada also flicked his ear for good measure as she followed Aodhan up the ladder. As the Cat neared the bronze plate covering the ladder the Otter called quietly upward. “There should be a ledge you can balance on while the rest of us climb. Wait for more of us before—”


  The request was lost to deaf ears as Sister Aurelie pushed against the cover with one shoulder before giving it a powerful heave. The plate made a loud scraping sound against the stone as it was lifted from its place and shoved aside. Sada grit her teeth when she heard the echo of voices from above. “What was that? Did you hear something?”


  It only got worse when a second voice confirmed the suspicion. “It sounded like it came from the Cell Tunnel.”


  Aodhan aided Sister Aurelie with climbing up and out. “Go. Quickly.”


  The guards arrived before Sada could join the first two members of their party in the tunnel but the quick engagement was over before she had even been able to move aside to let Sir Umberto climb out. The two guards, a pair of Bull Dogs had been cleanly dispatched and lay unconscious against the wall. The Otter shot a scathing gaze at Sister Aurelie. “We didn’t come all this way in secrecy to have you ruin everything by rushing in headlong.”


  The Cat was not repentant. “The Sisters are in Danger, Ms. de’Ahm… we don’t have time to question the path before us… we must help them.”


  Tobias, having been silent since seeing the bodies finally seemed to find his voice as Cruff helped him out of the tunnel. “We won’t be any good to them dead, Sister Aurelie.”


  Bristling slightly, the impatient Cat ultimately let out a breath and, once Aodhan took one of the Sister’s paws in his own, Aurelie finally seemed calmed. “Fine. Alright… but we’re here. What’s done is done. They’re here somewhere and we need to find them.”


  Aodhan took charge. “Agreed. You and I can check to the left… Sir Umberto? You, Cruff, and Friar Arlowe check to the right.”


  Tobias spoke up. “I can watch the stairwell for guards.”


  The Wolf nodded and slowly let go of Sister Aurelie’s paw. “Good. Brody… join him and keep an eye out… give us a warning if anyone is coming.”


  Sada didn’t mind not being included in the plans; as it was she felt less than comfortable standing in the middle of an institution that would just as soon see her counted among the plethora of corpses hidden in its depths. Lingering at the exit she spoke simply. “I will wait here and keep our escape route open.”


  Nobody paid her any mind as the group spread out and went about its business. Aodhan and Sister Aurelie headed to the left peeking into the cells, occasionally calling out into the rooms that were hidden behind stout wooden doors with only the smallest of barred windows at head height. The two Raccoon Dogs and the Templar Wolverine each grabbed torches, using them to bring light to the cells as they passed by. Far too long a time passed as all the cells were inspected and both teams met back at the opening down into the catacombs. Sister Aurelie was distraught. “They’re not here!”


  Brody and Tobias came racing down the hall; the scholar had a hand up, waiving it to get everyone’s attention. He shouted in a hushed tone. “We’ve got trouble!”


  Sada had just started to descend the ladder when Sister Aurelie objected. “We can’t leave! Not now! Not when we came all this way! The Sisters are here somewhere! We have to find them! We must help them before the—”


  The Otter silenced the Cat with a quick slap. “Think! We can’t help them if we’re captured too.”


  Sister Aurelie’s bared claws came up, punctuated with a threatening hiss but nothing came of the action; nobody missed the sound of movement beneath them in the tunnel. Aodhan was the first to come up with a course of action. “End of the tunnel there’s an open cell door… everyone take cover. Quickly!”


  Following after the Wolf the entire group ran to the last holding room and slipped into the shadows where no torchlight reached. Sada hid near the entrance to the cell as she peered out of the darkness at the large group of men approaching from the stairway and felt her heart leap into her throat when several more of the Church’s soldiers climbed up the very ladder they’d used themselves. Sister Aurelie was immediately accusatory. “You said the Church didn’t know about the tunnels.”


  The Otter hissed back. “They don’t—didn’t…”


  The hallway was quickly clogged with warriors but they didn’t bother spreading out. One by one they took formation standing shoulder to shoulder, small shields in front of them and spear points almost scraping the ceiling. Then, once the sound of moving armor finally started to silence the dozens of men parted in unison, providing room for a singularly unarmored individual to stroll through their ranks. The Dragon was enormous by any standards, black scales seeming all the blacker in the torchlight. The thin silver headband on his brow told Sada all she needed to know: they were facing an Inquisitor.


  The Dragon stood at the forefront of the Church’s vanguard, adjusting a black silk glove on one talon. “You are cowering before Inquisitor Ingus. Now that my introductions are over, I bid you, come out into the light and make your own.”


  Sada immediately heard Sister Aurelie tense up behind her. From further within the group Tobias spoke up. “If anyone has any secondary plans now is the time to unveil them.”


  Chapter 8.5c, The Great Illusion


  The attack against the group meant them losing three to their number; not only had Joshew given his life to save Roland but Sandoval and Sanmer were both unaccounted for. The absence of the Fox and sword man were not at the forefront of Roland’s mind however as he sat where he had collapsed on the manor’s front yard cradling his dead lover in his lap. Nobody else in the group understood his loss… perhaps he himself didn’t fully comprehend it… but Joshew was dead and that’s all he really needed to know.


  Unfortunately not everyone in the group was willing to provide that fact the severity it deserved and an argument was already brewing as to what would happen next. The Wolf Dog scholar refused to be baited into the discussion, instead resting his paw gently against the slack, lifeless cheek of Joshew Helix—Joshew to his few friends—Shew to one single individual. The tears started coming despite Roland’s desire to hold them in check, and that’s when Alarice had her ‘epiphany’.


  It started with a well-meaning question from Brother Jessen. “We should provide him last rights… does anyone know to where his body should be delivered?”


  And progressed with a factual response from Alvis. “Joshew was a scholar of the UPU… if not for everything going on right now I’d think we would have brought him there.”


  Then, ultimately settled in on a less-than-innocent suggestion from Alarice. “Right… then he should be delivered to the University.”


  There was silence from the group for many long seconds; Roland wanted to stand up and yell at the woman for her stupidity; they couldn’t go back to the University and she knew it… but he held his tongue… screaming wouldn’t help any more than crying. In the end it was Dr Brownell who brought it up. “I thought all of you had a misunderstanding with the University.”


  Roland looked up just in time to see a glint of something dangerous in the Human woman’s eye. “True… but you aren’t part of that, Doctor.”


  At that point the Wolf Dog couldn’t keep his muzzle shut. “To what end, Alarice? This is Joshew’s body we’re talking about… just what are you scheming?”


  Alarice held up a letter she’d been handed by the Bull who had come to meet them at the manor. While Roland didn’t know what it contained he was astute to notice it had been sealed with the royal seal of Princess Noriene. Regardless, whatever the woman was planning she obviously thought to use some sort of leverage using Joshew’s remains and that idea didn’t sit well with him.


  She reinforced his suspicion. “It’s the easiest way to get inside.”


  Inigo spoke up before Roland had a chance and the Bat was far more polite about it. “I thought we came back to Newport to deal with the Order of Blades… what does the University—”


  Alarice interrupted his question. “Everything. Princess Noriene was kind enough to provide me some insight into the matter. I’d had a feeling there was more to this than I’d originally thought and now I have my confirmation.”


  Wiesen emerged from the manor’s front doors, which had just finished being rehung. The Dragon inserted himself into the conversation with no real grace but the end result was effective. “Confirmation regarding what, Lady Arnswold?”


  The woman folded the letter and slid it into the inside pocket of her coat. “That the University job was a set up… Professor Milhoy was working with the same people as the Order of Blades… we were all expendable—if the explosion didn’t kill us they were going to blame the malfunction of that experiment on me and my people.”


  Alvis sat up, ears raised. “The University wouldn’t do something like that… Professor Milhoy wouldn’t do something like—”


  Roland interrupted the Mongrel with a grunt; he, like Joshew realized that the people attacking the manor were from the University and, unlike Alvis, the Wolf Dog actually knew Professor Milhoy. “Yes he would.”


  Alarice’s eyes went straight to Roland. “So you can appreciate why we need to use every angle at our disposal. We can send Dr. Brownell into the University so we can have a—”


  Alvis interrupted. “She shouldn’t go in alone… the University doesn’t know about Sir Wiesen or Brother Jessen, right? All three of them can go in together.”


  The Dragon shook his head. “No… if what Lady Arnswold presumes is true and the University is working with the Order of blades then the men in the University know just as much about me and Brother Jessen; we’ve both been hunted for one reason or another.”


  Alvis pressed the issue. “No… the Church was after Brother Jessen.”


  Sir Wiesen’s smile was slightly bitter. “We are facing an enemy that transcends the Church/University distinction, my friend.


  Roland couldn’t explain why exactly but the whole plan rubbed him the wrong way. It was so uncomfortable in fact that he threw a wrench into the gears. “Joshew would have wanted to be cremated… he always did have a thing for fire.”


  Inigo’s large ears raised. “Come again?”


  The Wolf Dog turned toward the Bat, focusing as much challenge as he could muster into his gaze. “The University reserves body for dissection and scientific research just as often as it fulfills the final wishes of the deceased… Joshew would not want someone poking around in his insides… we should bring him to south town and hire a Pyremaster.”


  Alarice’s scowl almost matched his own. “As much as I appreciate the dedication you show your friend we cannot give up such an advantage. If Dr. Brownell is able to get into the University she will be invaluable in our attempt to storm it.”


  The announcement caught more than one of the party by surprise, but Roland was far too invested in the emotional aspect of the plan. In fact, despite his most ardent attempts otherwise, that emotion overwhelmed him and the words came out before he could stop them. “Fuck your plan and fuck you—the man I love is dead, and you’re not using his body like some kind of camouflage.”


  A very uncomfortable silence filled the courtyard where the party was assembled. Of all the people to bring things back to a sense of calm, the last person Roland expected was the one who did. Inigo reached up and placed a hand gently on the Wolf Dog’s shoulder. “Then nobody is going to ask you to make a sacrifice like that.”


  Perhaps it was the grief or the anger, but the scholar had a hard time detecting the usual sarcasm or poorly-placed humor the Bat was so well known for using. He remained on the defensive just to be safe. “He saved my life.”


  Brother Jessen moved to Roland’s left and Alvis stood at his right. Together, the two of them helped him stand. It was the Coyote who made the most logical suggestion of the night. “The Princess’ man said we were welcome in the manor… right now I think the best course of action is to pause for a time and work things out. Emotions are too high right now to think clearly.”


  Alarice waved them away. “Fine. I will need some time to put the plans into motion anyway. I’ll be back in two hours.”


  Inigo glanced to Roland, then to Alarice… and followed after the Human woman. The scholar felt another moment of uncomfortable confusion; the Bat’s expression was of sympathetic comfort… entirely unexpected for the jokester. With each step Roland felt a fury growing within him; things had been difficult for him and Joshew over the years… they had grown together then grown apart and finally found one another again… only to have the Human taken from him—and for what? Some petty squabble? Because Professor Milhoy’s lust for power and fame?


  For a split second he almost considered running after Alarice and telling her that Joshew would have approved of anything that would allow them to stick it to the pompus prick. Putting the thought out of his mind, Roland hung his head, reminding himself that Joshew was gone and nothing would change that. He gave into his ennui, letting it wash over him as Jessen and Alvis brought him into the manor, leaving Joshew in the capable care of Wiesen and Dr. Brownell.


  Yes… it was time to grieve—Alarice had given him that much. Whether retribution or restitution was the next step on the list Roland didn’t completely know… but when that time came he promised himself he’d give into that emotion with just as much of his being as he was embracing the sense of loss.


  Chapter 8.6 Thaddius


  It took a few moments for the haze to clear from Thaddius’ mind and in that time more than half of it was spent realizing that the moan he was hearing was his own. He felt the cold bite of metal against his wrists and ankles and, even before his vision returned to him he could tell he was in Brother Maynard’s private ‘prayer chamber’. More than that, however, he felt the pulsing warmth of flesh surrounding his member as his seed erupted from him and into… who?


  His hearing came back to him much faster than his eyesight and while he was still busy blinking away the blurriness he clearly and distinctly heard Brother Maynard’s voice along with that of a female. A female in the prayer chamber?!?! It seemed almost inconceivable, especially considering the compromising nature of the Prince Regent’s castigation. For what strange and incomprehensible reason would the Dog have for bringing this mystery lady into such a private and sacred location?


  The Wolf attempted to speak but all he could manage was a mumbling jumble of words that made no sense even to him. He tried again, forcing his unresponsive and renegade brain to obey him but once more it was to no avail. Thaddius chose instead to put forth his will into ordering his eyes to be more acute and, thankfully, they at least chose to follow his directions. What he saw surprised him in no small way.


  Brother Maynard was there dressed in his usual priestly garb. He had his paws folded together in front of himself in a casual manner as he conversed with the white furred female. She had a beauty to her, her silvery-white fur creating its own holy corona as it reflected the faint torch light that shone through the metal-barred wooden door. Thaddius had always worshipped women of white fur; they were pristine… divine… hallowed. The woman speaking with Brother Maynard could have been a nun, perhaps? Yes, he realized… she had to have been a nun. When his mentor referred to her as “sister” the Prince Regent was immediately that much more at ease.


  What really confused the Wolf however was the parting the Priest gave to the woman. “I will see you in the morning, your Highness… sleep well.”


  Thaddius, in his confusion, finally managed some words. “You’re… leaving me here?”


  The Priest turned, motioning the female Dog to the door as he did so. “No, Prince Regent, I was addressing your wife.”


  The Wolf realized that his ears must have been less accommodating than he had originally assumed. He issued out a nervous chuckle before speaking again. “It sounded as though you said you were speaking with my wife.”


  The Dog nodded. “That is correct, your Highness—your wife.”


  Wife? That couldn’t be. Thaddius was sure he would remember being married… and women of white fur were not wives; they were too perfect… too incorruptible. Wives required laying with their husbands and there was no way he would be able to consummate their union. No… he needed clarification. “The last thing I recall was joining you for evening tea.”


  The Dog smiled, moving over as he nodded in agreement. “Correct. That was last night.”


  The Prince Regent paused in thought. Evening tea was after nightfall. He spoke to the most obvious issue. “Wedding ceremonies are done at dusk.”


  Brother Maynard nodded, slowly unlatching the Wolf’s restraints. “Correct. You have been at rest for nearly a day now; considering your mental and emotional discomfort I felt it was best to keep you calmed during the proceedings.”


  Once Thaddius had his first arm free he grunted, reaching across his body to unlatch his other wrist while Brother Maynard worked on one of his legs. He was still feeling combative and didn’t mind arguing against something that made no sense to him. “If I was unconscious I could hardly have been married.”


  The Priest had his first leg undone and moved to the second, chuckling as he did so. “You most certainly were married, your Highness… In fact, I conducted the wedding ceremony myself scarcely a half hour ago.”


  The Wolf snorted, still holding his ground. “If I was unconscious I would not have been able to say ‘I do’, Brother. There is no way I could be married.”


  The Labrador extended a paw and helped the Prince Regent off and away from the immobilization table. “You most certainly could have, your Highness. As your guardian I was able to confirm your willingness to marry your bride in your stead.”


  Something about the matter-of-fact way in which the Priest explained it immediately answered far too many of his questions. He was married? “Brother Maynard… I have not met my wife, have I? You would not have married me to one of the women I—”


  The Priest held up a paw to stop him, a benevolent and patient smile on his muzzle. “Be at peace, your Highness. No, I would never act against your wishes in this regard. You were not married to a woman you have previously declined.”


  Thaddius felt a sense of instant relief, but only for a second until the most problematic question came to his mind… and then his muzzle. “Brother Maynard… I pray that I will not disappoint you or she, but what of my… condition? I fear I may not be able to fulfill my duties as a husband. After all this trouble you’ve gone through to—”


  Brother Maynard’s intervening paw never moved and the old Dog’s smile only widened. “The union was just consummated, your Highness… your marriage is official.”


  Thaddius’ muzzle opened and he remained standing where he was for several seconds, jaw hanging limply as he attempted to understand what he had just heard. His wife was the woman who had just left? She had white fur! There was no way he—“Her? That woman? The one with white fur?!?!”


  Brother Maynard stepped forward, resting his extended paw down on the Wolf’s shoulder. “Your Highness, I understand you have certain… preferences, but—”


  The Prince Regent growled threateningly, reaching up one paw to latch onto the Dog’s wrist, the other lashing out to grab the old Priest by his throat and hoisting him off the ground. He snarled into his mentor’s face. “SHE HAS WHITE FUR!”


  The Dog twisted his neck in the tight grip and Thaddius could feel him draw breath around the hold. “You must get your humors under control, Thaddius. Focus. Think. Her fur color does not matter… she is your wife.”


  The Wolf released the Priest immediately, letting him drop to the ground. Turning his back, the Prince Regent stalked to the door. “This is unacceptable, Brother Maynard… having a wife is one thing, but this demand of me is too much. She has WHITE fur… WHITE!”


  The Dog, still wheezing faintly approached him from behind. The moment the Priest’s paw rested on his shoulder Thaddius felt immediately remorseful for having assaulted him. Brother Maynard’s voice was calm, smooth, and comforting. “I know, your Highness… I understand completely, please believe that. The road set forth for the ruler of a nation is not an easy one and it means often being forced into actions that are not always ones we would choose for ourselves.”


  The Wolf wilted from the touch and the words. “I… I understand, Brother Maynard… but she has white fur… I cannot believe that you would have me defile something so pure.”


  The Dog slowly turned the Prince Regent to face him and Thaddius immediately felt his heart melt when the compassionate eyes of the Priest met his own. Brother Maynard leaned forward and gently pressed his muzzle to the Wolf’s, licking his whiskers and inviting the Prince Regent’s out to meet his. A moment later the intimate gesture ended and what his mentor said next pushed his concerns away to arm’s length. “You are seeking purity in yourself, your Highness… what better way to find it than to join in union with one who exemplifies it.”


  “But then she will become unclean by joining with me.”


  The Priest held the Prince Regent at arm’s length, meeting his gaze with comforting surety. “Thaddius… my friend… my ward… she, like I, serves as a martyr for the sake of you… your nation… and your people. Together the three of us will heal you and serve Lehsunia at the same time. All will be made right and, one day your wife will bear you an Heir. This will secure a future for your blood line.”


  The Wolf wilted slightly; the Priest was right… he always was. “I… I am sorry, Brother. You are only doing what’s best for me. I should not have lashed out.”


  The Dog embraced him again. “No, you should not have, your Highness.”


  Thaddius sighed. “You are too good to me, Brother Maynard. You do not deserve the trouble I bring to you… I’m not deserving of you.”


  The Dog’s eyes held a conviction that was so stalwart the Prince Regent found it immediately comforting. “I will take whatever challenges come my way my son because I know I will be rewarded for my service in the end. As will you, Thaddius.”


  The Wolf smiled; the Priest always knew how to calm him, and the Dog’s paw rubbing him between the ears helped all the more. He found himself lowering down to his knees before Brother Maynard. “Mmmm… I do live for my rewards…”


  The Priest’s paws went to the sides of his head even as the Wolf pushed past the Dog’s robes and went to work. The Lab gently kneaded the tips of his ears, speaking even as Thaddius worked eagerly to please him. “I will keep you safe, your Highness. One day your heir will be of age and then you may abdicate… all of your servitude will be at an end. You will be free.”


  Chapter 8.6 Malcom (Part 1)


  The words felt odd in his muzzle but Brother Rhys attempted them never the less. He slowly and carefully enunciated each syllable… and the strange run-together syllables seemingly so common in the tongue of the tribesmen. It was a single sentence—three words, four syllables (five if you counted the strange combined syllabic sound of the third word) and he was fairly certain he’d botched it. Judging from the smile that creased Runs-on-Air’s muzzle the Rat was even more convinced. “It wasn’t that good, was it?”


  The Buck reached across the distance that separated them on the bed and took hold of one of Rhys’ paws. “You do good. It is good start.”


  The Priest wasn’t much for being given false hope. “But it wasn’t right, was it?”


  It had been several hours since they had last seen Prince Malcom and neither the finely appointed apartment or the welcome companionship of Runs-on-Air had taken away the nagging thoughts in the back of Brother Rhys’ mind that continued to haunt him even through the otherwise pleasant language session. It was bringing his mood down, as was evident by his inability to see the apparent progress the Buck was able to notice. He apologized immediately. “I’m sorry, Runs-on-Air… I don’t mean to be an ungrateful student, I just—”


  The scout held up a hand to stop him. “No. It is… fine. I understand.”


  Brother Rhys let out a deep sigh. Their accommodations were provided to them by the city council of Vallara; the priest had want for nothing ever since their return to the small town… nothing other than direction and movement. Both of those desires, however, went unanswered. They had followed Prince Malcom with all due haste away from the Grass Tribe’s village and back to Vallara and yet, once they arrived it seemed as though they had hurried up just so they could wait. In the end the Rat’s admission left his muzzle. “I hate feeling powerless.”


  Runs-on-Air smiled so brightly it almost banished the clouds from the Priest’s mind… almost. The Buck slid closer on the bed and took one of Rhys’ paws in his hand. “You have power, Eyara. Great power. You help Yew Tribe and then help Grass Tribe. Together, you help them do things they no can do without you. You save people.”


  The Rat shook his head. “Not enough people… just some.”


  The tribesman looked at him with severity, locking gazes. “You can save all people?”


  Brother Rhys half-laughed half-scoffed at the thought but it did provide him some degree of perspective. “No… but I wish I could have.”


  Runs-on-Air provided him a much more genuine smile than the Rat figured he himself was capable of at that moment. “I always wished I can fly. I no can fly… but I do not let it eat at me. The spirits make me to run… and I run good. You… your god make you to heal… and you heal good. I do not be angry when I cannot fly… you do not be angry when you cannot save all people.”


  It was obviously hard for the Buck to convey his thoughts in the common tongue and yet, Brother Rhys realized, he managed to explain eloquently the exact counter-argument of what brought so much trouble to the Rat’s mind. The Priest could not shake the feeling that he wasn’t doing enough but he hadn’t stopped to think that he had been doing everything he could. It brought him some comfort but he still found himself wishing he could do more. Regardless, what Runs-on-Air had said did hold a lot of merit. “You’re right.”


  The Buck’s smile turned into a smirk. “I know… that’s why I say it.”


  The Rat let out another deep breath. “I just… I wish I knew what I could do to get rid of this feeling.”


  “There is always something.”


  The declaration was followed by a moment of silence between them and Brother Rhys felt his ears flushing within the lack of words. He had been waiting for hours for Prince Malcom to return from his discussion with the city council but, as Runs-on-Air’s fingers slowly interlaced with his own, for the first time the Rat was pleased that he had time on his paws. The Buck slid closer, pressing the end of his muzzle up beneath the Priest’s robe’s collar and Brother Rhys realized at that moment that there were rare spans in life when people received the blessing of idle time and he was doubly blessed that he had someone so close who knew how to make best use of it.


  Runs-on-Air was completely naked and Brother Rhys’ robe was fully parted when Prince Malcom entered the apartment a few minutes later. The Buck didn’t seem to mind in the least which made the Priest’s embarrassment all the worse but, thankfully Prince Malcom provided them a moment to make themselves presentable before he pointedly put away the scroll he held in his paw. His declaration was sudden and to-the-point. “We need to leave.”


  Brother Rhys had been waiting all afternoon for Prince Malcom to return and provide some direction but discovering that the Wolf planned on starting a new leg of their journey at dusk was surprising. “Now, your Highness?”


  “Yes… or as close to it as possible.”


  Runs-on-Air spoke in the Tribal tongue and the Rat surprised himself by understanding the rough meaning of the Buck’s question; he had inquired of the Prince why they were leaving so late in the day. Prince Malcom answered simply. “The Church has married off my Brother.”


  It was a strange reason for travel so late in the day as far as Brother Rhys was concerned. He was comfortable enough to voice his view. “It is a shame you were unable to attend the service, your Highness, but if the wedding has already taken place I do not understand why it is of utmost importance to leave at this hour. Wouldn’t it be wiser to wait until morning when—”


  The Prince interrupted him. “Prince Regent Thaddius is the heir-apparent by church decree… is that not correct, Brother Rhys?”


  The Rat nodded. “It is, your Highness… though there is widespread objection to that point of view since you and your sister—”


  Prince Malcom wasn’t done. “And if he is wed to a woman and fathers a son, then his son will be the heir to the throne after him… yes?”


  Brother Rhys nodded again. “Of course, your Highness. The firstborn son of a king will become king after his father.”


  The Wolf began packing the few things he’d unpacked as he busied himself around the room. “The Church isn’t interested in protecting Thaddius, Brother Rhys; they are using him to secure their control of Lehsunia. Their interest is in our family’s bloodline.”


  The Priest stepped forward and moved to rest a paw on Prince Malcom’s shoulder. “Your Highness… please… calm yourself for a moment and explain what you mean. You are acting as if your brother is in danger.”


  The Wolf came to a stop and took a deep breath. As Prince Malcom turned to regard him Brother Rhys realized that there was an almost feral aggression in his eyes. “The Church meant to control my brother… but he is… different—in his head he is different. They may humor him but they will not let him have his way. They still believe they can treat him like a pup… but they cannot. He is not a pup, Brother… he is a man and he does not always listen.”


  Brother Rhys nodded calmly. “That is a good thing, your Highness… it means that he can make his own decisions.”


  The Prince pulled away, returning to his packing. “No… the only reason they’ve been patient with his imbalance is because he is in line to be King. Once he sires an heir then they will kill him. A true puppy is far easier to manipulate than my willful brother.”


  Regardless of how uncertain Brother Rhys felt about the situation Prince Malcom’s emotional state was enough to instill that extra sense of urgency in the rat. Leaving at dusk was suddenly not that crazy of an idea.


  Chapter 8.6 Malcom (Part 2)


  Malcom had visited Prince Regent Thaddius numerous times since their father had died… once a week at first, then, when his ‘handlers’ had begun noticing the young Prince fought to find a way to him at least once a month; sometimes he succeeded and sometimes not. The one consistent aspect of every trip however was that he always chose the northern cliffs as his route into the castle and that meant that he always avoided town.


  Even though it had been a long time since he had walked the streets Graddin hadn’t changed visibly in Malcom’s absence. Everything was exactly the way he remembered it, further convincing him that the static nature of the Church prospered under stasis. Walking down the street during the day should have been reinvigorating… affirming… liberating… but no, not completely because there was one thing that was different: there had never before been bloody bodies strewn all across the boulevard.


  The acrid stench of gunpowder was everywhere and a gray haze hung in the breeze; the high walls of Graddin were excellent at keeping out invaders but it also kept the atmosphere stagnant and the battle that raged within the city only further sullied the air. The battle damage was not great near the periphery of the city but as Malcom proceeded closer to the center it got worse… much worse. Although Malcom never laid eyes upon the combat he could hear the discharging of firearms and occasionally catch the peal of metal on metal. There was a war going on and it was tearing Graddin apart.


  His bare feet struck the cobblestones of the street; Malcom had long-since learned to run faster without boots. The sounds of battle grew closer as he sped up, drawing nearer and nearer to the Center Square of the city. From the Center Square he would take King’s Walk, the wide, richly appointed boulevard that led directly to the castle. The road was unmistakable when he arrived at the large, open courtyard of the city; not only was it the largest street, but it was also paved in the corpses of hundreds of slain combatants.


  Strewn about the boulevard almost as plentiful as the cobblestones were bodies of fallen warriors and innocent city-goers caught in the middle of the crossfire. Swordsmen wearing the tabards of Lehsunia were mixed in the jumble of armed men adorned with the Symbol of the Church. Malcom jumped over the corpses, using benches, lamp posts, and plant pots as stepping stones as he bypassed guardsmen wearing the royal coat of arms piled against musketeers from the University. Everywhere he looked was slaughter but it was even worse than he had feared.


  The sun was just touching the horizon by the time Malcom arrived at the sight of battle but it brought him no comfort; the melee had reached Castle Square and it was horrific. Somewhere up ahead Malcom heard the hunting howl of Berro, which meant that his companion had found what they had sought. The Prince murmured quietly to himself even as he increased the speed, picking his way through the fresh bodies that littered the streets. “Thaddius… I’m coming…”


  The warriors continued to slay one another all around Malcom but they gave him wide berth, apparently preferring armed opponents over a lone wolf. Even so, the Prince was required to sidestep warriors as their individual battles pushed them every which way and, once he took into consideration hundreds of such fights taking place in the square it became almost impossible to move. All of that ceased mattering however when the double doors on the castle’s main tower opened toward the square, revealing Prince Regent Thaddius. The majestic Wolf stepped out onto the balcony some thirty feet overhead and the fighting came to a stop.


  Walking to the balcony, Prince Regent Thaddius raised a paw to the assembled combatants, completely nonplused about the gore and violence. His voice was strong and he spoke clearly, the perfect orator. “Greetings, my subjects! I bid you welcome, and thank you for coming to join me in these glorious festivities!”


  Malcom was surprised at his brother’s blatant disregard for the state of his city but, as the young Wolf caught sight of Brother Maynard standing behind and to the side of the Prince Regent the realization gave him pause. Could the Priest have Thaddius so drugged that the waking world was nothing more than a dream? Just how in-control of his facilities was the Prince Regent? No, Malcom realized… he was too late.


  The Prince Regent continued his speech, quite oblivious to the horrors going on down below or the presence of his younger brother who was privy to all of them. “This is a grand day, people of Lehsunia, for it is the changing of the guard; today is a gateway to tomorrow. Today, everything changes and we are heralded into a new vision of the future… a new age… a new Lehsunia!”


  The battle suddenly started up anew all around Malcom and he was pushed forward when two men slammed into him from behind; a moment later blood sprayed up from one of them as the other jabbed his blade home. Thaddius raised his paws, reacting to the fresh chaos as if it were uproarious applause then, finally his eyes happened upon Malcom. “Ah! Little brother! I’m so glad you could be with us for this glorious day!”


  There were any number of things Malcom would have wanted to say to his brother but, alas, he did not get the chance. Even as Thaddius leaned over the balcony to address him, Brother Maynard stepped up behind the Prince Regent and knelt. From there it was a simple prospect for the Dog to grab the Prince Regent by his ankle and hoist him up. Malcom watched in slow motion as Thaddius pitched forward before tumbling up and over the railing.


  The Prince Regent squealed out in delight, exclaiming joyously as he flailed in the air. “Look, Malcom! Look! I will fly for you!”


  Malcom wasn’t as optimistic. “THADDIUS!”


  Pushing the closest pair of combatants out of his way, Malcom raced to intercept his falling brother… but was far too late. The sound of bones breaking within a fleshy impact jarred him awake. He had been asleep next to the cook fire of the merchant wagon train and the dream had left him disconcerted but the repeat sound of an impact brought things into focus immediately. He opened a single eye and watched as a man dressed completely in black were restraining one of the merchant guards while a third struck him yet again in the head with a club; the third time was the charm and the sentry stopped squirming.


  The Wolf did not use a sleeping bag, rather he was simply laid out on a pad and that made it easier for him to access the blade he kept in a leather sheath against the small of his back. Rotating on the ground slightly coupled with an inconspicuous stretch resulted in having his paw right where it needed to be. He remained quiet, listening to the three skulks as they snuck into camp. The smallest of the bunch who appeared to be a Gerbil by his build drew a little closer to the fire. “Where’s ‘e? ‘e’s supposed’ta be ‘ere…”


  The largest of the bunch, and the one responsible for beating the guard was most definitely a Bear. He shushed the Gerbil and whispered quietly. “He’s a Wolf, right? Look for Wolves.”


  The third member of the team, the one who had been restraining the unfortunate sentry snapped his fingers twice and motioned to the campfire; Malcom noticed the man had a hand crossbow tied to a belt at his hip. It took a moment for the Wolf to plan his next course of action but he had the confrontation mapped out as the Bear and Gerbil approached. The Gerbil was the next one to speak. “Ah… there ‘e is… that’s gotta be th’ Prince.”


  Sitting up and turning to face them Prince Malcom got to his knees, remaining in a crouch as he eyed them. He kept his back to the fire, creating a silhouette of himself so they wouldn’t be able to track the movement of his paw that held the flint blade. “Gentlemen you obviously know me but I must admit that I am at a loss as I do not know you.”


  The Bear was pretty straight forward. “You’ve angered quite a few people, your Highness.”


  The Wolf cracked a wry grin. “We all have our faults, my friend… if I knew who they were I would be happy to extend them an apology.”


  The Gerbil stepped forward; Malcom could tell by the crease in the scarf across his muzzle that the rodent was sneering. “They got other ways fer ya ta make it right… yer ‘ighness…”


  The Prince slowly rose to a standing position; he recognized the Gerbil’s accent. “Strange… I wouldn’t have figured a Wyrian for a kidnapper…”


  The Gerbil pulled out a metal rod. “We ain’t ‘ere t’kidnap…”


  The third member of the group calmly reached down to pull the hand crossbow free. The Bear, who was closer suddenly became much more of a concern however as he stepped forward with his bloody club at the ready. “You shoulda stayed somewhere safe.”


  The Wolf sidestepped the overhead strike but the Bear was deceptively fast, quickly spinning the weapon around to draw a backswing across at Malcom’s midsection… the Wolf, however, was faster and quickly backpedaled. He issued a quick whistle and then double-stepped forward, raising his front leg and delivering a stomp on his attacker’s exposed calf, forcing the Bear down to his knees. The figure near the foliage leveled his crossbow and by that time Malcom maximized his leverage to twist the Bear in front of him; his Ursine attacker let out a grunt as the bolt impacted him instead of the Wolf.


  The Gerbil, despite his size did not hesitate. While Malcom was coping with the weight of the Bear the smallest of his three assailants launched forward, lashing out with his small metal bar. The Wolf grunted at the impact against his ribs but it was hardly the painful attack he expected… until he was shocked. Whatever the Gerbil held discharged a powerful blast of energy into Malcom and he could barely even managed a strangled exclamation.


  He fell away, somehow managing to maintain standing but the Wolf realized too late that the third attacker was leveling his crossbow again. The trigger was pulled a half-second after Berro collided with him and the attack shot off into the woods. The Gerbil glanced back, distracted just long enough for Malcom to lurch forward, bringing his flint blade to bear and impaling the rodent’s forearm, causing him to drop the metal rod. At that point the commotion had finally wakened the camp and reinforcements were rapidly arriving.


  The guardsmen had the squealing Gerbil apprehended quickly. After a cursory examination of the Bear it was deemed that he wouldn’t require any observation… just an undertaker. It wasn’t until Malcom approached the third figure that Berro finally relented his attack, leaving the final assailant with a bloodied arm. The Wolf was dismayed to see the embroidered Symbol of the Church just within the folds of his cloak. He asked the simplest question he could. “Why?”


  The man remained where he was on the ground, hands up, breathing heavily behind his mask. The slitted-pupils of a Goat were visible where the cloth of his hood parted and Malcom could see his curved horns clearly as more guards appeared carrying torches. The Church did not ordain Goats, Sheep, or any hooved individuals, but they were not above using them as hounds. There was a long delay before the man responded. “You’re in the way, your Highness… does there need to be any other reason?”


  The Wolf growled low in his chest, motioning to the guards. “Get him up… we’ll need him to answer some questions.”


  A Jaguar merchant sentinel handed his torch to the Bull Dog beside him and reached down to grab the Goat. The would-be assassin was hauled up to a standing position, but that’s when his compliance ended. Grabbing the Jaguar by the wrist he twisted the guard’s arm around and behind his back and pushed him forward into the rest. Malcom had his knife out but the Goat already had a double-barreled pistol aimed his way. The first shot fired wide, not even grazing him. “You are not the best shot, sir… perhaps it would be best to—”


  The Goat leveled the pistol right at him. “I’m good enough.”


  A moment later the muzzle rotated and rose so that it pointed up right beneath the Goat’s muzzle. “For the Glory of God.” and he pulled the trigger.


  Letting out a stunned breath, Malcom turned back toward the camp and saw that the Goat’s first shot hadn’t missed; a hole in the Gerbil’s forehead told the Wolf that there wouldn’t be an opportunity to gain any information. Runs-on-Air and Brother Rhys were already up by then so he didn’t have to seek them out as he returned to where his belongings were by the fire. “Gather your gear and catch up. We are done camping. I want to be in Graddin by morning.”


  Berro had nothing to collect and joined the Prince as they went on ahead.


  Chapter 9.1a, Accountability


  The Princess’ travel carriage was a grand affair. Easily as wide as the road they traveled, the carriage had an entrance on both sides which opened to the same adjoining hall. Two doors on each side of the hall led to separate traveling compartments for ease of comfort and privacy; considering that there were six travelers that meant two groups of two had to share rooms. Quite frankly Kesst was surprised when the Princess asked for him to join her in hers.


  Ever since departing Newport Princess Noriene had held her own council, barely saying a word to anyone… except Kesst himself. It seemed strange to the Dragon that someone would confide in him at all, let alone favor him for discussion over anyone else. Yet that was the case as the Princess treated him like some long-lost cousin rather than an alien being made up of wires, springs, and cogs rather than flesh, bone, and sinew. Kesst wasn’t so jaded to think that it all had to do with him; he was very well aware that it more likely had something to do with his creator Wiesen, and the connection he and the Princess had shared in the past.


  During their discussions Princess Noriene had often referenced Sir Wiesen, saying that she believed that they would be able to rely on his aid. She seemed to have a lot of faith in Kesst’s creator and that gave him hope. If she truly felt that he’d help her then Kesst knew that by her side would be the best place for him. Of course, the fact that Kesst hadn’t heard from Wiesen since the strange experience back at the Princess’ manor left him feeling a little uneasy but the Princess didn’t seem bothered by it.


  While the Princess spent a fair amount of her time talking about casual things during travel there were times when the discussion went to Kesst; even with occasional references to her past dealings with him the Wolf was able to tell Kesst far more about his creator than he’d ever known… all the while including little tidbits about how she’d spent her summers as a pup or why she and her mother got along much better than she and her father.


  It was a strange experience having someone speak so much to him without any apparent real purpose. What was even more noteworthy was the fact that she was tight lipped during their stops; whenever they took a break outside the carriage she was quiet, aloof, and distant. It was as though the Princess were two completely different people… and he couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps that number was too low. Was it possible that she had far more masks than the one she showed alone with him and the one she presented to others during their rest stops?


  It was during those breaks that Kesst had time to connect with the rest of the travel group… not that he spoke any more with them than he did with the Princess. The Dragon wasn’t able to detect the same hesitation and concern in his companions that he felt himself and he wasn’t sure whether that was a good thing or a bad thing. Either way, Princess Noriene and her ‘quest’ (for better or for worse) seemed to be all anyone else needed to stay focused.


  Roaring-Flood and Sanmer had reconnected well enough; he knew there was something going on there… probably developed during the time he was unconscious. That thought gave him a moment’s pause; was he truly unconscious or just ‘inoperable’? It was a quandary he didn’t much care to have and so he kept his mind focused on the playful banter and occasional roughhousing between the graceful fox and the bear easily three times his weight. Of course, watching a white-furred Fox treating a big Black tribal bear like a jungle gym was only good enough of a distraction and eventually his mind started to wander again.


  A much better attention-grabber turned out to be Enarork and Theo. While the white-furred Scholar had originally been obsessed about the welfare of his sister and overanalyzing his decision to leave her behind a few hours in the carriage did him some good; before long he and the Bear were spending time helping him to increase his understanding of the Tribal language. If Enarork’s general air of approval were any indicator it was obvious that Theo was a good student. So it was that Kesst spent the majority of his time lingering around the two learning what he could of the tribesmen and their language from dwelling on the periphery.


  The one thing he found consistent among his traveling companions was that each sought a distraction and, considering the fact that he was using them as his own way of not facing his own thoughts perhaps he was more alike them than he wanted to admit. The main difference however was the fact that he had his eyes on the prize; just so long as he remained with Princess Noriene eventually his creator would find him and then he would have his questions answered. Wiesen would protect him from the Church… that much he knew for certain.


  Of course, to get that protection he had to survive until then and so leaving Newport turned out to be something of a bonus for him. The party was traveling to Graddin because Princess Noriene said that’s where the answers would be—for her, perhaps. And what of the others traveling with them? The Princess was heading to Graddin for answers and Kesst was following her because she would lead Wiesen to him. It seemed almost strange that in such a sense they would both get their answers, but where did that leave the rest of the party?


  He knew that Enarork was staying due to the loyalty he had for Professor Blackburn, a Bear, by all counts who was as much a scholar as a shaman… if such a thing were possible. Roaring-Flood could likely have desired to join out of the same sense of duty, or because of his need to aid his brother, or perhaps even as some kind of bit for unity with Sanmer.


  Oh yes… Sanmer; now there was another enigma waiting to be solved. It was possible that the Fox had his whole entire agenda for going to Graddin, or perhaps he was just looking for some excitement. The Dragon continued to wrack his brain on that thought until his contemplation was disrupted by a polite clearing-of-the-throat from his traveling companion. “Don’t you think?”


  To be honest, Kesst had completely lost track of the current tangent in conversation with the Princess. It had been nearly two hours since their last travel stop and the Wolf seemed content to carry on as if the Dragon were a lady-in-waiting. In all honesty he had never thought such an enigmatic woman could possibly be so open with her words. Regardless, he was honest enough to admit the truth. “I’m sorry, your Highness… my mind has been full lately and I’m afraid it was wandering.”


  Princess Noriene had the right to be upset but instead of a frown a smile graced her muzzle. “But of course, young Master Kesst… I’m certain that issues of courtly concern may seem drull and otherwise tedious to one such as yourself. I apologize for forcing them upon you.”


  Kesst cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Oh… no need, your Majesty… I was being rude for not paying better attention. You were… ah… talking about the gift your mother gave you for your twelfth birthday?”


  The Princess let out a sigh, her gaze fading off into the distance. “Yes… it was the last birthday gift I would get for her before her passing. This shawl, you see.”


  The Wolf brushed one of her delicate, cream-colored paws across the just-as-delicate lacework that adorned the cloth that hung about her shoulders. Kesst nodded respectfully. “It is very beautiful, your highness.”


  The discussion took a surprising turn as the Princess sat forward in her seat. “Do you know what awaits us in Graddin, young Master Kesst?’


  “I… I am afraid I do not, your Highness.”


  She slid further forward in her seat until their knees almost touched in the space between. “Danger. A lot of danger… both socially and physically.”


  Kesst let out a quiet breath as he considered his response. In the end he couldn’t withhold a hint of attitude. “So pretty much what we left at Newport.”


  There was an almost musical tone to the Princess’ laughter and the Dragon was surprised at how natural it sounded; had he actually succeeded in tickling her humor? She extended a paw and rested it on his shoulder, then leaned further forward and placed her muzzle against his cheek, providing him a kiss. “Danger, Kesst… life-changing danger. But I am not worried and you should not be either. We have one another, and we have Sir Crook. If you believe that all will end well then it will end well I believe this and you should too.”


  It was a strange pep talk and really didn’t provide the Dragon any true understanding about what awaited them in Graddin but he was sure that it would mean trouble. He offered her his best smile as she disengaged. “Then I am sure everything will be alright.”


  She was correct; he had to believe it. Either way he made it a point to convince himself that Wiesen would find him and then things would come to a resolution. Even if the group wasn’t able to manage Wiesen would set things right. Yes… Wiesen would set things right; he was sure of it.


  Chapter 9.1b, Shock and Awe


  Realizing that the time for subtlety and indirect action was at an end, Sir Umberto stepped forward from the shadows. “I am Sir Umberto Marino, Church Templar of Graddin and Royal Guard to Prince Regent Thaddius Rex. I have—”


  Inquisitor Ignus spoke right over him. “You have come into the Church by unorthodox methods, Sir Umberto… is it fair to assume that your unconventional entry is owed to the heretics who have accompanied you?”


  The Wolverine didn’t let the forward accusation derail him; he just pushed back harder himself. “It is thanks to my ‘unconventional entry’ that I discovered evidence of an ‘unconventional practice’ beneath this very cathedral, Inquisitor.”


  The Dragon’s eye ridge perked slightly; it was the only indication of interest that the Inquisitor showed. “Oh? Do tell, Templar… what have you discovered?”


  The lack of what Inquisitor Ignus said worried Umberto just as much as the way in which he didn’t say it. “You know about the pit full of bodies beneath the cathedral?”


  Inquisitor Ignus folded his arms across his chest. “I am the Inquisitor here, Templar; it is my place to ask the questions.”


  Sir Umbeto scowled. “The walls of the tunnels beneath this place have cracked and shed light into some unsavory practices… most specifically a chasm filled with corpses.”


  The Dragon nodded, unfolding his arms as he extended a talon to halt some of his men from advancing toward the Wolverine. “Yes. It is a very unconventional practice and horrific in its results. I lament the need for such things.”


  The Templar’s frown deepened. “So you do know about it.”


  The rational conversation was strained as Sister Aurelie shouted. “What have you done with the Sisters? God save your soul if they were put in that—”


  The Dragon’s eye ridges furrowed and Umberto heard the distinct hiss of controlled rage in the Inquisitor’s voice. “Ah… Brother Aurelie… I see you’ve returned to us.”


  Aodhan fanned the flames. “Sister Aurelie.”


  A salty grin spread across the Inquisitor’s maw. “Oh… and Aodhan… yes, I’ve learned about you from the Sisters. They were most forthright and willing to tell me everything after you and your little collection of heretics assaulted this holy house.”


  The Wolf’s growl wasn’t disguised as he spoke. “You call us heretics? We were doing God’s work in saving the righteous from pretenders such as you!”


  Inquisitor Ignus’ self-importance shown through in his air of superiority. Sir Umberto knew that Dragons alone had the will of God in the virtue of Pride but the Inquisitor did not wear it well. The black Dragon took a step forward, pointing at Sister Aurelie. “Strong words from a weak man, Wolf. Perhaps you only call this abomination ‘Sister’ to alleviate your own self hatred. Tell me… do you make him lay with his face in the mattress when you take him so you can convince yourself that you aren’t—”


  The Dragon didn’t get a chance to finish his words as a large clod of what was most likely something other than dirt struck him in the face. If Sir Umberto had expected the Inquisitor to fly into a rage after being attacked by slung offal he was mistaken; he simply stood there and laughed as he wiped the splatter of scat off of his muzzle. His next words held no humor, however. “Sir Umberto… tell me now and tell me fully: what are you doing here with these heretics?”


  The Wolverine stood up straight, attaining his full height, which was still dwarfed by nearly a half foot by the Dragon. He made care in how he contested the Inquisitor’s use of the word ‘heretics’. “These travelers are under my care while I seek answers, Inquisitor. With current events being as they are you will understand if I say I have some questions of my own.”


  Sir Umberto was surprised at how quickly the Inquisitor relented. “I see. Very well then.”


  The Wolverine raised an eyebrow. “Oh? Just like that? ‘Very well’ what, Inquisitor Ignus?”


  The Inquisitor accepted a cloth from one of the men to his side and finished wiping off the side of his face. “You are a visitor to this Cathedral, Sir Umberto and it is customary for honored guests to be treated well. If you have the need of discovery then it behooves us to assist you with finding solutions to your problems. What else then is the Church if not an answer to life’s most difficult questions?”


  The Wolverine was beginning to feel even more ill-at-ease around the Inquisitor but he kept having to second-guess himself, especially once the Dragon dismissed all of the armed men with the wave of a talon. He then gestured with then talon and turned, heading back toward the stairs. Sir Umberto lingered a moment longer. “I am to follow you then?”


  “Yes… and all of your… ‘guests’.”


  Sister Aurelie was still just as combative. “Unless you’re taking us to the Sisters Divine I’m not interested in—”


  The Dragon’s formal demeanor was immediately at an end when he spun around, red eyes gleaming with their own light and liquid fire bubbling around the edges of his bared teeth. His words, however were dangerously genteel. “I could not care a single copper sigil as to what you are interested in, cat. You will follow because failure to do so will simultaneously discredit your Templar protector and remove you from his area of influence. At that point, I am afraid, with one word I could have you hung, drawn, and quartered for any of a dozen reasons.”


  Aodhan spoke quietly to Sister Aurelie and, after hesitating a few seconds they both turned and followed after Sir Umberto. The Wolverine was surprised at first to see that neither Tobias nor Sada were in attendance… but he said nothing—nor did anyone else in the party. When Friar Arlowe appeared out of the darkness, however, Inquisitor Ignus’ demeanor changed even more toward something bordering on threatening. The Raccoon Dog however did not seem cowed. “Good morrow, Inquisitor Ignus. You’re looking well.”


  Then, like that, the Dragon was back to emotional neutral. “I could not say what maladies of the mind bring you back here, Friar Arlowe, but I must admit that you have surprised me in a most pleasant way with your return.”


  The Raccoon Dog smiled. “The Church is my home, Inquisitor. I had thought you would understand that no matter how inhospitable a place is made nothing will change the way a man feels about where it is he belongs.”


  Cruff was much more direct. “He was falsely accused. Friar Arlowe is a good man, a good monk, and a faithful follower of the Church.”


  Inquisitor Ignus’ next words were flat and monotone. He spoke them as he continued toward the stairs. “He has been accused of blasphemy, heresy, and teaching the word of God without sanction.”


  Sir Umberto was taken aback but proceeded onward after the Dragon. “When should anyone need to be sanctioned to spread the Divine Word, Inquisitor?”


  The Inquisitor glanced over his shoulder; his smile was predatory. “We started an inquest at the end of last year in an attempt to uncover elements within the Church itself that have not held true to its teachings.”


  The Wolverine fought hard to keep a growl out of his words. “An inquest? On whose authority?”


  Heading up the stairs, Inquisitor Ignus spoke quietly, but with surety. “Many high ranking members of the Church—the specifics are unimportant.”


  It was apparent that Sister Aurelie was just as unwilling to settle for that answer as Sir Umberto himself was, but the Cat was much more vocal about refusing it. “Convenient that. Are you sure you and your vile followers didn’t decided on it for yourselves? WHERE ARE YOU KEEPING THE SISTERS!!?!?!?”


  Aodhan ended up calming Aurelie just enough to get the cat’s attention; Sir Umberto saw that the Wolf gestured to a side hall quietly. Slipping away would have been easier if not for the fact that two soldiers joined the procession from that very hallway as they passed. Friar Arlowe didn’t hesitate to point that out. “Quite a few escorts for a simple social meeting, wouldn’t you say?”


  Inquisitor Ignus opened a large, metal reinforced door at the end of the hall and motioned inward. “It is a social meeting now, yes… but once the questions are complete I fully anticipate that the majority of you will be detained, found guilty of heresy, and put to death.”


  Sir Umberto didn’t try to disguise his growl. “I said they are under my auspices, Inquisitor… you can’t just—”


  The Dragon’s smile was the widest yet, all teeth. “I understand completely, Templar… and, as I said, we have many questions. When everything has come to a conclusion I am certain you will agree with this institution’s opinion on the matter. That… or you may be sentenced right alongside this Godless trash. Fallen Templars are nothing new—we have found them before and we will find them again. Tell me, Sir Umberto… are you a turncoat?”


  Chapter 9.1c, Legacy


  Inigo was concerned about Nicole’s vendetta; they had talked… at length. She had called him ‘lover boy’ and he had told her that she was cute when she smiled. It was the most lightweight, pleasant conversation he had managed with her in nearly a month… and it had been right after he had told her off… then kissed her. He had revealed his greatest secret and she had revealed one of hers… or had she? Everything had happened so quickly and he was left feeling… what? He wasn’t certain and didn’t know how to dissect all of the strange emotions.


  He sighed to himself, staring out of the third story window of an inn whose name was Ilysean; it meant ‘The Weary Wanderer’, or so he was told. Inigo had never been much for believing the word of another but he found himself unable to particularly care. What he did know was that back when Nicole was ‘Alarice’ she favored The Weary Wanderer as a staging house because it was centrally located within Newport… and, in the most recent case, it was only a few blocks from the University. He found himself wondering more and more as he stared out the window at the brightly lit building how everything would end… would it end?


  Nicole slept soundly on the two person bed behind him as if she didn’t realize what would probably be the greatest battle in their lives would be fought in the morning. Is that how she planned things to go? If not he was surprised she’d brought such a large army. Nearly seven hundred strong the militia from Vallara had spread out throughout Newport after their Lady Arnswold had given them their instructions. Come morning they would mass as a ‘street presence’ around the boulevards and alleyways close to the University.


  It was a ‘show of force’ ploy and one that had been a favorite of ‘Alarice’ when she had been able to round up enough bodies… but what did Nicole Arnswold have to gain by such a maneuver. Inigo continued staring out the window wondering that very question. Years ago when he was first learning the trade he was often tasked with logically working through tactical maneuvers long before the battles even began. He knew Nicole wanted to confront those responsible within the University and that meant that they would either storm it or else try to enter without a fight. He murmured quietly to himself when he realized the answer. “It’s a blockade.”


  Nicole shifted in bed behind him and the Bat’s body followed his ears as they turned toward the sound. He leaned back against the windowsill as he watched her sleep. She was beautiful at any time but when she was most at peace she was so gorgeous that it hurt. He had laid with her as she fell asleep but they hadn’t had sex… for once in his life it didn’t feel right to seek such a distraction… and, looking at the calm, tranquil features of her face left him convinced that he had been correct in not pushing for that carnal reprieve from the world. Shaking the thoughts from his mind he returned to the upcoming confrontation that awaited them in a pawful of hours.


  They had collected enough information since things began to realize that the men responsible for the tampering of the University’s great reveal and then simultaneously blaming Alarice and her team had access to the Order of Blades. What they didn’t know was whether the Order was still a viable threat. Nicole must have planned to mitigate that risk by creating a blockade with the militia; they would keep anyone from entering within two city blocks of the University while the seven of them sought entry with the pretense of returning Joshew Helix’s body to its hallowed halls. Would seven be enough? He honestly didn’t know.


  The Bat snorted, looking back to the streets as he thought about the loss of Joshew. Although he hadn’t known the scholar before everything had started he’d come to familiarize himself with the Human more and more during their time together. Inigo felt that he could have called Joshew a friend but, as had happened so many times in the recent month the scholar became another casualty. Inigo was still no better at handling death but he felt useless—he couldn’t say the right thing and Roland wouldn’t even let him help prepare Joshew’s body. At least he was able to take comfort in knowing that the Wolf Dog refused to let anyone help him.


  Roland chose to handle Joshew’s corpse alone… apparently it was quite some scholarly ritual. He had promised that he (and Joshew’s remains) would be ready in the morning before he had disappeared into his own room and he hadn’t been seen or heard from since. Locked alone with the body the Wolf Dog hadn’t joined in on the group’s simple dinner in the common hall and hadn’t even revealed himself to wish everyone a good night. He responded to a knock on his door from Alvis but, as with everyone else, the Mutt was turned away without admittance or acceptance of aid.


  Alvis was quite displeased by being rejected but Brother Jessen reassured him that Roland and Joshew had been close; Roland obviously needed to care for his body alone and, as Roland had noted before disappearing, “It’s what Joshew would want.” Inigio’s furrowed brow slackened slightly and he almost managed a smile when he thought about Alvis and Brother Jessen together: a meek University student-not-yet-scholar and an ex-Templar serving as a priest for an underground sect worshipping love in all its forms. He finally did crack a grin when he thought about the different forms of ‘love’ that the two had probably been practicing together.


  Theirs was an eclectic group; that much was for certain. Inigo had no idea how their journey would end but he was certain that it had been an interesting ride. Something told him that what remained would only be all the more ‘interesting’. Letting out a sigh, the Bat slowly moved past the bed, placing one paw against the door as he turned the knob with the other; he used the first paw to control the opening so it wouldn’t squeak or creak—Alarice awoke easily and he had a feeling Nicole was no different… especially not so close to the end of their journey. He was likewise just as careful when closing the door after exiting.


  “Couldn’t sleep?”


  Inigo turned to see Wiesen seated outside of his chosen room; the Dragon had his tinkering kit out resting in his lap, a small, metallic sphere resting in his talons. The Bat put on his best socialable grin. “Hard for the body to calm down when the mind is worked up. What about you?”


  The ex-Techlar moved the metal ball over to one talon as he stood up, kit in the other. “Waiting.”


  The Bat raised an eyebrow. “Waiting for…?”


  The Dragon opened the door to his room and motioned inward. “You.”


  Inigo thought of several possible reasons behind the invitation and a lot of them were flavored with the fact that he and Nicole hadn’t been intimate that night. TheBat played it cool however as he nodded his head and slipped inside the opened door, pressing his body up against the Dragon’s for just a moment in case his initial consideration had been correct… but not obvious enough to be questioned in case Wiesen had other plans. “Waiting up for me? What a pleasant surprise.”


  Wiesen took a seat in a chair and Inigo chose the bed. The Dragon set his tinkering kit on the night stand and placed the metal ball next to it. “I asked Dr. Brownell to stay here in the morning. If there is danger she doesn’t need to be a part of it.”


  Inigo watched the Dragon, surprised when he saw him start to unbutton his shirt. Were the Bat’s dirty thoughts right after all? He’d never had sex with a Dragon before and had to admit that such a new distraction wouldn’t be entirely unwelcome. Licking his lips, Inigo decided to maintain the conversation despite what would soon become a strip-show. “I can’t imagine she appreciated the chivalry.”


  Wiesen nodded, having made his way down to his sternum before pulling the rest of his shirt out from being tucked into his trousers, continuing on the line of buttons. “She did not, but I explained my reasoning and she relented. There is far too much of a possibility for danger tomorrow… and I require her services elsewhere.”


  Shirt finally parting, the Dragon stood before Inigo with the clothing parted, providing the Bat a full view of smooth, finely textured, nearly symmetrical bands of pearly white belly scales. Standing, Inigo took a step forward. “I see… and are… my services also required?”


  Nodding, Wiesen confirmed the Bat’s suspicions, and Inigo was all too happy to have the Dragon grab hold of his wrist and show him just where his paws should go. The end result was not what he expected, however as a section of scales pulled away from the Dragon’s body and a wide panel popped open in Wiesen’s chest revealing a square cavity filled with springs, cogs, and gears. “I am close to finding Kesst, and that means I must leave. I can feel he has left Newport and so I must follow.”


  After waiting a moment for the Bat’s gibbering and murmuring to die down, the Dragon finally spoke his piece. “I will be leaving for Graddin before dawn and I will need your help with something after I’ve gone.”


  Chapter 9.2a, Accountability


  Sanmer liked to keep a realistic grasp of his talents, skills, and attributes. He maintained a reasonable impression of his strengths and weaknesses because he knew few men failed at what they were good at but when placed at a disadvantage the likelihood of success was that much more difficult. The Fox made it a point to avoid situations that played to his weaknesses and maximize opportunities for him to exercise his very broad set of strengths.


  As far as skills he covered anything and everything involving subtlety, speed, agility, charisma, wits, good looks, silver tongues, quick paws, technique, panache—pretty much the whole gambit of talents that didn’t involve humility. But, on the occasion when he was being truly honest with himself, Sanmer had to admit that his pivotal fault was that he was neither as strong nor as sturdy as those who occasionally made things difficult for him. That lack of bran and fortitude was the very thing that necessitated his expansive skill set for “alternative methods” of getting things done.


  To this end the talent that had seen the most use was his ability to both detect and get away with high quality subterfuge. As the Baron of Bullshit, Sanmer had no difficulty getting things his way. A self-styled Duke of Drivel, the Fox could socially engineer any scene given the time and access. The rogue was the Marquis of Malarkey and had no issues when solving problems verbally. Yet the one greatest challenge to the white-furred Prince of Poppycock was Princess Noriene, who had turned out to be quite the revelation.


  He had known that she was hiding something before they’d even come face to face and once they met he had no doubt before she even opened her muzzle that she was going to be handing out more lies than an alley near the docks had files. What he wasn’t ready for was when she decided it was time to tell the truth. Sanmer sat through her ample discussion of ‘how things were’ constantly second-guessing his own ability to differentiate between truth and lies because, to be honest, he had never expected anyone to be able to flip a switch and go from complete falsehood to unadulterated truth. Aside from that, however, the truth was downright frightening.


  The nameless, faceless members of the organization known as The Mechanists sought to control aspects of the world from the shadows and their attention had ultimately drifted to Lehsunia and lingered there. They were collectively a puppet master with strings in every aspect of social, religious, intellectual, and even royal power. How is it she was so sure? Princess Noriene had been a high ranking member of the organization until they decided she was no longer of use.


  The thought of any group being so powerful as to casually throw away a member of the royal family because they were “unneeded” was frightening indeed… especially to a rogue who survived by leap-frogging between little oases of chaos in an otherwise orderly society. Princess Noriene did a fine job though simple narration and explanation of helping him to realize that The Mechanists taking control would be the end of his way of life; they were the ultimate embodiment of order and if they won the power struggle than life as he knew it would come to an end.


  Despite her willingness to share all she knew, Sanmer was well aware that Princess Noriene was not on his side; she was an ally of convenience with her own motivations and schemes. She had provided him the information he needed to work on planning ahead and even offered him some direction in the form of revealing her plans to him: get aid from her younger brother. He’d done as she’d requested in traveling to Vallara and delivering a message because he realized the Mechanists wielded too much power. She was an enemy of his enemy so, for the time being at least, he could work with her.


  She had been a Mechanist and that meant she knew far more than anyone else in the group; she would be a far more attractive target for prospective assassins; she was a Princess and had access to areas he did not. It was for those reasons and more that he needed her. No—he wasn’t going to call her an ally and he wasn’t about to trust her but for the moment their goals aligned. Returning to her and aiding her in escaping Newport did not bring him comfort any more than finding a sturdy blade the guards had left behind after a raid; she was a tool to be used. Joining with his friends in the process however was a welcome relief and helped him feel a little more at ease.


  They were traveling to Graddin; it would hopefully be the final step in what Sanmer had come to see as one of the single longest ‘jobs’ in his career. Aside from the fact that he’d been working towards what had previously been an invisible end-game, the Fox’s largest objection was that he wasn’t actually getting paid for it. Of course, taking into consideration he was a member of a royal procession did suggest that there would be an opportunity for riches later… assuming he would be able to bide his time. And to think: everything had started with an unspectacular Antelope scholar and a very spectacular Dragon.


  He was something of a strangely shaped puzzle piece—if not a missing one altogether. The Dragon had seemed to strike up an alliance of convenience with the Princess in much the same way Sanmer had with her. The rogue wasn’t able to put his finger on it which concerned him the most; he had to understand the terms of how the two were working together if he was to figure out how it factored into his own plans. If the time came when sides had to be chosen would the Dragon side with him or with the Wolf? It was an issue that was neither broken nor ideal and it would require more thought on his part. Until then, the Dragon remained a constantly shifting variable.


  The Fox murmured his name in the darkness of the carriage. “Kesst.”


  A sleepy reply arose from the Bear-fur ‘mattress’ beneath him. “Mrngh?”


  Sanmer slid around within Roaring-Flood’s loose grasp. The Tribal Bear was not a heavy sleeper but he also seemed to be very skilled at telling the difference between danger and a vocal Fox. “Just talking to myself. Go back to sleep.”


  Roaring-Flood replied groggily in wild tongue. The Bear his head close enough so he could give Sanmer’s muzzle a lick before letting it fall back to the pillow. A large black paw moved to rest against the Fox’s back and the Bear almost immediately returned to snoring. It was cute in a lumbering, brutish sort of way and that was exactly the way Sanmer liked seeing; Roaring-Flood was a square peg that somehow still managed to fill a round hole in the Fox’s life… probably with lots of force and unwillingness to give up. He flexed his tail, still feeling sore from earlier in the evening—yeah… force and perseverance sounded about right for the Bear.


  Despite their closeness Sanmer had a difficult time figuring out exactly where he stood with Roaring-Flood. On one paw, Sanmer was no stranger to a fling, or even a loose-relationship of casual sex but he couldn’t figure out if that’s what he and Roaring-Flood shared. There was a genuine connection, strange as it was between them. He’d heard that opposites attracted but had never really given it much thought. The question he kept asking himself was how he felt about the Bear. There was a certain benefit of having an attachment to a bodyguard that didn’t require pay… was that the entirety of the attraction? Sanmer honestly couldn’t tell.


  The fact that Enarork seemed to tolerate their relationship made things even more difficult. As Roaring-Flood’s brother the brown Bear should have had some very strong feelings in the matter and yet the jeweler only ever held his own council. Sanmer certainly never bothered bringing it up with him and apparently neither did Roaring-Flood. Despite not knowing how Enarork fit into his plans, Sanmer couldn’t deny the fact that he too had his own uses. Aside from that, he seemed to be a likable enough individual; it was a rare trait among Lehsunians and yet, if the two ursine brothers were any indication it seemed almost a requirement to be a Tribal.


  Having grown up on his own, Sanmer hadn’t had the opportunity to experience what it was like to be a brother and the relationship the Bears shared often resulted in comments and actions that had surprised him. Family was a foreign concept for a Fox who rarely considered someone a friend, let alone related. Perhaps that was why he had such a hard time sympathizing with the Ermine scholar traveling with him. Theo had a grave, severe expression most of the time and in the intervening times he was usually gazing off in the distance with watery eyes.


  Roaring-Flood had filled Sanmer in on the farewell Theo and his sister had shared and the Fox had figured that should have been the end of the drama but apparently that was not the case. The Rogue didn’t share as much as a handful of words with the Ermine during the first part of their journey yet he couldn’t help but feel that Theo was speaking volumes by not even saying one word. Sanmer hoped that the scholar would get his act together by the time they reached Graddin or it was possible the Ermine would be more trouble than he would be help.


  Letting out a deep breath, the Fox snuggled into the embrace of his sleeping companion. It had been a long day of travel but very little exercise meant that Sanmer was left feeling restless. Of course, the nearly forty minutes of ‘physical activity’ before Roaring-Flood went to sleep was something but if anything it only left him feeling more energized… and sore. Regardless, Sanmer knew he had to try and sleep because they would be in Graddin before long and that meant he had to be on top of his game… attentive… astute… ready for anything. The time was coming when he would have to decide how he could come out on top… and that counted for far more than just Roaring-Flood.


  Chapter 9.2b, Shock and Awe


  Friar Arlowe was far too astute to mistake Inquisitor Ignus’ welcoming demeanor as a genuine interest in discussion and far too experienced to think that the Dragon had the capacity to see a point of view other than his own. Regardless, the Raccoon Dog remained toward the rear of the party keeping himself between the Inquisitor and his son. Cruff, however, had a different view of the proceedings entirely, and the next question posed to Sir Umberto by their ‘host’ was the last straw. “Tell me, Sir Umberto… are you a turncoat?”


  Cruff pushed himself past Friar Arlowe, raising his voice to a near-shout “Does the rest of the Church know what you’re up to down here, Inquisitor Ignus? Do you think they’d sit by idly while you try and cover up all of this blasphemy?!?”


  Ignus’ glowing eyes scanned across the group until they settled on the young Raccoon Dog. His slitted pupils widened then narrowed. “My expectation is that they will do as they’re told… unlike certain undesirable elements.”


  Cruff took another step forward but his next words were silenced as a metal cord tightened around his throat; a second Dragon had come up from behind the party and had him restrained with a cattle lead. Friar Arlowe turned around to confront the man but froze in place when he recognized him. “Inquisitor Efran…”


  Ignus was a monster, but after what the monk had experienced at the talons of Efran the former almost came across as a pacifist. Inquisitor Efran’s sharp-toothed grin split his muzzle in two. “Ah… Friar Arlowe. I’m so glad you’ve returned to us… and with a little-you-in-training as a bonus. Tell me… do you think he will scream as loudly when I—”


  The impact of Friar Arlowe’s fist against the scaled jaw created a loud enough sound but the Monk was left with the impression that he had probably hurt his paw more than the Dragon’s face. Stunned by his own action, Friar Arlowe realized he was committed to it despite what the Inquisitor would do in response to the attack. Mustering as much will as he could, the Raccoon Dog stated with all the conviction he could manage when facing down the monster. “Release him.”


  Inquisitor Ignus chuckled, his grin matching Efran’s. “Sir Umberto… it seems one of your guests has struck an Inquisitor.”


  Before the Wolverine had a chance to reply Friar Arlowe saw stars as his entire vision went white. He didn’t realize he’d been struck until he was impacted from the opposite side by the wall… and then again by the ground. With his head reeling it was impossible for him to comprehend everything that was going on, but he knew the tunnel had dissolved into a bedlam of a scripture-worthy epic.


  Aurelie and Aodhan were immediately armed and pushed back against the Church forces that moved in to subdue the group. From his vantage on the ground, Friar Arlowe was barely able to move; his body didn’t seem inclined to respond to his dazed brain… he couldn’t even manage to locate Cruffington. Sir Umberto lashed forward to interpose himself between Inquisitor Ignus and the rest of the party while the tempest of combat surged all around the stunned Monk.


  He was picked up at some point, dragged forward slowly along the ground but the movement didn’t help his discombobulation, making it even more difficult for him to focus. Friar Arlowe thought for a moment that the pounding pain in his head was going to make him violently ill but just when he had reached his limit he was lowered once more. Cruff’s voice was an echo amidst the throbbing pain in his head. “Stay here.”


  The Monk went to reach out and plead for his son to stay out of the melee but he could barely even lift his arm. A moment later he watched Sir Umberto fall beside him, a rain of blood following him down in an arc to splatter across the cold stone floor. It was not a comforting image, but it was the last one he had before the blankess of unconsciousness engulfed him.


  * * * * * *


  The first thought on Friar Arlowe’s mind when he awoke was that he hadn’t died; the second thought was even more optimistic when he realized that he wasn’t in a cell. The upbeat outlook continued as was assisted to a sitting position by Cruff and offered a water bottle. The Monk accepted the water and drank his fill, looking around and surveying the scene. It was about that point when his optimism began to wane.


  The group had apparently fought well enough to escape the tunnels but there were obvious injuries. Friar Arlowe recognized their room as one of the cathedral’s small meal halls with four wooden tables, each accompanied by two benches. Aodhan was seated on one of the benches, joined by Sister Aurelie who was wrapping a bandage around the side of the Wolf’s head; the Cat had also been injured, wearing similar bandages on an arm and one on a thigh.


  As the monk continued to survey the scene Cruff helped him up to sit on a bench at the nearest table. “You were out cold for maybe ten minutes.”


  Friar Arlowe glanced to the two doors leading to and from the room; he saw that both were barricaded. His question was vague in its meaning. “What happened?”


  Cruff’s response was bitter-sweet. “We made enough noise that people took notice. Once other members of the clergy came down into the catacombs the fighting came to a stop.”


  The Monk was uncertain as to just how ‘successful’ they had been. “And that was enough to stop Ignus and Efran?”


  A familiar-but-out-of-place voice spoke up from the other side of the table. “No… but it was a start.”


  Friar Arlowe looked in that direction, not even realizing that they had company. It had been years since the Raccoon Dog had been at the Monastery in Graddin, and that was when he last encountered his tablemate. It took a few moments before the Raccoon Dog recognized the simian monk seated across from him. “Friar Juun?”


  The Monkey nodded. “It is good to see you again, Friar Arlowe. I would like to say you are looking well… but… as you can imagine…”


  The Raccoon Dog offered a smile; it hurt the side of his head. “Let’s not make a liar out of you, hmm?”


  Off to the side Sir Umberto grunted. The Wolverine was out of his chest armor, one broad paw pressing tightly against a bloody bandage wrapped around his waist. “Brody brought him… along with a Bishop from Wyra.”


  Friar Arlowe looked up immediately, focus going to the Wolverine. “A Bishop? Here?”


  Friar Juun stood up and walked around the table to sit beside the Raccoon Dog. “Bishop Fulgaré. He is here because he had reason to believe that there were acts against the Church being committed in Newport. Apparently his sense in these matters was accurate… as usual. The Inquisitors were attempting a coup.”


  Cruff nodded. “He and Friar Juun helped us get away from the chaos. The Cathedral is in an uproar and everything’s in shambles.”


  Friar Arlowe shook his head sadly. “This is not right.”


  The primate monk reached out and patted him on the shoulder. “You are correct; it is not. But we are working to fix it.”


  Sister Aurelie, finished with Aodhan’s bandage turned toward the rest of the party. The Cat was smiling for the first time in awhile. “The Bishop found the Sisters… they’re alive and he’s having some of his men escort them to safety.”


  Sir Umberto’s rounded ears rose, leading Friar Arlowe to believe that the Wolverine was just as much out-of-the-loop as he. “His men? The Bishop and his travel guard are standing up against the Inquisitors?”


  Aodhan shook his head slowly, moving a paw up to press against the wound. “No… he has a small army with him… from Wyra.”


  Sir Umberto was taken aback. “From WYRA?!?”


  Friar Juun smiled. “Many men who are seeking contrition in the eyes of God for recent transgressions. I need not get into specifics, but it should be sufficient as a show of force and it will keep the Inquisitors occupied until we can get your group to safety.”


  Cruff nodded. “Sounds good… come on, Dad.”


  Friar Arlowe could not escape the feeling that flowed through him when his son spoke to him on such a personal level but he hated that he could not comply. “No, Cruff… we can’t leave yet.”


  The young Raccoon Dog was taken aback. “Why not? We did what we came to do. The Sisters are safe and the corruption among the Inquisitors is known.”


  Sister Aurelie stood. “I agree with Friar Arlowe… we can’t leave yet… not until we know that Inquisitor Ignus is brought to justice. We can’t let him get away with any of this.”


  Aodhan was much more down to earth. “We also need to make sure Tobias and Sada are safe.”


  Friar Juun held up a hand. “Peace. All of you. Bishop Fulgaré will see to the settling of these matters. For now, the most important thing is that I get you to safety.”


  Friar Arlowe got slowly to his feet, standing still for a moment to make certain he wouldn’t fall over. Once he realized he was able to maintain his balance he looked around at the party. Many wanted to stay… some wanted to leave. It was strange to think that their adventures had started predominantly because of their wish to save him and he was toying with the idea of putting himself back in danger. He wasn’t sure he could stand that thought but the alternative of running away was just as undesirable. Clearing his throat, he spoke; he didn’t have the luxury to take time to decide so he resolved that his mind was already made up.


  Chapter 9.2c, Legacy


  Everyone had been encouraged to sleep well into the day; the plan was to approach the University in the evening after most of the staff had cleared out for the night. It was also the best time to risk a military confrontation because few people would be on the streets in the scholar district once the sun went down. Despite her own suggestions however Nicole was awake just a little after dawn. She chose to use the extra time to best effect.


  Nicole had been unable to remember a time in history where she had slept so little and yet felt so rested. It wasn’t that the inn was particularly well appointed or that the bed was of any special variety; she owed it to the fact that she had drive, direction, and a goal in her sights. She also knew that Inigo had stayed up long after she’d gone to sleep so she left the dozing Bat alone as she prepared herself for the night to come.


  She spent the first part of the morning going through calisthenics and then, once she had worked up a sweat, chose to use the attached bathing chamber. The inn had a boiler in the basement, allowing Nicole to enjoy a hot bath and she put it to good use. Selecting a few aromatic oils from the variety offered she laid back in the tub and soaked for nearly a half hour. By the time she had finished drying off Inigo was already up and about. When she emerged from the bathing chamber he was fully dressed and seated on the bed, waiting obediently for her.


  She noticed that he seemed expectant. “What is it?”


  He got straight to the point. “Wiesen’s gone.”


  “Gone?”


  He nodded. “He left last night.”


  Nicole let out a breath. “Well, if he isn’t up for opposing the Mechanists we can’t very well force him to… damn it.”


  Inigo stood and moved over to rest a hand on her shoulder, going so far as to flash a grin and provide a reassuring wink (even if she could tell his heart wasn’t in it). “He had his reasons. But forget about him; I’m still here.”


  She smirked. “You don’t think what we’re doing is smart.”


  The Bat shrugged, his grin coming a little more naturally. “Almost nothing we’ve ever done has been smart… why start now?”


  She couldn’t argue with that. Moving to the dresser, Nicole picked up a ribbon and tied it loosely around her neck, affixing a custom made locket that also contained a single ready-to-fire round of pistol ammo. “Do you know if everyone else is ready to go yet?”


  Inigo shrugged again, visible in the mirror. His reflection met her gaze. “I heard Alvis and Jessen head downstairs a little while ago. Roland is probably still sleeping considering how late he was up last night dealing with… ah… preparations.”


  There was a moment of hesitance at the end of the Bat’s report that caught Nicole’s attention; Inigo had never been particularly good around death and she knew it. Despite how hard the Bat tried to hide his discomfort with the ending of life there were those little tells he was unable to completely hide. She knew that he would work past it but she was also well aware that such hesitation at the wrong time could prove fatal to the wrong people. Regardless, she afforded him some luxury in that. “So the ‘package’ is ready for delivery?”


  He was astute enough to catch her leniency. “Yeah… I’m pretty sure it is.”


  Nicole made a few small adjustments to Inigo’s wardrobe. As usual the Bat detested anything around his neck but she was certain that the occasion required an ascot and a leather belt would keep his duster closed so it wouldn’t interfere with movement when fighting. Beyond that they headed downstairs together and joined Alvis and Brother Jessen who were seated on benches at a long table eating a breakfast of ham steak, cheese, and toast. Roland, she noticed, was not with them, which implied only one thing. “Is Roland still asleep?”


  Alvis shook his head, swallowing a muzzle-full of meat before speaking. “No. I knocked on his door before we came down here. He’s getting ready.”


  Nicole joined them, taking a spot across from the two and was accompanied by Inigo to her right. He started things off by preparing a plate for her while she addressed the scholar and the Coyote. “And Dr. Brownell? Is she up?”


  Inigo cleared his throat, sliding her platter of breakfast to her. “She’s not joining us today either.”


  Alvis looked up. “Either?”


  Nicole silenced the Bat with a look and answered the Mutt’s question. “Wiesen has other business to attend to. He left last night.”


  Brother Jessen put down his fork. “It’s a shame Sir Crook won’t be with us, but I think Dr. Brownell staying out of harm’s way is for the best. I will be easier keeping an eye on two rather than three when I escort Alvis and Roland into the University.”


  Shaking her head, Nicole speared a piece of yellow cheese with her fork. “I need you on the street with the militia… they’ll need someone to look to for guidance and you have some experience in combat.”


  The Coyote shook his head. “No. The University may be full of threats and—”


  Alvis reached out and took one of the ex-Templar’s paws in his own. “It’s alright. We’re scholars. We should be able to get in without notice. If you join us then they’ll probably start asking questions.”


  Brother Jessen scowled. “If you get into danger I want to be able to help you. I can’t do that from the street.”


  The Scholar patted the Coyote’s paw. “It’s alright. Roland and I know the University inside and out. We’ll be okay as long as you can help the militia keep any outside threats away from us. We’ll be fine; trust me.”


  Nicole saw the signs on Jessen’s face that indicated he was interested in arguing the point but all discussion stopped when Roland appeared at the top of the stairs. “Can someone please help me with Joshew?”


  It was a very blunt and to-the-point comment; it also got Alvis and Jessen up immediately. Both of them ran upstairs to assist with transporting the prepared body to the simple cart Nicole had rented for the purpose of getting it from the inn to the University. That left her alone with Inigo and the Bat made good on the time. “So… what next?”


  She turned to regard him just as he stuffed a hunk of bread into his mouth. “Next we get to our position across the street from the University and wait until—”


  He swallowed and interrupted her. “No… I mean once we’re done with all this. Once we’ve dealt with the Mechanists and the Order of Blades and all the other nameless, faceless threats out there to our life, limbs, and liberty. What next?”


  Nicole looked down at her plate. “We go home.”


  She knew her answer surprised Inigo; he was actually quiet for a few seconds. When he next spoke his words further indicated that her answer had him off balance. “You mean… back to the Northside Safe House? Or the one by the docks? Or the—”


  “No, Inny. Home. Real Home. After this we go back to Arnswold Manor.”


  The Bat’s voice regressed somewhat and, for just a moment, it felt to her as if the past decades faded away and a little incredulous Batling sat beside her. “Really?”


  She let the moment linger; it created a deep pain in her heart when she realized that so much had happened since she had first met Inigo. There were events in her past that would never go away; actions and reactions that forever changed who she would become. Despite all that had happened she really just wanted to go home—to her real home. Looking up she stopped bothering to hide the tears that wanted to escape. She smiled at Inigo, who just stared disbelievingly at her. Nicole took hold of both his hands. “Yes, Inigo. After this we’re done. I promise.”


  She realized that ‘being done’ wasn’t as easy as it sounded but no matter the cost she would pay whatever it took to be rid of her life and start over in Vallara. Ever since she was an orphan it was all she’d ever wanted and the time was finally coming when it would be a reality. Ma’Heed and Farika would be waiting for her return—for their return. Nicole had lost her family very early in her life but in her mind it was poetic justice that she could soon have a better one.


  Chapter 9.3a, Accountability


  Theo looked sorrowfully down at the nearly-empty vial that he had repurposed from its original job as a specimen container into a tooth pick case. It had once been stuffed full of tooth picks but he found himself down to a measly three. There were times during his tenure at the University when he was under such stress that he’d have to fill the vial once a week but it had been nearly a month since the Ermine last had a chance to restock his supply; it was a worrying, especially with the stress level increasing.


  Taking a deep breath the scholar pulled out one of the remaining sticks and stuck it into his muzzle, carefully maneuvering into the gap between his right maxillary incisor and the premolar framing the—he froze in his self narration when he’d realized that he had inadvertently regressed into his teaching voice inside his own head. He hadn’t done that in a long time and it was just more proof of just how out-of-sorts he was. Then again he had some perfectly valid reasons for being less than what he’d consider optimal.


  It had been far too long since he’d been comfortably situated in his quarters at the UPU. When he had been discharged for ‘about a month’ Theo was distraught but then again that time had stretched out impossibly long into “maybe forever”… especially if what the Princess had said about the Mechanists was true. Then again, Theo had no reason not to believe her—other than every sane bone in his body screaming out that there was no way such a ‘takeover’ could occur at the University of Progressive Thought. On the other paw, no part of him thought that he would ever find himself ejected from his cozy little tenure-guaranteed apartment on campus.


  The Ermine sighed, staring out the window as he focused to ignore the friendly banter being shared between Sanmer, Roaring-Flood, and Enarork. The Bears it seemed were spending almost as much time speaking in the common tongue as they were communicating in their own language. Theo had gone to great lengths to pick up as much of the tribal vocabulary as he could and it was interesting to compare his successes with Sanmer’s much less skilled attempts. It only made sense that a scholar would be better with linguistics but he did admire the Fox’s tenacity to figure things out.


  Thinking back to the normal life he used to lead, Theo mumbled to himself. “I’d probably be readying class notes for one of my lectures back home.”


  There was a slight break in conversation just long enough for his reflective words to be heard. The resulting silence was awkward to say the least but it was Sanmer who defused it. “Well then, you’re welcome.”


  Theo’s ears raised as he looked at the white furred Fox. “I’m… Welcome?”


  Sanmer nodded with certainty. “Exactly, Professor. You’re welcome for being saved from a fate worse than death.”


  The Ermine smirked, almost chuckling despite himself, but with everything on his mind a curmudgeonly response won over. “I like lecturing.”


  Even though Kesst was the second quietest member of the group (losing out only to Theo himself), the Dragon surprised the scholar with a simple yet meaningful retort. “Don’t worry, Professor Vinson; I’m sure the Princess will get you back to the University.”


  With tha, the conversation in the carriage continued on without him—without either of them. Kesst went back to looking out of the right window while Theo’s gaze was once again absorbed by the scenery passing by the left one. The Dragon had made a very valid point; once everything was done the Princess had all but guaranteed his return to the University… not just to his previous position but to one of an elevated status.


  The scholar pulled out his travel brush from one of his pouches and began to focus on the unacceptable waviness to his tail fur; brushing helped calm him and he realized he could use both the calming effect and the lack of disheveled sat-on-for-ten-hour tail fur. Despite all the negative side effects of his position being in limbo there had been a number of good “never expected” moments in his life and his sister and nephew were almost as unlikely as actually being part of Princess Noriene’s retinue. Still, he couldn’t help but question whether he would indeed go back at all when the adventure came to an end.


  If he did, what would he find? Would his research still be intact? Would someone else have focused on his research into Dragons in his absence? Gregory, perhaps? It all seemed to make sense that others would be all over his notes and with him out of the way any number of scholars would have ample time to ‘appropriate’ his groundwork into the history of dragonkind’s slow but steady loss of fiery breath and usable wings. If what the Princess had said about the ‘Mechanist’ people seeking to control both the Church and the University then seemed just as likely that they could have destroyed his research and buried it. He honestly wasn’t sure which idea he hated more.


  Yet a small piece of him couldn’t help but wonder if perhaps there was something more to being done with the strange adventure to Graddin; he had left his sister and nephew behind. Whether they mattered or not was out of the question—of course they did! Thinking more and more on that fact, Theo wondered if things would ever truly be how they’d been before all the craziness began; would he be able to immerse himself into his studies or would his newly restored family provide a different outlet for his energy. Reinvesting himself into his research or spending time with his family… he honestly wasn’t sure which idea he liked more.


  No, he realized… that was a lie; his family was worth far more than that. He had honestly never thought he would find his sister alive. He never thought he’d have a nephew. Theo had spent so much time being alone after fleeing his father’s home that he’d all but given up on having any degree of happiness outside of his research or the classroom… yet suddenly there it was. There they were. And they were just another one of many things he’d never expected to be possible.


  The Ermine was starting to get misty-eyed for what was probably the twenty-something-ith time during the journey but his jumbled brain came to a screeching halt the moment he heard Princess Noriene announce from the front of the carriage “Castle Graddin is just up ahead. We’re almost there.”


  The declaration surprised him enough that his toothpick broke. Sighing, Theo pulled the broken stick out of his muzzle and dumped it out the window. In the meantime, everyone else was alive with the movement they’d been denied during the journey. There was a flurry of activity within the back portion of the carriage compartment as Sanmer tried to direct the Bear brothers into helping him organize the separate collection of personal belongings.


  While everyone by that point should have been an expert traveler, despite not having had more than a few dozen hours in the carriage it was as though their capacity to stow and pack their meager collection of items had gone right out the window; he almost chuckled to himself watching the debacle. It took far more time than Theo thought it should have for them to organize their gear and settle back down on their respective benches (or, in Sanmer’s case he sat down very ungentlemanly right on Roaring-Flood’s lap).


  The sound of the carriage wheel’s travel over the cobblestone highway changed immediately upon passing through the large gate house; in a transformation that seemed almost magical the ride suddenly turned into a smooth one when they found themselves rolling across Graddin’s flat black streets. He heard the Princess take a big, deep breath from up front before opening up the wooden slat that separated their portion of the carriage from hers. “We’re here, gentlemen… we should be stopping just a few streets up.”


  While Theo had initially wondered how the people at the castle would respond to the Princess’ return he was quick to realize that he would have to continue wondering without an answer; she had elected to stop at a fine-looking hotel instead. The building appeared to be nearly the size of the university and had grandiose architecture that called attention to it; something that made sense considering it catered to travelers—the easier it was to see the better opportunity it had to attract patrons.


  Princess Noriene was assisted off of the carriage by a door man and the scholar heard the Princess explain to him “The Bears with me will see to the luggage. Have one of your men come around to put the carriage up once everyone disembarks.”


  The fact that the man was very timely and responded with a very distinct “Yes, your Highness” gave Theo no doubt that everyone in town would soon know of the Princess’ return. Whether that was a good thing or not was something for which the Ermine had no answer. He didn’t have much time to dwell on that thought when Sanmer slipped by him and headed off down the street.


  The Scholar had just enough time to open his muzzle in objection before Enarork spoke up. “He is scouting.”


  Letting out a deep breath Theo had to remind himself that the Fox was (thank God) not his responsibility. Instead he turned around toward the hotel, suddenly realizing just how tired he was. Taking one step toward the stairs leading up to the door, the Ermine didn’t end up getting to his destination without yet another unexpected twist.


  A voice from his distant past was nevertheless familiar. “Runt?!?”


  It was just as much the voice as the nickname. Only one person Theo knew had ever called him that. Turning around to face the approaching gray-muzzled Tiger, the Ermine could only respond in a mixture of surprise and exasperation. “Bryce?”


  The large teamster had definitely grown older but considering the physicality of his work it seemed time had been at least somewhat kind to him. Theo hadn’t spent more than a few months with the Tiger and their mutual boss, a Wolf who only ever accepted being called “Boss”—but it had obviously been enough to make an impression. So had his reason for leaving, apparently.


  The Tiger scooped Theo up as if he were still a youth and ground his paw into the scholar’s head fur. “So… back in Graddin, huh? Ever manage to get into that University you were talking about?”


  Once the Ermine managed to squirm out of the Tiger’s grasp he took a moment to compose his clothing and try (in vain) to settle the fur on his head. He needed to find his center and that meant he couldn’t help but grab a tooth pick from his near-empty vial. He stuck the newest stick into his muzzle. “Yes. I did. I’m a scholar there now.”


  The Tiger let out a loud laugh, slapping the side of the carriage to accentuate his mirth. “Did you? Are you? Well… sounds like you came a long way then, eh, Runt? I guess you’re just visiting Graddin because you wanted to get some air? I thought UPU scholars never even left the University grounds. What’re you doin’ all the way in—”


  Kesst stepped forward, interposing himself into the conversation with presence alone. Bryce’s words came to a halt and the Dragon took the time to clearly enunciate. “Professor Vinson… the Princess was hoping to meet with you inside once you’re settled.”


  Bryce’s expression was one of complete disbelief at what Kesst was saying. He was about to object, pulling his paw away from the carriage when he noticed the royal seal on its side. The Tiger remained dumbstruck as Kesst walked Theo up the steps. Once they were out of earshot the Ermine had to ask. “What does the Princess need?”


  The Dragon shook his head. “Nothing… I just wanted him to stop talking.”


  Unsolicited aid from Kesst? It was yet another surprise for Theo—a pleasant one.


  Chapter 9.3c, Legacy


  Alvis didn’t feel comfortable having Brother Jessen leave his side. Not only did the Coyote provide martial support but he had been an important emotional support for the young Fire student as well. The Shepherd-Husky had long since lost count of insane events taking place in his life and that number continued to grow. Since being forced to leave the University Alvis constantly thought about what it would be like to return to the hallowed halls but when reality finally took hold the actual experience was nowhere close to what he’d imagined.


  Roland led their little procession to the front of the large, cedar chest he guided toward the University. The chest was positioned on a small metal frame with wheels attached at the bottom for easy transport but it was heavy enough that Alvis had to help by pushing it from behind. The Mutt had a hard time avoiding the fact it contained Joshew’s remains and the more he tried not to think about that the more it invaded his mind. They had traveled from the inn where they’d been staying to the boulevard that ran right in front of the University without a word.


  Finally, once Roland came to a halt he made a very simple announcement. “Help me with the chest and I’ll stay with it at the top while you come back for the wheels.”


  Not really knowing what to say or even if there was anything appropriate Alvis simply nodded and spoke meekly. “Oh… okay.”


  Ever since he could remember Alvis had a degree of uncertainty and unease when it came to interacting with most of the senior scholars at the University. Other than the fact that he was merely an apprentice there was never really an reason for it but suddenly speaking with Roland he had a perfectly valid reason: the Wolf-Dog had lost his lover and Alvis was helping him to transport the body into the University… where they would most likely encounter men who meant them harm.


  Alvis’ life was in danger as surely as Roland’s but the apprentice’s lover was still alive while the scholar’s was not; there was no outcome possible where Roland would be left whole. As if somehow being able to read what was on the Mutt’s mind the Wolf-Dog about faced and let out a deep breath. “No sense just sitting here… let’s get going.”


  Alvis took careful hold of the handle on his side of the chest and gripped the bottom of the heavy wood container with his other paw. He counted off a quick “one, two three” before they both hoisted it up and off of the rollers. From there Roland began the long ‘hike’ up the two dozen stone steps that led from the roadside to the two sets of large, double doors which provided entry into the main hall of the University of Progressive Thought. Despite the number of scholars ascending and descending the steps beside them not a single individual bothered to help.


  It didn’t particularly surprise Alvis, especially since a cedar chest was the traditional way for a scholar slain in the field to be returned to the University for ‘processing’. The young Mutt didn’t know the full details but it had something to do with the oils from the cedar wood keeping insects out so the treated body would remain fresh longer. Despite the chest, Alvis had a feeling that it wasn’t wholly successful because his eyes were watering from the stench of… he really didn’t want to think about it. Roland had assured the group that he had handled the details of preserving Joshew but Alvis had a hard time believing that an untreated body could smell any worse.


  They had just arrived at the top of the stairs when a callous Hedgehog attired in a professor’s robe addressed that very same concern, moving his paw to his muzzle in disgust. “Good God man… did you forget to treat the body?!?!”


  Alvis half expected Roland to start screaming at the man but the Wolf-Dog did a respectable job of keeping control of his temper. “We did what we could with what we had. We’re going to stop here for a moment; my companion has to go back down the stairs for the—”


  The Hedgehog raised a paw to stop him, “No you don’t… Daniel!”


  A Panda wearing the light blue robe of an Air scholar in training was immediately at the Hedgehog’s side. “Sir?”


  The Professor pointed at the metal frame and wheels they left at the bottom of the steps. “Go down to the street and get the chest’s wheels for these gentlemen.”


  The Panda moved quickly to comply. Alvis was content to remain silent but apparently Roland wasn’t. “I don’t recall having seen you in any classes or lectures, Professor.”


  The Hedgehog pulled at his robes, smoothing out the lapel on his left breast to reveal his badge of office and his name; he was a Professor of Air studies. “I recently obtained the position after the restructuring. I assume you’ve been out in the field awhile, Mr…?”


  Roland snorted. “Silverfang… Roland.”


  The name caught the attention of several other people on the staircase and their previous mild interest grew to distinct interest; Alvis saw a few of them run off ahead inside as the Panda finally reached the top of the steps, setting the chest’s rolling frame next to the container. “Done, sir.”


  The Professor waved him off, all the while staring at Roland. “Good. Thank you, Daniel… that will be all.”


  The Wolf-Dog stared right back at the Hedgehog. “Thank you for your help, Professor.”


  The robed man continued standing in their way, looking down at the chest with a paw still over his nose. “Perhaps it may be rude of me, but I am curious: who are you returning home?”


  Alvis saw the fir on the back of Roland’s neck raise faintly but the Wolf-Dog maintained his composure. His answer was simple and to the point. “Joshew Helix. Fire Science Scholar.”


  The Hedgehog nodded thoughtfully. “You are an Air Scholar, Mr. Silverfang. I can tell. Hmm… and you? You’re a Fire Scholar, are you not?”


  It took a moment before Alvis realized the professor was addressing him. “Huh? Oh… uh… yes, sir… er—apprenticed, actually… I was supposed to be earning my tassels after—”


  The man held a paw up to stop him. “The Fire Science department is currently taking a hiatus.”


  Alvis was taken aback. “H-hiatus?”


  Roland forestalled any further questions. “He was also friends with… the deceased.”


  The Hedgehog chewed on his bottom lip. After a moment he stepped to the side, covering his nose again with his paw. “Very well… alright then. Report to the postmortem department on the double before your shoddy work begins to smell up the place. As soon as you’re done there this one needs to leave campus grounds.”


  Alvis winced inwardly when the professor pointed his way. He’d worked long and hard to be able to achieve the status of Fire Scholar; if the department was ‘on hiatus’ how could an entire wing of the University go unused? It just didn’t make sense. Roland continued to move things onward, speaking up even while Alvis’ brain was trying to comprehend all of the developments. “Yes, sir.”


  Once they wheeled the chest in through the double-doors Alvis expected to feel better but when he had a chance to gaze around the entry hall he immediately realized that things had changed. The many tapestries usually heralding the numerous fields of study had been removed from the wall, replaced entirely by what looked like a modified version of the Air Sciences symbol combined with the seal of the university itself. Scholars mulled about on their way to or from some important projects and all Alvis could see were the light blue colors of Air scholars; something was decidedly wrong.


  The two came to a stop half-way to the side hall that would take them to their destination. Alvis realized that he hadn’t heard what Roland had said. “Uh… wh-what?”


  Roland huffed. “I’ll take it from here… go up to the second floor so you can do your thing.”


  The ‘do your thing’ comment meant signaling to Alarice and Inigo but it was spoken in vague terms so nobody else would catch on. “What about Joshew?”


  “I’ll take him to the central depository. It’s something I need to do alone.”


  Offering no objection Alvis headed toward the stairs. The Mutt didn’t think twice about Roland’s request but he later came to wish that he had.


  Chapter 9.4a, Accountability


  Despite arriving at Graddin safely Kesst still couldn’t help but feel that traveling afield from Newport took him further away from his goals. He knew that Wiesen wanted him to stay close to Princess Noriene and he had faith that his creator would find him but he had almost come to think of Newport as home. He mulled that thought over in his head and realized that it wasn’t entirely true; he had come to find a degree of familiarity with Newport but it was hardly home.


  The trip to Graddin had gone far more smoothly than any other time he’d been on the road—he attributed that to being in a royal carriage, of course. Other than the safety and comfort of a traveling vehicle the trip in Noriene’s personal conveyance also afforded him the time to observe his fellow passengers and he found some of what he saw to be very insightful glimpses into who they really were. He had learned some time past that sitting and observing could often get as many questions answered as actually asking them… and usually more truthfully.


  While Kesst didn’t know as much as some about the Tribals he gained what he considered a good understanding on how Roaring-Flood handled relationships at least. Between the big black Bear and Sanmer the Dragon was convinced he’d learned enough for a lifetime when it came to taboo relationships; not only were a Bear and a Fox ‘together’, but they were both men. It wasn’t that he subscribed to all of the dogma and edicts of the Church but he had to admit that theirs was an interesting connection that defied nearly all logic.


  Enarork was another marvel of the tribal folk; the jeweler Bear had been through almost as much in the past few weeks as Kesst himself and the Dragon was fairly certain that Enarork didn’t have the worldly understanding or the experience of dealing with the chaos of the settled folk and yet he seemed to roll with the punches as if none of it phased him. The loss of Julius had hit everyone hard; he was a good person—but, other than the immediate aftermath of his loss Enarork foraged on ahead as if the Professor’s death didn’t bother him. Perhaps that’s why the Dragon found his way to the Bears’ door that night.


  The party had four rooms in total: the one he shared with Theo, one for the Princess, one for the Bears, and one for Sanmer. Judging from the noise issuing out of the last door on the right he figured that Roaring-Flood must have left his brother alone. Kesst brushed the claws on one talon against his tunic, drawing them absently across the area where the hole in his chest had closed up with newly ‘grown’ scales. He reached his other arm out and gently rapped his knuckles against the hard wooden grain of the Bears’ room.


  Despite the late hour there was little delay in a response from within. He heard Enarork’s footsteps as he approached the door and it opened. The Dragon bowed his head slightly, offering up one of his rarely used smiles; he preferred to be polite. “Oani, Enarork Hamah.”


  The jeweler Bear smiled in return, reaching out to rest a large paw on Kesst’s shoulder. “Oani, Kesst Hamah.


  Knowing that his grasp of the Tribal Tongue was nowhere near good enough for him to speak with Enarork in depth he switched back to the common one. “Do you have a few minutes to talk?”


  The Bear moved aside and motioned him inside. “Waka’Miné is spending the night with Sanmer so the room is mine. I have as much time as you need, friend Kesst.”


  Glancing around the room, Kesst located an empty wooden chair and moved to take a seat. He waited until Enarork was seated on the bed across from him before he spoke. “I wanted to talk to you about Julius.”


  The brown Bear’s ears rose slightly but his expression was almost unmoving… almost. Kesst didn’t miss the way one of his eyes twitched faintly and the edges of his muzzle pulled taut. “My tribe only speaks good things of those who have joined the spirits.”


  Kesst held up a talon. “No… I mean… yes, of course. I… I just wanted to know more about him. When he… uh… joined the spirits… well… there was so much I still didn’t know about him and he left me with so many questions.”


  The Dragon’s hesitant and halting explanation seemed to mollify the Bear and the faint non-verbal cues of defensiveness passed. “I will answer what I can.”


  The two spent nearly three hours speaking on the topic of Julius Blackburn, Professor at the University of Progressive Thought and also the Shaman of the Valley Tribe. He was a man of many facets in many ways and every question Kesst asked was answered in a way that only raised more. It was only toward the end of the discussion that the Dragon finally put together the reason why Enarork seemed so conflicted and reserved when it came to letting any emotions show. “You were his apprentice, weren’t you?”


  Enarork was immediately taken back by the inquiry. Several expressions played their way across his face before he answered cryptically. “I might have been, but I was not.”


  Kesst leaned forward in his chair, not caring that his wings peeked above the folds in his cloak. “You said that he was the tribe’s old shaman’s apprentice and that he stayed with your tribe so you wouldn’t be without a Shaman; he took over after the old shaman died.”


  The Bear nodded. “Yes.”


  The Dragon repeated the movement with his own head. “And you’re the only one he taught anything about being a shaman… right? Doesn’t that mean you should take over?”


  Enarork snorted. “It does not work that way.”


  Kesst sat up a little straighter. “How does it work then?”


  The Bear slowly stood. “Metal-Eyes once told me a story with a question at the end. Would you like to hear the story?”


  The Dragon mimicked Enarork, standing as well. “I guess.”


  The jeweler Bear moved toward the door, speaking as he did so. “Legends say when the world was young before The People walked on two legs there were animals—only animals. Among them were many tribes but I speak now of two: the Wolves and the Foxes. There was a time when the Wolves and Foxes lived side by side as family but over many years the two groups of animals went their own ways and became as strangers. One day a young wolf decided that he would join the foxes and attempt to reunite them. His own people said that if he went to live with the foxes then he would never be welcome among the wolves and they would kill him if ever he returned.”


  The Bear stopped at the room’s door and as he did so he also paused in the story. Feeling as though it was his turn to input something Kesst simply said “That sounds like a very strong punishment for trying to bring two people closer.”


  Enarork nodded. “Yes. This is what the young wolf thought too but he was not willing to risk a chance at reuniting the wolves and foxes and so he said goodbye. The elders of his people only saw a wolf who would give up who he was in a desire to become a fox and so in their eyes they made him one. Yet the foxes did not see this and refused to let him be a part of their people.”


  “So he was an outcast from both?”


  The Bear once again nodded, opening the door to the room. “He lived on the edge of lands the foxes called home, never welcome among them. One day a great danger befell the foxes and the young wolf realized that they would need help. Running with all the strength in him he returned to the wolves to plead and beg that they send aid.”


  Enarork gestured to the hallway and the Dragon obediently stepped out. He turned around to ask a question. “Didn’t the wolves say they would kill him if he returned?”


  The Bear nodded. “Yes. And after he pled his case and asked for them to help the foxes they did just that. And so the question now that we have reached the end of the story is this: was the young wolf right in returning to his prior tribe even knowing that they would kill him if he did?”


  Kesst paused before asking “Did they help the foxes?”


  Enarork lingered at the door for a moment, lowering his eyes slightly. “That is the precise question I asked Metal-Eyes and he said that the answer was not important to his original question… and that in asking it I had proven that I would not be a shaman. He said that we may never know the result of our actions—only our intent.”


  “But—”


  “Goodnight, Friend Kesst.”


  Before the Dragon had a chance to speak another word the door closed.


  Chapter 9.4b, Shock and Awe


  Aodhan and Sister Aurelie did not have long for goodbyes; the conflict in the Church did not wait for them and nor did the Bishop’s men delay in their duty to deliver the Sisters Divine to the docks. Although they had traveled quite a great distance alongside so many of their allies the parting of ways was sudden but not entirely surprising… especially considering the current events. Tobias had held true to his promise to see to the rescue of the Sisters and neither Cruff nor Friar Arlowe were under any compulsion; even Sir Umberto had other obligations.


  Personally Aodhan was reluctant to leave the battle with the Inquisitors still at large; they were the cause of all of the strife and there was no guarantee that things would improve until they were brought to justice. What tempered his drive for their defeat was the fact that Sister Aurelie depended on him to help with seeing the Sisters safely to the docks. Yes, he wanted to stay and help in the fight but his Eyara was far more important to him. Besides, he reasoned, Sir Umberto would not stop until justice was served.


  The Wolverine Templar remained committed to putting an end to the Inquisitor insurrection and Aodhan could think of few men he would trust enough to see it through to the end. Having been given directions to the front by Friar Juun Sir Umberto was the first to leave. He had shaken paws with everyone and even embraced Sister Aurelie; Aodhan was surprised in a positive way that a man of the Church would be so accepting of his lover. There was not too much time to consider it however as Tobias, Cruff, and Friar Arlowe were quick to depart shortly thereafter.


  The farewells involving the father and son were much more emotional for Aodhan and Sister Aurelie both. The two Raccoon Dogs had started the adventure with them and it seemed that they were two of a very short list of consistencies during such a chaotic time. Tears were shed by more than one eye; hugs were exchanged; promises were made that they would all meet again. The Wolf honestly didn’t know if it would happen but he felt better thinking that it would. Either way it had to happen; Cruff and Friar Arlowe were staying with Tobias to try and help as many of the injured as possible while Aodhan and Sister Aurelie had a boat to catch.


  Friar Juun made a very concise farewell by handing Aodhan a paper. “So you may leave freely.”


  The path out of the Church was cleared of combatants and wounded already. Since Sister Aurelie was familiar with the building it took very little time for them to reach the front entryway. In any normal circumstance the two large, reinforced wooden doors would have been left open for parishioners to easily make their way to and from services but the undertaking within the building meant that the exit was kept under guard. A squad of four Wyranese soldiers stood in the atrium with swords and shields at the ready; Aodhan didn’t miss the spattering of blood along some pillars and pools of blood cast about on the floor in various areas of the room.


  The Wolf approached the men with the paper given to him by Friar Juun in one paw. He held it up before him like a heraldry flag, using it to forestall any aggression on behalf of the warriors; thankfully it worked. The soldier in the lead, a rather imposing-looking Pitbull took the form from him and glanced it over. He motioned to the others, speaking something in Wyranese. The two closest to the door opened it while the Pitbull and his subordinate, a nervous-looking Hedgehog moved to stand in a defensive posture facing outward. It was only then that Aodhan took notice of the noise coming from beyond the entryway.


  As he moved closer to the exit paw-in-paw with Sister Aurelie the Wolf saw an enormous crowd gathered at the foot of the steps leading up to the cathedral. There were shouts of fear and anger, questions all sorts—some accusatory and others simply out of confusion. Rather than address any of the crowd the soldiers simply remained where they were. As the Wolf and Cat passed the Hedgehog held out an arm to stop them. He addressed them in a clear but halting Lehsunian. “Yous be… carefuls. Peoples not happies.”


  Aodhan nodded to the man and glanced to Sister Aurelie who had just pulled out a holy symbol. As the two emerged from the Church the crowd began to shout at them. Thankfully the cries and questions appeared much more benign than those they had slung at the Wyranese. It didn’t take much to realize that many of the townsfolk had somehow come to believe that the soldiers from Wyra were invading and had chosen to use the Church as a forward base of some sort. This led the crowd to take a hostile view of the occupying force.


  Since Aodhan and Sister Aurelie were two of a very small number of people leaving the Cathedral many of the questions leveled at the Wolf and Cat were about what the Wyranese wanted, if they had killed any of the clergy, and what they were doing inside the building. Several more frantic members of the crowd pleaded for information about various family members who had been within the Cathedral when it was ‘invaded’. With little time to spare, the two pushed their way through without the time to answer anyone. Finally, as they emerged from the edge of the crowd Sister Aurelie hazarded a glance back at the gathering and shouted “Be at peace! The faithful are in no danger!”


  Rather than calm the crowd the Cat’s announcement had the opposite effect, stirring them into a frenzy for more information. Aodhan had to literally pick up his Eyara and race away from the men and women seeking more answers to their questions. It was four blocks, two streets and an alleyway later before the frantic townsfolk gave up the chase and it was another two blocks before Aodhan slowed. He set Sister Aurelie down; the Cat’s cheeks were damp. “No cure is ever without pain… all of those poor people with no answers to their questions.”


  Aodhan nodded, reaching out to take Sister Aurelie’s paw, leading the Cat onward. “There is nothing we can do for them, Eyara. There is pain in ignorance but all will turn out well in the end for them. They will have to wait for their own answers. In the meantime we need to seek our own. Friar Juun said the ship would not wait long.”


  Sister Aurlie looked as if an argument would be forthcoming but the Cat relented and followed after him. It was a block and a half before his Eyara said anything. “I will pray that everything here concludes for the best.”


  The Wolf nodded. “As will I.”


  Neither slowed as they raced down the hill that led to the docks. Aodhan had seen Newport’s harbor from afar but he had never been close to the wharf; what he encountered was nearly overwhelming. Sister Aurelie however had originally come to Newport via boat and so it was not quite as unique experience for the cat. The Wolf followed his Eyara to where the frigate they desired was anchored, heart uplifted when he saw the uplifted scaled talon figurehead at the bow. The side of the ship was inscribed with its name ‘Divine Reach’. They had arrived just in time he noticed as the sailors were beginning to unlatch the plank that led from the dock to the ship. “Hold!”


  The workers turned to regard the two of them as they ran toward the frigate. Several of the passengers from the ship moved to the railing and, despite the years that separated his last view of her, Aodhan recognized the portly Mouse who called his Church-given name in disbelief. “Arnaud?!?”


  The Wolf did not bother stopping until he and his Eyara were aboard the ship. Sister Aurelie’s paws strayed from Aodhan’s arm as the Cat addressed the Sister, providing nothing more than a faint nod of the head. “Sister Vanesse.”


  The Mouse immediately stepped up and embraced Sister Aurelie. “Oh, Sister… had feared the worst! Thanks be to the Divine that you’re safe!”


  Aodhan kept his distance from the reunion, standing by the rail as the sailors passed by him, tying off the gate that had been opened to allow the passengers entrance. The Wolf glanced around at the rest of the Sisters Divine, six in total not including his Eyara. It was a young Fox girl he didn’t recognize who asked the question he’d been dreading. “Where is Sister Antoinette?”


  A long silence drew out even further before Sister Aurelie managed to answer. “She told us of what befell you and she helped us return to you.”


  Aodhan gave voice to what his Eyara hadn’t said. “She is with God now.”


  Sister Aurelie moved from Sister Vanesse and moved to him; a moment later the Cat’s face was buried in his chest. The Wolf embraced his beloved. “We promised her that we would do everything we could to return to you and see you to safety.”


  Sister Vanesse led the Sisters in a moment of silence for their fallen matron. Aodhan felt a dampness to the fur around his cheek as he gazed across the water, looking back to the harbor that they were exiting. He then turned and stared at the long stretch of ocean laid out before the ship. The Sisters slowly began to distburse, leaving him and Sister Aurelie on the deck. His Eyara finally spoke. “The Sisters Divine are finally are returning to Trevosse.”


  Aodhan nodded with a grunt. “Mm.”


  The Cat looked up, nose brushing softly at the Wolf’s chin. “You’re really coming with me… aren’t you?”


  He looked down at his best friend… his lover… his Eyara. “Grand-pere will be blossoming soon, I would imagine.”


  Aodhan hadn’t thought of the Abby’s great peach tree in many years. Truth be told there were many things from his childhood that he hadn’t bothered to recall. The only one thing that had really mattered to him from so long ago was in his arms and Sister Aurelie was all he needed. The Cat let out a soft sigh. “Every year when Grand-pere put on his pink flowers I used to become sad because something was missing.”


  The Cat’s paw gave his a squeeze, leaving no question as to what Sister Aurelie had lacked. Aodhan looked down to meet his Eyara’s gaze. “We can watch him bloom together.”


  Sister Aurelie stood up on tip toes so their muzzles could meet. The kiss was soft, gentle, and appropriate for the nearness of the Sisters. “I know what you’re giving up.”


  Aodhan didn’t even have to consider the statement. “It doesn’t matter where I am as long as you are there with me.”


  Chapter 9.4c, Legacy


  Roland was glad for many reasons when Alvis parted ways with him. True, over the past few weeks he had come to respect and appreciate the scholar-in-training in ways he might never have if the Albatross had never been sabotaged but more than anything the Wolf-Dog just wanted some time alone with Joshew. He had no maladies or hallucinations that led him to believe that his lover was not dead but Roland simply thought of the half-dozen hallways that separated him from the men who would pull the Human apart as his final time with someone who had meant so much to him.


  Once he was alone with the wheeled chest Roland let out a sigh, smiling bitter-sweet as he gazed down at the container. “Figures… you always planned on getting in the last word but now that I get it I’m still not sure what to say.”


  The Scholar took a side passage that would require more time to navigate but had less chance of him encountering anyone to ruin his moment. Roland recognized the Air Wing well enough but the alterations were beyond measure. Having once been more an afterthought than a course of study in equal standing with Earth, Fire, or Water, the Air discipline had never been as well funded or as glamorous as the others but in the scant few weeks he had been gone the ‘lesser’ wing of the University had gone through a dramatic change. Where once there was underfunded project and casual neglect the Wolf-Dog encountered opulence and verve.


  Thinking for a moment that he chose the wrong path he had to do a double-take when he saw the carved marble column engraved with the Air Study heraldic; he was in the correct wing… it had simply become much better funded. The scholars and students of the discipline had always been some of the most relaxed, outgoing, and collaborative of the different fields of study but to suddenly see his chosen science so prominently funded was a dream come true… until he realized who it was behind it all… and then it became a nightmare… a nightmare where Joshew was dead… a nightmare from which he would not awaken.


  Unable to stand the juxtaposition between his emotions any longer the Wolf-Dog took a side corridor to the nearest lift; there were automated ones but the old fashioned rope-and-pulley wooden freight waiter would do well enough. It would give him time to think and allow him to burn off some of his thoughts through physical labor. He closed the doors after pulling Joshew’s traveling chest in after him. “You used to hate these things… makes sense I guess since there was never an easy way to tell when you arrived at a floor.”


  Roland began tugging on the rope, using one arm to slowly lead the thick cable through the pulley while his free paw was used to help guide the descent as the lift went downward. Two floors later and he set the brake before opening the doors. A moment later he had the wheeled chest pushed out into the hall and he was once again on his way, drawing even closer to the end of their journey. “Not much further, Shew… we’re almost there.”


  It had been a long road that took them from the day where the Albatross exploded to the point where he now found himself. He gazed down at the chest again, the wooden surface suddenly dampened by a salty teardrop. “Every hour we were out there I kept counting the days until we could be back here… and now that I am I can’t help but feel that it isn’t what I remembered. It’s not the same, Shew. I don’t know if I can do it.”


  Even as he said the words Roland realized that he would have to; everyone was depending on him to carry out the plan. He would bring Joshew to the examination room so the Professors and board would all be in a centralized area out of the way. There would be no muss… no fuss… everything would end cleanly with closure. The only problem was that when it all ended there would still be no Joshew. The Wolf-Dog continued pushing the chest, smiling slightly as he scolded his slain lover. “You never appreciated anything I did for you, you know.”


  He tried not to count the steps toward the end of the hall, continuing his monologue despite himself. “I’m not a Fire scholar, damn it… even though I know alchemy I’m still only half of the team. You can’t blame me that you smell and you can’t blame me that not all of the mixtures were right. You didn’t even want to be embalmed and cut up anyway so nobody has a right to complain about the stench. Hell… for all I know I did get everything right and through sheer force of will you’re turning rancid just so you can stick it to these people… sounds like something you’d do, isn’t it, Shew? Isn’t it, you ass?”


  The tears continued coming despite Roland’s attempt at humor… or was it anger? He still couldn’t figure it out—still couldn’t figure himself out. Perhaps he couldn’t, and perhaps he didn’t need to, but he found that he also couldn’t stop his tears. As he approached the door at the end of the long hallway he began to wish ardently that he could… especially as the door opened as a tall, particularly ominous-looking Crane stepped out.


  The man was dressed in the dark colors of a mortician but his clothing matched that of a scholar; it was a frightening combination. The Bird’s feathers were charcoal gray and his eyes, excluding a faint ring of amber were fully black. The man did not bother greeting Roland which gave the Wolf-Dog just enough time to compose himself before he came to a stop right in front of the Crane. Only then did the man speak. “Name and title—his, not yours.”


  Roland took a steadying breath, not sure whether to be insulted or relieved that their interaction would be so inconsequential to the Bird. “Joshew Helix. Fire Scholar.”


  The Crane pulled a mechanical quill out of his coat’s breast pocket and clicked its ink reservoir before putting the tip to a piece of paper he carried stretched out on a clip board. “I see. And now yours.”


  “Roland Silverfang. Air Scholar.”


  The Crane looked up from the paperwork. “Air scholar? I see.”


  The Wolf-Dog felt his hackles raise slightly. “Is there a problem?”


  Clicking his mechanical quill again the Bird marked down something else. “No, no problem, Mr. Silverfang. The council has already been alerted to your delivery. You may proceed through the doors and head down the hall. They are expecting you in the auditorium on the right.”


  Roland cleared his throat and smoothed out his hackles, brushing at the dampness on his face as well; he recoiled from the acrid stench still on his paws from the chemicals he had been using the previous night to prepare Joshew. he barely managed to avoid coughing as he lowered them, pushing the wheeled chest past the Crane. Roland had never actually had to mix the preparation for preserving scholars but, as with many other formulas, the full recipe was on a sheet carried by all alchemists and the Wolf-Dog was no exception.


  Once the door had closed Roland continued chastising Joshew. “I hope you appreciate what I’m doing for you—three of the chemicals in the preparation react with Brimstone, Shew—three! Do you have any idea how difficult it is to—and don’t even get me started on Sodium and Saltpeter…”


  His rant trailed off as he approached the indicated door. Eventually he came to a stop, standing right outside it. “I know you wouldn’t have wanted to be dissected, Shew. Maybe you didn’t say it in so many words but I’d like to think I had an understanding of what you would or wouldn’t approve of. I… I guess what I’m saying is thank you for helping.”


  With nothing more to be said, Roland pushed the wheeled chest in through the spring-loaded double-doors. They parted, folding inward as the container passed through them. The Wolf-Dog turned his head aside slightly as they closed behind the chest and opened again after slamming into him. He didn’t so much as give them another thought as he stepped into a darkened room lit by only a single, powerful spotlight shining down into its center. Roland could see a large gathering of the deans and higher ranking board members; most of them were not familiar.


  One Roland did recognize, and perhaps the most important of all of them spoke up. Professor Milhoy stood with all the self-importance of a man who was used to getting his way and he addressed the Wolf-Dog. “That will be all, Mr. Silverfang. Please head to the UPU central grounds and I will have some men along shortly for your debriefing.”


  Not trusting himself to say anything to the man centrally responsible for all of his current strife, Roland only nodded and about-faced. He carefully counted off a slow tempo to his steps as he walked out of the room, fighting to appear as though he was not rushing as one of the council approached Joshew’s traveling chest. They were going to dissect him so they could examine his organs… the only problem was that all of the Human’s organs were in sealed up bags dropped into waste bins back in the hotel. The only thing they would find inside the body was a rather complex chemical concoction that would react to air the moment they cut the corpse open.


  The instant Roland was outside the doors he broke into a run; the reaction would not be subtle. “You’re welcome, Shew.”


  Chapter 9.5a, Accountability


  The hotel was a fine place to house a base of operations as far as Sanmer was concerned. It was a centralized building from which access to the city could be obtained in any direction. There were two public exits to the hotel downstairs and another two that were reserved for staff which meant a total of four methods for escape if Sanmer needed it. That also didn’t count the numerous fourth and fifth story windows that had easy enough access to adjacent rooftops assuming anyone making use of them were capable jumpers; Sanmer considered himself to fit that description well enough.


  Yet all of that tactical knowledge took a back seat that evening when room assignments were being considered and the Fox accepted a rather out-of-the-way suite for no other reason than it was large enough to accommodate his traveling companion. The corner room had a big double-bed sized for bulls, horses, and of course bears; there were double doors which made entry and exit easy for Roaring-Flood and, best of all, it had extra thick walls—perfect for privacy. A fortunate side effect of getting the corner room was that Sanmer also had a decent view of the street below.


  While the Fox would normally have maximized his opportunity for people-watching he ended up otherwise occupied that evening. He reasoned that it was a past time he would be able to save for later; after all, being in a new town provided ample time for him to deal with that at his leisure when he wasn’t otherwise… ‘tied up’. Twisting his naked body around on the mattress the Fox attempted to scratch his nose by rubbing his face up against the pillow; it wasn’t a bad way to spend the night… not really. Truth be told, however, he wouldn’t have minded being untied before Roaring-Flood had fallen asleep and he just didn’t have it in him to awaken the Bear.


  Flittering the edge of consciousness, Sanmer found himself spending equal times dozing off and squirming in his restraints. Normally the Fox would have slid out of his bonds easily enough but Roaring-Flood was a rare partner; the Fisherbear had a knack with knots and in Sanmer’s case that meant more than one thing. It wasn’t until the sun started peaking through the silhouettes of buildings that Sanmer realized that dawn had arrived. Squirming to the edge of the bed the Fox finally let out a content sigh and rolled his body off the mattress. Using the scant seconds in the air, Sanmer slid his tied-up paws around to the front of his body by pulling his legs in close to his abdomen so his feet would clear the bonds; he ended up landing on his elbows and knees but even that was with practiced silence.


  It took more time still to successfully escape the ropes that held him bound even once he had access to the bindings. Making use of his mastery of body (and when all else failed, gnawing with his teeth), Sanmer ultimately completed what he fondly referred to as one of his many escape-capades. From there he would be able to brush his fur and get dressed… but first he settled on a little bit of more intimate personal grooming styles. With running water in every room, the hotel got another positive mark in the rogue’s book as he took to cleaning bodily fluids off his fur.


  Roaring-Flood was up by the time Sanmer had finished and the Bear remained laying on the bed, head propped up in a paw as he regarded the Fox. Sanmer watched the Tribal in the mirror for several minutes before the Bear spoke. “You know this place?”


  Sanmer turned back to his room mate, securing his belt around his britches. “What place? The hotel, or the city?”


  The Bear swung his thick, stocky legs over the edge of the bed and onto the floor with an audible thud. “Either. Both.”


  The Fox admired the view Roaring-Flood gave him as the Bear got up and about, taking very little time to ready himself even as Sanmer finished his final steps of preparation by sliding his headband on and smoothing out the fur atop his head. “Graddin is the capital of Lehsunia—I know that much but I’ve never been here… as for the hotel, it’s what we in the ‘business’ call a ‘hot spot’.”


  Roaring-Flood glanced his way as he secured his loincloth; the Fox was generally remiss at losing sight of such gifts the Bear’s parents had bestowed upon him but he kept his focus on the discussion and had the benefit of being rewarded with hitting another one of the Tribal’s many language barriers. “It is not hot… it is just as warm as any place.”


  Sanmer giggled as he crossed the room to join the Bear, taking hold of one of Roaring-Flood’s wrists; it was so big around that the Fox’s finger tips barely touched one another. “Not hot like temperature… it’s ‘hot’ because there’s a lot going on with people to see and things to ‘obtain’… now come on—the Princess said we’d be meeting with her contact in the morning.”


  The Bear obediently trudged after Sanmer as the two exited the room. The Fox paused long enough so he could lock the door; it wasn’t that they’d left any belongings inside but it was out of reflex. They made their way down the hall and saw that Enarork was already standing by the powered elevator. The brown furred Bear had apparently taken quite an interest in it. Sanmer didn’t miss the opportunity. “Amazing device, is it?”


  Enarork shrugged, glancing to the two of them before looking back at it. “It works like any wooden plank with rope attached to it… but I do not see men raising and lowering it.”


  Theo approached from down the hall and moved to join them. The unassuming Ermine picked up right where the Bear left off. “The fundamental function is the same, Enarork. Just like with the plank and rope there is something providing movement… only with an elevator it is a collection of gears. We step into a box that goes up or down based on whether the cord is pulled or released.”


  Sanmer couldn’t resist getting a few words in edgewise. “Except with an elevator you don’t have to worry about the guy holding the rope getting tired and dropping it.”


  The Ermine stepped past everyone standing in the hall and pressed the button. “You have to call for it first.”


  He glanced at Enarork who shrugged. “I have only been in this machine once yesterday, and I did not call it.”


  Roaring-Flood made a comment to his brother in the Tribal tongue, to which Enarork’s only response was a dour expression followed by a very solid straight-arm punch into the black Bear’s shoulder; Roaring-Flood began laughing immediately. Although Sanmer didn’t understand it he could see the blush from Theo and so he assumed it was probably worth having translated… but he also realized that the scholar likely wouldn’t.


  Making a mental note to ask Roaring-Flood about it later, the Fox’s thoughts came to a halt when the elevator doors opened and the group came face-to-face with the Princess. She was immediately all smiles. “Ah. Good—you are all up. I was hoping I would not have to summon each of you independently.”


  Kesst, who had been hanging back away from the bulk of the party was the first to respond to her ‘greeting’. “We didn’t have a clear time as to when you would be meeting with—”


  She cut him off. “He is downstairs waiting for us. I’ve been breaking my fast with him and his associates for nearly the last three quarters of an hour. This way, please.”


  With nothing more to be said the group piled into the elevator. It was a tight fit, especially considering the two Bears but everyone managed. Being purposefully closest to the button selection Sanmer took the opportunity to hit every single floor between theirs and the lobby and grinned while doing it; the activity elicited a groan from Theo and a sigh from Kesst. The Fox’s excuse was entirely fabricated of course. “Sorry… can’t maneuver very well… accident and all that.”


  Despite his antics the group finally did arrive at the lobby and followed the Princess out of the cramped quarters and into the grandiose atrium. It was still relatively early in the morning; the majority of the guests hadn’t yet begun to fill the passage so they had free run of the place. Princess Noriene went immediately the side door which was clearly labeled “Lounge”. She glanced back to the party. “Breakfast is already served.”


  Stepping through the door, Sanmer was surprised at who awaited them.


  Chapter 9.5b, Shock and Awe


  Tobias had visited the Newport Cathedral often in his youth at the behest of his father. Gabe Severna had been as strict a man as any Tobias had ever met but he had always meant well. Since the passing of his wife, however, the elder Severna rarely ever left the eastern quarter and that meant he didn’t bother to visit Tobias, let alone force him to attend services. Although he didn’t consider himself highly religious Tobias was still one to fit in and so he usually managed a visit once or twice a month as was suitable for a proper gentleman. Of course the past visits were nothing compared to what he faced after following Sada de’Ahm in through the catacombs.


  The grizzly discoveries and clandestine secrets laid bare before the Prong Horn numbed his mind and his encounter with the Inquisitors was nearly enough to stop his heart. How strange it was then that he couldn’t bring himself to seek an exit the moment he was released from his obligation. Not as strange he realized when he considered that the situation was not at all different from his intervention with the attack on the Yew Tribe: people needed help so he would do what he could. No, he realized, choosing to join Friar Arlowe and Cruff in the halls of the Church attempting to help the injured and dying wasn’t really a choice at all; it was a necessity.


  After the group split up Tobias stepped into line beside Cruff as the two followed Friar Arlowe out into the halls. Friar Juun had provided them directions to the makeshift medical ward set up by the Wyranese forces aiding the Bishop; they would be able to help injured soldiers and bystanders as well. The one thing that the destination wouldn’t provide however were answers and that was something Tobias desperately sought.


  Having little grounds for objection the Prong Horn was left accompanying the two Raccoon Dogs through the many twists and turns of the Cathedral’s back halls. After nearly five minutes of winding hallways the scholar was unable to stop the comment from escaping. “I had no idea that the house of God was so… labyrinthine.”


  Cruff’s response was so deadpanned that he had a hard time figuring out if the young Raccoon Dog was agreeing with him or picking on him. “The Church prides itself on showing people the way. That’s hard to do if there’s just a single hall.”


  Apparently Friar Arlowe was able to decipher his son’s humor. “Figuratively and literally, Cruffington. The back halls are not for visitors and are meant to be difficult to navigate without help from one of the clergy. If you are not supposed to be back here then you would have a hard time on your own. There are some things in life that require a guide. Humor aside that is a suitable metaphor for life itself.”

  

  Cruff shrugged. “It’s really not all that different at the University.”


  Tobias had recalled that Cruff was enrolled there as a student. He couldn’t help but offer his own touch of wit into the conversation. “Well let’s hope there aren’t any invading armies over there too, shall we?”


  The conversation came to a close as Friar Arlowe led them through a closed door and they entered a room filled with cots; the cots were filled with bodies; the bodies were covered in bandages; the bandages were covered in blood. If there were ever a time for humor to come to an end Tobias couldn’t think of a better one. The Monk in the lead of their group made a sign in front of his chest with a gesture as he gasped. “God be merciful…”


  Other than a few dozen wounded the rest of the room’s occupants were rounded out by a collection of hospitalers, healers, and a handful of Wyranese soldiers. It was the last group that caught Tobias’ attention the most prominently when they approached the three of them with paws on their weapons. A particularly rough-and-tumble Razorback was at the lead of the warriors and it was he who addressed them in heavily accented but still relatively comprehensible Lehsunian. “This is a triage center and is off limits.”


  Friar Arlowe held up his paws in deference. “We came here to help. Friar Juun sent us. I am Friar Arlowe; this is my son Cruffington and this gentleman is—”


  A very loud, boisterous voice boomed above all others in a hearty exclamation. “Well purge my bilge! If it ain’t Arlowe and—is that ye, Rolf?”


  Tobias didn’t have to rethink the name even if it was spoken in a heavily accented voice. He turned immediately to regard a hulking Sea Otter dressed in the casual garb of a Church Missionary, sans the robe. The enormous man filled the room with body as well as attitude but at least the soldiers seemed to defer to him, taking a step back at his apparent recognition of the party. Before anybody had a chance to say anything else Tobias quickly interjected. “Rolf Severna? You know Rolf?”


  He hadn’t seen his brother in years and had all but figured he had disappeared ever since that fateful night… a night when—suddenly he realized why the Otter was so disconcerting; he had seen him once before the night when Rolf had left them and never come back. The man’s attention was wholly on Tobias at that point and the Prong Horn shrank away from stare. “Nah… ye ain’t Rolf… ye got brown horns an’ his—”


  Tobias interrupted him. “Black. Rolf had black horns. You were there when he left.”


  Friar Arlowe interposed himself between the two and addressed the Otter. “This is Tobias… Rolf’s younger brother.”


  There was more said but Tobias blanked it out; with an introduction like that it almost sounded as if Arlowe had known Rolf. He hadn’t ever recalled talking about his brother but then again Rolf had spent some time at the Cathedral so it was possible that Friar Arlowe might have run into him but the way in which he dealt with the Otter led to the Prong Horn believing that there was a degree of familiarity especially when they embraced one another which suggested that—he had to stop and take a mental breath once he realized his mind had been rambling better than his mouth ever could. By that point they were both looking at him. It was the Otter who spoke up first. “Well? Did ye or didn’t ye, boy?”


  Tobias stood a little straighter tugging his vest into place as he cleared his throat, working to provide an outward serenity that reflected the opposite of his internal tempest. “I apologize; could you please repeat the question?”


  The man rolled his eyes and took a step closer. “Rolf sent ye letter after letter fer the four years we served t’gether on his first ship. He never heard back from ye… so either ye got the letters or ye didn’t. Which is it?”


  The Prong Horn was at a loss for words; Rolf had disappeared from his life entirely. He had never received anything and for all could have known his older brother had died. There had certainly been no mention of letters arriving for him. His father—Tobias’ mind came to a crashing halt. He remembered the not-quite-quiet-enough arguments between his parents late at night and specifically his Owa saying that they were for Tobias. The answer came to his lips before he had a chance to second-guess it. “I… I think my father burned them. I never saw any letters.”


  Cruff reached out and rested a paw on Tobias’ shoulder. “Fathers do some crazy things sometimes… believe me, I know. It doesn’t mean he—”


  The scholar brushed the paw away. “He did it to protect me. My father knew that I would probably try to follow in his hoof prints if we stayed in contact and I didn’t have the same kind of… of… well… of everything that Rolf did.”


  The Otter let out a huffing blast of a laugh followed by a single word. “Does. Still hasn’t lost it, the crazy fool.”


  Friar Arlowe changed the subject and despite how much Tobias wanted to continue talking about his brother he realized that there would have to be time for it later; the Raccoon Dog’s topic was the entire reason they were there in the first place. “Gustave… we’re here to aid with the care of these people. How can we help?”


  The Sea Otter placed his paws on his hips as he looked the group up and down. “Well, assumin’ any a ye have medical knowledge ye can help here… I can’t stay—gotta go find th’ Bishop… he’s lookin’ a stop all the shite once’n’fer all.”


  The Friar nodded. “Very well. I wish you and Bishop Fulgaré luck.”


  Before the Otter could disappear Tobias quickly spoke up; he still had to know about his brother, even if it were in passing. “Brother Gust—”


  He was quickly corrected. “Reverend. I ain’t full clergy, boy… just allowed t’preach.”


  “Reverend Gustave… do you know where my brother is now? Do you know where Rolf is?”


  Gustave flashed his impressive set of needle-teeth in a grin. “Prolly swingin’ a sword right next t’ Fulgaré if I were t’guess.”


  For what was probably the sixth time that day Tobias questioned his course of action due to newly revealed information. While his brain managed to assimilate that much in a perfectly logical and though-out manner his actual verbal response was much less eloquent. “BWAH?”


  Chapter 9.5c, Legacy


  The trek down the long hallway that led to what had once been the Fire Studies wing was not as comforting and reassuring as Alvis had originally hoped it would be, rather, it was the exact opposite. Not even a season past the students of Fire Science had been some of the most boisterous, active, and vibrant university-goers out of any of the schools of study. Whether that was still true or not Alvis didn’t know, but that was mostly due to the fact that he didn’t encounter a single one; the only scholars in the Fire Studies wing wore the light blue heraldic of Air Studies.


  The students he passed on his way down the hall were courteous enough, nodding to him or at least inclining their head but every now and again when the Mutt caught sight of a familiar face that likewise recognized him there was always an expression of surprise followed by an imminent change of direction on behalf of the other party as they moved off down the hall toward what was apparently some pressing business. Not only did it leave him uncomfortable, it was downright disconcerting. By the third time the event played out for him Alvis made it a point to hunch his shoulders, lower his head, and keep his eyes on the floor in the hopes that he would be a little more inconspicuous.


  It must have worked as he did not notice any further cases of recognition among the students he passed. The next hundred-something steps were spent in his own quiet world as he sought out the easternmost point of the Fire Studies wing; it was a small, rarely used class room that faced the building where Nicole and Inigo would be waiting for the signal. Nicole—it was still strange to think of the Human woman as anything other than Alarice. He was about to start waxing nostalgic when he came to a halt outside his objective. Surprisingly he could see through the glass window in the door that there was a class in session.


  The Mutt’s ears lowered further as he glanced around at the emptying hallway; if classes had just begun then it would be at least an hour and a half before he would have a chance at getting to the shutters. If he couldn’t get to the shutters then he wouldn’t be able to flick them open and closed and open and closed—the signal couldn’t be given! Alvis leaned back against the wall next to the door and he tried to keep from hyperventilating. “Think, Alvis… think!”


  He had just about taken to beating either side of his head with his balled up paws when he froze; directly across from him was a reagent storage closet. It would be locked, undoubtedly, but the Mutt was much more willing to work with a mechanical system over trying to get past a professor and a classroom full of students. Glancing around the hall to make certain that the way was clear, Alvis went to the opposite wall and checked the door; as anticipated it was locked. Taking a deep breath, the Mutt grabbed his hip pouch and carefully worked two metal wires out of the latch that secured it. Once he had the wires he bent each over itself one time so he could add some thickness to the thin metal, and then twisted them each to further reinforce them.


  Brother Jessen had told him about his life growing up on the streets and had explained in fair detail the methods he’d used for getting into places he shouldn’t have been… and that included lock picking. Alvis glanced around the hall once more before kneeling down to gently insert the improvised picks into the lock and began trying to recreate the method as described by his lover. Five minutes later he was no closer to figuring it out and lowered his head, sighing in defeat. Alvis had no doubt that he would be able to continue trying in vain for far longer than the class would be in session… and only once he had lowered his gaze did the Mutt notice the small crate seated on the floor next to the door; there was a note on it.


  Having few other options, Alvis picked up the note. It was written in a scrawling, messy hand and appeared to be from a student to the faculty. The Mutt mumbled it aloud. “Mr. Brenner, I’m sorry I took so long getting the Iceflow back to you. My class schedule is inconvenient and I couldn’t return it during your work hours. Everything is in the box and it should all be in good order. Thank you again. Werth Garrin.”


  Alvis’s ears rose as he flipped the latch and opened the lid of the crate. The inside was filled with a wooden tray into which had been cut carefully shaped indents and the entirety was lined with vellum for padding. Into each of three slots was placed an insulated metal container and a thick pair of rubber-and-fur gloves were laid to the side. The Mutt had seen an Iceflow kit before but had never had the opportunity to use it himself… but he knew enough about it to realize that he didn’t need the lock picks anymore.


  It took scarcely a minute for Alvis to don the gloves and pick up the largest of the three metal tubes. While his dexterity was hampered greatly by the thick paw-wear he still managed to open the container and carefully pour the frothy clear liquid out onto the storage closet’s metal doorknob; huge amounts of mist cascaded down to the floor as the Iceflow evaporated in the air. Judging from the faint sounds of metal strain from the doorknob, however, it was certainly doing its job. Alvis took his metal wire and worked it into the lock before carefully dribbling more Icelfow onto the ‘lock picks’, using it as a method to get as much of the sub-zero fluid inside the mechanism as he could.


  Waiting as long as he dared, the Mutt ultimately used the now-empty metal container to give the door knob a single, solid strike. The metal-on-metal sound was decidedly audible, but somewhat dampened by the glove which he had wrapped around his bludgeoning instrument. It took another two such hits before the door knob broke off and from there it was a simple issue of forcing his way into the closet. There were a number of items he desperately needed and, thankfully, the entire stock was organized alphabetically. It took scarcely thirty seconds for him to get what he desired and from there he went back across the way to the classroom before upending the reagent supplies into the Iceflow case. It didn’t take long before smoke started wafting out.


  A moment of fanning the chemical reaction followed by a careful, silent cracking of the classroom door and Alvis had created a very believable threat. To further reinforce the situation and get the attention of the room’s inhabitants, Alvis put his muzzle next to the class room door and shouted “FIRE!”


  The Mutt quickly sprinted to the supply room and slid into it, pulling the door closed. He watched the chaos across the way through the broken doorknob hole. It took a few seconds but eventually the cacophony of chaos from within the room erupted into the hallway as students began pouring out, racing toward the nearest exit without even noticing that the smoke was relegated to only the immediate area. Alvis was feeling particularly proud of himself until the Professor, who was the last to leave the room came to a stop.


  The large Badger paused, looking down at the box where Alvis had left it. The Mutt’s heart sank and he felt sick to his stomach… especially when the Badger glanced across the hallway and apparently took notice of the broken supply room door. The man’s brows furrowed in thought as he picked up the Iceflow box, reached into his pocket, and pulled out a vial filled with some greenish powder. A few sprinkles of the flaked ingredient and the chemical reaction causing the harmless smoke came to an end. From there the Badger made his way toward the supply closet and Alvis quickly backed away from the door, glancing around within the small room and realizing there was nowhere to hide.


  The Professor’s body blocked out the faint bit of light coming through the broken doorknob and Alvis could hear the Badger shift his weight, which most likely signaled he was reaching for it. The door began to creak open, but it had only made it an inch or two before an enormous explosion rocked the very foundation of the University. Alvis shielded himself from falling debris, taking several nasty blows from falling jars and tubs. Nothing broke on him but several containers shattered on the floor; Alvis could tell by the fizzing that it was nothing good. Thankfully the Badger had quickly left after the explosion so nobody was there to witness him emerging from the closet.


  He had no idea what had caused the ka-boom but he could tell it came from somewhere beneath the University. Having little time to create a suitable theory, Alvis focused instead on entering the now-empty classroom. He sprinted past the student work tables and went straight to the window, going through the opening and closing of the blinds that would let Nicole and Inigo know that it was time to act… assuming the explosion hadn’t been sufficient enough. Just as he stepped away from the window with his job complete, Alvis turned to see a fire raging in the hallway; he had been correct about his earlier guess as to the ill omen of the hissing and sputtering in the storage closet.


  A voice called out his name from the hallway. “ALVIS LAZARUS!!! COME OUT!”


  It was the Hedgehog professor he and Roland had passed when they were entering the building. Staying quiet, the Mutt glanced around the room trying to look for his options. The Professor didn’t relent. “Come out, Alvis! The ruse is up! We know who you are and we know what you did!”


  The Husky-Shepherd swallowed the rapidly developing ball of fear that threatened to take his breath away as he ran for the Badger Professor’s desk. As one of the few hiding places in the classroom he hoped it would suffice. Considering the rapidly spreading fire, with any luck the Hedgehog would glance into the room and be on his way so Alvis could make his escape. The Mutt held his breath, letting out just enough to whisper “Yeah… with any luck… assuming I have any left.”


  Chapter 9.6, Malcom


  Rhys had never spent any amount of time in a nice hotel, least of all one in Lehsunia’s capitol. Graddin was often the focal point of any discussion of culture in Newport but to the Rat all it did was bring back memories of the past—the past and loves lost. Sitting next to Runs-on-Air at a fine breakfast table in a well-appointed private dining room helped dull the pain of the latter but it wasn’t entirely gone. His dining companion didn’t fail to notice either.


  The young Buck copied the priest in laying a napkin across his lap as servers came by to provide them with water, milk, and a morning ale. Once the hotel employees exited the room Runs-on-Air reached under the table and took hold of Rhys’ paw. “What is wrong?”


  Rhys didn’t reply but he realized that the Tribal noticed when his free paw went to rest against his chest where his necklace hung. When he took stock of the subconscious action he quickly spoke up. “Nothing… just… thinking…”


  Although Runs-on-Air was very skilled at pressing the issue past Rhys’ will to resist the Buck thankfully let the discussion go, choosing instead to look across the room to the only other table occupied; Malcom was seated with a beautiful, cream-colored Wolf: Princess Noriene. It was a surprise to Rhys when she came in to join them for breakfast since all he had heard about the siblings suggested that none of the three got along and yet the two were laughing and chatting as if they were the best of friends.


  Runs-on-Air put it best. “They look happy.”


  Rhys had to agree but he couldn’t help but think of the other side of possibilities. “Looks can be deceiving. They’re royalty.”


  The Buck glanced his way, an appraising look in his eyes. “Royalty? Why is important?”


  The Priest took a sip of milk. “I do not know if there is a word for it in your language, but we use a term called ‘courtly intrigue’.”


  The two of them fell silent when the Princess stood up. Prince Malcom did likewise and the two Wolves shared an embrace before Princess Noriene showed herself out. As the Prince made his way to their table Runs-on-Air asked for clarification in a most inopportune way. “Wild-Wolf, what is ‘courtly intrigue’?”


  Prince Malcom’s eyes shifted from the Buck to the Rat then back again. An easy smile came to the Wolf’s muzzle. “Saying and showing one thing and meaning or doing another.”


  It was an oversimplification as far as answers go but Brother Rhys couldn’t exactly contest the basic definition. Runs-on-Air did a fine enough job of further quantifying it. “So… lying.”


  The Wolf laughed and it took him some time to calm down enough to be able to speak again. When finally he did, Prince Malcom spoke in the Tribal Language, providing what sounded to Rhys to be a much more in depth answer. The Rat was able to decipher some of what was said and through the most basic understanding of what they were discussing he managed to figure out that Malcom did indeed know all about courtly intrigue and probably did a better job at explaining it than the priest could. It very well might have been a frightening prospect if not for the fact that Brother Rhys felt comfortable around the man who very obviously earned his Tribal name in many ways.


  Breakfast continued for the three of them for a span of time the Rat did not track but as he neared completion of his meal the double doors opened again. In addition to Princess Noriene, Brother Rhys spied several individuals following her in and he was not alone in recognizing someone. Runs-on-Air jumped up from his seat (napkin falling to the ground, apparently forgotten) as he exclaimed. “Oani, Hamani!”


  A few steps behind the Princess the two Tribal Bears each held up a paw and denoted in unison and the Rat recognized the Buck’s name spoken in the Tribal Tongue. “Oani, Ulit Amih-Hama.”


  Princess Noriene offered a pleasant smile. “Oh! They know each other. That is so quaint.”


  Malcom’s tone was suggestive of having no appreciation for his sister’s levity. He motioned to each of the Bears as he spoke their name in turn before motioning finally to Runs-on-Air. “Gift-of-the-Earth and Roaring-Flood helped Runs-on-Air’s tribe when they came under attack by the Church’s hunters. They are growing bolder… which is the very reason why we had to meet.”


  Princess Noriene nodded, taking a seat at the original table she had shared with Prince Malcom. “Very well, brother… and now we are meeting.” She motioned to the chair across from her. “I have told you since this began that the Church is interested in more power than it now has. Shall we finally discuss it?”


  Brother Rhys felt a smile spread across his muzzle when he saw Kesst lingering near the doorway. He motioned for the Dragon to join him at their second table. “Kesst! Thank God you’ve recovered. When we parted ways I—”


  The Dragon took a seat and his forwardness surprised the Rat. “Was worried I was broken beyond all repair?”


  Sanmer reached over and rested an arm across the Dragon’s shoulders. “It wasn’t easy but we got him somewhere safe and sound and now he’s good as new.”


  Roaring-Flood, the large black Bear Brother Rhys remembered from the battle at the Yew Village leaned over and spoke something ‘quietly’ to the Fox… or at least the Rat assumed it was supposed to be quietly but the Bear didn’t seem completely capable of being subtle. The Priest wasn’t able to catch the entirety of what he said since it was in the Tribal tongue but apparently the Fox didn’t have much better luck either. Sanmer turned and pressed his muzzle to Roaring-Flood’s. “You’re just so cute when I can’t understand you.”


  The public display of affection earned the Fox a few glances from the gathered parties but everyone seemed more than content to let it slide. Gift-of-the-Earth managed to fill the silence. “We came with the Princess to put a stop to men who are trying to take over your Tribe.”


  Brother Rhys raised an eyebrow; he’d heard rumors and something about what Bishop Fulgaré had told him some time previous came to mind. “Mechanists?”


  The white-furred Ermine scholar Brother Rhys hadn’t had much of a chance to get to know nodded in agreement. “That’s what she said, yes. We’ve had some run-ins with them and we lost some good people to their… schemes.”


  Enarork nodded, eyes downcast as he spoke something in the Tribal Tongue. “Shi-Pani.”


  Runs-on-Air provided condolences in the same language and then turned to whisper quietly to Brother Rhys. “Their Shaman.”


  Theo continued unabated. “The Mechanists… right. They have people in the Church and the University. The Princess is worried that they may have someone influencing the Prince-Regent.”


  Kesst folded his talons on the table in front of himself as everyone else began to divy up breakfast but his eyes went to the Ermine. “She didn’t say that specifically, Theo.”


  The Scholar nodded, glancing to a plate of eggs coming his way. “Royalty doesn’t always come out and say what they mean but it’s possible to read between the lines.”


  Runs-on-Air nodded thoughtfully offering up simply “Courtly intrigue.”


  Theo motioned to the Buck with his fork. “Exactly. Thank you.”


  Brother Rhys barely managed to avoid laughing out loud at the self-satisfied expression on his lover’s face.


  Chapter 9.6, Noriene


  It was strange for Kesst to enter the dining room and see people who he had encountered when he had thought himself normal, and even stranger to see the Wolf who had saved him from a band of Church Hunters… especially when that Wolf had been dressed like a Tribal Savage but was suddenly adorned in the kind of finery he’d expect to see of… well… of a Prince. He had to repeatedly remind himself that Malcom was a Prince rather than the warrior he had first encountered on his way into Lehsunia. Or, perhaps he was both.


  The Dragon sat through much of the breakfast discussion awash in his own thoughts. Malcom was both a Prince and a Tribal Warrior; was it possible for Kesst himself was able to be who he thought he was and who he had since found himself to be? He had dozens of such philosophical questions but didn’t know if he was equipped to answer them. Thankfully, he reminded himself, he would eventually find Wiesen, his creator and then he could find a resolution to his identity issue.


  Aside from occasional banter on behalf of Sanmer and some occasional grumpy sounds from the large wolf that sat at the foot of Malcom’s chair there was little of interest in the way of discussion. Both parties compared notes about what they knew of the mysterious group known as the Mechanists. They all agreed that the clandestine organization must have been behind the failure of the University’s experiment as well as the attack on the Yew Tribe. Sanmer even went so far as to suggest that the ‘confusion’ at the dock the day of all the chaos may likewise have been something other than a coincidental accident.


  It was when the conspiracy theories started bouncing around that Kesst really began to lose interest in the breakfast; he wasn’t eating and he wasn’t really taking part in the discussion so there wasn’t much at the table. Standing, the Dragon excused himself quietly and exited back out into the main hall. Gift-of-the-Earth followed after him but only so he could provide the Dragon a key to a room. The Bear apparently knew him well enough when he added “So you can spend some time quietly alone with your thoughts.”


  Kesst offered a weak smile to the bear. “Thank you.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth reached out and rested a paw on his shoulder. “Ti mali hokuu, Kesst-Hama.”


  The Dragon nodded, accepting the Bear’s Tribal-Tongue well-wishes and responded in Lehsunian. “I know, Enarork. I will.”


  Kesst took the key with him as he ascended the stairs, mind ajumble with his thoughts as he found it difficult to focus on any one thing. It was true that he could have just taken the mechanical elevator but he felt as if he needed to ascend the steps for himself. “Does exercise even matter?”


  It was just another question he couldn’t exactly have answered. The Dragon turned the corner once he arrived at the landing and proceeded down the hall. He had one more turn to get to his room but his mind wasn’t willing to wait. He mumbled to himself as he wandered to his destination. “So many questions but no answers. I can’t even talk to anyone about it.”


  He sighed, twirling the ring on his index talon. “Where are you, Wiesen? When will you find me? Everything is on hold until—


  Kesst’s voice stopped working and his mouth froze when he turned the corner and practically ran into a large, white-scaled Dragon. No introduction was necessary since the recognition was immediate; to Kesst it was like looking into a mirror where the reflection didn’t matter—he could see his own soul staring back at him. Wiesen smiled and took a step back to allow Kesst access to the door. “Until now.”


  * * * * * *


  Despite how much Theo already found himself missing his sister he realized that was he was doing was important. Sitting in the same room as the Prince and Princess of Lehsunia was alone mind-blowing but discovering that he would have a part to play in things to come was nigh unbelievable. Eating breakfast with Brother Rhys and Runs-on-Air, whom he hadn’t seen since they left Dr. Brownell’s was surreal, but it hardly matched their story of the Wyranese raid on the Grass Tribe or the fact that Brother Rhys had the chance to meet a Bishop.


  He likewise had quite the story to tell along with those of his group about their return trip to Newport. Neither Brother Rhys nor Runs-on-Air understood the significance of what he had to say about the changes at the University but the Priest was shocked when he learned about the attack on the Princess’ manor and the possible involvement of the Church in the atrocities that were taking place in Newport… but that was when the Rat became the most open about his discussion with Bishop Fulgaré. “The Bishop said that there was a fissure growing in the Church and it was one of the reasons why he ended up coming to Lehsunia.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth was just finding his way back to the table once he returned from following Kesst out into the main entryway and the Bear took a seat next to Roaring-Flood. He looked to Brother Rhys. “This man. This Bishop. He sounds important.”


  The Rat nodded. “He is… and it sounds like he’s worried things aren’t going well here in Lehsunia… so he’s here to understand what’s going on.”


  The Bear flicked an ear. “But he came with men who were going to hurt the Grass Tribe?”


  Brother Rhys tended the fingers on both paws in front of himself on the table. “It’s hard to explain, but yes.”


  Roaring-Flood snorted. “If he came with them he wanted to hurt Grass Tribe.”


  Runs-on-Air spoke up, resting a hand on both of the Rat’s wrists; it was a gesture of familiarity that the Ermine didn’t miss. The Buck addressed Roaring-Flood and Gift-of-the-Earth in the Tribal tongue so Theo wasn’t able to catch everything but it must have been an eloquent enough argument because the Black Bear’s sour expression eventually disappeared and he went back to doting over and goofing off with the Fox at his side. Samner also seemed to prefer the lighter attitude as well.


  The rest of breakfast was spent in idle chat ranging from political discussions (over the heads of the Tribals) or conversations of the natural world (over the heads of the city dwellers). Theo was content enough to sit in on it and absorb what of each discussion he could handle/understand/stomach, but eventually everything rolled to its inevitable conclusion as both Prince Malcom and Princess Noriene stood and shared a simple embrace. The Prince offered a parting farewell with a rather confusing promise. “I will see you tomorrow, Sister.”


  The Princess’s response was equally questionable. “I look forward to it, Brother.”


  The separate parties made very prompt goodbyes and summarily exited with their respective sibling. Theo realized Kesst had left early but he wasn’t sure where the Dragon had gone off to. He addressed the issue. “Princess… Kesst is missing.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth provided some clarity. “He was tired. He went back to the rooms.”


  Princess Noriene motioned to the Bear. “Very good. I think spending some time getting ready will be good for everyone.”


  One of Sanmer’s ears raised, the other sliding sideways in confusion. “Ready for what, pray tell?”


  The Wolf smiled. “Tomorrow.”


  Theo was willing to play the question game. “What is special about tomorrow?”


  He wasn’t actually ready for the answer he received. “My brothers and I are getting together to determine once and for all who will sit on the throne.”


  Sanmer was the one who phrased the group’s stunned reaction the best. “Oh. Neat.”


  Chapter 9.6, Thaddius


  Things could have been worse for Thaddius; he reminded himself of that often. While it was true Brother Maynard had him confined to his room, the Prince Regent realized that his caretaker could have punished him far worse for his outburst. The kindly Dog had said that it was a learning experience for them both and that they could work together to assure that such an assault would never happen again. Thaddius still felt horrible for having picked the Priest up by the neck and growling at him when all Brother Maynard had been doing, indeed, all the Dog had ever done was for his benefit and to see Lehsunia and its people looked after.


  It was difficult for Thaddius to admit but some days he felt as though his mental infirmities were only getting worse. With all of the changes happening around him it was difficult to keep his thoughts in line and to react reasonably and with decorum. Thankfully he had the aid and support of a well-meaning mentor and friend such as Brother Maynard. Indeed, he realized again and again just how lost he would be without the Priest. He reminded himself of that fact as he sat on his bed gazing around his empty room. At one time he had decorations, artwork, and various tapestries to keep his mind occupied but the Dog had taken them away so he would have time to contemplate without ‘distractions’.


  Distractions, however, always seemed to find the Wolf and he was unable to focus on his wrongdoings and how to make them right for no reason other than the fact that he found himself focusing on the reasons behind his outburst those several days past. Thaddius looked down to the slender white-gold band he wore on his ring-finger; he was married. Although the Prince Regent thought it nigh impossible that he would ever be wed it was just another of life’s difficulties that Brother Maynard had helped him through. At the very least he had found himself able to get past his hang-ups and realize that his caretaker had once again brought about a miracle.


  It still felt strange to the Wolf to think of himself as a married man… especially when he barely even knew his wife. Perhaps, he contemplated, it was for the best; she likely knew little of him either and he was worried that if that changed she would not like what she saw. It was probably easier that way, he reasoned, and he spoke his mind aloud. “A husband is to put his child into his wife and she is to bear him his heir.”


  Still, the Wolf couldn’t help but dwell on the woman. She had white fur—he had seen as much. In the past three days he had seen her again but, as with the first time he had been sedated and subdued in order to make the process easier. Brother Maynard assured the Prince Regent that such precautions were both necessary and more convenient for everyone involved; he didn’t want anyone in danger of injury and felt that it would be less taxing on Thaddius if he left everything up to the Priest. While the Wolf could hardly disagree there were elements to the interaction with his wife that seemed so impersonal as to make it a non-issue. Honestly, he could not help but wonder if he was more concerned or relieved about it.


  Yes, in the end it was the ‘not knowing’ that caused Thaddius to dwell so ardently on the white furred Dog that had become his spouse. Having seen her less than Brother Maynard he had so many questions. Where was she from? Did she approve of her new husband? With such heavenly fur how could she bear his touch? Did she wear red undergarments? No, he realized, beating his head with both balled-up paws; how could he even consider thinking about her undergarments? It was not proper or pious or suitable. And yet, despite such impropriety, he ardently hoped that hers were red… it gave him hope.


  That hope had been stoked earlier in the evening when Brother Maynard had invited the Prince Regent down to the dining hall to sup with him and his new wife. It was the very first time he had seen her when he was of (relatively) clear mind. Many of his questions had been answered but it only ended up in creating more and the experience was nowhere near long enough to put an end to his curiosity. One of the most important questions however did gain closure: his wife’s name was Judith and Thaddius felt that it fit her most acceptably. The Wolf rarely found beauty in a common-breed Dog but he had to admit that there was grace and comeliness in the quiet, demure Labrador.


  Judith, as the Prince Regent found out, was the final pick Brother Maynard could possibly have made for him. Having exhausted all suitable candidates, the Dog was forced to surrender his own sister to Thadduis. Everything had come together as the Wolf’s understanding blossomed that night; with no other choice left not only had the Priest sacrificed his own flesh and blood for the sake of the Kingdom but he had done so with complete understanding of the chaos Thaddius would bring to his baby sister’s life. He was not only humbled, he was mortified by what he had forced his friend and mentor to do. Dinner came to a close in a most embarrassing display of anguished howls and self-hatred inspired plate-breakery. Lightly put, looking back Prince Regent Thaddius was displeased with his reaction.


  And so it was that Prince Regent Thaddius reassured himself that seeing as little of his wife as possible was for the best and that Brother Maynard had been very right about keeping him sedated when their “coming together” was necessary. Having very little time with her and none of it alone would and should be their standard way of life and, if he was lucky, things would not get any worse between them; the look of fear and loathing in her eyes at the dinner table had been enough to make the Prince Regent want to open his wrists but such was a coward’s escape and Thaddius refused to leave his people without a ruler… even one as damaged as he.


  In the end it would all be up to Brother Maynard, as it should have been. Prince Thaddius had taken too many liberties in the past few weeks and pushed too hard against his caretaker’s careful control. He would sit back and let the Priest help guide him. Yes, he was always at his best when someone else was making the decisions for him and dinner that night had truly opened his eyes to the demons that hid within him. Brother Maynard had seen it all along, and that was what counted.


  One day Thaddius would be told that his wife would be with child and that meant the Prince Regent’s task would be done. Some time in the future she would bear him an heir and then she wouldn’t have to be subjected to him any longer. He would have more time with Brother Maynard to focus on his own problems and when his son grew to an age where he would be able to assume the throne Thaddius would be able to step down and truly find peace. Yes, those days were a long ways off but the reminder that they would eventually arrive helped the Wolf find some degree of contentment. To say it had been an unpleasant evening would have been a gross understatement but at least reflecting on it helped him settle his mind.


  As the last of the sunlight fled the sky, Prince Thaddius found himself wondering how much his new wife hated him. Despite Brother Maynard’s constant reassurance that both Dogs were committed to him and to the kingdom, the Wolf could not help but reason that she had been wed to a madman; she had surrendered her virginity and purity to him which was an affront to all women of silver fur; she was locked away and sequestered from family and friends she had known and subjected to an isolated life within the castle. Would such a life eventually lead her to forgive him for what he had done or would it only make her hate and fear him all the more. Would the expression he saw at dinner become the norm on her face? He truly didn’t think he would like the answer.


  Such thoughts remained in his mind well into the rising of the moon; only the quiet knock at his chamber door chased them away. The Wolf wasn’t sure that the quickening of his pulse was from excitement or fear when he recognized the hail from the other side: it was Brother Maynard. “Your Highness? Are you decent?”


  Thaddius was unable to stop himself from putting words to his morose thoughts. “When am I ever decent, Brother Maynard?”


  As if knowing exactly what the Prince Regent needed the Dog welcomed himself into the Wolf’s private chambers, opening the door with one paw while the other balanced a tray of tea. Setting the service on the small wooden table by the entryway the Priest swept across the distance and drew Thaddius up into a warm embrace. He spoke as he always had, in a soft, soothing tone as he stroked the back of the Prince Regent’s head. “Be calm, your Highness… staying out-of-sorts does no one any good, least of all you, my boy.”


  Thaddius tried to fight his urge to dissolve into tears but, as usual, his mind and body did not obey and he found himself collapsing against his benefactor, sagging into the stalwart Dog’s arms as he embarassed himself even further. Through it all his caring, loving, mentor weathered the worst of what the Pringe Regent had to offer, all the while with gentle guidance and kind words. The Wolf lost track of events from there, his mind awash with reassurance and comforting promises of forgiveness and correction.


  He didn’t know when or how, but he found himself on his back on his bed, naked, with his legs up in the air. Brother Maynard had chosen not to bring him into the prayer room that night, instead electing to hold communion right there in the Prince Regent’s very own chambers, and the sheer improbability and lewdness of it all made Thaddius enjoy it all the more, much to his shame. All the worse was his culminating ejaculation… more in his words than in the loosing of his seed. Prince Regent Thaddius made the gravest mistake of his life when he cried out “Oh, Malcom!”


  Brother Maynard pulled free from him in that instant. The Dog growled softly, taking hold of the Wolf’s mane, pulling him close as he loosed his own fluids all over the Prince-Regent’s face. “You will need to be cleaned in many ways for your transgressions, Thaddius.”


  With nothing more to be said the Priest stormed out of the room, pausing only long enough to secure his robe. Before slamming the door, he added “Be presentable for tomorrow… I have received word that your brother and sister will be visiting.”


  Chapter 10.0, Mechanations


  Brother Maynard sat at his desk mulling over the most recent wire sent to him by his contacts in Newport. True, the Church was still publicly condemning the ‘soulless machinery’ and ‘impersonal connection’ involved in communicating via transmitting messages with the technology presented by the University but that was more a matter of public use and had no bearing on the activities of the clergy. Likewise, assuming the ability to send and receive information in a matter of minutes meant that both the Church and University could remain better informed than any other individuals or institutions in the world. True, eventually the nobles and other well-paying members of high society would be given access to technograms but that would not be for another year.


  None of that future eventuality particularly mattered to the Priest as he sat with the paper in his paws; the message typed onto it took up his entire focus. Printed cleanly on the piece of paper, typed by a printing machine were five simple words arranged in a wholly undesirable order with a single initial for the identity of the sender:


  -=THE ANCIENT ONE IS HERE. I.=-


  Maynard had stared the missive for nearly an hour; whether Ignus meant Wiesen or Fulgaré, he didn’t know but neither option was a good thing. It was late at night and the candle by which he read was burning low. Behind him, breathing softly amidst his sheets was his dear sister. The Castle knew that she was under his care and that he was looking after his beloved blood and queen; she was off limits to all save the King and Brother Maynard himself was seeing to their visits. The Dog licked his muzzle in distaste; the thought of sharing Thaddius with his sister was unpleasant but unavoidable. Fortunately the use his sister had for the Prince Regent’s seed didn’t preempt the Priest from enjoying the Wolf at his leisure.


  On the other paw, he realized, he was also forced to share his sister with the broken Prince-Regent and that almost made her untouchable… but the fact that she remained in his bed every night meant that he could prove to himself that ‘almost’ didn’t equal ‘completely’. Plus it would help guarantee that Queen conceive—all they needed was a pregnancy and whether the pup was Thaddius’ or his own the task would be complete. His goal was to make sure that he was never too exhausted after his time with the Prince-Regent to fail in his duty of pumping his own seed into his complacent and passive sibling. It was true that she wasn’t as eager or as accommodating in allowing him to fulfill his desires with her as the Prince was but at least with his sister he didn’t have to make excuses or pretense.


  God had always seen to it that a Wolf sat on the Throne of Lehsunia. If Thaddius conceived a child with the Queen then a Wolf would indeed be the heir. If it was Maynard’s own vigor that begot an heir then there would be a question of parentage. Despite the fact that the Priest made it publicly known that the only male company the Queen kept was with the Prince-Regent and himself there would eventually be questions and that wouldn’t be acceptable. No… that was why Ignus’ activities in the Church and Marlowe’s work in the University were so important; if it was his child born to his sister then it was imperative that the Mechanists had a changeling to present to Lehsunia… and that was Ignus’ task.


  The Dog held the missive over the dying candle letting the flame take it to obscurity. “And now that damned Dragon is ruining it all.”


  His sister shifted blearily in his bed at his words. One of her ears raised. “Mmm?”


  Brother Maynard didn’t bother hiding the growl in his voice. “Go back to bed.”


  She had received the back of his paw enough over the years that she knew not to argue and whether she fell asleep or not was beside the point; she would trouble him no longer. Letting out a sigh the Priest stood up from the desk and snuffed the dying candle with his fingers. He took his evening robe from its place on the back of a chair and donned it before making his way out of the room. Taking the key from the robe’s pocket the Dog locked the door after exiting.


  Despite the late-night fatigue Brother Maynard knew he would have to prepare for the following day’s events; Princess Noriene and Prince Malcom had returned to Graddin. Maynard had learned long ago that opportunity and catastrophe went hand-in-hand. A smile split his muzzle. “It only matters how you view it.”


  * * * * * *


  Dean Milhoy choked amidst the acrid air coughing as he stumbled from the roiling cloud of dust and smoke that clogged the lower level hallways. Following after Roland Silverfang had likely saved his life; remaining behind to deal with a dead scholar was not an oversight the man was interested in making, not when there was a living insurrectionist left in their midst. Although the Dean did not know Roland well he was aware that the Mongrel had been one of several university employees who had been connected to Alarice and her men as potential conspirators and it was imperative that nobody ever suspect anything different.


  With the violent and unwarranted attack on the University the rogue Fire Scholar had inadvertently helped the Mechanists in their goal of painting the seditionist movement among those of the Fire Discipline. Even as the man chased after the Husky-Wolf his mind was ablur with the many different spins he could put on the terrorist action. He had reason to believe that Roland wasn’t alone in whatever plan had been concocted but catching him would be the first step of many toward freeing the University from such divisive and restrictive study-based party politics.


  Fortunately for Milhoy, Roland’s strike against the University had all but eliminated the Council of Professors. Most of them had been Mechanist puppets who would have had to be cut at a later point to allow for the ascension of loyalists to seats of power but the sudden destruction of the UPU’s controlling board meant that the Dean would have near limitless power; if anything the explosion had saved him the trouble of working things out at a later point. All that was left for Dean Milhoy to do at that moment was to corner Roland, get help with capturing him, and then make him talk. Once Milhoy knew where to find Alarice, the rest of her people, and any escaped scholars then everything would fall neatly into place.


  A shout from a side hall signaled the first of the Dean’s many supporters. “Dean Milhoy! What’s going on?!?!”


  One of the University’s hired help, a Terrier of medium build wearing boiled leather armor came running toward him. The Dean had only to shout, pointing after the fleeing form of Roland Silverfang. “Get him! He’s a Terrorist!”


  While it was true that the Dog was in much better shape than the Dean the added weight of the leather armor meant that they both ran at about the same pace; Roland was obviously more built for speed and he wasn’t as weighed down as the guard. Despite that, Milhoy reasoned, the Mongrel didn’t have many places to go; he was heading upstairs which meant it was only a matter of time until he was cornered. The addition of another half dozen University guards further reinforced the Dean’s opinion of the matter. There was nowhere for Roland to go and that meant Milhoy was one step closer to having his way.


  Things only improved when Milhoy caught sight of Travis, a Tabby who the Order of Blades had given him on retainer. The astute Cat didn’t even need to be told what to do; he immediately raced off in hot pursuit of the tiring Fire Scholar. Regardless, the Dean shouted after him. “Travis! We need him alive!”


  * * * * * *


  Ignus thought little of the men who came to take control of the Cathedral from him. While it was true that the vast majority of the clergy in Newport were unwilling to put up a fight against the Wyranese forces accompanying the Bishop, Inquisitor Ignus had enough support to put up quite the resistance and that showed in the number of losses suffered by the foreigners as they sought to take the catacombs and ground levels. The harrying and counter attacks executed by Inquisitor Ignus’ troops was nothing short of masterful, making use of the Cathedral’s natural defensive positions to hinder the Wyranese advance and cause as many casualties as possible.


  Of the other Inquisitors, Ignus received word that two had fallen; all in all it was not an extensive loss. With Three of the Dragons left including himself he was confident that they would be victorious… all except for his concern about the Ancient One. Bishop Fulgaré was the founder of the Mechanists and the first original Immortal. Along with his brother Wiesen, Fulgaré was one of the only two Immortals left… and that was their fault. Ignus didn’t hold that against them; every man whether Dragon or otherwise had the capacity for free will but what he could not accept was that Fulgaré was standing against the very organization he created. That would not be accepted.


  The Inquisitor grabbed hold of the smock of a Rat racing past him away from the battle line that raged in what had once been one of the Cathedral’s three dining rooms—it was the third story and the last one not under Wyranese control. The rodent turned toward him with fear in his eyes; Ignus made a point of reminding him of something he should fear more than battle. “Flee and I will personally pull your still-beating heart from your chest and surrender it to God in recompense for your cowardice.”


  It wasn’t that Igus minded losing the room (eventually everything would be back under his command) but he would not suffer his men fleeing the field of battle… not when they were already outnumbered. With a shove he sent the Rat back toward the clash of steel. The fight had raged in the dining room for nearly twenty minutes; sometimes his men gained the advantage and had the Wyranese pushed back nearly to the entryway and other times the soldiers had advanced nearly to the last table in the room atop which the Inquisitor stood.


  Ignus knew that fights raged in other areas of the Cathedral but he personally oversaw the dining room because if the invaders took the room then they would be close to the central staircase… and that meant they were a stone throw from the nursery. “Make them pay for their hubris!”


  Inquisitor Rakka emerged from the archway leading to the stairs. The dark-blue scaled Dragon didn’t speak until he was close. “I dispatched the technogram to Graddin, as you requested.”


  Inquisitor Ignus nodded simply as he pulled a decorative long-spear from its holder on the wall beside him. “Good. Take some men and shore up the left side of the room. I want these scum pushed out of my dining hall before sundown.”


  Rakka nodded and motioned to the Templars standing behind him. “As you wish.”


  Ignus still had so much to do without having to worry about micromanaging the battle. He peered past the front line to the collection of officers near the entryway on the far side of the room; fortune was with the defenders since there only seemed to be a single Bulldog left standing. Extending his tongue from his maw he licked the blunted tip of the decorative spear, slathering it with his saliva; a weapon didn’t need to be sharp for it to be effective when wielded by a True Dragon.


  Willing the acidic tingle in the back of his throat to life, the Inquisitor arched his neck to help with the projection of the cloudy liquid as it sprayed forth from his gullet, mixing with his saliva on the spear. With the dancing flame awash over the mock weapon, Inquisitor Ignus took aim and loosed the shaft. It flew true, piercing the Dog’s breastplate. Dragonfire was not extinguished by flesh; it was fueled. In mere moments the Wyranese troops’ last commander fell.


  Smiling to himself, Inquisitor Ignus about-faced and made his way back toward the staircase. The battle continued to rage behind him but he was confident that it would be won in short order; Wyranese command structure made it difficult for their troops to fight without a Captain and despite its combat prowess a body could not keep going without a head. The Cathedral was besieged from three fronts but the Dragon found himself in a much better position since the most dire advance would soon be halted. Smiling to himself, he went to check on ‘the child’.


  * * * * * *


  Kesst let out a relieved sigh when he looked up into Wiesen’s eyes. “You found me.”


  The White Clockwork Dragon nodded, stepping aside as he motioned for the smaller Red Dragon to preceded him down the hall. “I promised you I would. Come… we have much to discuss, my son.”


  Wiesen knew that his creation would look favorably on those two words; all of them in the past had and Kesst would be no exception. The Red Dragon’s teeth showed through his withdrawn lips as an uncertain smile crossed his snout. “I was wondering what you’d call me… what I should be called.”


  “You may choose anything you wish… such is the gift of free will.”


  Kesst slowed to a halt and looked back his way. “…then what should I call you?”


  It had been a long time since Wiesen had bothered having an extended conversation with one of his creations—nearly two hundred years since he claimed the body of Sir Crook, his last ‘child’. “Your brothers had always called me Wiesen, but I looked upon all of them as my sons.”


  The disclosure was obviously something Kesst did not expect to hear and it was certainly not something Wiesen ever told any of his other ‘children’… but Wiesen was tired of the old way; he wanted to be more honest… more forthcoming… more… paternal. The Red Dragon finally put his question into words. “You have other children?”


  Wiesen was ready to be honest, but not entirely forthcoming. “Had. You are all that is left.”


  Kesst slowed to a stop after several more steps. “What happened to them?”


  “They are all gone now.”


  Wiesen motioned to the last door in the hall and Kesst glanced to it. “Your room?”


  The White Dragon nodded. “Yes. My room. We can have privacy there.”


  Kesst opened the door and entered ahead of Wiesen. The smaller Dragon stepped inside them moved to the right before turning to face him. “Does the Princess know you’re here? She and Prince Malcom are both—”


  Wiesen held up a talon to forestall any discussion of the royalty; they were not why he was in Graddin and their concerns were different from his own. “She does not, and I would prefer not to trouble her with my presence.”


  The Red Dragon shook his head. “She adores you! She would be glad to know you’re nearby, especially with the upcoming—”


  Again Wiesen raised a talon and cut Kesst off. “I will not be here long… I have one piece of business to attend to before I go.”


  “…me?”


  The White Dragon smiled and nodded, taking a seat on the bed. He motioned toward a wooden chair situated in the corner of his room. “We have much to discuss.”


  Kesst obediently dragged the chair over so he could set it on the floor right in front of Wiesen. Sitting down on it, the Red Dragon was within arm’s reach but the White Dragon didn’t touch him; he simply stared. It was Kesst who ultimately broke the silence. “What can you tell me about your other children? Were they all… like me?”


  There was only one possibility as to what Kesst meant; he wanted to know if every one of Wiesen’s progeny were Clockwork Dragons. The answer was something that hadn’t crossed Wiesen’s mind in some time. “No… not the first.”


  Nobody alive other than from Wiesen’s brother knew about his first son; it felt like ages ago… but mostly because it was. Kesst was not his first Creation to ask about him but he was the first to ask a follow up question. “Would you… tell me about him? Were any of the rest of us anything like him?”


  The truest answer stung but Wiesen said it regardless. “No… none of you.”


  Kesst nodded quietly, obviously measuring the words against some inner checklist. When he next spoke the Red Dragon got to the core of the matter. “Why did you not have any real children after your first?”


  The White Dragon took a moment to consider how best to answer the question. In the end he simply pulled his overcoat off and tore his tunic open. Before Kesst’s eyes, Wiesen turned the hidden knob that secured his chest panel and opened it for him to see. “Once I became as you are it was no longer possible to have children in the more traditional sense. All I have left for creating new life is my Breath.”


  It was a discussion Wiesen had had in many different ways with his many different generations of creations. They often asked him why they were created or what life was about. They would often wonder why he had chosen to make them or if they filled some emptiness in his life since he himself was a Clockwork Dragon. In the end they all discovered the real reason for them existing; some had accepted it and some had not, but none of them, despite their attempts otherwise, survived. Kesst’s next question, however, was different than any he had ever been asked. “How did you become as we are?”


  It was a complicated question with no easy answer but Wiesen did the best he could to simplify it. “There are three things God placed within us all, Kesst. He placed a beginning to our body, begot of mother and father; he placed a soul into that body and breathed life into it; and he gave that body an end time.”


  The Red Dragon was astute. “You breathed your soul into one of your creations so you could outlive your body.”


  Wiesen smiled with all the joy of a proud father. “Just so. The Truest of Dragons not only had the ability to expel the Holy Fire from their depths but their soul was fluid enough that they could breathe life into the inanimate. My brother learned through experimenting that a Dragon could in fact expel their entire soul and take possession of a new body they had shaped for that purpose.”


  Kesst’s ear sails rose, as did his eye ridges. “Shaped ‘for that purpose’? How did he learn that?”


  The White Dragon let out weary sigh. “Ages ago the Mehnzylian Empire made use of great statues breathed to life by True Dragons; they became our greatest weapon and our greatest downfall. Once a True Dragon gave a portion of their soul to a creation they lost the capability of breeding offspring with all the powers of a True Dragon, thereby weakening our people. Only a Dragon’s full soul would be capable of imbuing a body to fly, breathe flame, and carry the spark of creation in all its forms.”


  The Red Dragon’s eyes opened wider. “Then… you are no longer a full Dragon?”


  Wiesen nodded. “I have not been a True Dragon in thousands of years, my son… and I am not a True Dragon now.”


  Kesst asked an unspoken question by making an obvious statement. “You have no wings.”


  The White Dragon nodded, letting out another sigh as he did so. “My brother and I had a disagreement. He is a Bishop and I was a Templar, and so I had my wings removed as a show of objection.”


  “HAD YOUR WINGS REMOVED?!?!”


  Wiesen nodded, closing his chest panel. “It was done violently and with no small amount of mess… but it got the idea across.”


  “But… your wings?”


  The White Dragon turned around with his tunic still lowered, allowing his progeny to view his back. “If he would deny me the freedoms I demanded then I vowed to show him just how much he hampered me physically.”


  Kesst surprised him by stating the exact same phrase that Bishop Fulgaré had used. “You cut off your snout to spite your face.”


  Wiesen pulled his tunic back up and returned his attention to the Red Dragon. “There is much you do not understand about the conflict my brother and I share… it has spanned lifetimes. This is merely its most recent and newest incarnation.”


  It had been a long time coming but the comment finally steered Kesst’s questions into the more important and much more painful topic Wiesen had been seeking to discuss. “How long have you been alive?”


  The White Dragon cleared his throat and sat up a little straighter. “I am nearing the end of my eleventh lifetime.”


  He watched the (figurative) gears turn inside Kesst’s head as the Red Dragon mulled over what was said and the way it was said. Eventually the astute young creation caught on. “Lifetime? Wouldn’t a measure of years be more… accurate?”


  Wiesen shook his head. “I would rather measure in lifetimes. It may not be more accurate but it is more meaningful… it reminds me what it means to be alive.”


  “How does it do that?”


  The White Dragon brushed his talons across his chest as he spoke. “All bodies eventually fail, my son… even clockwork ones.”


  Kesst nodded. “I know. Mine failed and I—”


  “No… your mechanisms gave over to damage and had to be repaired. There is a difference.”


  The Red Dragon paused at that. “I don’t understand. How is there a difference?”


  Wiesen stood and took a step forward, leaning down to rest a talon on his son’s shoulder. “Given time the ties that bind our souls to these mechanisms weaken, fray, and eventually falter. Any creation can last longer than flesh and bone but after two centuries give-or-take a decade that eventually ends and unless the soul is rejoined as a whole then the eldest portion comes to an end.”


  Kesst stared at him for a long while, eyes peering into his. “Then… you’re going to die?”


  The White Dragon tightened his grip as he pulled his creation up from a sitting position. “The only way to continue is to rejoin my soul to restart the timer.”


  He saw the moment when fear entered the young Clockwork Dragon’s eyes but Kesst didn’t struggle… not yet. “Then… what happens… to me?”


  Wiesen brought his muzzle forward, his nares brushing across Kesst’s. “One will die so the other may live.”


  With nothing more to be said, Wiesen tightened his grip on his creation and pressed his scaled lips to those of Kesst… and he Breathed.


  Chapter 10.1, Mechanations


  The day after Wild-Wolf met with his sister was simultaneously a blur of business and lots of waiting filled with a strange combination of hectic rushing mixed with no activity. One thing Roaring-Flood couldn’t understand about the Stone Tribe was how everyone could have so much to do without actually doing anything important. Between moving large leaves of what Sanmer had called ‘paper’ from one place to another and putting mark after mark on them Princess Noriene had accomplished little and yet everyone continued to pretend as if she were setting up a long house all by herself. Not even Gift-of-the-Earth seemed immune from it, going so far as to tell Roaring-Flood “She is doing more than it appears. It is a Stone Tribe ritual.”


  Aside from the lengthy, almost ceremonial meal activities of the Stone Tribe Roaring-Flood had expected to have a day of relative relaxation; if the Stone Tribe considered moving a pile of leaves from one side of a table to another one by one to be work then surely he would be able to humor them. Unfortunately, per the wolf Noriene’s directions he and the rest of their group were brought to a man of exceedingly tedious mindset who forced Roaring-Flood to stand naked on a raised shelf with his arms stretched and legs shoulder-width apart. It was some kind of torture, the Bear was certain, but Sanmer seemed to be enjoying the view and the experience with the Lion known as a ‘Tailor’.


  Perhaps there was some confusion between the languages but the Lion’s first question made no sense to the bear. “Do you dress to the left or the right, Sir?”


  It took Sanmer three tries to explain what ‘Tailor’ meant before Roaring-Flood realized that the Lion meant where his sheath was situated compared to his leggings. He preferred loin cloths and motioned to where his sat folded on the counter nearby. “I wear… ah… drape.”


  Once again it was up to the Fox to help Roaring-Flood make sense of what the fast-speaking Lion meant as he fired off words aplenty, apparently having some kind of ‘emotional moment’ over something the Bear just didn’t understand. Thankfully Sanmer put the words into simple sense. “You are going to wear leggings tonight.”


  Roaring-Flood sighed; it was so simple a question that Bear responded in the easiest way for him to explain: he moved his paw to his groin and hooked three fingers around the length of his sheath, pulling it to the right. “Here.”


  He really couldn’t understand why it was ‘Tailor’ suddenly became so flustered or how a blush could be visible beneath such thick tawny fur but the Bear just added that as one more thing that made little-to-no-sense about the Stone Tribe. The comment Sanmer added when he noticed the Lion’s discomfort was just one more of them. “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever had quite this much fun going clothes shopping before.”


  * * * * * *


  Gift-of-the-Earth sat at a much smaller table for dinner than he’d occupied for breakfast; apparently everyone did. With Wild-Wolf and his sister dining alone it meant that the rest of them were left to come up with their own arrangements. In addition to having his brother join him Sanmer was also at their table. Although the meeting room was the same there were new additions to it: light weight dividers created by some kind of hide or leather on wooden frames. The two Wolves were elsewhere beyond view or hearing but every now and again Gift-of-the-Earth caught occasional hints of speech from tables beyond their own.


  While little glimpses of discussions others shared were just barely audible the fact that they were spoken in the Stone Tribe tongue made them harder to decipher so he didn’t try; the vast majority of his attention was taken up by his tablemates. His brother was going into great detail about the errands he and the Fox had run during the day, explaining the silliness of a Lion named Tailor taking measurements for clothing. Gift-of-the-Earth understood the importance of such measurements having had numerous interactions with Stone Tribes traders but he didn’t see the need to disrupt his brother’s story for the sake of education.


  Only once his brother was done sharing the new experiences of the day did Gift-of-the-Earth bother focusing on a more important topic, selecting Sanmer to field his question. “Tell me: what is involved with tomorrow, Sanmer-hama?”


  The Fox shrugged, scooping up a spoon of peas to feed to Roaring-Flood. “Dunno… never been to a royal sibling squabble.”


  The Brown Bear scowled. “That is not very helpful.”


  Sanmer shrugged again. “Sorry… this kinda thing isn’t really my area of expertise, but the Princess said if everything goes well then I don’t have to worry about the guards, the scholars don’t have to worry about the University, and you guys won’t have to worry about your tribes being attacked by the Church or some foreign power.”


  It was obvious from Roaring-Flood’s expression that he didn’t follow much of the conversation but Gift-of-the-Earth understood the majority of it (despite being unfamiliar with a few words). He was about to ask another question but the Fox stalled him by digging around in a pouch. “Oh yeah! I almost forgot!”


  Gift-of-the-Earth waited patiently as Sanmer pulled out a small envelope and handed it to him. Rather than ask what it was the Bear chose to find out on his own. He opened the paper pouch and froze when he looked at a piece of paper with a perfect image drawn onto it depicting himself, his brother, Sanmer, and Metal-Eyes. He recognized it immediately. “This was the day in Newport.”


  The Fox nodded. “I got a copy made for you… for… you know… sentimental reasons.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth wasn’t familiar with the word ‘sentimental’, but he didn’t need any excuse; there was something special about what their fallen Shaman had wanted them to experience and what he left them with was unlike anything the jeweler bear had ever seen before.


  * * * * * *


  Runs-on-Air was used to awakening with the dawn but that was usually due to a combination of light shining into his face from the open tent flap of his dwelling and the sounds of the camp rousing to start morning activities. Ever since coming to the Stone Tribe village the young Buck found himself more often than not sleeping in. The morning of what he’d heard others call ‘the meeting’ was upon him and he found that he was up much closer to his usual time which meant that he had time to watch Rhys sleep.


  There had been many times in his life when he’d heard from very reliable sources that the Stone Tribe were complex in action, thought, and deed but he never truly had the opportunity to realize just how big the difference between them and The People until he traveled with them; Rhys was no exception. Although a Man of Symbol, the Rat was easily approachable and did not try to turn every conversation into one of the mysterious being known alternately as ‘God’, ‘Heavenly Father’, and ‘Lord’.


  Yet there were the things he had come to expect from one of the Stone Tribe: he was closed off at times; he was hesitant to discuss his desires feelings and needs; he was distant when he should have been close… then again, he was none of those things the previous night. They had been graced with enough time alone before bed that Runs-on-Air was able to touch on a much more intimate, much closer interaction than simply laying in the same bed… and it had been wonderful. Wild-Wolf had told him when they were younger that many of the Stone-Tribe were particularly unrestrained in such encounters because of how reserved they had to be at other times; judging from the almost feral sounds he managed to harvest from the Rat there must have been some truth to that.


  The Buck’s ears perked when he heard a change in Rhys’ breath and he drew back so as not to have his face hovering over the Rat’s before the rodent’s eyes opened. The Rat nevertheless looked toward him, a smile coming easily to his lips. “Good morning.”


  Runs-on-Air leaned forward and brushed his muzzle across Rhys’. It wasn’t a kiss—not entirely; he realized that the Rat still scared easy. For his own greeting he chose the language of The People. “Oani, Eyara.”


  Rhys let out a sleepy giggle. “One of these days I’ll figure out all of your strange words.”


  The Buck smiled. “I learn your words… you can learn mine.”


  The Rat’s next move caught Runs-on-Air by surprise as Rhys’ paw came up to grab the back of his head and pull him in for a proper kiss. It was one of the most forwardly intimate things he had experienced from his Eyara yet and that meant it was progress. The Rat’s next words were even more direct despite their vague implication. “We don’t have to meet up with everyone else for another hour…”


  * * * * * *


  Theo had gone to sleep knowing that nothing the following day would be straight-forward or simple and he awoke that morning with the same mindset. It had taken forever for him to get to sleep and the moment he opened his eyes the same busy-brain thoughts returned to him. It was hard to believe how much his understanding of the world had changed in the several weeks since the explosion in Newport and how many aspects of his life would be altered in ways he had not thought possible.


  The Ermine’s mind was awash with all aspects of the chaotic time. Leaving the University was not his idea and he had been forced to suffer through the embarrassing release from duty. Theo had put up with attempts on his life, assault, the rigors of traveling by foot, and had discovered along with his companions a clandestine organization bent on controlling the world from the shadows. Yet, for all of that it couldn’t completely eclipse the good. Evelyn was alive and she had a son—his nephew! He had spent time among the Tribals (in more ways than one) and had seen far more of Lehsunia than he might have had he stayed within the University. He had even met two of the royal heirs!


  Theo had always been an ardent supporter of Princess Noriene Sandoval as the rightful heir apparent; she was the best choice for Lehsunia and the logical decision would be to make her queen. The Church held too much power over the country as it was and as the Princess had said Prince Regent Thaddius Rex would be too easily manipulated by them. He also knew that the meeting the heirs would share in the scant few hours after dawn was important; the troubles in Lehsunia had the capacity to grow much worse if a resolution was not found. The Princess was a scholar like he was and that meant she had the knowledge and intelligence required to rule.


  He was also insightful enough to realize that his opinion meant little in the scheme of things and he reminded himself of that fact again as he put on his freshly laundered traveling clothing. It had been weeks since he’d last had the opportunity to enjoy the feel of truly clean clothes and he reveled in it as he dressed. Added to his belongings was a University Robe and the Academic Stole of Water Science; his own had been taken to him when he was sent on a sabbatical but the Princess was apparently very well prepared. He donned his robes with reverence, reveling in the fact that he again had the opportunity to wear them; Theo also didn’t miss the fact that the Stole had three knots at both ends, signifying the rank of a Professor rather than a Scholar.


  After such a long time barely scraping by and narrowly avoiding tragedy after tragedy the Ermine couldn’t help but think that life was moving in an upward trajectory; the thought worried him. Perhaps it was the part of him that was still holding onto the cautious nature of a recently released University instructor or maybe it was an echo of the hesitant young runaway who could only hope that there was something better ‘out there’ than what he was facing at home. Regardless of the reason, Theo was a mix of trepidation and optimism as he stepped out of his room both eager and fearful of what awaited him later in the day.


  * * * * * *


  Brother Rhys lay on the comfortable mattress staring up at the ceiling feeling both relaxed and ill-at-ease at the same time. Runs-on-Air was laying beside him, chest on the Rat’s stomach as they challenged the clock’s passage by staying where they were late into the morning. Brother Rhys would normally have been up much earlier, dressed, and partaking of morning prayer after breakfast and yet for some reason he was still in bed. No, he reminded himself, it wasn’t some generic reason, it was specific—and that reason was draped across him.


  The Rat had always prided himself of his take-charge attitude but that did not normally extend to the bedroom… certainly not in the invitational way he took with Runs-on-Air that morning… and never right after having been so similarly engaged the prior night. It was a strange feeling, and all the more disturbing because it wasn’t entirely an unpleasant thought. Rhys had not willingly found himself in any romantic entanglement since leaving Graddin and yet the Buck had a certain effect on him that he had not encountered before.


  Runs-on-Air’s relaxed breath tickled his ribs before the Buck shifted his place in bed, sprawling his body out across the Rat’s leg, hip, and stomach, resting his head right on the Rat’s sternum so he could gaze up at him and spoke his next words in the Tribal Tongue. “Lon seiba homin cil shi o deif ih naha.”


  Brother Rhys thought for a moment trying to put together the words. “Something about Sun and eye? That’s all I heard.”


  The Buck slowly withdrew, sitting up on his knees as he pulled the Rat up to a sitting position as he went. “Sun crosses sky even if eye is closed.”


  Smirking, the Priest leaned forward and brushed his cheek across the Buck’s. “Basically you’re saying that we can’t stay in bed forever.”


  Runs-on-Air smiled back. “It is what The People say when person sleeps late in day.”


  Brother Rhys nodded, finding that he liked the almost poetic phrase chastisement; it reminded him of more than a few passages from certain divine texts. “Oversleeping. When someone sleeps a lot we call it ‘oversleeping’.”


  The Buck slipped out of bed, pulling the Rat with him. “Then we no oversleeping. We start our day late but not too late.”


  Rhys looked his naked lover up and down, wondering that he felt certain stirrings within him that should have been put to rest after a night and early morning of lovemaking. Perhaps it had to do with Runs-on-Air’s perfect body or maybe it was his refreshing outlook and pleasant bearing… or his skill with—


  His thoughts were interrupted by the Buck’s declaration. “Tonight, Eyara… now we get ready for the day.”


  The Rat didn’t realize that his body was already responding to his thoughts and the good view; his ears burned with a blush. Tonight? He would be able to wait. The fact thatRuns-on-Air gave him something worth waiting for—that was just one more thing for the list. The Priest went about his morning activities, whistling to himself. Despite the past-and-pending chaos life was still good.


  * * * * * *


  Sanmer rarely had a reason to dress someone else very often in life so it was a special treat getting to show Roaring-Flood how to put on Lehsunian clothing; there was a moment of sadistic enjoyment in seeing how much trouble the poor huge Tribal had dealing with all of it. As it turned out: lots… a whole mess of lots.


  “It broke.”


  The Bear’s simplified answer as to why he wasn’t wearing his left shoe didn’t go very far into detail but it did technically explain why he was only wearing one. Sanmer honestly thought after all the difficulty of getting the enormous Tribal into his pair of slacks that his Ursine companion would be able to handle the simple task of putting on socks and shoes while the Fox saw to his own ‘accoutrements’ but he had overestimated a routine he himself had been doing himself since he was a little kit. Holding a paw out for the evidence of destruction Sanmer had to ask “What broke exactly, big guy?”


  Roaring-Flood’s answer was in the form of the hard leather boot over twice the size of those the Fox wore placed right into Sanmer’s paw; the lacing for tightening had apparently snapped. Sanmer spent a moment inspecting the boot before he tugged the cord, carefully readjusting the length of braided leather so as to make up for the ten inches the bear had torn off of it. “Okay… we’ll try it again and I’ll tie em for you.”


  The Bear made a face. “It broke.”


  Sanmer rolled his eyes; the Bear was acting just like a little cub. “I fixed it. You can wear it now. Come on—gimme your foot.”


  Roaring-Flood reached down and grabbed hold of laces on his left boot with a claw. Using scarcely any effort he tore a section of leather strip off of that boot as well. Sanmer realized at that point that the first casualty of finery was not an accident, especially when the Bear announced “This one broken now too. Better to not have.”


  In as even a tone as he could manage the Fox addressed the bear, not even bothering to hide the fact that his ears had fallen back to his skull in frustration. “I take it you’d prefer to go to the ceremony without any boots.”


  The big Bear crossed his arms over his chest. “Feet don’t break.”


  Sighing, the Fox shrugged. “Well… at least you’re wearing everything else… I suppose they won’t be that mad.”


  Roaring-Flood let out an affirmative snort and about-faced, heading out into their main room. Only then did Sanmer realize that a decent-sized rip had appeared in the back of the Bear’s trousers to allow room for his tail to poke out. Sighing, he stopped caring and followed after the Tribal. “Oh well—more attention off of me.”


  * * * * * *


  Princess Noriene dressed alone; she had not prepared for any major social function by herself in nearly ten years. Then again, she’d had her handmaiden. The first twenty minutes of the two hour procedure was spent crying, sobbing silently once she had the time to actually sit down and realize what she had lost—what had been taken from her. Life was not easy; she had known as much but she had trouble coming to grips with how much she could be forced to pay before everything was finally set right. In the end she focused on that one thought: it would be set right.


  Once she recovered the Wolf spent another ten minutes staring at herself in the mirror, talking to herself, reminding herself what was at stake and that such breakdowns were not becoming of one in her position; she could not afford to be weak, not with everything so close. No… the plan would move forward. She would meet with her brothers at the Overlook. It was close enough to the castle to make it easy for her brother’s handlers to move him but far enough away that it could be considered common ground. They would meet and they would resolve the argument once and for all. She finally began adorning herself with jewelry.


  She had no delusions about the Church willingly surrendering control of Lehsunia; Thaddius was their best chance at getting the nation in a stranglehold but Noriene had the ability to see a greater distance, think in broader scope and plan further into the future than the closed-minded, tradition-following, calcified, stuffy clergy. Despite the fact that the Mechanists had made inroads among the faithful in Lehsunia she was unwilling to think that the Church controlling the throne would be a good thing… especially not after they had kicked her to the curb and attempted to kill her… even going so far as to infiltrate the University so as to have another weapon against her.


  She snorted at her own image. “They thought controlling Thaddius made you redundant, did they? It’s time to show them how wrong they are.”


  Her father’s family had ruled Lehsunia for generations. In her flowed the blood of royalty and nobility. She came from the liege lord of the kingdom and her mother’s line was the greatest in the White North. The mongrel children of a fallen ‘divine’ race had chosen to make a power grab in her father’s kingdom by keeping her mentally unstable older brother as a puppet ruler. She checked her elbow-length gloves, smoothing them out before carefully putting on one, then the other.


  The Church was responsible for her mother’s death. The Mechanists were responsible for her fall from grace and the death of her handmaiden. The Mechanists and the Church were united in Lehsunia which meant that meeting with her brothers put her in the crosshairs of her two greatest enemies. Despite everything that had happened to her, everything that had been taken from her, and everything yet to come the Princess was not afraid; a sense of calm certainty overcame her as she started to ready herself.


  She left the fur dye around her eyes for last and she completed her ensemble as if applying war paint. Standing, Princess Noriene Sandoval, Princess of Lehsunia and Noblelady of Soyria rose with all of the noble bearing that her position, lineage, and bloodline granted her. Her enemies were gathering at the Overlook. She locked eyes one more time with her reflection. “Best not to keep them waiting.”


  * * * * * *


  Despite the fact that many of the men waiting to accompany him to the Overlook had originally traveled to Graddin with his sister, Prince Malcom did not mind their presence at all; the Bears he knew were members of the Valley Tribe and the Ermine wore the robes of a Water Professor. Despite how closely tied his sister was to the University he did not second-guess the Ermine’s presence; Malcom had always been a good judge of character and he had no reason to doubt the professor’s genuine bow and welcome. The Prince reached out a paw and straightened the scholar. “We are all equals in this endeavor, my friend. Save your bow for the coronation.”


  The White Fox lingering near the Bears had the kind of smile hinting that he was used to playing devil’s advocate. “Pretty optimistic hoping for a quick fix today when this argument’s been going on for months, isn’t it, your Highness?”


  Prince Malcom tugged nonchalantly at his sleeve; he’d occasionally found a reason to wear Lehsunian garb over the years but it was rarely his first choice. Based on the big Black Bear’s special attention to the action the Wolf had a feeling that there was more than a passing degree of empathy in the massive Ursine. Addressing the Fox, Malcom offered a smile. “Despite my sister’s optimism about a resolution I’m more inclined to follow your mindset. No, Sir Fox—I do not expect any real answers regarding a monarch to come out of the discussion today. My purpose for being here is wholly about my brother’s safety.”


  Brother Rhys had spent enough time with Prince Malcom to know about his reservations and he was diplomatic enough to elaborate for him. “It has been awhile since the Prince has been able to visit his brother.”


  Malcom nodded, motioning with a paw for the Priest to be at ease. “Yes… but more than that my sister has many accusations regarding his caretakers that need to be addressed. I will be most put-out if I find that even one of them has merit.”


  The Fox smirked. “That’s a good way to put it… ‘most put out’. I’d be ‘most pissed off’ myself but I guess that’s just another one of those signs of upper class word choices.”


  The Ermine glanced around the gathering. “Where is the Princess? The attendant told me to come down here but I thought she’d have joined us by now.”


  Malcom shook his head. “No. It wouldn’t be proper for the Princess and I to travel together. She will likely be escorted by some of the men she hired separate from our party. I am curious however as to the whereabouts of the Dragon that had been with you. Is he not joining us?”


  As if suddenly realizing Kesst’s absence for the first time everyone looked around. The Prince didn’t bother mentioning that he already knew that the Dragon would not be joining them… but he’d promised not to speak of it.


  * * * * * *


  Kesst hadn’t had time to explain anything to his traveling companions when he fled from Graddin the previous night. He would have preferred to say nothing to anyone but he was surprised by Prince Malcom outside of town; the Prince was accompanied by his Wolf. A thousand excuses had run through the Dragon’s head but none of them were needed; Prince Malcom had stepped aside and explained everything with a simple declaration. “Fulgaré told me what Wiesen meant to do.”


  One day previous Kesst would have no idea what the Prince meant but in the early hours of the morning as the two stood face-to-face on the road it had become all too clear to the Dragon. Kesst extended his talon and the Prince held out a paw. They gripped wrists and then each went their separate ways; Malcom returned to Graddin and Kesst started his long journey back to Newport to complete some unfinished business his creator had left behind.


  Kesst’s mind was awash with countless things he couldn’t possibly have known and yet did. Wiesen had told him that a partial soul could only remain fettered to any given clockwork mechanism for a certain amount of time and then had to be reunited with its missing components. No, the entirety of it need not be rejoined but the vast majority had to become one again if it was to continue to exist. For dozens of lifetimes Wiesen had been forced to kill his own creations by consuming the essence of life that he had given them, replacing their existence with his own in their body.


  His last ‘child’ was Sir Crook and that final ‘murder’ had broken him. He’d vowed never to do it again and so was punished by the Church… by his brother, Fulgaré. Despite the harsh punishment he refused to step into line but he had known that if he failed to rejoin the portions of his souls then both would die and so he set Kesst free and Kesst had run. It had taken decades for Wiesen to track him down but when he finally did the only possible resolution was for one of them to die. Kesst raised a talon up to his face and brushed away a tear that had found its way down his cheek; he was a clockwork Dragon that could cry. It made no less sense than a creation that had been allowed to exist because of the sacrifice of its creator.


  Kesst had not traveled on the road between Graddin and Newport when he first arrived in Lehsunia; he had stayed to the wilds so as not to be seen. Yet again he did not take the road, but this time it was because he chose to fly. Tearing his cloak from his shoulders the Dragon released the latch on the mechanism provided to him by Julius Blackburn—the late Julius Blackburn. Wings unfurling, Kesst pushed off of the ground, spreading his wings to their full extent, and took to the air. Such a short time ago he would have been afraid of being seen; he would have remained bound to the earth on penalty of being seen and hunted. He was no longer afraid because he was a new Dragon.


  Thanks to his creator’s sacrifice he was a full Dragon—as full a Dragon as Fulgaré, or as any of the other half dozen members of the clergy who had some claim to ‘The Lineage’. Wiesen had unfinished business in Newport which meant that Kesst had unfinished business in Newport so he was going to take the direct route. With the wind at his back he would make good time and, with luck, would be there by morning. Kesst was a Dragon. He was no longer hunted; Kesst was now, at long last the Hunter.



  Chapter 10.2, Mechanations


  Brother Jessen had never lead more than a squad of a half dozen men and that had been years past during his time with the Church. Gazing over the several dozens of eyes focused on him gave the Coyote pause as he considered what he could say or do to present himself with the authority and influence of a commander. He didn’t realize just how easy it would be until one of the members of the Vallara militia came right out and asked him. “What are we supposed to do?”


  Choosing the mentoring tone he reserved for new members of the congregation mixed with the educational voice with which he spoke to young pups, Jessen addressed the gathering, keeping his tone even and volume projected. “We are here because we have been tasked with helping Lady Arnswold keep the peace and prevent a catastrophy.”


  One of the closest militia men, a raggedy-furred Bull wearing a travel-worn cloak snorted. “You’re not even from Vallara… why’re you working with Lady Arnswold anyway?”


  Rather than the question shaking his composure, Brother Jessen used the challenge to re-attest his faith and belief in what he was doing. He used that same fire to heat the mettle of the men he was overseeing. “I am here because I believe in what she is doing. We are more than our birthright, my friends. We are more than our humble birth or our professions. You are here today because you are willing to answer the call in the time of Lehsunia’s need. Every one of us is working as a shaper of destiny; we are guiding the course of our nation.”


  The same Bull spoke up louder to compete with Jessen’s delivery. “You’re not even one of us! Why should we let you lead us?”


  The challenge proved to Brother Jessen that he was beyond surrendering to uncertainty and he spoke up his response. “I am one of you! Like you I have sought to improve my place in this world by improving the world itself. Like you I have those to who I must answer. Like you I have been pushed down time and time again by those who think themselves above me. What I have learned by being pushed down is that I have the strength to stand up again. You ask how can I claim a right to stand with you? I join Lady Arnswold and I join you in showing those men who abuse us that they can do so for only so long before they will have to answer to us.”


  The Coyote didn’t know if the Bull had a reply because if he did it was overwhelmed by the shouts and hollers from the militia men; he was even surprised to see that some of the residents of the city emerged into the early morning half-light… not only to see what was going on, but to join the swelling ranks of the Vallaran irregulars.


  He was confident that he would be able to continue rallying the troops but, as it turned out there was no time; the Coyote turned at the sound of a thunk and saw that an arrow struck a doorway nearby. It was enough of a sign that combat was engaged that he didn’t even need to hear the shout of a commander from down the street “ADVANCE!”


  Brother Jessen’s heart froze in his chest when he saw the wall of men approaching the militia; easily fifty of them all dressed finely with a prominent coat of arms displaying the heraldry of the Order of Blades. The Coyote didn’t even know that so many Blades existed in Newport and for the first time since he was challenged by the Bull Jessen began to doubt. That doubt continued for a pawful of seconds until the militia crashed into the battle line of the opposition… and began to push it backwards.


  The voice of the ratty-furred Bull spoke up from behind him but the tonal quality and accent had changed. “Not bad… for an ex-Templar.


  The Coyote was hesitant to move his eyes from the battle-line, half wondering how a rag tag bunch of armed commoners were managing to overcome an elite fighting force. He almost thought that his mere observation of the battle was providing his troops the divine luck required for victory but after several seconds he finally pulled his gaze away as he turned toward the nay-saying Bovine who had stayed back by his side.


  The heckler’s cloak was removed revealing finely embroidered clothing more benefitting a servant of nobility than a Vallaran commoner. The Bull was brushing his fur back into immaculate place. Jessen took a step away from him warily. “Who are you? What’s this about?”


  The Bull reached up and carefully removed a smudge of black-grease that had given the impression of a left cracked horn and then slid a golden horn cap into place, then added one to his right horn. “I am Errol Guyer, in service to the house of my lady Norriene Sandoval… and after discovering what was occurring here she had requested that I intercede on behalf of the Vallarans.”


  A cheer rose from the militia, calling Jessen’s attention back to the battle; he was astounded to see that the Order of Blades had lost nearly half their number and the remaining men were retreating… the opposition had been routed. Routed?!?! He couldn’t believe what he was seeing, and a moment later he realized why. “Those aren’t Blades…”


  The Bull snorted. “My Lady had reason to believe that the Order of Blades were working with some of the higher ups in the University… if that is the case—”


  The Coyote didn’t let him finish the sentence, speaking over him. “The Blades must still be in the University! They’re walking into a trap!!!”


  Errol drew an enormous two-handed sword from a sheath that had previously been hidden by the cloak he had been wearing. “Trust in them, Coyote… the University will not test this location once and call it quits.”


  Brother Jessen shook his head. “I need to get to Alvis and warn him.”


  The Bull motioned with his head to the militia, who were still cheering as they made their way back to their ready location. “These men need you here. I will go on ahead and warn your friends.”


  The Coyote sighed, trying to understand the mysterious man’s place in everything that was going on. “Why would the Princess stand against the University? I thought they were allied to her.”


  The Bull offered a quick salute to Jessen as he jogged onward toward the large building in the distance. “Obviously there is more at work than we may possibly understand.”


  The last time Brother Jessen heard that line it was something a cleric of the Church had told to him and, despite how true it was he didn’t like hearing it any more when said by Errol. Letting out a deep breath he knew that the Bull was right; he was entrusted with guiding the militia and his part in the plan was as important as all others. Hoping Errol was on time to warn his allies, the Coyote turned to the men in his charge, ready to address them again. It was still early morning on what would quite possibly become the longest day of his life.


  * * * * * *


  The door to the class room closed and for a moment Alvis dared to hope that his luck had held; when he heard the sound of footfall still in the room with him he realized that he had been mistaken. The Hedgehog drew closer but the Shepherd-Husky didn’t dare peek out from his hiding place. He continued mururing silently, reminding himself that he had to stay quiet, that he had to stay put, and that he had to remain still. If he heeded his mantra then he would get through it safely… or so he hoped.


  Despite the fact that he continued to remind himself of those rules of conduct he felt his chances of getting away undiscovered continued to dwindle as the Professor drew ever-closer. His paws searched around on the ground near him for something—anything that would serve as a defensive weapon. Considering he was hiding where a Professor’s shoes were normally located there was, surprisingly, little in the way of the Badger’s feet to allow for suitable sitting posture. No, Alvis realized, he was unarmed.


  It was right when that realization struck that an arm reached over the desk and grabbed onto the Mutt’s shirt sleeve. “Come quietly so I don’t have to call the—”


  Alvis wasn’t interested in listening to the rest of what the Hedgehog had to say. Squirming in the Professor’s grasp he started shouting immediately, hoping that Inigo and Alarice were close enough to hear him. “No! Let go of me!”


  The Dog even resorted to lashing out with his paws in a semi balance of punches, flailing at his assailant, but the Professor simply scoffed and turned his shoulder aside to intercept one of the blows, allowing one of Alvis’ paws to encounter a bristling wall of quills. Recoiling as much as the Hedgehog’s grasp would allow, Alvis cried out in pain as his digits were impaled. His other paw flailed out, brushing across the desk and his fingers reflexively closed around the paperweight resting atop a small stack of parchment. Without even thinking, he struck.


  Alvis’ improvised weapon hit the Professor right upside the temple and Hedgehog released his hold on the Dog’s clothes, dropping to the ground like an unattended satchel of cabbages after the impact. The Husky-Sphepherd cried out in disbelief, dropping the bloody paperweight back onto the desk as he moved away from the unconscious Professor. He would have remained standing there, stunned at the results of his action if not for the fact a series of shouts came through the door from the hallway. Spinning around to look at the glass plate situated in the center of the class room’s door the Dog was aghast to see that there were several men dressed in armor right outside.


  The one in the lead, a particularly grizzled looking Goat sneered as he spoke aside to the others who were with him. Even through the door the man’s voice was still audible. “Yeah… it’s one of em… he’s trapped in there. Come on…” Alvis backed away from the door, heart threatening to beat out of his chest as the knob turned.


  * * * * * *


  Inigo kept his weight on his toes which had found a suitable ledge in the University’s obviously line-themed architecture while he used his fingers for steadying his balance. Over the years he’d had plenty of experience free climbing the various buildings in Newport and even though the University of Progressive Thought had never been one of them the basic premise was the same: legs have the staying power for weight and arms had the maneuverability for controlling the distribution of a climber center of gravity.


  Although Nicole was right behind him the Bat’s attention was completely forward; Alvis had provided the signal from one room over and although it didn’t have the most ideal location for a grappling hook from across the street it was pretty close and so they’d decided to make the climb. Considering the explosion that shook the building Inigo considered it pure luck that they’d found handholds or they could have been in for a short trip down to the street. As it was they remained careful and cautious as they picked their way to the window. The Bat arrived first and Nicole called to him quietly “Make sure that we’re clear.”


  The window was locked from the inside but that was hardly an obstacle to the skilled ‘problem solver’ but what did give him pause was the fact that he could clearly see several men in the room approaching Alvis. The Husky-Shepherd had interposed a desk between himself and his aggressors. Considering the fact that all three of the scholar’s assailants were armed the Bat clearly understood that time was limited. Rather than pull out his lock pick he went straight for a pistol. “Alvis is in trouble… looks like we’re doin’ this the noisy way.”


  He was glad his pistol’s retort was noisy as it drowned out the disappointing sigh of Nicole. He’d only be able to hit one of the three guards but it was more than enough to get the attention of the remaining two off of Alvis—they focused on him instead. Kicking the remnants of the window out of its frame the Bat used his arm strength to thrust the rest of his body into the room, legs leading. When he landed on the floor he did so in a fighting stance, moving his spent pistol into his off hand so he could draw a short blade. “I haven’t had a chance to dance in awhile… mind if I cut in?”


  The two warriors dressed in University colors had their attention on the Bat without the need for his inquiry but his wink was more than enough to get their hackles up. With Goat approaching him on the left and a Wombat circling around to the right, Inigo was careful to remain in front of the window before lunging to the left toward the Goat. As anticipated the Wombat rushed forward after him, only to get knocked back as Nicole swung herself in, feet leading the way. A quick series of sword strikes later and Inigo had the Goat on the defensive.


  They exchanged several more blows as Nicole quickly dispatched the prone Wombat. The Goat was left backpedaling and as he nearly tripped over a chair the horned swordsman lashed out with an uneven strike; one skilled block of the Goat’s blade with the wooden body of his pistol later and the Bat pushed his opponent’s defense aside, striking him soundly on his temple with the hilt of his short sword. The Goat dropped like a rock, thoroughly unconscious. Inigo glanced back at Nicole with a smirk. “You know… it feels good finally getting to be on the giving end of a concussion for once.”


  Nicole simply rolled her eyes.


  * * * * * *


  The fight in the classroom was not the last of their engagement—not by a long shot. Nicole realized that coming to Alvis’ aid had cost them precious time but it was important; she wasn’t about to let the University get away with more deaths that she could have prevented. It was a long standing rule of hers that only she was allowed to determine the number of dead in a given engagement and despite the fact that she was willing to set that dark side of her life aside she wasn’t willing to bend in her philosophical outlook when it came to people dying.


  Once the classroom was clear Nicole had Inigo check the door while she tended to Alvis. “Are you hurt?”


  The Mutt shook his head. “No… just a little… uh…”


  The Bat glanced back from the doorway. “Stirred?”


  Alvis’s head rotated blankly from left to right then back again. “No… shaken, not stirred.”


  Inigo’s ears went up, the left one twitching ever-so-faintly. “Wow… I like the sound of that… gotta have to remember it for later use.”


  Nicole shot a glare at the Bat. “More eyes-peeled, less panache planning, Inny.”


  Inigo drew away from the door. “Already done—four more guys are in the hallway.”


  She pulled Alvis up to a standing position before looking back to Inigo. “Four University Guards? If they’re anything like these three then they won’t be a problem.”


  The Bat’s return glance held a visible amount of concern. “They’re not University Guards… I think they’re Blades, Nikki.”


  In the previous days it had taken a lot of effort for her to get Inigo to call her by her given name but the sudden use of a much more familiar version she hadn’t heard him say before very nearly shocked her. She scowled his direction, letting go of Alvis before stalking over to him. “This isn’t over yet, Inigo… until it is you’re going to call me—”


  Inigo often had moments of inspired disobedience but it was always for the sake of humor or a playful ploy in the bedroom; there, by the door leading to a hallway with four Blades waiting for them he didn’t bother letting her finish her rant because he had chosen instead to interrupt her with a kiss. It was passionate, and held back nothing. She didn’t know how long it lasted but the moment they parted the Bat’s humorous side came back. The severity in his expression returned to playful as he winked. “Just in case I can’t tell you later.”


  She was stunned enough that the door had opened and Inigo had the chance to take three steps before she had recovered. Drawing a pistol in her off-hand she tightened her grip on her sword; too much was going on outside of combat for her to let him enter it alone… her life was about to begin and he would pay her back by making sure she didn’t enter that alone.


  * * * * * *


  The sensation of the wind beneath Kesst’s wings brought a feeling of tranquility and fulfillment in a way nothing else could, accentuated all the more because after being united with Wiesen everything held a degree of ‘realness’ to it that had eluded him his entire life. Regardless, once he arrived at his destination he realized that he would save more flight for another day. He circled over Newport once before descending near the docks where the street lights didn’t reach, carefully coming in for a landing out of view of any possible onlookers.


  His once-over town was worthwhile when it came to comparing assumptions Wiesen had held at the time of his absorption with real-time events as they were happening. He caught sight of the commotion in the early morning half-light near the University but he also saw the large Wyranese occupation force stationed at the Church. Neither event had escaped Wiesen’s knowledge when he had been among the living and therefore neither caught Kesst by surprise. Neither were the specific reason why he was in Newport either but they were indirectly related. Regardless, the clockwork Dragon put both out of his mind as he reached out the newest sense in his arsenal and blanked his thoughts, searching for the faint tug of what it was he sought.


  He opened his eyes after scarcely a moment; he was close to it, and could feel the insistence of his extra sense identifying it as surely as Weisen had smelled his mother’s cooking while he was out working in the fields. There was a time when the Red Dragon would have attributed those memories as his own but everything had become much clearer when Wiesen unified their souls—a level of understanding the clockwork Dragon had previously thought unattainable… hundreds of years of experiences and memories filling his brain in a surreal system of orderly files and cross references that he was able to seek out and retrieve as if he had a lightning quick Cheetah librarian in his mind who had the location of everything memorized.


  He pushed the idle thought away as he took a short cut to his destination. The alley let out right behind a Mouse covered with a traveling shawl. “Good evening, Dr. Brownell.”


  The Mouse spun around in surprise, both hands outstretched as if ready to defend herself, one holding a small metal rod. She paused for several long seconds before speaking up. “You’re… Kesst… aren’t you?”


  The Red Dragon smiled at her recollection of him and he nodded his muzzle slightly. “That is the easiest explanation of it, yes.”


  She slowly lowered her arms, putting the rod back into a pocket. “Wiesen left for Graddin to go find you. Does he know you’re here in Newport?”


  Kesst nodded again, still smiling. “I understand he had a request for you, and I wish to help you complete it. May I?”


  The Dragon held out an arm for her and the Mouse obediently slid hers into it. “I thought the two of you would take some time to yourselves.”


  The Red Dragon shook his head, leading her down the road toward the Church. “What’s going on here is more important than Father/Son time… that can wait.”


  Dawn was just around the corner and Kesst knew that the sun would rise on a new day in more than just the temporal sense.


  * * * * * *


  Roland knew he was being followed and cursed his luck; he thought he’d heard one or more of the Deans leave the room when he did but he was confident that his final act of defiance would have made Joshew proud—with any luck he had blown up Professor Milhoy, the cause of all of their grief. Racing through the halls, the Husky-Wolf hit the stairs leading up to the next floor and took them two at a time. Back before everything had fallen apart he had been in decent physical condition but the time on the road had done wonders both for his physique and his stamina.


  The Scholar knew on what floor Alvis would be issuing the signal and so he chose that one. With any luck Alarice and Inigo had received the official one as well as the impossible-to-miss performance he had put on for more reasons than to just get their attention. If everything went well he’d be able to collect Alvis and the two of them would be able to find whatever method the fighters used to get into the building and use that same method for getting out. Unfortunately everything did not go well and the downfall of ‘the perfect plan’ was heralded by a call from behind him. Although there had been many shouts before then the latest was finally directed at him. “You have nowhere to run, Scholar Silvertooth… give it up!”


  Not only had his pursuer got his family name wrong, but Roland actually recognized the voice and that alone caused him to screech to a halt. Snarling, the Wolf-Dog about-faced to address Milhoy. “It’s Silverfang!”


  Only once he had stopped and taken the time to look behind himself did Roland realize that his anger caused him to make a dreadful mistake; not only was Milhoy chasing after him but the Professor had brought reinforcements. He was one scholar against a half dozen men… many of them armed and combat worthy. All he had was a walking stick. He tightened his grip around it; the rod was Joshew’s walking stick.


  Milhoy approached, just behind the men who had come with him. The Human had a smirk of victory and his nose was angled in a way to perfectly align it with an air of superiority. “It’s over… and now you’ll pay for what you’ve done.”


  Roland raised the walking stick and moved into what he thought felt like a combat stance he’d been learning from Inigo. “Funny… I was thinking the same thing.”


  Apparently the Professor was in no mood to give Roland an opportunity for revenge, and the scholar realized that he would have to be able to defeat several foes before he’d ever get a chance at taking revenge on the Human. Regardless, Roland was not about to go down without a fight. The sound of two gunshots from behind him brought the confrontation to a halt, and the expression on Milhoy’s face was priceless when Alarice’s voice called out “Oh, Professor Milhoy! So good to see you!”


  The Human’s face went pale. “Alarice…”


  Stepping up even with Roland, the woman raised her six shooter and fired three rounds, each bullet hitting its mark as three of the Professor’s six guards fell dead. The fourth, a Tabby, pulled out two swords, and the other two followed suit. “Is this her, Dean Milhoy?”


  Alarice raised a single eyebrow, discarding her gun as she pulled out a second blade. “Dean, is it now? Well I suppose there’s the motive I haven’t been able to figure out. I hope now’s a good time to discuss your business ethics.”


  Milhoy scowled, then turned to face Roland, pulling a short, curved blade from his robes. “Kill her, Travis… I’ll handle this one.”


  Although Alarice was not alone, Inigo and Alvis took a few extra moments to join the combat. Roland couldn’t give them much of his attention as Milhoy was immediately on the offensive and it became quickly obvious that the Human apparently had more training in combat than he. Fortunately the Wolf-Dog had the advantage when it came to strength and agility so while he was overmatched he was not dramatically outmatched. In the end it was Milhoy’s concern over what was going on past Roland that was his downfall.


  After what sounded like a particularly gruesome end to one of his men the Human’s attention drifted over Roland’s shoulder, which provided enough distraction that the Husky-Wolf got Joshew’s staff hooked around Milhoy’s sword and pulled it out of his grasp. From there Milhoy fell to the ground, holding a hand up and out. “Alright! Alright…”


  Roland growled, raising his staff. “No… it’s far from alright…”


  Milhoy shrank back further, attention still on the fight going on behind Roland despite the clear and present danger the scholar himself posed. “You can’t kill me, Roland Silvertoo—


  “SILVERFANG!”


  The Human actually recoiled at the shout. “Silverfang… Silverfang—yes. If you kill me you’ll be hunted down as a murderer, Roland Silverfang.”


  The Scholar struck one of Milhoy’s outstretched hands with the walking stick. “As if I wasn’t being hunted already?”


  Milhoy fell forward and Roland brought a foot forward to step on the Dean’s wrist, keeping him pinned. He stowed the walking stick and knelt down to pick up Alarice’s pistol—he knew there was one round left in it. Milhoy noticed the action. “No! Don’t kill me! You can still get your life back, Roland!”


  There was something in the earnest plea that struck a nerve in the Wolf-Dog. Wasn’t that all he really ever wanted since it all started? No… Joshew was dead because of Milhoy; there had to be a reckoning. But to what end? Even if he did kill Milhoy it wouldn’t actually solve anything… and then Roland really would be a murderer… even if he would feel better for it. He leveled the gun at Milhoy’s head; he would feel a lot better for it.


  The Dean was adamant. “Roland! Don’t be stupid! You can come back from where you are now… but not from this! Not from murder!”


  Roland cocked the firing mechanism like he’d seen Alarice do several times. “I doubt it.”


  Milhoy wasn’t done begging. “You… you have that gun! Shoot her—shoot Alarice. That will prove you’re dedicated to the cause. You’re an Air Scholar—I can tell the University that you’ve been working toward this end all along… an agent carefully placed in the separatist movement to—”


  Roland very nearly pulled the trigger as he shook the gun, pushing it at the Human. He removed his foot from the man’s wrist as he steadied his stance for firing. “You’re the separatist movement, Milhoy! Everything was fine until—”


  The Dean slowly rose, sitting up on his knees as he leveled his gaze. “You aren’t a stupid man, Roland! You wouldn’t have joined the University if you were stupid! Think about it—you pull that trigger and you’re choosing the direction your life goes from here. Shoot me and you’re a criminal… shoot that woman and you’re a hero.”


  It wasn’t really a question in Roland’s mind but the gesture from Milhoy still got him to reflexively look back at Alarice regardless. Her sword was locked with one of the Blades and the scholar had turned just in time to see another coming up behind her with a short blade aimed for her vitals. Even as he realized his mistake in turning away from Milhoy he heard the sound of a blade being drawn from a hidden sheath. Roland acted.


  Chapter 10.3, Mechanations


  Friar Arlowe was neither a classically trained healer nor was he educated in the ways of medical practices at the UPU. He had always been in the possession of a nurturing disposition and, if nothing else, he meant well. Despite his predisposition to caretaking the wounds he tended while attempting to help the injured at the Cathedral were far beyond his capabilities and he knew it. Sadly, he very quickly realized, this was true of most of the healers present. Despite being overwhelmed the Raccoon Dog resolved to do as much good as he possibly could.


  Friar Juun was there with them providing insight and aid. The Monkey had been trained as a Monk long before Arlowe himself and during the Raccoon Dog’s time at the monastery Friar Juun acted as a guide and mentor; it seemed he was returning to the same position so many years later. It was comforting in a way to have pieces of his past to hold onto—Cruff from his time as a family man and Friar Juun from his time as a Monk Initiate. Those constants helped him maintain his calm since the present was pulled apart as his group disbanded.


  The Monk had asked Sir Umberto to stay because the wolverine was still injured from the skirmish in the catacombs but the Templar was unrelenting; he had refused to sit idly while the Inquisitors remained in control. Along with him went Brody, who was apparently resolved to continue acting as squire and manservant for the bull-headed Templar. What was even less reassuring was that the Prong Horn scholar went with them as well.


  Tobias had originally planned on staying but as soon as Arlowe saw Gustave and received confirmation that the Prong Horn’s brother was in the Cathedral he had no doubt that aid for the wounded would be left to himself and Cruff. Despite the number of people devoted to caring for the battle injuries it was rapidly apparent that any extra paws would be welcome; war was not a gentle venture and death was outnumbered just as often as not by injury. Ideally, if there were enough healers, then infection and blood loss would be two less reasons for life to slip away.


  Arlowe and his Cruff had said goodbye to their traveling companions and stayed in the modified dormitory to provide what aid they could to the injured combatants battling against the Newport Church’s Inquisitor-controlled separatists. Thankfully the Wyranese forces had a detachment of hospitalers and medics which meant that the two Raccoon Dogs were more-often-than-not occupied with delivering fresh bandages, heating water, and restraining patients who were too delirious with pain to follow commands of the healers.


  Friar Arlowe didn’t fail to notice that many of the medics used his son in a much more hands-on manner, having the younger Raccoon Dog help with sewing up injuries or administering poultices. It brought the Monk a great amount of joy to see just how much learning Cruffington had accomplished within the University; he realized that Water Science had never been the boy’s focus and yet he seemed to keep up fairly well with the healers. Despite how little actual good the Monk himself could accomplish he felt a renewed sense of worth in staying to do what he could. He was no warrior and he would have done no good aiding the combatants fight back against the Inquisitors but if his two paws could help save lives then it would not turn down the opportunity.


  * * * * * *


  Cruff had spent so long as the most injured member of his party he had almost forgotten what it felt like to be in charge of the health of someone else, but the responsibilities loaded into his shoulders in the triage center made him wonder at his own limit, especially since he was not yet fully healed. Despite fatigue and stiffness the young Raccoon Dog pushed onward, ignoring the pain in his shoulder and his ribs as he went from bedside to bedside in an effort to help the healers save as many of the injured as possible.


  He tried to keep his mind in the here-and-now but every time he looked up and caught a glimpse of his father gazing his way he couldn’t help but think about the past and, in his more optimistic moments, the future. As a family, he and his father had lost much but even as separate men they had their own wounds that dove deeper than flesh and bone. There had been a reconciliation, and for that Cruff was exceedingly thankful but that didn’t undo the pain and suffering that they had each endured for reasons both within and beyond their control.


  Each time his mind began to wander thusly he had to remind himself that the injured who were counting on him were the future and not the past; he could do nothing about what had happened but it was possible for him to help influence what would happen. He had lost people but it was possible for him to help prevent others from losing. He began to lose track of the time; the faces of the men he was helping became a blur as he was moved from bedside to bedside. Some of the men he could help save while others he could only help provide comfort in their last minutes of life. There was a duality to it all but then, he realized, there had always been a duality in everything for him in life.


  Cruff had never been whole to start with, not since losing his father to the Church. He had always wanted to know the truth of his father’s disappearance but at the same time he just wanted to hate him for ‘reasons’. In his youth he had cultivated an interest in attending University but also in following his father’s footsteps in the hallowed halls of the Church for ‘reasons’. He had sought approval but also functioned without regard to the opinions of others due to ‘reasons’. He had been great friends with his lover and yet the two had always maintained a safe distance for ‘reasons’. As he held the hand of a dying Horse, Cruffington Flew suddenly realized how hollow ‘reasons’ seemed to be, especially since such a simple and stupid excuse seemed to run his entire life.


  The Raccoon Dog looked down at the Stallion who labored to draw breath despite the wheezing futility of each inhale and the burbling wetness of every exhale. The Opossum medic Cruff was assisting had explained to Cruff that the reason the soldier would die was because his lungs would not inflate; there was too much pressure in his chest and he was being smothered. It was a common enough way for combatants with chest wounds to die and there was nothing that could be done for it. Yes; the Opossum was telling him that their patient would die for ‘reasons’. That thought no longer appealed to him.


  Cruff had spent a lot of time in the University learning about pressure: same pressure, differences in pressure, alteration of pressure, inflation, deflation, normalization of pressure; the Raccoon Dog didn’t know a lot about the body but he knew enough about systems and trouble-shooting differences between them that he was not content to sit by and let ‘fate’ decide what would happen. The Oppossum was busy mixing a collection of herbs and chemicals that would take away the Horse’s pain and cognizance so it was not difficult for Cruff to take the medic’s flesh knife. The Oppossum didn’t realize what the Raccoon Dog was doing until Cruff had located the tissue between two of the Horse’s ribs. “Hey! You can’t—”


  Cruff decided he could. The Stallion gasped out in pain as the blade punctured his body and the Raccoon Dog recoiled when a small burst of air expelled from the incision, carrying with it a fine haze of blood and fluid. At first Cruffington wasn’t certain what he’d accomplished, but when the Horse’s next breath was a strong, clear inhalation even the Oppossum had no doubt. “God above, Boy! You may have just saved this man’s life!”


  From there, the duo moved on to repeat the procedure that was later to become known as the ‘Cruff Incision’ three more times.


  * * * * * *


  Tobias was not a man of violence and was generally poorly disposed toward martial pursuits but with the reassurance of the rather ungentlemanly Sea Otter named Gustave that his brother was in the Cathedral the Prong Horn was willing to brave the battlefield. Ahead of him strode Sir Umberto, a Wolverine who, in the best of health would have made a formidable defender; unfortunately the Templar was still wounded from the earlier battle with members of the Inquisition’s forces. Reverend Gustave was a massive man and seemed to have little trouble moving despite that bulk and he carried himself with the surety of any warrior familiar with battle. Other than that, Tobias’ only other companion was the Brody and the Doberman’s slight physique and wiry build suggested that he was about as prepared for combat as the scholar himself.


  Things did not improve when Gustave made an observation. “Rolf’s brother—ye got a sword or somethin?”


  Tobias held up his walking stick. “This would qualify as ‘or something’, I suppose. It has served me in the past so I would venture that—”


  He didn’t have a chance to finish his sentence; the Sea Otter knocked the stick from his grasp with a slap from the flat edge of the broad sword he carried. “Bah! May as well brand yeself as a target, lad! Ye need a real weapon!”


  Sir Umberto came to Tobias’ aid, albeit not in the most reassuring manner. “He is a target, Reverend… he’s coming with us to find his brother, not to fight.”


  The jovialSea Otter didn’t seem the least dissuaded by the Wolverine’s comment, going so far as to wave it away, adding an eye-roll for good measure. His curse was particularly… unique. “Gutterfish Chum, Templar! If he’s goin’ inta battle then he’s gotta be ready t’fight.”


  The Wolverine wasn’t done objecting. “So you plan on arming him and training him in the time it takes us to walk down a pawful of hallways?”


  The Reverend grunted, finally appearing to take the objection at face value even as Tobias leaned down to collect his walking stick. “Well… either way he needs himself a good weapon.”


  Tobias scowled at the continued insistence. “This will continue to serve just fine for the capacity in which it is needed—thank you, Reverend.”


  Gustave left it at that until the group paused at the sound of combat ahead. It was Sir Umberto who identified it for what it was. “We must be getting close. Stay near us.”


  The order wasn’t directed at anyone particular but Tobias wasn’t specifically concerned whether the Wolverine meant him or the Doberman; both became the shadows of the Templar and Missionary. Gustave held out a paw, webbed-digits splayed out in a silent ‘stop’ command. He gestured to Sir Umberto, who shook his head in response. The Sea Otter spoke in a quiet tone. “Sounds like th’boys’re taking a beating… ye ready ta change th’tide?”


  Rather than answer the Reverend directly Sir Umberto looked back to Tobias and Brody. “Stay close, but not too close—ye both need ta be ready ta fall back if I give th’word.”


  Tobias wasn’t sure if Brody was as apprehensive as he was but he saw the Doberman nod in time with him. The Prong Horn readied his staff and Brody pulled a belt knife out of its sheath and picked up what looked like a broken chair leg for his off-paw. The Dog seemed relatively light-hearted with his vocal response. “It’s been awhile since I had a chance to play with soldiers…”


  * * * * * *


  Sir Umberto Marino had once known the field of battle and what it meant to stand against the Wyranese; he had been a sailor aboard the Ilysean ship The Aquilla before it had been destroyed by buccaneers from Wyra—all the more reason it felt strange to be fighting beside the Brown-and-Blue flag instead of opposite it. Regardless, the one thing that meant for the Wolverine was that he knew their tactics; the Wyranese had a tried-and-true series of maneuvers that they used time and time again. Every time the fight shifted he was able to pull from his knowledge of their battle formations and it helped him find a place for himself on the shifting combat line.


  The Templar’s life aboard a ship also meant that he was familiar with fighting in tight spaces and even though the dining hall was massive in comparison to any ship compartment the sheer number of warriors engaged in combat was staggering, providing very little room for footwork or maneuvering. The destroyed furniture and pile of bodies in the room suggested that the engagement had been going for quite some time and the uneven footing recalled for him the pitching heave of the deck beneath his feet as he parried attacks and struck at his foes. One of the greatest differences between the past and his current battle however was his addition of armor; no sane sailor would wear something that would serve as an anchor dragging them to the depths if they fell overboard.


  The Wolverine’s armor proved its worth several times as the battle raged within the dining hall. Although the Church’s soldiers received no reinforcements and were fighting tired the Wyranese were outnumbered which meant that they were forced to fight harder. Sir Umberto had also quickly learned that there was no commanding officer among the Wyranese, which was pure lunacy for a military that had such rigid and ordered methodologies. Thankfully that was one of the first benefits the attacking force had received by the party’s arrival: apparently Reverend Gustave was not just a missionary; he was also an accomplished tactician and leader.


  Umberto lost any sense of time or even the number of times he struck with his sword or was struck by someone else’s. Despite occasional cuts or punctures his armor continued to hold and he continued to help the Wyranese push the Church’s military back. Losses were high on both sides but eventually the remaining combat-capable men of the Wyranese military had the defenders backs to a wall… and that’s when the Wolverine first caught sight of the defending commander: a blue dragon with the silver circlet of an Inquisitor. He had doffed his black Inquisitor cloak for favor of wings, which held him aloft in the high-ceiling dining hall. It wasn’t his commanding position within the battlefield that caught the Wolverine’s attention, however, it was his words.


  With a roar more fitting of a creature twice the Inquisitor’s already impressive size, the Dragon shouted out his challenge. “Your sacrilegious incursion ends here, men of Wyra! If you seek your destruction there are less damning ways to accomplish it!”


  Reverend Gustave was apparently the only man willing to shout out a counter challenge but despite his skilled projection the Sea Otter’s voice seemed woefully pitiful in comparison. “Ye don’t speak fer the Church anymore, Dragon! Surrender, an’ ye don’t have ta get slaughtered like a—”


  The Inquisitor didn’t provide the man a chance to finish, opening his maw to release a powerful blast of fire down onto the Wyranese forces—but something stopped him. A streak of tannish-brown arced across the ceiling and into the flying Dragon, having followed the pendulum-swing of a chandelier. The Inquisitor and the interceding warrior crashed down to the ground and landed atop one of the few unbroken tables in the room—the combined weight quickly made it like its fellows. The Inquisitor’s limbs twitched and spasmed while his tail thrashed back and forth, the death-throes of a man who’s brain had been pierced.


  Atop the Dragon, perched with his knees in the Inquisitor’s abdomen was an early-middle-aged Prong Horn stag. His brownish and tan fur had hints of gray mixed in, granting more of a mature nobility than any hint of old-age frailty. The Antelope’s black horns were well notched and dented from what had probably been a long life of violent conflict and his steady grip on his rapier kept it firmly in place, having skewered the Dragon’s lower jaw, pinning it to its upper-sibling via the blade that also emerged from the top of the reptile’s skull. Once the Inquisitor’s death throes finally abated the Prong Horn stood up, dusted himself off, and turned to the rest of the Church’s combatants who stood there stunned. The swashbuckler pulled out a second rapier from its scabbard on his hip and addressed them casually. “Alright then… who’s next?”


  The battle had come to a crashing halt with the loss of the Church’s commander and the opposition was quick to surrender. While it took the much smaller Wyaranese force every last man they had to keep control of the situation the policing efforts did not include Sir Umberto or his immediate allies. He joined Tobias, who had rushed over to the Prong Horn who had swung through the air to dispatch the Inquisitor. Once the two were side-by-side there was no mistaking the family resemblance; the embrace was also a dead give-away… along with the noogie accompanied by what was most likely a pet name “Fancy seeing you here, Budder!”


  The affectation didn’t seem to sit well with Tobias but it was taken in stride as the two quickly worked up a dialogue; Sir Umberto’s attention had already drawn to the staircase at the end of the hall leading from the dining room. Friar Juun had mentioned something about three Inquisitors: Efram, Ignus, and Rakka—still at large and the commander of the forces they just defeated was only one of them. The Wolverine couldn’t keep from wondering where the other two were; that curiosity was slackened only when he was faced with a second quandary: as he glanced around the dining hall he had to ask of himself: where was Brody?


  * * * * * *


  The sun was dawning by the time Brody made his way out of the Cathedral. It had never been difficult for the Doberman to maneuver his way through a building in a way that didn’t draw attention but he found some minor complications escaping a structure that was being policed by the Wyranese military. Granted, most of the soldiers were more occupied with Church guards or caring for wounded companions than a single Dog who had managed to piece together a loose-fitting set of Wyranese combat leathers. Had any one of them stopped him he would have been hard pressed to present a convincing response to any questions; his Wyranese was ‘iffy’ at best. Thankfully nobody had stopped him and he managed to bluff his way to the central hall—getting out of there had taken almost an hour.


  A good portion of the Wyranese forces were stationed at the main exit to prevent people from entering or leaving. Brody had been forced to maintain vigil from an oratory balcony positioned high above the torches that lit the floor level, sticking to the darkness as he observed the comings and goings of the invading forces. When he realized that anyone who came or went had some sort of script they presented it was not a difficult feat to render one such traveler unconscious after encountering him alone in a side hall. From there he took the pass and slipped easily out past the Wyranese soldiers by letting the pass speak for him. Little did he expect what awaited him outside.


  An angry collection of townsfolk had filled the streets and were mobbing the front of the Church. A decent sized military Wyranese military force remained outside to keep the peace but Brody realized it wouldn’t take much to set them off. He knew that any chaos would only help him slip away unnoticed but at the same time it would cause issues for the Wyranese which, in turn would cause issues for Sir Umberto. Sighing, Brody spent another twenty minutes mulling about amidst the Wyranese who were thankfully more interested in watching the townsfolk than looking for infiltrators among their rank and file. When he finally saw an opportunity Brody slid behind a shrubbery, doffing his leathers as he went.


  By the time he emerged the Doberman may as well have been one of the angry mob—in fact, for good measure he walked backwards through the crowd shouting angrily at the soldiers as he did so. All was going well until he backed up into a Rhino who did not move for him… and said brute latched onto the Dog’s shoulders with two powerful hands. At that point Brody was willing to admit that no plan ever went completely right. The Rhino then spoke. “Bout time you got here, Brody.”


  Then again, the comforting acknowledgement from one of his brother’s heavies reaffirmed that sometimes plans did go off without a hitch. He turned around and looked up at Vice; Brody didn’t know the Rhino’s real name but his nickname was well-earned. The Doberman responded to the thug as he rubbed his shoulder where the man’s thick fingers had quite likely caused a bruise. “Yeah yeah… you can complain to Bart later. The Wyranese know how to guard halls. Either way I’m here now.”


  The Rhino’s sour expression didn’t change. “You can tell him yourself.”


  The two meandered out of the crowd and Brody resisted asking the question until they were half-way down the adjoining street. “We’re going back to Vallara?”


  Vice’s expression finally changed; his grin wasn’t an improvement. “Nah… he’s here.”


  * * * * * *


  Christine Brownell had not been comfortable walking the streets of Newport in the pre-dawn hours and it had been almost as imposing during the early morning. Having spent her entire life in the much smaller, much more personable town of Vallara the large city was both daunting and overwhelming. Regardless, Chris had promised Sir Wiesen that she would carry out his wish before they had parted; having completed her task of delivering a missive to the Princess, the Doctor had resolved to complete her task for the Dragon and go to the Church to find Bishop Fulgaré. The trip became a little more bearable when she encountered Kesst.


  The Red Dragon seemed welcoming and polite, but distant in responses to her questions. She had a difficult time understanding why he was back in Newport when he had apparently found and been found by Wiesen in Graddin. He hinted that he knew what she carried for Wiesen but hadn’t come out specifically to say it. Even more disconcerting was how he walked her to the Cathedral and resolved to leave her when she was but one block away. He provided her the final directions and then departed with a powerful leap accompanied by the flap of wings he no longer kept hidden. Yet, despite all she had encountered on the streets and the odd interaction with Kesst what she found that morning at the Cathedral was even more impossibly mind-blowing.


  While Dr. Brownell had the longstanding opinion that men and women were equally qualified when it came to study and profession she had no qualms about admitting that society did not always see it that way. Suddenly finding herself dragged up in a chaotic tide of bodies pressed close together amidst angry shouts and promises of violence she felt more than ever that she was not equipped to handle the situation. Chris’s light physique did little to earn her any chance of moving behind the press of the crowd that only continued to grow on the streets outside of the Cathedral. She was a small Mouse hopelessly lost amidst a sea of mobbing townsfolk.


  Despite being in the thick of it nearly ten minutes passed before Dr. Brownell even realized what the gathering was about; Wyra was attacking Lehsunia; the invaders had taken over the Church; they had hostages; they were killing clergymen. None of what the mob had said seemed to carry anything even closely resembling sanity to it and it only caused her apprehension to grow. It wasn’t until mid-morning when the mulling about came to an end… in a most peculiar fashion.


  It started with a shout from the mob which spread quickly as arms extended skyward, pointing. Once Chris realized what was going on she turned to regard what everyone was identifying and that’s when she saw Kesst. The Red Dragon was perched on a nearby building, wings extended, dressed only in a pair of leggings. Almost as if theatrically planned the Dragon let out a roar, issuing out a powerful gout of flame into the air; the crowd erupted in an equally loud exclamation at his presence—the manic tone in the actually frightened her.


  Once he had everyone’s attention Kesst’s voice boomed across the street and Dr. Brownell recognized a quote from one of the holy books (she had never been very good with religious study to know precisely which). “And lo, said the Prophet ‘As I guide thee to thy pasture, listen to my words as I shepherd thee to His Grace. Accept not the temptation of indignation nor the fires of hate in His Name. Follow me to the safety of Home.’ ”


  The Mouse wasn’t exactly sure what Kesst meant by quoting the scripture and it was rapidly apparent that the mob was likewise confused. Eventually, however, they understood as he leapt from his perch and flew overhead. “Go home, people of Newport! The Wyranese are here at the request of the Church; they are doing God’s will!”


  While there was still some confusion amidst the crowd once a few people started departing the rest of the mob ultimately followed suit until the mass exodus began and the angry shouts and promises of violence faded away. Christine was so relieved that she didn’t even notice as Kesst’s next pass overhead took him in low—she continued not noticing right up until the moment his talons closed carefully around her forearms and she was pulled into the sky with him. She regretted the stereotypical maiden-in-danger scream the experience elicited from her but she followed it up quickly with a demand for more information. “What are you doing?!?!”


  Kesst’s voice was easily heard despite the whipping wind. “I offered to assist you with your delivery, and I meant it. I’m taking you to Fulgaré.”


  Her confusion was so complete that she had a hard time establishing a sane question. The most prominent thing on her mind was soon to be answered however as the Dragon had circled high enough that she could clearly see the destination of his flight plan: a large balcony on the Cathedral’s second highest spire. A question finally came to her. “Fulgaré is there?”


  The Dragon’s response prompted more questions than it answered. “Yes… assuming he’s still alive.”


  Chapter 10.4, Mechanations


  Chaos reigned supreme in the hallway as Alvis slid behind one of the large decorative columns. With several combatants between him and the University’s swordsmen he wasn’t in any immediate danger but the Mutt’s heart hadn’t slowed down since he had been in the supply cabinet. He remained where he was, watching Inigo and Alarice quickly dispatch three men only to have four more quickly take their place. The scholar glanced to where an epee had fallen onto the floor and slid away from its slain owner; unable to sit helplessly any longer Alvis went for it.


  Without a word he picked up the blade and got a feel for it in the way he’d been shown by Inigo. The Bat hadn’t taken the time to work with him individually but he’d had a few hours back when Roland had ben getting instructions; he suddenly wished that he’d taken it more seriously and spent less time finding excuses to push it off until later. Part of him expected that Jessen would eventually show him what he needed to know but facing a wave of trained swordsmen coming at their small group in the hall made him wonder if there would be a ‘later’.


  The sheer number of opponents eventually pushed Inigo and Alarice apart, making it harder for them to present a united front and endangering them of being surrounded. Swallowing his heart, which felt like it was trying to climb out of his throat, Alvis moved to fill the opening, keeping his sword far out in front of his body to fend off any attackers. His presence worked, for the most part, until a man stepped up to challenge him.


  The Bobcat wore a non-University tabard, identifying him as a member of the Order of Blades. He had an expression that was neither aggressive nor overly threatening, but perhaps that was why it was so intimidating; the Cat looked as though he was casually walking into a classroom for a day of study rather than leading the way with a sword on the field of battle. Alvis quickly stepped away, falling back as he swiped the air in front of him with his blade in warning to his opponent; the Bobcat continued forward regardless, not even bothering to meet the Mutt’s sword in the air.


  When the Cat finally did strike, however, Alvis was barely able to knock the weapon aside before it hit him. Only then did his opponent speak. “You’re not a warrior… put down the sword. I don’t get paid enough to kill scholars.”


  Although his hands were shaking and his knees were threatening to collapse Alvis somehow managed to hold his ground, raising his sword again in as threatening a pose as he could manage. “I’m not a scholar, technically. Do you get paid enough to fight with a student?”


  The Bobcat’s bland expression slowly dissolved as the feline began laughing. Although he kept his sword up the Blade pressed his free paw against his own forehead and rolled his eyes. “Heaven above… why do I even—”


  Alvis was pushed from behind as one of Alarice’s opponents backed into him. He stumbled forward, lashing out with his sword to protect himself from the Bobcat’s blade, which reflexively honed in on the Mutt as he advanced. Left-slash; his epee knocked the Cat’s sword to the side. Right slash; it had meant to be another maneuver designed to fend off his assailant but he’d taken another step in the meantime and the tip of his weapon opened up the Bobcat’s neck. Blood poured everywhere and the man dropped his weapon, paws latching onto his throat as he tried in vain to keep his fluids inside him. The Mutt looked away, dropping his own weapon in response.


  Inigo moved in quickly, dancing away from the two men he was fighting at once. “Don’t freeze up now, Alvis… not a good time for it.”


  The Mutt stared down at the Bobcat, who was still squirming, but that was coming to an end amidst an ever-spreading pool of red. “I… I—”


  The Bat bumped him aside, throwing the blade he held in his right hand at a crossbowman who had been taking aim at Alarice. Inigo hooked his toe under the sword Alvis had been wielding and hefted it up off the ground with his foot, catching it with his waiting fingers. He then pushed right back against the two men fighting against him. He brought the hand guard of the epee into the face of one opponent as he fended the other off with a series of slashes from his knife. With a second to breathe, he used the breath on directing the Mutt. “Just stay back… see if we can get out any of the windows.”


  Following Inigo’s directions, Alvis retreated from combat and went to check any possible escape routes. The Bat and his employer had entered through one of the class rooms and he saw that the window was unguarded but he also saw that there were men across the way on the building top they’d occupied before the signal was given. He looked down at the street and saw that there were more men there as well but they were filing out of the University and headed off down the street toward… “Jessen.”


  Alvis found himself worrying about his lover, but an exclamation of pain in the hallway brought him back to the present. Peeking out into the battle the Mutt saw that Alarice had her blade stuck in a guard’s ribs; he had fallen and she was still trying to withdraw it even as her other opponent closed. He wasn’t the only one to see it either, and Alvis watched as Roland spun around from his position of superiority looming over Professor Milhoy. The Husky-Wolf raised a gun in his off-paw and fired. Alvis shielded his face as a spray of blood erupted from the man’s back and it was enough of a distraction that he didn’t have the time to shout a warning when he saw Milhoy make his move.


  The Professor rose up from his place on the ground with a blade in his hand. He reached out and grabbed Roland by the belt, lashing out with his weapon and jamming it right up through the scholar’s ribcage. Alvis finally found his voice, crying out as Roland fell to his knees. Milhoy pushed harder, twisting the blade as he pulled Roland to the ground and rolled until he was atop him. By that time Alvis was running toward them. Milhoy pulled the blade free and raised it for another blow, and Roland leveled the pistol again.


  There had been another bullet in the weapon and the discharge painted Milhoy’s head across the ceiling. Roland continued pulling the trigger again and again, finger twitching reflexively until the dead man’s body slumped off of him. There was enough room in the battle line that Alvis was able to charge through it, elbowing a Rabbit—the only man who tried to stop him—in the face. He fell to his knees beside Roland. One of the Husky-Wolf’s arms was pinned beneath Milhoy’s unmoving body, the other clutching his abdomen.


  Alvis quickly took over, applying pressure to the wound. “Roland… let me see… let me see!”


  The Scholar winced, grimacing as his weak struggle against Alvis was over in moments, but not before he freed his arm from Milhoy’s unmoving corpse, stickingback into his own pocket as he did so. “He… I… damn, this hurts…”


  Unable to even see the wound clearly for all the blood pouring out, Alvis simply tried his best to staunch the flow but every piece of cloth he shoved at it was saturated in moments. “You’re bleeding… really bad. Hold still.”


  Roland wheezed, smiling as he groaned. “He got me… he got me, but I got him better… fuh—fucking Milhoy. I got you… I got you!”


  Alvis tried to take control, holding the Husky-Wolf down despite his struggles. “Stay still, Roland… stay—”


  The Shepherd-Husky froze, word stuck in his muzzle as a blade crossed his neck, pulling through his fur until it touched flesh and the voice behind him spoke with pure and unadulterated severity. “Stand up… now.”


  Alvis looked down to Roland, who was staring up at him, wheezing. He couldn’t help but marvel at how pale his friend’s gums were—of all things to notice. The man behind him was not gentle, gripping him by the shoulder and turning him to face the battlefield. For a moment Alvis caught sight of the man’s reflection in one of the class room windows; it was the Rabbit. His captor raised his voice to address Alarice and Inigo. “That’s enough. Put down your—”


  The Rabbit’s blade fell out of his hand and his grip on Alvis slackened, allowing the Mutt to escape. He spun to confront the man, only to have the Rabbit fall to his knees, hand grasping helplessly at Milhoy’s knife buried in his back. As the man fell it opened up Alvis’ view of Roland, who was standing with one paw doing little to lessen his rate of bleeding, the other outstretched toward where it had buried the knife; he fell a moment after the Rabbit.


  * * * * * *


  Tobias was astounded at the changes in Rolf. His older brother seemed far more predator than any Prong Horn had a right to be: filled out physique, countless battle scars, and a dangerous glint in his eye. The elder Severna seemed as far the opposite of how Tobias turned out than he could have imagined but what continued to draw his attention was one thing in particular. “Rolf… your… your horns!”


  Rolf hadn’t stopped moving since he’d arrived in the room and had lingered just long enough to say hello and collect his rapier from the slain Inquisitor before he continued onward, heading for the stairs at the end of the dining room. “Let me guess: Dad wouldn’t approve?”


  Tobias tried again and again to formulate some kind of verbiage suitable for the status of his brother’s ‘symbols of gentlemanhood’, such as they were. His horns were pitted, pleated, dented, cracked, pock-marked, scratched, scraped, and—“You had your horns capped?!?”


  The swashbuckler reached up to flick one of the metal tips with his index finger; it gave a metallic retort. “When you only have two arms it helps to find alternate means of combat. If you wanna talk you’d better walk. Come on, Budder.”


  “But… Rolf—”


  The other Prong Horn raised his voice. “You comin’, Gustave?”


  The Sea Otter raised a webbed paw. “Go on, lad… I gotta look after these poor souls… ‘sides, gotta have someone makin’ sure there ain’t a counter attack.”


  Sir Umberto was only a step behind. “Where are we going?”


  Rolf took the stairs two at a time, one weapon in each hand. “The Bishop went on ahead. We need to meet up with him.”


  Tobias followed but he stuck to one stair with each step. “Nobody went on ahead, Rolf… we were in the room the entire time and—”


  Slowing as he approached a door at the top of the staircase Rolf glanced back at him. “Right… if you were in the room the entire time you missed Bishop Fulgaré. He took a different route.”


  The Wolverine snorted, speaking aloud the previously unspoken explanation. “He flew.”


  The door, as it turned out, was locked. Surprisingly, however, Rolf was not deterred. Tobias stood in amazement as his brother pulled three strips of metal out of a leather bracer he wore and in a matter of moments the lock gave way to his ministrations. Tobias blurted. “You know how to open locks?!?”


  Rolf shrugged, stowing the lock picks again. “I know a little about lock picking, but, to be honest this one was easier than a Wyranese girl on Troop Homecoming day.”


  Sir Umberto pushed past a stunned Tobias, pausing only long enough to glance his way. “You sure he’s your brother? You two don’t sound a thing alike.”


  Tobias didn’t have a chance to answer; a blast of flame licked the walls and would have washed down the stairwell if not for the fact that Rolf had closed the door in time to block the worst of it. The older Prong Horn flashed a grin. “Looks like we found the right room.”


  Throwing the door open once more, Rolf sprang into the room and jumped aside to make room for Sir Umberto; Tobias was only a step behind, cane at the ready. Two Dragons were squaring off in the large room. Furniture hadn’t found its way to a wall had been overturned, upended, or incinerated. Both combatants appeared to have lost their clothing to flame; the Inquisitor had a circlet of office and the Bishop wore a medallion. They were wrestling by that point, locked talon-in-talon with neither apparently gaining an advantage in the struggle.


  Sir Umberto spoke up before either of the Prong Horns. “It’s over, Inquisitor. Your forces down below have surrendered. Time for you to do the same.”


  Bishop Fulgaré continued to grapple with the other Dragon, staring into the eyes of his opponent. “You’ve lost, Efram. Ignus has lost.”


  The Inquisitor sneered. “We haven’t lost… it’s just a setback. The others—”


  The Bishop stepped away, crossing his legs as he lowered himself to the ground and spun, tail sweeping the other Dragon’s legs out from under him. Inquisitor Efram hit the ground hard and Bishop Fulgaré pinned him by the throat with a talon. “The others will fail, just like you did here.”


  The Inquisitor started laughing, and grabbed the Bishop’s wrist with both of his talons. Tobias didn’t have a chance to shout out a warning but everyone else also caught sight of the glow appearing in his maw and they all stepped back as Bishop Fulgaré was bathed in flames. Tobias had seen dragon fire on a few occasions, but never had he been so close to the entirety of a full breath, and certainly not in an enclosed space. The Prong Horn raised his arms to protect his face from the heat, realizing that it was one thing if the two Dragons had been pelting one another with quick blasts of flame but for Bishop Fulgaré to have survived the full onslaught of such a powerful attack was next to—


  The Bishop remained completely unscathed, an outline of him blackened into the ceiling. Nobody in the room seemed as surprised as Efram. The Inquisitor went slack, back still on the floor. “Wha? You… you just…”


  Bishop Fulgaré continued staring down at him. “Do you yield, or no?”


  Efram looked almost ready to cry, and in Tobias’ opinion, probably if not for his amazement and disbelief he just might have. “I do.”


  The Bishop stood up, leaving the fallen Dragon where he lay. Dusting off his talons, the man turned to regard the group and accepted a cloak from Rolf. “Ah, thank you, Mr. Severna… I’m glad you were able to join me. Where is the Reverend?”


  Tobias continued to keep an eye on the defeated Inquisitor, unsure as to whether the man would give them any further trouble, but he didn’t. Rolf apparently ignored him altogether, focusing instead on the Bishop. “He stayed downstairs to help the wounded… wanted to stay behind in case the locals mounted a counter attack.”


  The Bishop changed focus so quickly Tobias thought at first that he might have misheard the Dragon’s words. “And this must be your brother.”


  Rolf had to elbow him before Tobias realized that the Bishop was looking at him. He introduced himself. “Tobias Severna, your Excellency. Yes—Rolf and I are brothers.”


  The Dragon smiled. “Ah yes. Your father is quite the pious man. Wood worker… a truly blessed profession.”


  Sir Umberto huffed. “Blessed?”


  The Bishop looked to the Wolverine but then spoke to Tobias after acknowledging the question. “Of course, Templar. Any man who has the skill for and the joy of creating something is blessed in all he accomplishes.”


  Tobias felt his ears redden in a blush as he spoke. “That isn’t from scripture, your Excellency—”


  Bishop Fulgaré’s smile widened. “It isn’t from scripture, Mr. Severna. Not all wisdom comes from holy texts. Why? Where do you think it originates?”


  The Scholar hoped he wasn’t wrong. “The Teachings of the Four—a tale from the legends among the Tribesmen.”


  The Dragon nodded. “So it is.”


  Rolf glanced between the Bishop and Tobias then back to the Bishop. “What’re we gonna do about Ignus, Your Excellency?”


  Bishop Fulgaré walked over to a wooden wall and extracted his holy scepter of office from where it had been imbedded. “Lindenes, 22:30.”


  It was Umberto who quoted it. “Let all who see My Light come out of the Darkness, and for those who flee the Light, ever shall they dwell in what they have built for themselves.”


  The Dragon nodded, then calmly took a seat on one of the few sofas that had survived the altercation. “I will remain here with Efram. Go; give Ignus a chance to come back to the light.”


  Tobias had to ask. “…and if he doesn’t?”


  Rolf slapped a hand down on his brother’s shoulder. “Come on, Budder… we got us an Inquisitor to save.”


  The irony was not lost to the scholar.


  * * * * * *


  Gift-of-the-Earth had been around the Stone Tribe long enough to realize the importance of the ‘ritual’ that was being held. Among his own people the transfer of responsibilities for the greatest among them was pivotal in the progress from one generation to the next and the Stone Tribe had their own similar customs. For the Valley Tribe any time the mantle of Chieftain, Shaman, or Huntmaster was handed off everything stopped and the entire tribe froze until they could discover how things had changed; insofar as Gift-of-the-Earth could tell the position of ‘King’ among the Stone Tribe was like all three put into one and that could only have made things harder for them.


  The ‘ritual’ in question, which seemed far more like an argument than any actual reverent ceremony was held that morning. It took place atop a broad, squad overlook at the end of the precipice standing high over the grand river that framed the city. Off to the left perched on the same cliff was the enormous stone building that acted as a home to Wild-Wolf’s family—the word was ‘castle’ if he remembered correctly.


  Having followed Princess Noriene to the site of the meeting they had the benefit of getting a good view of the proceedings. The crowd was thick around Gift-of-the-Earth and his traveling companions, consisting of numerous Men of Symbol and others who were dressed in what the Bear recognized as fine clothing by Stone Tribe standards. Further back in the crowd were others from the city as more and more of the populace gathered to try and witness the proceedings. Roaring-Flood was directly behind him and Sanmer the fox was perched on the big black Bear’s shoulders. Theo stood in front of the two Bears, giving the much shorter-statured Ermine a buffer from the rest of the pushing, jostling Stone Tribesmen.


  A short distance away, also creating a vanguard among the crowd were the two men who had arrived in Graddin with Wild-Wolf. Brother Rhys stood calmly, an arm’s length from Runs-on-Air, a messenger Stag from the Yew Tribe. He’d met the latter on many occasions but the former was a fairly new acquaintance. Either way he realized that both men would be vouched for by Wild-Wolf and so his eyes lingered less on them than they did the large, broad-shouldered stranger who was standing to their right.


  Some kind of Canine or Lupine, the man’s breeding was not easily recognizable due to a wide brimmed hat and a full body cloak. What Gift-of-the-Earth did notice was that beneath the hat the figure had a scarf wrapped around his face. In the Bear’s experience few members of the Stone Tribe went to such great lengths to hide their features unless they didn’t want to be recognized and that idea didn’t sit well with him… not at such an important ritual.


  He turned to his brother, speaking quietly in the People’s tongue. “Watch the man there. He may be up to something.”


  Roaring-Flood glanced around. “Which man?”


  Gift-of-the-Earth elbowed the large black Bear and pointed from under the cover of his forearm. “He is standing near the front of the gathering between us and Wild-Wolf’s men.”


  The jeweler-bear sighed when his brother turned and looked blatantly; Roaring-Flood never was much for subtlety. “He’s leaving.”


  The stranger was indeed withdrawing into the crowd. “He saw us watching.”


  His brother nodded, turning back to him. “Now you don’t have to worry about him.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth wished that were true but he had a feeling that a possible danger he didn’t see would be far worse than one he was able to keep sight of. The brown Bear glanced to the gathering of the three Wolf siblings and noticed that Wild-Wolf was looking over his sister’s shoulder toward them with his ears up. With a quick gesture of his paws, Gift-of-the-Earth related what information he could using paw signals the hunters among the tribes used. It was not something with which he was intimately familiar but he believed he got the idea across by using the signs for “Possible danger. Be aware.”


  The Bear felt even less comfortable when Wild-Wolf signed back inconspicuously “I know.”


  * * * * * *


  Brother Rhys had met Brother Maynard only once in his life but the Prince-Regent’s steward was important enough an individual that the Rat recognized him immediately. Other than the three siblings Brother Maynard was the only other individual sitting at the table that had been put in place at the appointed meeting area. The conversation started out less than cordially and only got worse. Within ten minutes Brother Maynard was standing with one paw firmly on the table, the other arm outstretched, finger pointed at the Princess accusingly. “It would have all been resolved by now if not for your power-hungry grab for control!”


  Princess Noriene’s response was less than gracious but she spoke in a much more reserved yet somehow just as accusing tone. “Take a look in the mirror if you’re looking to levy accusations of overthrowing the ruling bloodline, Maynard.”


  Her comment brought about an explosive response from Prince Regent Thaddius who likewise sprang to his feet, growling as he placed both paws on the table. “Enough, Sister! Know your place! You can’t speak to a Priest like—”


  Prince Malcom interrupted the argument by grabbing his sister and throwing her at his brother. “DOWN!”


  Both the Princess and the Prince Regent tumbled to the ground in a pile followed quickly by Prince Malcom. Chaos ensued as everyone in the crowd murmured, mulling about as they tried to figure out what was going on. Brother Rhys had trouble comprehending one very specific shout. “Someone help! They shot the Priest!”


  A few moments later the Rat’s brain caught up to the events and he saw Brother Maynard clutching at a quarrel sticking out of his chest. The Dog was kneeling over the table by that point, blood staining his paw red. Rhys quickly took a step forward before jumping in surprise when a second bolt joined the first and the black-furred Canine slumped to the ground, collapsing. At that point the Rat ran to his aid. “Someone get a doctor!”


  The three siblings were standing again; Malcom was looking over his brother and sister as they each took stock of the situation. Thaddius reacted first upon seeing the fallen priest, letting out a scream of alarm as he pushed Malcom and Noriene aside and ran to where the Dog had fallen. Rhys had been ready to render what aid he could but he realized very swiftly that there was no hope for a dead man. He ended up with a large Lupine paw in his face pushing him back. “Get away from him!”


  Thaddius grabbed the Priest and cradled him against his chest, crying out in anguish as he rocked the unmoving body back and forth. “No! Nonononononononono… no… Brother Maynard… please no… God, don’t take him from me… Please!”


  Prince Malcom made his way over slowly, stopping to reach down and help Rhys to his feet. He gave the Priest a pat on the shoulder before he passed the Rat and moved to his brother. “He’s gone, Thaddius. Come—we all need to get to safety before—”


  A wordless roar caused the entire crowd to recoil as a large cloaked figure sprang out from the gathering. The man was dressed in loose, baggy clothing and had a full body cloak. He wore a wide brimmed hat and though he had the bearing of a Wolf he must have tucked his ears up into it rather than let them out through the ear holes. Brother Rhys fell back, catching only a glimpse of his amber eyes as the rest of his face was hidden by a scarf. There was one other important thing he noticed, and he shouted it aloud. “HE HAS A KNIFE!”


  The guards at the gathering moved quickly to intercept but the assailant was faster still as he pushed past both Tribal Bears standing near Noriene. Grabbing Theo with a gloved paw he hurled the Ermine at the closest guard and shoulder-checked the second, causing both the fall over. After that there was no obstacle to the Princess. She turned to face the attacker, paw sliding into the folds of her overcoat. The cream-furred Wolf drew out a small, single shot pistol and madeready to aim it as the man slowed to attack… only he didn’t slow.


  The assailant collided with the Princess, not even saying a word as he bum-rushed her, knocked her off her feet… and carrying her over the cliff. They both spiraled down out of view and into the crashing surf and jagged rocks far below.


  It was Malcom’s turn to scream. “NO!!!!”


  The younger Wolf’s cry was enough to break Thaddius out of his stupor where he sat, holding the slain body of the Priest. He looked up as if in a daze, glancing first to his brother then to the empty spot where Noriene had been standing. Brother Rhys watched the Prince Regent and he could practically see the gears turning in the older Wolf’s head. Thaddius spoke quietly, but with certainty. “She’s gone? She’s gone. I abdicate.”


  Prince Malcom just stood there, stunned. “What?”


  Thaddius lowered his head again. “The throne. It’s yours, Malcom… it’s yours.”


  Chapter 10.5, Mechanations


  Inigo recognized the expression on Nicole’s face; she was ready to leave. With a temporary pause in the fighting the Human woman took the opportunity to break from the battle line. “I’m going to find a way out. Help Alvis.”


  The order was vague but with the scholar trying to move his unconscious friend the meaning was fairly certain. Having had a fair amount of experience transporting dead weight the Bat moved in and began directing the Husky-Shepherd even as he knelt down to pick up Roland’s legs himself. “Grab his shoulders.”


  Despite being a scholar, Roland was not exactly a small Wolf-Dog. The two of them managed to heft him up and with little more than a nod in a direction Inigo motioned for Alvis to go after Nicole. The woman hadn’t chosen the same window through which they had entered, which made sense since there was nothing underneath that exit to break a fall or climb down. Instead, Nicole had chosen a room two more doors to the right and was busy pulling the sill off of the wall to create more space for an exit. She looked up as they joined her in the room. “Set him on the desk over there and help me… we’ll need to attached the grapnel here.”


  Alvis’s ears raised even as he and Inigo moved to follow her directions. “Grapnel?”


  Rather than answer verbally Nicole simply continued working, tearing a section of her dress open so she could access the spindle of metal cord and the collapsible hook she stored beneath her girdle. At any other time Inigo would have had a great quip about her getting naked but he was suddenly distracted by the very prominent sound of several boots striking the wooden floor in rapid steps outside in the hall. “We’ve got company.”


  She hazarded a glance in his direction and she knew him well enough that he knew that the direction of his ears would tell her all she needed to know. Pulling the spring-loaded spool of metal cord off of her clothing, Nicole pressed a hidden catch on the hook and it unlatched, popping out into its full three-dimensional-glory. She stuck the grapnel against the wall and gave it a solid kick with her boot, firmly locking it in place; the spool of metal cord was thrown down to the street and it unwound as it went. “Alvis… you’re first.”


  The Mutt wasn’t very accommodating. “What about Roland?”


  Inigo glanced to Nicole and saw the expression he’d come to recognize as an argument in the works but it quickly disappeared and she simply frowned. “You go down first. Give the spool down there two tugs and it’ll retract. Once you’re down there we’ll tie him off and lower him down to you. We don’t have time for more questions. Go!”


  The scholar had nowhere near as much experience scaling buildings as Inigo did and the bat watched as Alvis stared at the window. He could tell the Mutt was trying to piece together the steps of ‘jumping’ out of a window in his mind so he moved over to provide a very basic pep talk. “Make sure you have a good grip on the cord—you’re gonna hold it in both paws and rest your weight evenly on it as you lower yourself down by wrapping it under your butt… here… like this.”


  The Bat was just stating to trail the cord down the scholar’s back when the sound of metal-on-metal pealed out clearly from the street below. The early-morning road was invaded by a vast melee of University forces as they were pushed back toward the building from around the corner and a moment later another squad appeared, falling back from the other direction. It was Alvis who questioned what was happening first. “The militia?”


  Nicole motioned for Inigo to abandon the climbing line. “If there’s a fight going on down there then the University’s men are routed. Milhoy’s dead and unless I miss my guess the Council of Deans is under a few thousand pounds of rubble.”


  Inigo was able to assume what she was getting at. “So you’re saying we won?”


  She glanced his way and despite the levity of her words her expression didn’t match the humor. “Assuming we live? Yes.”


  The sound of boots halted outside in the hall and Inigo heard many voices speaking; they were taking a moment to examine the remnants of the battle the group had left outside and it would be a matter of seconds before their foes realized where they’d gone. He glanced to the open window and the grappling hook, then to the doorway, and finally to Nicole, who was already looking at him. They spoke in unison. “Marin’s Tower? Marin’s Tower.”


  Alvis glanced to the door then each of them in turn. “What’s Marin’s Tower?”


  Inigo moved obediently to the wall just to the left of the door and motioned for the Mutt. “Commere. You’ll see.”


  Nicole brought the scholar over and pressed herself up against the wall next to the Bat, motioning for Alvis to do the same on the other side of her. The door knob turned slowly and the door opened inward toward the three of them, blocking the group from view as three University soldiers stepped in. More were coming but Inigo continued with the same plan they’d used when they had been outnumbered in Marin’s Tower two years prior: he threw himself against the door, knocking back the next soldier who had been about to enter. With a pistol in either hand the Bat pushed one against the door itself and one to the back of the head of rearmost of the three and pulled both triggers.


  Nicole was a step behind and had both of her blades slipped into the backs of the remaining aggressors before the body of the shot soldier had hit the floor. From there, both fell back from the door, turning to face it for the next wave of men courageous enough to face them. As far as a hold out plan it was a desperate one but if luck was with them they had just thinned out the numbers of their opponents by four. Assuming there weren’t too many left it could have made the pivotal difference. The door slowly opened again and Inigo’s heart fell; there were still a half-dozen, all with long-rifles aimed in at them. “Shit.”


  One of the soldiers at the front, a Bull Dog, spoke clearly and evenly. “Lay down your weapons and surrender, terrorists. You’re being held for—”


  His words were interrupted by Milhoy’s voice. At first Inigo was in complete disbelief that the man was still alive, but after a moment he realized that it was some kind of copy. All eyes turned toward Roland, who was laying atop the desk, breath still coming out at a wheeze, bloody paw gripping what appeared to be a small sound recorder. “…and with the dissolution of the governing body of inter-study Deans we will be able to take control of the University of Progressive Thought and bar any non-likeminded individuals from practicing science whatsoever.”


  The Wolf-Dog’s paw fidgeted, and the voice reversed, and played back the same thing again. He managed to wheeze “…we’re… not… terrorists…”


  Alvis slowly detached himself from the wall and went to Roland’s aid. He took hold of his bloody paw and looked at the Guards. “This is Scholar Roland Silverfang… I’m… uh… Alvis Lazarus… a student here. It’s Milhoy! He’s the one responsible for all of this.”


  The Bull Dog slowly stood up from his firing position but his rifle remained aimed. “If that’s what it sounds like then you’re worth hearing out… but not until you drop your weapons.”


  Inigo dropped his pistols; they were empty anyway. His fingers inched closer to the blades he had hiding in his bandoleer. The Bat mumbled quietly as he glanced over toward Nicole. “The Hearth-Warming party?”


  The Human slowly laid her blades down on the table near her. “No, Inny… just… wait.”


  The Bull Dog motioned to Alvis. “Bring the recorder here, Mr. Lazarus.”


  The Mutt gently pulled the device from Roland’s paw and walked it to the Dog; it continued playing the whole time. The guard’s ears rose. “This is the Dean’s.”


  Inigo smirked; what little he knew about Milhoy suggested the Human was a pompous prick who was self-glorifying in everything he did. There was little doubt that the obsessive man had likely chronicled every last bit of his own misdeeds. The smile disappeared when one of the other guards asked the Bull Dog a very poignant question. “Sir? What do we do with the prisoners?”


  The leader of the University’s men changed his focus from the recorder to Inigo and the rest of the group before looking to the other guards. “They’re not prisoners… they may have just saved the University.”


  * * * * * *


  Umberto’s paw had so tight a grip of his sword’s hilt that the leather lashings of it creaked almost every time he took a step. The thought of going into combat hadn’t phased him in a long time but the thought of doing battle with church forces and an Inquisitor was not something he had thought he would face in a dozen lifetimes. More than that, however, was the one thing that stayed on his mind as he led the group up the winding, circular staircase.


  Ultimately it was Tobias who spoke the concern aloud. “What I can’t figure out is why the Bishop isn’t coming with us?”


  Rolf, who was surprisingly naive for a worldly swashbuckler, provided the too-obvious response. “He said he was going to watch Inquisitor Efram.”


  Umberto explained the hole in the man’s observation. “There’s more to it than that. He could have had us do that for him. Inquisitor Ignus is at the center of this… there’s got to be a reason the Bishop isn’t doing this himself.”


  Tobias offered a genteel smile. “Well, I would say he doesn’t want to get his talons dirty, but, then again we saw how he handled Inquisitor Efram.”


  Rolf shushed everyone. “Shh… we’re getting close to the top.”


  The dark horned Antelope pushed past Umberto, clearing the last few dozen steps two at a time before easing up to the door at the top and pressing his ear to it. Umberto, whose armor clanked every time he moved came to a stop to provide Rolf the opportunity to listen; a moment later the Prong Horn threw himself against the wall as a resounding boom heralded an explosive eruption from the door where his head had been a moment before. The swashbuckling cervine recovered quickly, noting flippantly “It appears as though we’re expected.”


  Content to bypass subtlety, the Wolverine ascended the last few steps and barreled into the door, shoulder leading the way. The damaged barrier broke inward, splintering the moment his pauldron plate struck it. The Templar stood facing a large, black-scaled Dragon with a short-barreled musket in one talon and a large canvas supply bag hefted over his other shoulder. Pointing to the Inquisitor with his sword, Sir Umberto declared “Surrender, Inquisitor. You are done here.”


  The Dragon stared at him for several seconds until the reptile’s eyes glanced past; Rolf and Tobias had stepped up beside the Wolverine. Inquisitor Ignus’ eye ridges raised. “And where is the good Bishop? I was expecting Fulgaré, not his underlings.”


  Rolf stepped forward, brandishing both of his swords. “I’m sorry you’re disappointed, but if it’s any consolation I’m sure the Bishop will find some time in his busy schedule to visit you while you’re rotting away in a dungeon somewhere particularly unpleasant.”


  Tobias likewise stepped forward, holding his walking cane up in as aggressive a gesture as was possible considering it was just a piece of wood. “You’re a disgrace to the church.”


  The black horned swashbuckler sighed, mumbling aside “We’ll have to work on your trash talking, Budder… that was a 3-of-5, at best.”


  Umberto watched in angry disbelief as the Inquisitor rolled his eyes and began to casually reload his weapon with a single talon, heavy duffle bag still held on one shoulder. “You don’t really expect to defeat me, do you?”


  The Wolverine stepped forward, sword point aimed at the Dragon’s chest. “That’s enough. Drop the firearm.”


  Rather then letting go of the musket, Inquisitor Ignus dropped the bag instead; it landed with a heavy thud, accompanied by an audible “Oof!”


  The Templar was taken aback… even more so when Ignus raised a leg and rested his foot atop the discarded luggage, his largest claw digging into the canvas. “In the event you haven’t figured out what’s going on, allow me to enlighten you…”


  The Dragon’s claw cut into the bag and a frenzied, muffled cry emerged from it, accompanied by a damp spot surrounding the puncture. Despite not needing the answer vocalized, Rolf did so anyway. “You coward… hiding behind—”


  The Inquisitor interrupted him “Behind ‘a person of importance’?”


  Sir Umberto’s sword remained pointed. “Release your prisoner. Now!”


  The Dragon snorted, and his claw dug deeper. “Would you care to rephrase that, Templar?”


  The Wolverine took a step forward, but he halted at the sound of Rolf’s swords hitting the ground. “Sir Umberto—don’t.”


  Inquisitor Ignus’ grin widened. “Smart man.”


  The Templar’s attention shifted from the Dragon to the duffel bag, which was squirming beneath his foot. “You won’t get away with this.”


  Rolf huffed. “Cliché… but true.”


  Tobias took a step forward, grip tightening on his walking stick. “We’re at an impasse, Inquisitor. Do more people really have to die?”


  With weapon reloaded, Inquisitor Ignus leveled the firearm toward them. “This isn’t as much of an impasse as you think. And, no—no more people have to die as long as you drop your weapons.”


  Sir Umberto’s sword tip never wavered, still pointing at the Dragon’s chest. “Why?”


  Rolf’s hand reached out to grab the Wolverine’s wrist. “Drop your sword.”


  The Templar glanced at the swashbuckler in disbelief. “What?”


  The Prong Horn sighed. “He has the Bishop’s son.”


  Sir Umberto snorted. “So that’s why he didn’t join us… he—”


  The Inquisitor stepped down harder and the muffled cry from within the bag reached a fevered tempo. “He’s a coward… yes. Now: Drop. Your. Weapons.”


  The Templar’s grip finally slackened and his blade fell to the ground. “You’re not an Inquisitor… you’re a monster.”


  The Dragon smirked, removing his foot from the bag. “Now turn around, and drop to your knees.”


  Umberto did as was requested and turned around to face the rest of his party; Rolf likewise turned and lowered himself to the floor, but Tobias remained standing. “You won’t get away with this, Inquisitor.”


  Rolf sighed. “Still cliché… and still low on the trash-talking scor—”


  The swashbuckler’s objection was interrupted as Tobias pulled his arm back and launched his walking stick right at the Inquisitor. The darted piece of wood didn’t do any real damage to the Dragon but it was enough of a distraction that the Scholar was able to follow it up by charging the short distance and hurling his body, shoulder-first into the Inquisitor’s gut.


  Sir Umberto stood immediately, grabbing his sword from where it lay on the ground; being covered in armor, however, he was much slower than Rolf. The Prong Horn swordsman was up in an instant, likewise charging the Dragon; he arrived just in time to fend off the Inquisitor’s blade, which had appeared seemingly out of nowhere and started a downward arc toward the scholar with whom he was grappling. Rolf deflected the attack and struck the reptile’s wrist with the flat of his other sword, disarming him neatly.


  By that time Umberto was in the fray and used a metal arm-guard to parry a nasty claw heading right for Rolf’s throat. Tobias managed to disengage, falling back through an opening between the Templar and the swordsman. Inquisitor Ignus grinned, opening his maw as little rivulets of liquid fire beaded out from beneath his serrated teeth; with no time to spare, Umberto raised a gauntleted first… and, with all his might, slammed it into the Dragon’s lower jaw.


  The uppercut knocked the Inquisitor’s aim off, launching a powerful conflagration straight into the wooden ceiling overhead. Umberto readied his sword to deliver the killing blow, but Rolf’s weight slammed into him from the side, knocking them both out of the way as the ceiling collapsed.


  It took a moment for the dust, smoke, and cinders to clear, but Umberto was on his feet well before that. He stood at the ready, prepared to continue the fight, facing the Inquisitor’s last known position… but it turned out to be unnecessary; the Dragon had fallen, pinned to the floor by several heavy pieces of debris. The Inquisitor was no longer paying attention to them, rather, his focus was on the large wooden beam that had been nailed into his sternum. The Templar nodded in confidence. “Now it’s over.”


  Ignus turned to regard him, blood seeping out of his nose and ichor spilling from his muzzle. Still, he laughed. “It’s… all over…”


  The Templar didn’t realize that the Dragon still had the musket until the weapon discharged… but it wasn’t aimed at him… or Rolf… or Tobias. The shot tore cleanly through the duffle bag and the squirming ceased. The damage had been done; Inquisitor Ignus died smiling.


  * * * * * *


  Bishop Fulgaré felt the exact moment his creation was been destroyed; first, as a stabbing phantom pain deep in his chest and then as a soft, gentle breath flowing back into his lungs. There were those within the Church who knew enough about True Dragons to realize that they were tied to their creations, but few without The Breath of Creation understood it fully; Fulgaré at that moment had no doubt that Ignus had destroyed his ‘child’ fully expecting it to cause harm to the creator. He was only partially correct.


  In truth, any destruction of a creation into which the Breath had been exhaled meant only that the portion of soul would return to the Dragon who spawned it. Unfortunately, every time it happened the Dragon was left lessened by it; in his long life Fulgaré had lost eleven creations in such a way and the destruction of his future body made number twelve. He didn’t truly know how many creations a True Dragon could have destroyed before his ability to Breathe life into something new but he had a feeling it wasn’t many more than ten. Regardless, he had much to accomplish and couldn’t dwell on something he couldn’t change.


  The Dragon sat in the tower atrium with his back to the stairs as he spent time gently working a damaged flange back into place on his scepter; it had struck the wall fairly hard in his altercation with Inquisitor Efram and he held a long-standing belief that all symbols deserved to be flawless… a belief that had caused problems for the last hundred and fifty years in ways he had been unable to foresee. Like his scepter he was in the middle of correcting it. Unlike his scepter, the Mechanists were not so easily bent back into shape.


  What had originally been created as a secret order to protect the secrets of the Dragons after the Menzylian War came to an end had become a far-reaching secret organization with the goal of providing not-so-gentle corrections to the world by manipulating events from the shadows. Fulgaré would have liked to have thought that its deviation from the original plan was without his knowledge but, in truth he had not only been ignoring the signs but he could have been guilty of some assistance with its metamorphosis ‘here and there’ for over a hundred years. The fact that only felt wrong in the decade-or-so made him worry for himself… and the lies he continued to speak.


  When he said he wished to stay behind to watch after Inquisitor Efram the Bishop was only telling a half-truth; in actuality he had soldiers come to take him away. The real reason he wished to stay behind was because he knew he would be unable to face Ignus while the Inquisitor had his creation hostage; if he was forced to choose between bringing Ignus to justice and saving his new body there was no doubt in Fulgaré’s mind that his own self-interests would prevail. In that he had great fault of character—one he could not overlook.


  The tower room had balcony off to the Dragon’s left and he didn’t miss the sound of the double doors opening; someone entering from the balcony meant only one thing. The Dragon didn’t bother turning around as he addressed the newcomer. “I assume he found you.”


  Fulgaré had met Kesst only one time and that had been shortly after Wiesen created him. Considering his brother always made his bodies ten years before taking them he was fairly certain that it had been about a decade since he’d last encountered the Clockwork Dragon and yet his voice was still unmistakable. “Hello, Bishop Fulgaré.”


  He didn’t miss the formal title given to him by the visitor; standing, Fulgaré turned to face the visitor and was surprised to see that he was accompanied by a young Mouse woman. Setting the unexpected guest out of his mind, the Bishop turned to regard his brother’s creation. “You’re really you then… and not Wiesen.”


  The red Dragon nodded. “I’m sorry if you’re disappointed with his decision.”


  Fulgaré laughed, collapsing back into the large armchair he’d chosen as his seat. “Disappointed? Hardly, lad… Wiesen had always been that much more courageous than myself… it’s why he set you on the path to flee from the Church… why he set out on his own… and why he ultimately decided that it was time, and chose to let you life your life.”


  The Mouse glanced between the two of them, one paw pressed to her throat in surprise while the other shuffled within the pocket of her petticoat. “I apologize, Your Excellency, but I must interrupt at the behest of Sir Wiesen.”


  The Dragon chuckled, turning to regard the fetching young Mouse woman. There had been a time when his interests had extended beyond those of Dragonkind and perhaps if he had been a few centuries younger he might have considered her attractive, but he had long since passed that inclination. “Is that so? And what is your place in all of this, my child?”


  Kesst reached out a talon and took gentle hold of her arm before she could approach Fulgaré. “Before Wiesen came to me he asked Dr. Brownell to deliver something to you.”


  She pulled her arm free of the Red Dragon’s grasp. “I can speak for myself.”


  The bemused Bishop managed to keep his expression neutral despite his lips’ interest in curling into a grin. “She’s a Doctor, and she doesn’t need a man to speak for her, young one. The University truly does foster progressive thought.”


  The comment made her frown, but she took another step closer. “I don’t know what it is, but I was told that he was making it for a traveling companion… and he asked that I seek you out and give it to you.”


  Fulgaré extended a talon. “Well then, I most humbly accept his gift.”


  Kesst continued speaking even as the Mouse placed a clockwork orb of some kind into his palm. “I know that one reason you came to Lehsunia to try and convince him not to give himself over to… whatever comes next.”


  The Bishop nodded thoughtfully, listening to the Red Dragon while toying with the strange device created by his brother; it was tiny, scarcely as large as an eyeball, but incredibly intricate in its design. “It was one of many, yes.”


  The Red Dragon continued. “But also because you were trying to eliminate the Mechanists here before starting it over again.”


  Fulgaré looked up from the metal orb, eyes meandering to the Mouse woman standing near him before glancing back to Kesst. “What my brother knew or thought he knew is best kept to private discussions, young man… not everyone can be privy to what may or may not be.”


  Kesst’s next words were so like his brother that the Bishop could practically hear them in Wiesen’s words. “Let the Mechanists die, Fulgaré. The people need to decide their own fate.”


  It was an argument he’d shared with his brother for decades, and so his answer was already textbook. “The people may decide poorly. You know I can’t do that, Wie—”


  A silence filled the room as everyone present knew what name he was going to say. It was most inconvenient because of the Mouse’s presence, and she only made it worse. “His name is Kesst, Your Excellency… Wiesen was his father.”


  Fulgaré sighed, slumping deeper into his chair. He ignored the Mouse’s comment in favor of continuing his discussion with Wiesen’s ‘heir’. “One of the Inquisitors here killed my replacement… I trust you know what that means, Kesst?”


  The conversation was interrupted when the Mouse’s ears perked and she turned to face the stairwell. She glanced back to the Bishop. “I beg your pardon, Your Excellency… but… have you met a Prong Horn by the name of Tobias?”


  The Dragon smiled. “Tobias Severna… yes, of course.”


  She fidgeted, “Is he… by chance…?”


  He saw the way she motioned to the stairwell and he nodded in response. “He joined the men attempting to apprehend Inquisitor Ignus. Yes… up that way, in fact.”


  The Mouse turned to Kesst. “Forgive me, please I need to make sure he’s not getting himself killed… the stupid man.”


  The Red Dragon’s acknowledgement only got half-way out before she sprinted for the stairs, disappearing up them in a flash. Fulgaré chuckled. “Charming woman… truly.”


  The Red Dragon nodded, and picked up the discussion where they left off, being much more frank without the woman present. “If you lost a body it means you’ll need to create another.”


  Fulgaré shook his head, realizing that Kesst didn’t know because Wiesen most likely didn’t know either. “No… it means I have twenty, perhaps thirty years left. I cannot make another… not again.”


  Kesst looked him over appraisingly. “Can’t? Or won’t?”


  The Bishop gently stroked the small clockwork orb his brother had gifted to him posthumously. “I am old. I was the eldest of all our siblings, you know… almost eighteen years more than Wiesen.”


  He realized that Kesst did indeed know; if Wiesen had done what he’d set out to do then there would be very little that the Red Dragon didn’t know. “He—I know that there are limits to The Breath… you’re saying you’ve reached yours?”


  Fulgaré stared off at the wall, the very act of admitting it draining him. “Every time we Create we give up some ourselves. Even if we later join with our creation something is lost in the process. When our creations are destroyed even though a portion returns to us we lose a little more.”


  “So you are dying.”


  The Bishop turned to Kesst with a scowl. “I’ve been afraid of death for millennia… what could you possibly know of dying that I haven’t considered? Wiesen wasn’t willing to let you die so he could live… I envy him that his death could have meaning… that he could have a choice.”


  The Red Dragon moved over and took a seat on a fallen table, balancing on its edge. “All life has meaning; death is no exception.”


  Fulgaré laughed, scoffing at the same time. “Horiette, 3:14… Wiesen always did like Horiette.”


  Kesst nodded thoughtfully. “He did… yes. And you liked the Book of Virtues…”


  The Dragon searched the Red Dragon’s expression for any indication of double-meaning; his tone suggested there was more to the comment than he let on. “What has Wiesen instilled in you, Kesst? You’re hinting at something…”


  His ‘nephew’ blinked, folding his talons in front of himself as he regarded the Bishop. “Book of Virtue—Epiphany, 4:12.”


  The Bishop didn’t need anything more than the reference. “And lo, until thou seest the world through thine Brother’s eyes cast ye not doubt of his Witness.”


  Kesst nodded. “Goodbye, Fulgaré.”


  With nothing more to be said the Red Dragon about-faced and followed the Mouse woman up the stairs, leaving the Bishop to stare down at the small clockwork orb in his palm. He stared at it for many long moments before the next thought entered his mind. Could it? Would it?


  Fulgaré got to his feet taking in a deep breath as he whispered the last vestiages of his Breath against the clockwork mechanism. It failed to respond… but not because he had nothing left to give, but because there was already Something there. The Bishop smiled, realizing that his brother hadn’t abandoned him… he gave him what he hadn’t expected: meaning.


  It took no real effort and hardly any hesitance for Fulgaré to work his own mechanical eye out of its metallic socket; he worked the one into place and took one more look around. He had lived for a long time—far longer than any Dragon had the right. Holding his detached eye up to his lips, the Bishop inhaled deeply, taking the essence from not only the mechanism in his palm, but from the one that had found a new home in him. He closed his eyes… and Wiesen opened them.


  Epilogue, Part 1


  Sandoval could have taken the long footpath down to the base of the cliff along the northern side of Graddin but that would have subjected him to possible attention and an assuredly longer descent. As with most of his undertakings the swordsman required both speed and tact, thus he elected to descend the rocks from an overhang just a short ways down from the top. His rope was strong and his skill with knots was unquestioned; he had no doubt he would reach the problem but he still lamented that he had to make the climb.


  The swordsman’s trip from the top of the precipice to the scant shoreline below took nearly twenty minutes and when he arrived at the bottom he had to swing inward to reach (mostly) dry land. The various rocks lining the coast for several dozen yards out to sea were unforgiving but at least they broke up the surf and so very little of the wave action cast itself up the small spit of land emerging from the base of the cliffs.


  He had heard the crowd around the meeting site repeat time and time again that the stone shards beneath the cliff were an unforgiving, complete, and total carpet of rock-hard death; the Princess was doubtlessly dead but there was some solace in knowing that her assassin had met the same brutal death. There was little doubt that both battered, crumpled bodies would go without entombment and that the sea crabs would serve as their pallbearers. Sandoval was far more optimistic… and, despite nearly an hour having elapsed between the assassination of Brother Maynard, he had little doubt that he would be able to locate the Princess; he was right.


  Princess Noriene sat beneath a stony outcropping with a blanket across her legs and a towel draped across her shoulders. She was sipping piping hot tea from a tin mug while two more heated over a carefully curbed fire which would go unobserved from above. She raised a paw in acknowledgement of his presence as he approached and the swordsman quickened his pace, still managing a hustle over the uneven footing while rushing to her location. He waited until he was within a muted hailing distance before calling to her. “I see you found the supplies I left, your Highness.”


  The Wolf woman nodded, motioning to one of several large rocks near the small fire pit. “Yes—many thanks. And I’m very pleased that you remembered my tea of choice.”


  Sandoval bowed formally and then proceeded forward bowing his head to avoid the rocky overhang that shielded them from prying eyes. The Human swept his cape back as he took a seat on the rock indicated. “I must admit that I had my concerns when you told me you found someone to assist in your plan, but it seems that he was able to pull it off.”


  Only after saying the words did the swordsman hear the sound of weight shifting off to the side; he turned to regard the shadowy figure within the half-cave and two lupine eyes gleamed in the half-light out at him. “Noriene was telling me about how she managed to clear out a section of rocks some days ago… if not for that we would have been dead.”


  Sandoval was surprised when the Princess did not rebuke the stranger for ignoring her title, but the Human came to a realization and he voiced it aloud. “You do not plan to return to Lehsunia, do you, my Lady?”


  She smiled, taking another tin mug off of the fire and handing it to him. “Whatever do you mean, Sandoval?”


  The swordsman accepted it with a nod of his head but he continued appraising her. “At first I anticipated that this was a ruse to get your older brother to relinquish the throne but as I climbed down here to you I had the time to think. I do not believe you plan to go back to challenge your younger brother.”


  She smiled again around her cup as she took another sip of tea. “Then you would be correct, Sandoval. I will not be going back to Graddin.”


  The dark shape in the shadows gave a derisive snort. “Lehsunia is in good paws.”


  The false assassin’s attitude grated slightly on Sandoval but he let it slide. Attention still on his Liege-Lady he gingerly tested the tea with his tongue; it was still hot, but he didn’t mind since the sea air had blown the heat from his body during the descent. He gently nursed the cup before speaking again. “Would I be overstepping my bounds to ask that you return to your home in Soyria?”


  The Princess set down her mug and reached over to take the third from the fire, and set it on a rock near the Wolf in the shadows. “The idea had crossed my mind, yes.”


  Sandoval’s heart fluttered in hope. “The people would rejoice at your return, my Lady. They would be proud to call you their ruler once again—I know I would.”


  The false-assassin spoke up again after sipping from his own mug. “They must adore you in Soyria, Noriene. I know your mother would have loved to have known that.”


  The swords man stood up, ready to object to the familiar tone the stranger was using, but Noriene stood up first and crossed the distance, settling into the darkness with the unknown wolf. Sandoval’s heart fell when she saw her disappear into the blackness, but still seeing well enough to observe her resting her head against the man’s chest. “I miss her more than I can say.”


  The Human fought against the heavy weight brought about by the mixed feelings he was experiencing. How did she know the stranger? She obviously trusted him and apparently cared for him as well. He held his own council, however, and that was the only reason he was able to hear the other Wolf’s quiet reply. Holding the tea mug in one paw, the stranger gently caressed her shoulder as his other arm encircled her in a half-hug. “As do I, child… as do I.”


  Knowing that the Princess had a follower who had known her longer and possibly knew her better than he was agony, but that pain was replaced by confusion the moment Noriene spoke next. “I’ve always wanted to show you Soyria… will you come with us, Father?”


  Sandoval had to do a double-take, coughing his own tongue out of his mouth in surprise. It seemed impossible. “King Hammond?”


  The other Wolf pulled the Princess closer. “King no longer, my friend… just Hammond.”


  The swords man was stunned in disbelief. “But… you’re… dead?”


  He laughed. “No more than my daughter… although I will admit her ‘demise’ was far more dramatic than my own.”


  He somehow managed to wheeze out one word amidst his stunned brain. “How?”


  Noriene smiled. “Malcom discovered some time ago that Brother Maynard was poisoning Thaddius. My father confronted him about it and Maynard assured him that it was to help control his outbursts… but we trusted Malcom more. It was only a matter of time until Maynard tried to poison Father as well. We were ready for it. Mayard chose a poison that was hard to detect but easy to counter… and I provided Father with the antidote.”


  She stood and moved back to her own seat, gazing across the fire at the older Wolf. Hammond finally moved closer to the fire; even though Sandoval had only seen the King of Lehsunia on two occasions he recognized him immediately. The Wolf smiled at his daughter then turned his gaze to the swords man. “She also gave me a tincture that made it appear as though I were dead… and Maynard assumed my fate was sealed.”


  Sandoval looked from father to daughter and back. He had always known that Princess Noriene had a keen mind and a shrewd tactical sense; he understood finally where she got it. He finally addressed the older Wolf. He still had trouble thinking about using his name informally, so he elected instead to reference him by gaze alone. “Will you finally come with me to Soyria?”


  Hammond smiled playfully at his daughter. “I promised I would not leave Lehsunia until I knew it was in good paws.”


  The swords man looked to Noriene, who smiled back. She looked right at Sandoval. “That’s a yes.”


  * * * * * *


  Nicole didn’t wait longer than necessary in hanging around the University; the militia from Vallara had done their job and she was not only eager to return them home but to return with them. Inigo lingered at the entryway to the University, stopping long enough to look over his shoulder as he inquired “Do you think they’ll be alright?”


  She wasn’t really sure how to answer the question, and so she countered with one of her own. “The University, or Alvis?”


  Inny skip-jogged down the stairs to catch up. “Alvis and Roland.”


  She shook her head, speaking in as even a tone as she could manage despite the weight of the losses on her mind. “I don’t know if Roland will survive… I suppose that’s up to the doctors. But he’s a scholar; I’m sure they’ll do everything they can.”


  She could tell from the sound of his footsteps on the stairs that he was stalking angry. He reached out and grabbed her upper arm and spun her around. “Stop a minute!”


  Nicole was ready to level one of her severe gazes at him; it was usually enough to let him know he’d overstepped his bounds. At that moment, however, she couldn’t manage to summon one. Had he really overstepped his bounds? She let out a sigh and let her eyes fall from meeting his gaze. “I don’t know what to say, Inny… do you just want me to lie and say that everything’ll be alright? I can’t guarantee it will… I… I can’t.”


  He released her arm a moment later and she was surprised when he pulled her to his chest. “Can you at least tell me that you will be?”


  A distinct voice calling from a nearby alley caused her to recoil from Inigo and draw her still-bloodied sword. “Tho oo do wanh huh to lie, ith it?”


  Nicole aimed her sword point accordingly, directing it toward Bartholomeu as the Doberman materialized out of the early-morning shadows between buildings. Inigo spun toward him as well, pulling out two knives. “You’re like that piece of dung stuck to the bottom of a boot… you refuse to be scraped off.”


  A second Doberman stepped out beside Bartholomeu. “That brings an unflattering image to mind.”


  She recognized the newcomer immediately. “You’re one of the Princess’ servants.”


  Bart grinned, pulling out a short blade and a pistol. “Anh mah boffeh.”


  Inigo flicked an ear. “Your what?”


  The Doberman sneered. “Mah boffeh.”


  The Bat didn’t relent. “Come again?”


  The younger of the two Dogs spoke up. “His brother.”


  Inigo shrugged. “Yeah… I heard him the first time… I just wanted to see if that spittle on his lip was gonna swing into his shirt when he—”


  Nicole pushed the Bat out of the way a moment before Bart’s pistol shot rang out. The second Doberman gave Bart a shove. “What are you doing? A hundred people heard that!”


  She stepped closer to Bartholomeu, sword tip pointed at his chest. “And now your gun is empty.”


  Bart sneered, reaching into his long trech coat and that was when Nicole acted. She double-stepped forward, sword leading the way, taking the split-second opportunity to thrust it straight at the Doberman’s chest—only to have it batted away by the younger Dog’s weapon… and then she was facing down the barrel of a second pistol. “THith un ithn’h.”


  Nicole had once heard that someone shot in the head didn’t live long enough to hear the sound of the pistol that killed them and so she was stunned when the clear retort of the pistol was readily audible. She stepped back then realized that Bart’s brother had swung his sword back in, knocking the weapon up and fouling his brother’s aim. “You said you just wanted to talk to her.”


  She stepped away, swinging her sword in a defensive stance, half in preparation and half to simply taunt Bart. “You sure you’re brothers? You don’t know him that well if so.”


  The younger Doberman continued to grapple with Bart. “Eeve off… I’m ‘onna end thith.”


  The other Dog didn’t relent. “You leave off! There’s no money in revenge, Bart.”


  Nicole glanced first to Bart then to his brother. “I’m done with him, boy. I’ve been done with him for years. If he’s willing to put an end to this I’ve already forgotten about it.”


  “You hear that, Bart? It’s done. Let’s just—”


  Bart pushed and pulled against his brother’s interference and followed up his exclamation with a powerful shove. “Ith not ovah, ‘ody… it’s not!”


  The younger Dog was finally pushed free of Bartholomeu and he stumbled back, slipping on the uneven cobblestones and he fell backward. Nicole grit her teeth at the sound of the fleshy crunch when the brother’s head landed against a section of stone that lined the edge of the building’s corner. He didn’t move, laying where he landed. She wasn’t the only one to notice.


  Bartholomeu dropped his sword, falling to his knees. “No! ‘ody! Waddid ooh mahe me ooh?!? Why?!?”


  Inigo stood over the kneeling Doberman. “She didn’t make you do anything, Bart… you did it all on your own.”


  The Dog roared out, pulling another gun from his coat. “ALL I ANTED TO DO WATH HELP MAH BOTHEH!”


  The Bat shook his head. “Somewhere along the way you screwed it up… bad.”


  Bart cocked the hammer on his pistol and Nicole jumped, but the gun fired before she could react.


  

  She jumped up in bed, gasping at the image of the Doberman’s brains splattering across the alley wall. It had been almost a month since she’d returned to Vallara but she still had the same dream. Never had the death of any man she’d killed haunted her as much as that of the man she didn’t; something about it stung her deeper, and the soft touch of Inigo’s hand on her naked shoulder made her realize what that was: Bartholomeu’s reluctance to choose a different path had resulted in the loss of someone who had meant a lot to him. If things had not turned out differently that could just as easily have been her fate. The Bat spoke softly. “Are you okay?”


  She nodded quietly, laying back down as she turned to embrace the Bat laying against her. “The dream again… I’m alright.”


  Nicole let out a soft breath, nuzzling her face into the thick fur against Inigo’s neck. She caressed the smooth fluff along his belly and she wrapped one of her naked legs around his. The Bat turned to her and she felt all of him pressed up against all of her, his lips finding hers in the darkness as he embraced her. Their mouths disengaged a moment later and she felt the hard, slick presence against her thigh of his response to her being so close followed by the firm pressure of him nibbling down on her neck and she gasped out. “I love you both…”


  A second, slightly larger furred form enveloped her from behind and a prominent nose pressed against the back of her head even as Ma’heen spoke. “And we love you, Nicole.”


  She closed her eyes anew, shivering with desire as the older Bat’s still-fit body slid up to join with her and Nicole let it all go, giving herself over to father and son. Eager to banish the thoughts of death, she was more than eager to celebrate life with the two most important men in her life.


  * * * * * *


  Dr. Brownell had not planned to be away from her practice for long but not only was the trip to Newport a lengthy one but she ended up remaining for a surprisingly lengthy stay. Aside from accepting Kesst’s hospitality for three days, Chris also resolved to complete her visit of the University of Progressive thought. While she anticipated that errand to be no more than a few hours of fighting with the stuff-shirt scholars about her exact status as a doctor the Mouse figured she would return to the Church, gather her gear, and spend the night at a merchant inn before returning to Vallara. The visit didn’t turn out precisely as planned.


  Aside from the most obvious problems she had expected to face, one of the interactions she didn’t anticipate came in the form of a four pronged Antelope scholar by the name of Tobias Severna. Despite previous arguments and disagreements she’d had in contest with his own particular mindset, she was even more surprised that he, in fact, came to her aid while she was engaged in a heated discussion with one of the Water Scholars—it was her slap, she later learned, that had caught Mr. Severna’s attention from outside the room and in the hall.


  The Water Scholar in question had challenged the validity of her certificate of doctorial practice, having claimed that no one within the University would have granted a diploma to a woman and that she had obviously falsified her entry documentation. Things only got worse when she had presented copies she’d maintained of those, indicating in no deniable sense “Everything on this application is true, correct, and wholly accurate.”


  The Otter only gave it a precursory glance before sliding it back to her. “Except you have your name listed as Chris Brownell rather than Christine Brownell.”


  She slid the papers right back to the scholar. “The document requested to know what name I wanted on my certificate of doctorial practice. I go by ‘Chris’.”


  He slid it right back to her. “You should have disclosed you were a woman.”


  Chris hadn’t removed her paw from the papers and pushed it right back. “Did you disclose that you were a jack ass on yours? No, of course not, because it didn’t ask.”


  He removed his fingers from the paperwork. “Just like a woman to substitute emotion for logic. Have you considered choosing a much more suitable field of—”


  That was where the slap came in… and also where Tobias entered. The Prong Horn was silent at first and she hadn’t noticed him until the Otter looked past her. “Excuse me, Miss, but it appears a scholar is here on an important matter.”


  Apparently the Otter had meant to brush her off with that and, indeed he might have succeeded if not for Tobias’ next words. The Prong Horn turned his side to the Water Scholar, ignoring him completely in favor of the Mouse. “Oh, Dr. Brownell, I’m so glad I found you before you left. There’s a small matter about my father’s health with I was hoping to confer with you. Do you have time for a scheduled appointment before you leave town?”


  The Otter glanced between Tobias and Dr. Brownell, eying them both before looking down at the paperwork still seated in front of him on the desk. He cleared his throat hesitantly and spoke up with a hint of uncertainty. “Sir, if you need a Doctor the Water Science department has—”


  Tobias’ first words were directly to her before he turned to address the Otter. “One moment please… Sir—I have a Doctor right here. You haven’t heard of the Dr. Chris Brownell?”


  The Mouse paused at the comment, glancing toward the Antelope that, as far as she knew, was almost as tongue-tied as a Frog with a speech impediment, suddenly crushing the opposition of the Otter who had all but stonewalled her. Regardless, the Water Scholar still attempted to put up a defense. “Well… of course, there are a lot of Doctors in the field, and—”


  The Prong Horn leveled his gaze at the Otter. “And Dr. Brownell is the head of her field and stands hands-and-horns above them. I’m sure you’ve heard of the Transitive Convalescence Process?”


  The Otter faltered. “The… Transitive Convalescence… oh… yes, of course… I know of it… quite familiar… very.”


  Tobias motioned toward Chris. “This is that Dr. Brownell.”


  Dr. Brownell’s head was spinning as she attempted to keep up with the Buck’s dizzying amount of fan-service as he discussed all of the different merits she didn’t even know she had. In the end the both of them walked away from the Otter’s desk with her form bearing the stamp she’d requested. It wasn’t until they were well out of hearing range that she questioned her new escort. “What exactly is the Transitive Convalescence Process?”


  Tobias smiled in her direction. “I have no idea, but it sounded good, didn’t it?”


  If her time in Newport had ended there then she would have been home three days later than she’d originally planned, but she surprised herself by staying longer, and that had been instigated by Tobias’ brother, a rash, unkempt, unruly Buck by the name of Rolf. He was, in essence, everything that Tobias was not… and it really opened her eyes to a lot of Tobias’ more favorable traits. Considering she spent five days with both of them it gave her a lot of insight.


  She’d accepted Tobias’ invitation to spend a few days at his father’s house out of a combination of gratitude and courtesy, promising to remain through the duration of Rolf’s stay as well. That sat perfectly fine with Tobias as it would have been unseemly to have had an entire house without a third party to discourage ungentlemanly practices; with his father and his brother there it would not create a scandal—and that mindset was just one more of the frustrating things Chris had been forced to work through. Rolf, however, didn’t miss that discussion either.


  It was the final day of Rolf’s stay at the Severna household (and therefore her last day as well). The adventurous Buck had already said farewells to their father and had specifically asked Tobias and Chris to attend him for a pre-goodbye discussion. His first words had her smile and Tobias hide his face. “So, Budder—how long’ve you been crushing on the good doc here?”


  Tobias’ objection was loud enough and embarrassed enough that it almost made her blush. “Rolf! That’s scandalous talk!”


  The elder brother glanced first to her, then to Tobias, offering her a wink as he spoke. “Are you daft? It’d be scandalous not have a crush on such a ravishing creature.”


  Chris was more than willing to humor Rolf, especially since she’d begun to see the effects his discussion’s always seemed to have on Tobias. She pulled out a fan and began fluttering it toward her face. “Why, Mr. Severna, I do believe your tongue has overstepped its boundaries.”


  He leaned forward, glancing first at Tobias before looking back to her. “If my brother didn’t like you so much I’d offer to have it overstep your ‘boundaries’.”


  Despite the playful nature of the banter she was in full mind to honestly slap him for such a crude comment, but she was stunned when Tobias beat her to it—but it was a full-on punch. Even as Rolf was picking himself up off the ground Tobias grabbed hold of his own hand, inhaling harshly through his teeth as he cradled his knuckles. Despite the humor of both brothers and the almost-flattering action Chris’ independence took hold. “You don’t have to defend my honor, Tobias… I can do that well enough by myself, thank you.”


  Rolf was sitting up by that time, and started laughing. It took a few moments before he was able to add. “Well… better he bruise his knuckles than you do yours, m’lady… you need yours to keep their surgeon’s grace.”


  She put a paw on Tobias’ shoulder and sat back down, taking him with her. Once they were both seated Rolf returned to his chair as well and she asked him “I assume you didn’t call us here to remark on my beauty… or what you would like to do with your tongue…”


  Rolf sat back in his chair, tenderly pressing at his nose. “You’re ever so correct, Doctor. I wanted to talk to you before saying goodbye…”


  Despite the angry expression he still wore Chris could tell that Tobias still cared about his brother. “What do you want to talk about?”


  “About not saying goodbye.”


  Tobias sat up a little straighter. “You’re thinking about staying?”


  Rolf grinned. “No. You could use a little adventure, Budder… and the Wave Rider could use a Doctor. I think the two of you should go with me.”


  Dr. Christine Brownell froze on the spot. There was no way she would be able to go on an extended trip to who-knew-where. She had entirely too many things to to back in Vallara. Why did Rolf even think that she would consider such a crazy idea. She glanced at Tobias, who looked as stunned as she felt. It meant several more months with the Prong Horn who was both incorrigible and intriguing—frustrating and endearing. She released her answer before she could give it a second thought. “Yes.”


  Incidentally it was at the exact moment as Tobias said “No.”


  In an overwhelming moment of embarrassment, Chris quickly corrected herself “I mean, No.”


  It was precisely the same second when Tobias changed his own answer. “Uh… Yeah—yes!”


  She paused, smoothing out the lace on her right arm. “I suppose I might be convinced to try a mobile practice for a time.”


  She saw Tobias almost manage to hide a smile and attempt a very serious announcement which, unfortunately for him didn’t come out quite right. “Every journey is a chance to learn something… and I have been wanting to spend some more time on a broad—On Broad—ON BOARD!”


  He hid his gaze from her and Rolf laughed, standing up. “Fantastic. I’ll see the both of you on the docks—6 o’ clock. Don’t be late.”


  He left the two of them sitting at the table, stunned, looking at one another. For the first time Christine wasn’t entirely sure that Tobias was blushing more than she.


  Epilogue, Part 2


  The crown had sat on King Malcom’s brow for over a month and yet it still felt new. Never in his life had Malcom expected that he would become king but after the death of his sister and his brother’s abdication the role fell to him by default. Unwilling and unable to stand aside the Wolf had stepped up and resolved to do his best. Life had changed for him virtually overnight and it had taken several weeks before he had enough footing in his new position to start making the kinds of changes he knew Lehsunia would need if it were to prosper.


  From what Malcom remembered of his father’s ruling council there were about a dozen chairs occupied by nobles, guild masters, members of the clergy, and professors from the University; King Hammond had believed in knowing all sides of an argument and so he pulled from various portions of Lehsunia’s populace to provide him insight into the kingdom’s needs. Using that as a benchmark, King Malcom went about putting together his own council of advisors, only he preferred to use his own idea of the kingdom’s cross section.


  The first meeting was a strange one and the majority of the day was spent with the King flexing every last diplomatic muscle in his body in an attempt to keep the peace. Wise men from the many tribes of The Free People acted more like cubs in their bickering over who should and should not have been present. It was something Malcom had expected since inviting the Jackals; few of The People were willing to work with the Bone Tribe—until the King announced that they could cooperate or they could be excused from his presence.


  Not only were there issues among the tribes people but several members of Lehsunia’s own took offense to any ‘Tribal Presence’ whatsoever. Humorously enough (in a more satirical than actually laughable way) the same tactic served to keep the tradesmen, clergy, and scholars in line. Fortunately the King had help in managing the tradesmen thanks to Enarork, who was one of the most knowledgeable members of the Valley Tribe when it came to Lehsunia. The Clergy were kept in check by an initial visit from their Bishop, who blessed the gathering and encouraged peace and camaraderie to prevail over discord and dissent. Finally, with the University still in upheaval over a changing-of-the-guard, the scholars were willing to put up with being told ‘to behave’ for the sake of remaining relevant.


  To say that things had gone well would have been a blatant lie but the King remained optimistic, mostly because they hadn’t gone as poorly as they might have. He sat looking out of his bedroom window into the dark night beyond. Life had changed him in many ways since he’d last occupied the tower room; it had been over ten years and it felt far smaller than the last time he’d called the castle home. He knew part of that perception switch was because he had grown but even more than in a physical sense he had come to realize that the world was his home and so his little room was that much smaller a piece of it.


  A slight raspy scraping caught the King’s attention and brought him out of his self-reflection. He turned back to his room and saw that Berro was asleep on the round carpet in the center of the floor, legs kicking as he dreamed; the sound was from the claws on his paws brushing across the wicker basket placed up against the foot of his bed. Malcom’s chuckle was enough to get the wolf’s attention and, though he didn’t bother raising his head, Berro’s ears rotated toward him. “Uff.”


  The King closed the shutters to his window and moved back into the room. “Looks like the weight of rulership isn’t keeping you awake, is it, Gut?”


  The black wolf rolled onto his back and wormed his body back and forth, scratching his back against the carpet as he did so. “Uff.”


  Malcom smiled at that and took a seat on a sitting sofa. “Yeah… didn’t think so.”


  Berro rolled back over and stood up, padding over so he could lean sideways, practically falling against the King’s thigh in an unspoken demand for physical attention. Malcom complied, reaching down to draw the claws of one paw through the wolf’s coat, giving him a series of scritches. “Well, no matter what the future brings at least I know I have you here with me.”


  The wolf circled him once and then rose up onto his back-legs, placing his paws on Malcom’s shoulders and bore him over with weight alone. The King laughed, tumbling back onto a sitting sofa and Berro climbed up with him or, more specifically onto him and flopped down, essentially pinning him. The command was clear enough in the action: Berro thought Malcom worried too much.


  It was a simple enough thought for a wolf to have and the King envied his companion the viewpoint. Despite the fact that Berro had spent half a decade being soul bound to Malcom the wolf still was just a wolf… albeit, an intelligent, opinionated, and—Berro’s stomach growled—and hungry one. “Alright, Gut—get off me and we’ll get you something to eat.”


  The Wolf obediently disengaged, springing off of the day bed (and King) and onto the floor. He circled once then sat down, facing Malcom. “Uff.”


  “I know. I know.”


  It was late in the evening but Malcom had no doubt that someone would respond to his call; he made his way over to the metal vocafone and pressed a small buzzer on it. A moment later the speaker clicked and a distorted voice greeted him. “Yes, your Majesty?”


  Malcom kept his request simple. “Two steaks—one raw, one rare.”


  The attendant had become accustomed to the request and only asked for one point of clarification. “Fire-kissed, sire?”


  The palace used some of the University provided cook stoves and in Malcom’s opinion it simply didn’t do meat justice; he preferred his cooked over a fire. “Yes. Thank you, Errol.”


  “My pleasure, your Highness.”


  The King hadn’t recalled ever seeing the Bull at the castle during his visits over the years but he was an excellent attendant and obviously knew the tasks assigned to him well; one thing that took a lot of getting used to was being surrounded by so many new faces. Among the tribes most settlements were scarcely two hundred strong and so it was no great matter getting to know people but he constantly had to remind himself that Graddin had a population nearly 1000 times as great.


  He pressed the button to turn off the vocafone and looked back to Berro, who was sitting expectantly right in front of him, entire body completely still except for the very tip of his tail which twitched back and forth with excitement. A few seconds later and both the King and his companion were rolling around on the ground pawing, kicking, and biting at one another. No, it was not exactly an upper class past time and Malcom’s evening wear was being torn enough that it would soon resemble his tribal wear but he was willing to accept it as par for the course when it came to a quality play session.


  Berro ultimately ended on the floor with all four legs pressing up against Malcom’s chest to keep him at bay; it was a tactic the wolf used often when he was at a disadvantage and usually allowed him to turn things around but what truly put the King at a loss was the knock at the door. Malcom glanced toward it and that’s when Berro’s locked legs loosened and he quickly squirmed out from beneath Wild-Wolf and rolled up to a standing position before leaping on him in vengeance with a playful snarl of utter puppy-style doom. “Rar!”


  A muffled voice spoke through the wood, the words in The People’s Tongue coming through clearly despite the fact that Berro was gnawing on the side of Malcom’s face. “Would you like me to find a willow branch for Berro, Wild-Wolf?”


  Willow branches were common among The People when it came to training animal bond-mates. King Malcom gave Berro’s head a little shove. “Alright, that’s enough, Gut.”


  Berro complied, but not before nipping at Malcom’s ear once more. The King raised his voice to his visitor, responding in kind. “No. We were just passing the time, Friend Gift-of-the-Earth. Enter. Please.”


  The Bear had been gone from Graddin for over a week; he’d been recalled to his village and Malcom made him promise to let him know when he returned. The door opened and Enarork stepped in, closing the door quietly behind him once he did so. He addressed the Wolf in Lehsunian. “I apologize for not being able to attend the last council session. Ja’ir found me in the hallway and explained the events to me.”


  The King sat down in the armchair next to his desk and motioned for the Bear to likewise be seated; Enarork chose a bench. Despite seeing the change immediately he still spent several moments inspecting the advisor from the Valley Tribe. Enarork stared back at him, saying nothing. Malcom eventually held out his paw and the Bear obediently placed a long staff of oak into it. Only once the King had the staff did he acknowledge it in the People’s Tongue. “Congratulations… Shaman.”


  Enarork said nothing until Malcom had used a thumb claw to etch a mark into the wood and then bowed his head. “I had hoped that you would not see this with the wrong eyes, Friend Wild-Wolf.”


  King Malcom smiled, returning the staff to the Bear, his mark of approval carved into it. “Of course not, Friend Gift-of-the-Earth. I would be honored to have a Shaman as an advisor.”


  Enarork accepted his staff back, head still bowed. “Thank you, Great Chieftain.”


  There was no word in The Free People’s tongue for ‘King’ but, following Enarork’s example, the many Tribes of Lehsunia’s east had taken to calling him the Great Chieftain—the Chief of Chiefs. He was the first King of Lehsunia to understand them and respect them as a people and so they gave him the same in return.


  They were not part of Lehsunia and they would likely never be but, at the same time, he was part of them and the place on Enarork’s Shaman’s Staff left for his mark helped him realize something very important: yes, he was King Malcom, but was still Wild-Wolf. The Free People would not follow a King, but they willingly acknowledged the Great Chieftain. Gathering the Tribes wasn’t the greatest achievement of a King of Lehsunia but Malcom had never planned on being great. Aside from that, he reminded himself, his rule was still new—he had time.


  * * * * * *


  There had been a great disconnect within Lehsunia when it came to the Church; the desires of the few took hold over the institution as they sought to build their own base of strength. The goal of the disloyal Inquisitors—Arlowe didn’t know, and perhaps that truth died with Ignus since the only Inquisitor to surrender had been shipped off to Menzyl and everyone in the Church knew that a seditionist among the clergy was not treated kindly. As it was, Arlowe had once thought that would be his fate, but the recent weeks had changed his views on the matter.


  Father Arlowe had spent nearly half of his life as a Monk who had been pressed into service of the Church with little choice in the matter; it made sense then that he was still uncertain in his new position as a High Priest in Newport’s recently ‘renovated’ cathedral. Despite his discomfort in the sudden promotion he never let that show as he held sermon, provided blessings, and catered to the needs of his followers. Being appointed as the High Priest of a large town’s center for worship was a great honor by any account, but more so for a Raccoon Dog who, only five weeks previous had been wanted as a heretic.


  In truth, being a High Priest wasn’t anything Arlowe had ever expected and it wasn’t what he considered to be a dream to be accomplished in life and yet finally being allowed to deliver sermons, lead prayer, and guide the faithful was a calling he’d answered somewhere along the way… and, while it had labeled him as a seditionist previously he suddenly found himself being praised and lauded. The priests placed in his charge by the Bishop proved to be open and understanding in their desire to learn Arlowe’s way of doing things which, surprisingly, was exactly what the Bishop desired.


  Bishop Wiesen was something of a mystery but it was one Arlowe was content to leave left unsolved. He was a kind Dragon, and both oddly humble and outgoing at the same time. His son, Kesst attended him throughout the visit and, while few members of the clergy were privy to the truth behind the attack on the Cathedral Father Arlowe was one of the few who was taken aside and told everything—far more ‘everything’ than the Raccoon Dog ever knew existed.


  It had been an awkward moment, especially when both father and son parted their tunics and revealed the mechanisms within their bodies that gave them locomotion. Father Arlowe learned at that time what there was to know about True Dragons, the Menzylian Church, and, probably most importantly, that things would be changing. Bishop Wiesen concluded the conversation by providing the Raccoon Dog a golden signet ring topped with a small gear. “You will be a part of that change.”


  Bishop Wiesen had left the following day, but Kesst remained in Newport for another week to assist the High Priest with instilling a new purpose in the Church and challenging any resistance to the changes. Some of the clergy took longer to come around but, ultimately only a few were unable to come to an accord in marrying their points of view with the prevailing Truth as Father Arlowe sought to teach it. It was ultimately in the teachings of Seveliss, a True Dragon who had assumed the name ‘Fulgaré’ some centuries ago that the Raccoon Dog was ultimately successful.


  Father Arlowe sat in his study, finger drawn across the spine of The Divine Record. He didn’t need to open it to the bookmark to know what was written on that page. “Seveliss, 14:10. Two sets of eyes will know two Truths, and four sets Four. And so long as only one set of eyes is there, one may know Truth.”


  It was a guide of sorts to understanding. Truth was an illusion and only by selecting which truth to follow could men ever agree on anything. Bishop Wiesen had told him about Fulgaré… about his Brother and about himself. That was his Truth, and one that was meant for the High Priest’s ears alone.


  The heavy thoughts weighed on him as he caressed the front cover of the book but a sound outside his study caught his attention and drew his mind back to the present, especially when it was punctuated by a soft ‘shh’. Father Arlowe didn’t even need to hear anything more to know who was just outside his quarters. “You don’t have to linger, Cruffington… you know that.”


  The door knob turned and Arlowe’s son entered. Since the chaos in Newport had settled down Cruff had found reentry into both the University and the Church. Father Arlowe had made it a point in fact to open the Church to members of the University of Progressive Thought who remained loyal to the divine despite the Church turning its back on them due to their desire for knowledge. Cruff, who had been one of the few lucky enough to maintain status within the Chruch and take classes at the University was placed as a liaison to work as an intermediary.


  His son entered into the study with his ever-present Stallion companion just one step behind. Cruff was wearing a modified Acolyte’s sash over an altered Scholar’s tunic and britches with a Water Science sash crossing over it. Having written a dissertation on the life saving methods he’d employed during his work with the injured at the Cathedral, Cruff was something of a hot commodity. The University had immediately welcomed him back and hadn’t hesitated when Father Arlowe presented them with his proposal. Arlowe’s eyes lingered on Cruff’s companion’s chest; the scar wasn’t visible through his shirt and vest but the Raccoon Dog knew it was there. His eyes then trailed down to where the big Horse’s hand was holding onto his son’s paw. God worked in mysterious ways.


  Cruff inclined his head. “The University asked me to bring you some of the newest batch.”


  Despite the doubt many members of both institutions had in the beginning both the Church and University managed to find peace and inclusion far easier than the nay-sayers had thought. The Fire Science interest in making ‘the best sacramental wine ever’ was one of the most prominent items used to prove the point. “Thank you, Cruffington. I assume the Monks are helping to unload it?”


  Cruff smiled. “Almost all of it.”


  His son held up a bottle, his own gear ring glinting in the study’s candle light. The Mechanists had been one of the Church’s biggest kept secrets… and one that ultimately outgrew the organization, even threatening to overthrow it. Strange, Arlowe realized, that he once stood on the opposite side of the battlefield fighting against the men who wore such rings and suddenly he had been chosen to help correct the past mistakes by reinventing what it meant to be a force of change. He smiled as he accepted the bottle from Cruff. The older Raccoon Dog turned to address the Stallion. “Join us, Kane, won’t you, please?”


  The Horse bowed his head respectfully. “Of course, Father.”


  Kane spoke with the respect due to Arlowe’s station but to the three in the room there was an understanding that the word meant more than his position in the Church; the Stallion had barely left Cruff’s side since he’d been healed and there was more to their relationship than a guardsman protecting a Church Scholar. The High Priest pulled out three small goblets while Cruff carefully uncorked the bottle. He accepted it from his son and carefully poured the drink. “To what shall we toast?”


  Kane accepted his goblet. “Lehsunia? The Univrsity? The Church?”


  Cruff picked his up as well before turning to his father. “This is sacramental wine… shouldn’t we test it out properly?”


  Arlowe chuckled, lowering the bottle before taking his goblet in paw. “And what way is that?”


  “Would you lead us in a prayer?”


  Father Arlowe lowered his head and heard the rustling of cloth and fur as the others did the same. “Blessed be Lord God, Divine Giver of Life, and All-Knowing Designer of Creation, please hear our prayer. We lift our glasses in honor of your vision for us and give thanks to you for what we have accomplished in our lives and what we yet have to accomplish. With your guidance, your aid, and your blessing, we look forward to what will be and ask that you give us the strength, wisdom, and grace to be the change we wish to see.”


  He remained silent for several long moments; Cruff and Kane spoke in unison with him for his next word. “Amen.”


  Arlowe took a sip from his goblet and slowly lowered it, gazing across the desk to his guests and let out a sigh; Kane and Cruff’s muzzles were pressed against one another’s. It was one of many changes the High Priest had seen and, thankfully, he had the strength and grace to acknowledge it, even if his son and the Stallion didn’t have the Wisdom to be a little more discreet. Smiling, the older Raccoon Dog provided them a casual reminder. “The wine is in your chalices, not on one anothers’ lips.”


  Chuckles were shared by all—as was more wine.


  * * * * * *


  Runs-on-Air had spent long enough among the Stone Tribe that it had taken awhile for him to settle back into his old life—not that he did so completely. He had been a full grown Buck for several years and, according to his tribe’s tradition could have moved out of his parent’s home any time after his antlers sprouted but there had been something about having family near that gave him comfort, and so he had delayed. Upon returning to the Yew Tribe after his long journey, however, he did not go back to them.


  He remained the Yew Tribe’s most prominent messenger and a skilled woodsman and, as such, he elected to build his own tent. Several days passed as he gathered the leather to tan and the branches to shape. Most homes were built by an entire family and, if not, at least by the pair who would share it, but Runs-on-Air didn’t feel the need to ask for help from his family and the lover he had was not a part of his people, and so he took on the task alone.


  Runs-on-Air crafted his new home with care and focus. He undertook the project willfully and with devotion, stopping only when his body required it of him. It took him two phases of the moon but when his tent was complete it was exactly as he’d envisioned it with nothing excluded and no short cut taken. It was easily the size of his parents’, which had been made to house two adults and their four children.


  Runs-on-Air wanted something that would allow for storage and guests but, more than that, would provide ample space for Rhys Barlow to stay true to his promise. For nine days and nine nights Runs-on-Air tended to his home alone. Just before noon on the tenth day, the Rat arrived; the promise had been kept. It was all the young Buck could do to keep from crying as his lover faced him with a smile and announced almost perfectly in the People’s Tongue. “Oani, Ulit’Amih.”


  The Buck reached out and rested a hand on the Rat’s shoulder. “Oani, Eyara.”


  Rhys surprised him by pulling him close for a kiss, and only once their muzzles parted did the Priest question it. “One of these days you’ll have to explain that word to me.”


  A smile spread across Runs-on-Air’s muzzle, and he gladly spent the next two days showing him.


  Rhys, as it turned out, had spent their time apart helping the Men of Symbol of the Stone Tribe in their village of Newport. Once everything had quieted down he had told his elders that he was going to serve their god by living in the Yew Tribe. It didn’t all make sense to Runs-on-Air but the expectation that the Rat would be staying with him for two summers or longer was all the explanation he required.


  Runs-on-Air spent his days at his task, sometimes going as far to the North West as the Stone Tribe village of Graddin and sometimes as far South East as the Grass Tribe. On the long journeys he ran with everything he had, practically flying through the forest and across the grass lands at a pace few in any tribe could match. There were times he would be gone for two days at once but that was only for the longest journeys when three days of travel were expected in each direction. He saw time away from Rhys as an enemy and he fought it with his entire being.


  During the days Runs-on-Air was working nearby or away for most of the light hours Rhys Barlow would spend his time teaching the people of the Yew Tribe about letters and numbers. He shared stories of his people with them and told them about his god. In return the people of the Yew Tribe taught him of their ways, their stories, and about their love and worship of the spirits. Morning-Mist, the village shaman took a special interest in him, and they spent most of Rhys’ free time together. It only made sense that Runs-on-Air’s mother would take an interest in his lover.


  The weeks passed quickly—slower when they were apart, but Runs-on-Air cherished the time they had together and reveled in the changes that started to show in the Rat. Rhys’ Stone-Tribe figure began to slowly give way as he became more accustomed to the life among The People. While he was still of a healthy weight the plumpest portions of him also started showing signs of the muscle that was more fitting for a man of the tribes and Runs-on-Air was pleased to see that he took a more active role in the Yew Tribe’s daily activities.


  A physical change wasn’t all that had taken hold of his Eyara; there was a lightness to the Rat’s step—a lessening of a load for his spirit that caused Rhys to smile a little more often and laugh at less provocation. Runs-on-Air had often heard Morning-Mist tell him that the Stone Tribe had lost the way of the spirits and that weighed heavily on their souls but if he had not seen the change in Rhys Barlow himself he never truly would have understood. The biggest change, however, came as the season passed and the winds grew colder. Their tent never gave up its warmth and so, as they settled down for the night and doffed their cold weather clothing it was all the more obvious when Runs-on-Air caught sight of the necklace hanging from the Rat’s neck.


  The metal gleamed in the firelight as a stark contrast against Rhys’ chest fur and the Buck stepped closer, reaching out a hand to run his fingers across his Eyara’s body and gently pull the necklace away. He offered his question in The People’s tongue. “You are not waiting for me to remind you any longer?”


  Rhys responded likewise, his grasp of the language was improving so he could have answered more eloquently, but chose one single word instead. “No.”


  Runs-on-Air smiled. “What changed?”


  The Rat smiled as well, stepping closer to press his paw against the Buck’s chest. “I did.”


  Runs-on-Air slid a hand behind Rhys and pulled at the cord above his whip-like tail, undoing the bow that kept his trousers tied around his waist. “How did you change? You once said that the necklace brought you pain.”


  His Eyara’s paw touched him gently on the cheek and spoke softly even as his other paw pulled away the knot at the front of Runs-on-Air’s loincloth. Rhys returned to his own language. “I learned what ‘Eyara’ means.”


  The Buck shivered slightly when the Rat’s paw moved somewhere much more intimate and he responded by giving Rhys’s rump a soft squeeze. “…and?”


  Rhys Barlow stepped forward, pressing his body to Runs-on-Air’s as he whispered softly, his pronunciation perfect. “Nah kin seh alaa, fes tiin, Ulit Amah.”


  Runs-on-Air gasped when he felt his lover’s paw encircle his flesh and pin it against the Rat’s own, and barely managed to get the one word question out before gasping again when Rhys nibbled at his ear; “Ehn?”


  Rhys had always been very careful about what he spoke, especially when it was in The People’s Tongue. He was as particular and as precise as he could be and refused to say anything until he understood what it meant. The Rat replied to Runs-on-Air’s one word question with a simple response. “You: my Eyara.”


  Epilogue, Part 3


  As one of the Tribes closest to the Stone Tribe village of Vallara the Valley Tribe settlement was often a stop-off point for the various traders from The People. Roaring-Flood usually thought little of the travelers going to and from the market but the first group of men heading to Vallara that spring drew his attention for a number of reasons, but mostly because he finally decided to include himself among them.


  The fisherbear had worked his nets with exceptional skill and luck in the prior months which meant he had enough surplus to considering selling something in Vallara himself. The travelers arrived like clockwork, reaching the Valley Tribe from points further East the day the first full moon of Spring was set to rise. Roaring-Flood had gathered the four large thatch baskets he’d use for transporting the dried fish he sought to take to the market and, hefting a large carrying stick on his shoulders he knelt down to thrust the left end through two basket tops before doing the same with the right. Flexing his legs, Roaring-Flood rose with a grunt, a pair of baskets hanging off of the wood on either side of his shoulders.


  Bjarnn, one of the few men from Vallara who spent time among The People was gathering up the various traders from six different tribes; Roaring-Flood saw members of Yew, Oak, Grass, Willow, and Fir along with his native Valley Tribe—Bjarnn was himself a large Bear, although his fur was thicker and longer than any of the locals and he wore the clothing of the Stone Tribe. Before Roaring-Flood had traveled the lands of Lehsunia he wouldn’t have noticed just how different Bjarnn’s clothing was but having experienced the Stone Tribe up close the fisherbear understood why the traveling Bear didn’t sound the same as the other Stone Tribe when he spoke: he was not from Lehsunia.


  Roaring-Flood moved to stand with two other members of his tribe that were readying for the journey; Shreds-of-Bark had a collection of polished stone beads while Against-the-Cliff was sealing up the various clay jars she used for storing her herbs. Bjarnn gave Roaring-Flood a nod as he stepped into place then then raised his voice to address everyone formally in the tongue of The People. “Hello, People.”


  They all responded in kind. “Hello, Friend-Bjarnn.”


  The fisherbear smiled to himself as he said the greeting again in his own head before mumbling a phrase in the Stone Tribe tongue he hadn’t heard for quite some time. “That rhymes.”


  The announcement left Roaring-Flood with a mixed smile and a frown; the winter had been a harsh one for travel and he hadn’t seen Sanmer in several months. The Fox had been one of the few things keeping the Bear sane during his travels through the Stone Tribe lands and Roaring-Flood had no doubt that his decision to travel to Vallara was for more than selling fish alone; Sanmer had moved to the village some time after the Bear had returned home to the Valley Tribe and had visited him almost weekly… but that ended with the snows.


  The journey to Vallara was shorter than Roaring-Flood remembered but it also took longer than he knew it should have. The traders taking part in the trip were disorganized and many were not as fit for travel as others. In general Bjarnn chose a calm pace to cater to the slowest among them. Roaring-Flood kept his temper by constantly reminding himself what his brother had told him before leaving for the village of Graddin: “Patience wins wars fought in the mind like fortitude wins wars fought on the field.”


  Gift-of-the-Earth had always been a smart Bear and Roaring-Flood readily acknowledged it, but apparently he was the only one to be surprised when they discovered that Metal-Eyes had left a request with the village elders to consider him their Shaman after him. The celebration was village-wide and Roaring-Flood was certain that his brother cried at some point but he elected not to abuse or insult Gift-of-the-Earth about it; the brown Bear had spent years learning about the ways of the spirits and, despite Metal-Eyes telling him he was not ready there was no one more qualified in the tribe.


  Eventually patience did win out and the traders arrived in Vallara; the Stone Tribe village, though small compared to other settlements Roaring-Flood had seen was still far larger than any of camps set up by The People. Bjarnn led the collection of merchants into the town and helped direct them to a large, open area where the ground was covered in square-cut stones, presenting an open, flat area where they could prepare their wares for sale.


  The people of Vallara called it ‘The Market’ and it was situated on the eastern side of the village to make it easy for traders from the tribes to access. It was the final stop for most of the travelers but not for Roaring-Flood. The fisherbear stopped long enough to set down his baskets and get a promise from Shreds-of-Bark that he’d keep an eye on them while Roaring-Flood was away and then proceeded to the closest building he could find with the symbol of a cup with a handle. According to the lessons taught to him by Sanmer it was called a ‘Tavern’ and was the single best place in a Stone Tribe village to get information.


  Roaring-Flood stepped in through the door and went immediately to a table and sat down. He waited almost patiently as people continued to mull around. After what felt like too long a time a red furred Fox woman approached him, setting down a small circle of paper on the table. She addressed him in the Stone Tribe tongue, thankfully slow enough that he could understand. “You a merchant? You speak Common, yeah?”


  He kept his response simple. “Yes. And Yes.”


  She let out a breath and nodded; the woman seemed relieved. “Alright… then what’re you after?”


  Roaring-Flood continued with straight-forward responses, hoping his luck held out as he sought the right words. “I look for a Fox.”


  The woman’s tail puffed up like a squirrel’s and she took a step away from the table. She started speaking fast which meant that the Bear lost most of what was said but he was left with the impression that he had either not made his request properly known or she misunderstood what it was he wanted. Eventually she must have realized he wasn’t following and so she summarized slowly. “You can’t buy women here.”


  The Bear huffed. “I look for Fox. White Fox. Not buying.”


  Her tail curled around her leg half way and an expression of relief washed across her muzzle, followed quickly thereafter by embarrassment. “Oh. So… someone specific?”


  He wasn’t sure what ‘specific’ meant but he realized he was making progress. “Sanmer Lemarre.”


  The Vixen’s eyes rolled. “Then this is definitely not the right place.”


  She looked like she was about to say more but her muzzle closed with an audible click as she glanced past him. Roaring-Flood was just about to turn around but he felt the cold bite of steal slide through the fur on his neck and a blade pressed up against the flesh of his throat. “Coming in here dropping a name like that could get you in trouble, big guy.”


  Roaring-Flood was tired of interacting with the Stone Tribe at that point and, though he realized he was being threatened he wasn’t the least bit concerned. Reaching up, the Bear grabbed hold of the wrist holding the weapon and squeezed it until the paw opened. Twisting it sideways, he stood up and used the strength in his legs and his arm to off-balance his would-be attacker, sending him up and over his shoulder before he came crashing down onto the table, landing on his back.


  Roaring-Flood raised his fist in anticipation of jamming it down into an offending muzzle but he froze when he saw Sanmer staring up at him with a grin. “Hi.”


  The entire dining room had stopped at the sound of Sanmer hitting the table but Roaring-Flood didn’t much care that all eyes were on him. He picked the Fox up and threw him over his shoulder. He went straight for the stairs that went up to the sleeping chambers above; Sanmer didn’t have to tell him which was his since he could smell it well enough.


  Passing by a mirror, Roaring-Flood had no idea what the fists-with-just-the-thumbs-up meant that the Fox provided to the people in the room but he didn’t bother focusing on it; It was the first time he’d seen Sanmer in months. The fisherbear learned some time past that the Stone Tribe didn’t much care for loud noises. If that was true then he was certain that they were particularly disturbed by his several-hour stay in Sanmer’s room.


  * * * * * *


  Of the many places Brother Jessen had expected to one day find himself the University of Progressive thought did not make the top ten… or even the top hundred. After the fall of the Inquisitors and the restructuring of the University there was, however, the sudden place available for him, and for more reasons than one. Not only had Alvis returned to classes but the Coyote had been identified by senior representatives of a new Theological Studies program the UPU had decided to explore.


  The first several months were stressful in ways Jessen had not even realized possible; he spent half the time looking over his shoulder in expectation of an ambush and the rest of his time was a big mix of learning, studying, and surprisingly he also spent it teaching. The program, as it turned out took representatives from a variety of sects and divisions of faith and presented them to scholars interested in understanding the pursuit of divine knowledge and/or service to God.


  Within the new framework of the University’s exploration of the divine all aspects of faith and religion were welcome without persecution or offense. The fact that the UPU even had occasional representatives from the Tribes speak during classes had blown his mind but the time he was able to spend speaking about his connection with God as well as how there was no need for dogma to speak with one’s diety was met with nod and thought rather than condemnation and persecution. Those experiences with the class, in fact, were extended in welcome for longer than he’d expected.


  With almost three semesters of professor-aide activity behind him, Jessen had surprised himself by how well he had taken to the University—and how well it had taken to him. Although not technically a professor, the majority of the students and even some of the faculty had a respect for him. The UPU did not acknowledge his ‘Brother’ standing but he often received deference that transcended a simple ‘Mister’; the title most by most of those speaking with him was ‘Instructor’ and there was talk of him receiving an honorary Colligate certificate.


  Although he understood that his work had merit Jessen had little doubt that a good portion of that positivity came from Alvis. The Husky-Shepherd had continued on in his studies and was finishing up his final series of classes; after that he would be qualified to take his final exams and then receive his certificate of knowledge, earning him the rightful title of Scholar. Not just that however—the two were room mates… and more.


  All of those thoughts and more floated through the Coyote’s head as he lay in bed with Alvis in his arms. The two had agreed that they would take things slowly because Jessen still had to find a place for himself in his new life and Alvis still had his final classes to complete. That promise had lasted for all of a week before they’d returned to an intimate level but they still held true to the important meaning behind the promise: they wanted to know more about themselves and more about one another before they could truly commit.


  The relationship had taken on a different tone once the frantic pace of close-calls and near-death engagements had come to an end. The fiery spark had become a warm glow as they both came to understand that they had more days ahead of them to explore where their feelings lay and what they were to one another. There were still moments of intimacy, both physical and emotional, but they were tempered by a greater understanding of one another and a far finer appreciation for whom they were with. It gave them both a chance to explore all there was to know about one another.


  Brother Jessen often found himself against the fur on the back of Alvis’ head as he considered some of his lover’s finer idiosyncrasies such as the way one of his ear tips wilted slightly when he was embarrassed or the soft, almost puppy-like yip Alvis released when he was at his most excited. There were many such little personality quirks to him and the Coyote found himself desiring to—no matter how long it took—uncover them all.


  Likewise, there were times when life was not so pleasant; Alvis had a faint wheezing-snore whenever he slept on his left side; the Husky-Shepherd smacked his lips and sloshed his tongue whenever he ate something particular sticky; he became nigh unbearable when he’d had a bad day in class because it meant he would mope around his room like a dog on a short chain. There was also the matter of the sound he made at the height of their lovemaking… but Jessen considered that a guilty pleasure—he liked it far too much to be truly displeased by it.


  His mind gravitated toward the first of the list as Jessen realized that they were both laying on their left sides and the Husky-Shepherd was, in fact, not snoring. He hazarded a guess as to why that was and spoke softly, giving Alvis a gentle squeeze. “You awake?”


  The response was relaxed, but coherent. “Mmm-hmm.”


  The Coyote drew away from the Dog. “I’m not fidgeting too much, am I?”


  It was one of his own personal quirks that Alvis had called attention to on more than one occasion but the scholar rolled over so they were muzzle-to-muzzle before shaking his head. “No… just passing up on sleep so I can enjoy the moment.”


  Alvis’ smile was infectious and Jessen leaned forward so he could press his nose to the Dog’s, pursing his lips to give him a dainty kiss. “Don’t you have a test tomorrow, Alvis?”


  His lover leaned a little closer and kissed him again, a little deeper. “Mmm-hmm… but I’m ready for it.”


  Jessen’s paws slid around Alvis’ body and pulled him closer still. Once their kiss broke he nibbled the Husky-Shepherd’s cheek fur. “You got in that much studying?”


  The Coyote’s assumption as to which ‘it’ Alvis had been referring being ready for was proven wrong based on where the Dog’s paw traveled after that. Jessen accepted the correction in good order and made short work on getting the excited yip out of his lover that he desired, followed a short while thereafter by the next sound he hated himself for liking so much. It was all par for the course and the Coyote was happy to have at it.


  * * * * * *


  Prince Thaddius yawned, stretching as he sat up amidst the fine silk linens of his bed. The late morning light filtered in through his closed curtains, providing him a subtle hint that he’d slept in. The entire concept of having his own life to run had been a great freedom for the first several months but after almost a year he had thought that he would have had himself together and organized, but apparently not.


  Mumbling and grumbling, the Wolf stepped onto the slippers that awaited his paws on the cold stone floor. He shuffled across the chamber to throw the curtains aside, wincing as the full light of day assailed him. The Prince blinked the splotch in his vision away even as he recoiled from the window, moving over to where he’d set his day’s clothes the night before; everything was organized perfectly from his leggings to his tunic but, as was customary, he started with his undergarments—all perfectly red.


  Once he was dressed, Prince Thaddius exited his room and followed his nose to his private dining room; unless he was mistaken the cooks had prepared for his fast breaking. Despite him not having a set schedule the castle staff had done admirably in learning his inconsistent habits and so he sat down to a steaming slice of ham along with eggs and some fresh bread. He sniffed at the two rolls sitting on the corner of his plate and smiled. “Mmm… cinnamon.”


  He ate with gusto and used the second of his two rolls to sop up the last bit of meat grease from his plate before excusing himself. The Prince made his way back into the corridor devoted solely to him and his family, stopping by the second door down to rap his knuckles gently against it. “Good morning, Wife.”


  It was a common greeting for him and despite the fact that he’d told her dozens of times that calling back a greeting was perfectly acceptable his ears picked up the sound of her rising and coming to the door. He stepped back as Princess Judith opened the portal and bowed her head to him. “Good morning, Husband.”


  He smiled at the woman to whom he’d been wed. It had taken almost six months before he’d calmed enough to understand that Judith was neither a death sentence nor a punishment and that was when he was finally able to enjoy her presence. They kept separate rooms and led what amounted to separate lives but he took a sense of pride in having her as his own and being hers in return. It had been a scarce two months since their son was born but her body showed great memory in reverting to its prior shape; the magic of it all astounded him.


  They’d stood staring at one another for many breaths before Thaddius realized he hadn’t said anything more. He felt his ears flush slightly. “I had hoped that you and I might spend time together later today with Hammond.”


  She offered a soft, demure smile; it had taken her quite some time to learn the expression but he was pleased every time he’d managed to win one from her. “I would like that, and I know Hammond would as well. Once the nurse brings him back I will let her know to make him available.”


  The Wolf held out a paw and the Dog placed hers in it obediently. He rose it to his muzzle and provided its back a gentle kiss. “Then I will see you this afternoon, Wife.”


  She took her paw back when he released it and provided him a curtsey, presenting another smile. “I look forward to it, Husband.”


  The curtsey was hardly required but Thaddius realized why it was she gave it; when she lowered it provided the Prince peek at her bodice and the fabric beneath. The Wolf smiled back to her, pleased beyond measure that she, unlike so many others took him seriously and wore red as she should. Prince Thaddius strolled down the hall, a spring in his step and a whistle on his muzzle. Life was good for many reasons, and his family was just one of them.


  Another reason encountered him at the stairs. Sir Umberto, his personal bodyguard snapped to attention as he approached. “Your Highness.”


  Prince Thaddius reached out a paw and laid it on the Wolverine’s shoulder. “My Wife has agreed to spend the afternoon with me and my son.”


  His bodyguard nodded. “That is good news, Your Highness.”


  The Wolf flicked an ear, leaving it pointing back in the direction from which he’d just come. “You are on duty now?”


  Umberto knew him well enough to realize the many meanings of the question but the ear would definitely clarify further. The guardsman’s response was just as obtuse. “I am always at your service, your Highness.”


  Ten minutes later Thaddius was right where he wanted to be, pinned between the Wolverine and his mattress. The first time he had given over to his desires and pressed Sir Umberto into service of the flesh he had hated himself. He had taken it for another proof of his weakness and despised that the loyal Wolverine had been forced into satisfying his carnal needs; that self-loathing lasted for all of three minutes—right up until Captain Marino took charge. Brother Maynard was often rough for the sake of hurt, but Umberto had shown many times over that controlled force could be quite different… and very desired.


  The Wolverine had joined him in the room and rather than tie the Prince up or subject him to flagellation Sir Umberto started with a caress… a kiss… and then, a gentle descent onto the bed. There was no castigation and no condemnation—just bliss. The Templar obviously knew what he was doing and affected the Wolf in ways he’d previously only imagined, and taken as the sinister whispers of his deranged mind. In a matter of minutes the Templar had him all but howling, forsaking the view of damnation as preached by Brother Maynard and instead embracing what was an experience he’d only dreamed of. He did, in fact, embrace the experience three more times that hour alone.


  Unlike Brother Maynard’s rough, often painful castigation followed by demeaning ‘baptism’ by the Dog’s seed Umberto had no such inclinations. His time with the Wolverine was deliberate, but also tender and infused with meaning beyond ‘excising the evil’ and ridding Thaddius of his liquid sin. Umberto, in fact, pointed to the very action as a healthy way to balance the humors and, moreover, willingly prove his devotion to his Prince.


  The Wolf had taken such words as a painful reminder that he’d forced himself onto the Wolverine, but it took very little convincing beyond a show of arousal for the Templar to make him aware that there was more than one interested party. It was as Sir Umberto said: God had given the act of making love to mortals to remind them of the importance of closeness and as proof of his own love onto them. If God truly decreed that the physical intimacy of man and man or woman and woman was wrong then it would not have felt so right.


  There were many things that the Templar had taught him since then that rang just as true. While Thaddius had followed Brother Maynard out of blind faith for the priest he could not deny that when Sir Umberto spoke his words did not require faith; Thaddius was able to understand them due to their truth alone. He sometimes found himself wondering if that was just the darkness in his soul looking for any excuse to come free but he had only to consider the fact that he hadn’t had a single episode, an outburst, or any manic moments in almost a year. If that was not healing then he simply didn’t know what was.


  The Prince valued one other aspect of the companionship of his Captain, and that only became more apparent as the two settled down in his bed for their time together. Maynard had never looked Thaddius in the eye until they were done and then the gaze had always been one of condemnation. Not only was Umberto more than willing to hold contact with his eyes but it was often accompanied by a kiss. Countless times in his life the Prince had been exposed to castigation via rutting and he expected that to be the totality of the act but until Umberto he had never truly understood why some called it ‘lovemaking’. The Templar had filled in the space quite well… all of the space.


  Epilogue, Part 4


  For three months after Princess Noriene’s demise Evelyn had helped the rest of the Princess’ servants close up the estate. After that she had no plans whatsoever, though as many of the other servants had, she considered taking the long journey from Newport to Graddin to see if the royal family had need for her at the castle. She had spent several years in the service of Prince Regent Thaddius and even though it was well established that he’d stepped down from the throne she believed that her familiarity with the castle would provide her good standing to be hired again. Her brother, however, would hear none of it.


  The severance paid by the Princess’ estate had been useful in putting a roof over their head but she she’d been readying for the journey to Graddin since her meager savings would have to stretch far further than the cost of a room at the local inn. Shortly after the sale of the Princess’ manor several men from the University came to the inn where she’d been staying with her son. There were still two days to go until the wagon train left and Theo had sent them to collect her and her belongings. Little did she know that he meant for her to stay for more than those two days.


  Evelyn had never had a reason to visit the University and so her first introduction to its hallowed halls was by the side of her brother, Professor Theo. The robe and sash suited him quite well and she said as much, maintaining a courteous distance from him so as not to embarrass him in the halls of learning. He would have none of it, however, going so far as to embrace her and kiss her on either cheek before picking up his nephew and carting the young kit around the foyer on his shoulders like the proud uncle he so obviously was. She somehow managed to hold herself together and avoided crying until the three of them were alone.


  The elder Theo had shown her into the guest room where she’d be staying and no sooner had the door closed than she broke down, bursting into tears. Her wonderful brother had been pointing out the wonderful view of Scholar’s Square and made his way back from the window to take one of her paws. “You don’t like it? I’ll have the floor steward find you a different one.”


  Laughter mixed with her tears as she fought for control over her sobs so she could speak. “No… No! It’s… it’s so very nice! It’s finer than even the castle!”


  Theo lowered himself into one of the chairs at the small sitting table and she matched his movement to do likewise. He was smiling; even after all the years that had passed she remembered that smile from when they were kits living at home. “I’m sure Castle Graddin had hundreds of rooms finer than this one, Evie.”


  She smiled a little more, tears subsiding enough thanks to his good humor that she could speak. “But not one in which I would be a guest.”


  Her brother’s smile widened. “You will not be a guest in this one either.”


  She glanced askance at him, not fully comprehending. “Why… are you showing it to me?”


  He practically vibrated in excitement; his tail certainly did, floofed out just like when they were young and he was dreaming up something truly naughty to do with a caught bug from the garden or pilfered meat pie from the kitchen. “Because it’s yours.”


  She couldn’t wrap her head around the announcement. “…mine?”


  He nodded, taking her paws in his. “I make far more than I need as a Professor. A number of the councilors here tell me that most Professors spend their salary on their family and since you and little Theo are my family I wanted you to have as much as I could give.”


  Evelyn was stunned. “Oh Theo…!”


  He brought their combined paws to his muzzle and gave her fingers a kiss. “There is a room in the back there for little Theo and I am just across the hall.”


  She still had no idea what to say, but her son saved her the trouble by jumping up and down on a long, padded bench set up by the window. He was pointing out of it shouting excitedly. “Unatee! Unatee! Lookit! Lookit!”


  Unatee was the name Theo the Younger had chosen for Theo the Elder—quite likely a combination of ‘Uncle’ and ‘T’ since it was far easier for the kit to say but, with his usual affable nature and happy attitude Professor Theo had taken it all in stride and simply told her “Names don’t have to make sense, Evie… if I’m Unatee then I’m Unatee—no need to overanalyze.”


  It was a fairytale… an ending to all of the horrors and uncertainty in her life and a beginning in the next step toward whatever wonderful future awaited. The weeks turned to months and the months into seasons, and the seasons into two years. Her brother made it a point to join them for dinner nightly—sometimes in her room and sometimes in his.


  The two siblings picked up their lives where they’d left off and despite being older and more worldly it was as if time had barely passed. Theo said he’d wanted a family, and she was happy that he could be there in a way for her kit in a way that his true father… their true father never could. That truth remained a secret, and one often thought about discussing with her brother but she realized it would cause nothing but heartbreak and so she kept it to herself.


  By the second year of her stay at the University Evelyn had grown tired of being a homebody. Since Theo Younger was old enough to start taking part in the kit-in-garden pre-education classes it freed up more of her time and with Theo’s blessing (and financing) she started attending a few of the general instruction seminars designed for students interested in what the University had to teach. Her father had once told her that she was a stupid girl who would have to find a stupid husband who wouldn’t see all her faults; the instructors disagreed and her student ratings showed it.


  She stood as the premier student in three of her four classes and that earned her the support of the instructors to be considered for admittance into the University of Progressive Understanding. Although many of the entry requirements into the institution were still widely male-biased there had been some widening of acceptance for female scholars and she managed to find a series of courses that not only held her attention but also played to her strengths. She considered acceptance into the UPU one of her greatest accomplishments, not just because she had done it, but because she had done it on her own merit.


  Life had been going well for her but it had also been kind to the rest of the household. Theo the Younger was blessed in that no sign of his cursed parentage had dulled his mind and he kept pace in studies with the rest of the kit-in-garden class. He made friends easily and was well liked by his caretakers. Professor Theo had been tapped as a resource as one of the retiring Deans called for him as a replacement. The University’s education programs slowed for the summer season which meant that she and her son would have more time together.


  At first she’d expected to spend it with her son wandering the University grounds or taking strolls through the finer parts of Newport, but her brother surprised her with a trip. A journey across town or an errand to the docks was not all that abnormal for the Dean since he preferred to be out and about as much as he enjoyed time in his office or the classroom but when Evelyn discovered that he’d hired a carriage her interest was truly peaked.


  The three Ermines had a two day journey across the countryside. Despite the pleasant company and the calm ride some part of Evelyn thought back to the last time she’d been in a carriage; her life had been in danger. Her brother was astute enough to tell that something was bothering her. He reached a gloved paw across the distance between them and set it on her forearm. “Are you unwell? If so I can have the driver—”


  She waved away his concern and offered a reassuring smile. “No, Theo… I’m just… well… a little out of sorts. It’s been absolutely ages since I’ve been on the road.”


  Although Evelyn knew Theo could tell there was more to it her brother courteously refrained from questioning further—instead he started up a discussion, speaking frankly for the first time about their journey. “I know you’ve been enjoying the lectures in Professor Portt’s class so I took the liberty of planning this excursion.”


  She knew exactly to which lectures he was referring. “To think that a small flask of the right chemical combination could provide locomotion to something as large as a caravel? It is absolutely mind-blowing.”


  He smiled at her. “But completely plausible.”


  Feeling just a little ornery she playfully disagreed. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”


  Evelyn sat back in her seat, stomach no longer in knots and even her tremors had appeared to have subsided; the conversation was already doing her some good. Theo the Younger was dressed in a fine junior scholastic suit but it was bunched up around his legs and his tail due to the fact that he was almost hanging off of the window, staring at everything that went by. He stuck one arm out and gaped. “Mom! Over there!”


  She glanced past her son’s head-fluff and almost fell off her seat. A large, three story stone building rose from the countryside. While the blocky-tower was rather unspectacular the sight that caught her son’s attention and (in a split second) hers as well was an enormous wooden ship held aloft by a gigantic metallic bladder of some kind, affixed in place like a sea-going vessel against a pier by dozens of mooring ropes… only the pier was a tower and the sea was not but the sky. “It’s… that’s a—is that a—?”


  Theo younger put it into words. “It’s a ship, Mom! A flying ship!”


  Dean Theo’s comment was dutifully smug. “So you believe it now, do you?”


  The ride up to the base of the building was fraught with dozens of questions as Evelyn stared out the widow just as surely as her son. Her brother did an amazing job of answering all of her questions without actually answering them and she was kept in the dark by his skilled evasions… but also by the enormous shadow of the airborne vessel. It wasn’t until the carriage came to a stop that she managed to get her emotions under control, at which point she looked to her brother. “I thought the University gave up!”


  Dean Theo smiled, nodding when she looked his way. “For the most part, yes. Newport’s outrage at the destruction by the Albatross set the program back. It was all but abandoned until it found a champion among some of the more die-hard supporters.”


  He motioned to a silver-furred Wolf making his way to greet them. He was tall, and appeared to be in his mid-20s but he walked with a faint limp, using a surprisingly urbane walking staff considering the rather rural surroundings. The man wore casual work clothes but Evelyn didn’t miss the fact that he had the shoulder sash of a Fire Scholar—all the more curious that he also wore the waist sash of an Air Scholar. He stopped just beyond reach of the carriage’s open door and nodded his head. “Dean. Ma’am.”


  Theo Younger climbed out first and ran straight for the building. Theo Elder stepped out quickly thereafter. “You’ll get to see everything in a moment, young man. Wait for us, please.”


  He was understandably impatient. “Uncle T—it’s a floating ship!”


  The muscular scholar standing before them called back to the kit. “All ships float, kit—that ship flies.”


  Theo Younger didn’t so much as miss a beat. “It’s a flying ship! Mom! Come on!”


  Evelyn accepted the Wolf’s assistance down from the carriage and he inclined his head to her as he spoke to her brother. “You brought your sister, I see.”


  She noticed in his smile that his teeth belied his mixed heritage; he had the look of a Wolf but his dental structure said Dog. She’d known a few Wolf-Dogs in her life and despite what many Purists said she’d found them all to be quite pleasant. “Good morrow, sir.”


  Once she was settled on the ground he released her paw and offered a formal bow. “A very good one, Miss. And to you as well.”


  Theo Elder descended next and offered formal introductions. “My sister, Miss Evelyn Vinson. Evie, this is Professor Roland Silverfang.”


  She concluded the pleasantries with a polite dip into a half-curtsey. “A pleasure, Professor Silverfang.”


  Apparently the Wolf-Dog didn’t miss the fact that her eyes had already traveled back to the ship. “I take it you have an interest in The Joshew, Ms. Vinson?”


  She continued looking up at the vessel. “The Joshew?”


  Roland chuckled. “The air ship, Miss Vinson. All sky worthy vessels should be named.”


  The casual flare with which the Wolf-Dog used the term that should have been ‘seaworthy’ gave her pause only a little less than when he referred to ‘vessels’ in the plural sense. “There’s more than this one?”


  Professor Roland glanced to her brother before looking back to her. “Well, Joshew there is a prototype—ornery, uppity, prone to occasional violent flare-ups, but if you understand him then you’ll see that there’s still lots to love.”


  Evelyn continued staring at the ship hovering next to the tower and an inane comment escaped her before she could stop it. “I thought ships were called ‘she’.”


  The Wolf-Dog laughed, making his way up to where Theo Younger stood impatiently. “That’s sea going vessels, Ms Vinson… far as I’m concerned air ships are men, through and through.”


  She glanced back to her brother, who offered her his arm with a smile. “No arguing with him, Evie… he is the project head, after all.”


  Professor Roland motioned to the front door before speaking over his shoulder. “Thanks for being on time, Dean—glad you could be here for the bachelor voyage.”


  Evelyn glanced to her brother, “Bachelor voy—”


  Theo Elder grinned. “It’s a maiden voyage except airships are male.”


  She would have commented further but at that point her son had a hold of her wrist and was bodily tugging her toward the tower. “We’re gonna fly! We’re gonna fly!”


  The Wolf-Dog stood to the side of the tower’s entrance and held the door open. “We’ll head out at the top of the hour—should make it to Graddin before nightfall. Lehsunia looks entirely different from the air. You’ll never look at it the same way again.”


  Evelyn reached back to take her brother’s paw and give it a gentle squeeze. She stepped boldly toward what awaited her, realizing that she was ready for whatever changes were ahead as long as she had her family… and she did.


  * * * * * *


  Aodhan and Sister Aurelie had only played a bit part in rescuing the Sisters from the Cathedral of Newport but the two had been hailed as heroes after finding their way back to the Convent. Their return was celebrated for a constant week and the Sisters Divine held them in highest esteem. They accepted the praise in good order and constantly elaborated on the half-tale that had made its way around the Convent, providing corrections to the story which was rapidly growing out of proportion into something far more epic than it had felt as they lived it.


  They were both in attendance through the service held for the dear departed Sister Antoinette and remained with the Sisters Divine long enough to watch the courtyard’s central large tree Grand-pere bloom; he had promised his Eyara they would and he kept it. Beyond that there was no commitment for the Wolf to stay, no duty that bound him to the Convent, and no requirement that he call it his home. Eventually the time came when he approached Sister Aurelie in a painful reimagining of when he had said his goodbyes all the years past.


  He told the Cat that he would leave and, as with before he held out a paw and asked his Eyara to come with him. The script changed when Aurelie’s paw joined his; they left the Covenant together. Trevosse was a large kingdom and it was beautiful at all times of the year and so they traveled it for months so he could show his Eyara all that he had seen in his years of wandering. They headed North, then swung back around toward the sea until they agreed on a clear spot along a southern-pointing isthmus; it was there they built their cottage and there they called home.


  The time from late afternoon to early evening had always been a favorite for Aodhan. The Wolf sat outside their small cottage peering at the clouds strewn across the sky creating bright pink streaks amidst the vibrant gold and rich oranges of the sunset. In the past Aodhan had usually been more interested in dawn but recent weeks had increased his interest in the setting of the sun… and not just for the beauty.


  The Wolf reached to the Cat beside him and slid his paw over that of his companion. Sister Aurelie looked to him immediately; his Eyara, as usual, knew his mind. “You’re thinking of Lehsunia, aren’t you?”


  Aodhan truly was. Although it had been almost three years since they’d left the docks of Newport the Wolf found his thoughts drawn back to the nation more and more. “I find myself wondering what it had been like before the chaos.”


  Sister Aurelie turned toward him, attention fully focused on the Wolf’s words. “Exquisite, I would imagine. It was beautiful even during the turmoil.”


  Smiling, he gave his Eyara’s paw a gentle squeeze. “I heard word from the West… King Malcom has declared independence from the Ilysean Trade Federation.”


  One of the Cat’s eyebrows raised, a certain indication that Sister Aurelie was trying to figure out if Aodhan was attempting some kind of joke; he was not. Once his Eyara figured that out a concerned response was forthcoming. “How? Why? Doesn’t Lehsunia need the protection? I can imagine Wyra was pleased to hear that.”


  Aodhan stood up from his position on the stool on the porch of their cottage, raising his lover with him. “Wyra would have been pleased except I also heard that King Malcom withdrew free docking rights for the Wyranese Navy.”


  This time both of the Cat’s eyebrows raised; his Eyara definitely knew he wasn’t joking around. “What? That’s crazy! Everyone knows Lehsunia relied on both of—”


  The Wolf cleared his throat. “Wyra declared war a few months ago.”


  Sister Aurelie’s fur puffed up at the announcement. “Where did you hear all of this?”


  Aodhan’s eyes drifted back to the west. “Sister Vanesse found me in town today while I was buying rope… she told me that the Sisters had been petitioning until recently for Trevosse to send aid.”


  The Cat was, as usual, astute. “You’re thinking of going.”


  The Wolf let out a quiet breath. “If you do not want me to I will not.”


  Sister Aurelie pulled him closer and embraced him around the abdomen. “You take your sword and I’ll bring my halberd.”


  Aodhan’s ears raised. “Why? The war is over.”


  The comment brought the Cat to a halt. “What?”


  Smiling, the Wolf brushed an errant ribbon of his Eyara’s fur back behind an ear. “Wyra invaded and met the combined force of Lehsunia’s army along with Templars from the Church, Musketeers from the University, eight tribes worth of warriors… and some kind of flying galleon belching fireballs from the sky… or so the stories go.”


  Sister Aurelie’s muzzle showed both disbelief and relief and it was several seconds before the Cat spoke. “That is not the Lehsunia I remember.”


  Aodhan’s lips spread wide in a good-humored smile. “Apparently King Malcom is quite the diplomat… and loved by his people more than he his detested by his foes.”


  Laughing, Sister Aurelie renewed the hug and remained there for a long, content sigh before pausing. “If everything is fine then why would you want to go?”


  Aodhan leaned forward and kissed his beloved. “Because, my Eyara—you said it earlier: it would be Exquisite.”


  There was no further objection and no more questions needed to be asked. Three days later the two were aboard a caravel named ‘The Wave Rider’. Aodhan spent much of the journey at the bow, long, curly mane left to dance among the sea breeze as the salt spray whipped up like liquid freedom into his face. Sister Aurelie remained at his side for the duration, eyes gleaming in the morning and glinting at night. They were out on their newest adventure with no idea what awaited them.


  In the end, Aodhan realized that was the greatest call he heard that beckoned him to Lehsunia. Life itself was an adventure and sometimes not knowing what was coming next was the best part. They’d had their time to stop and catch their breath and it had been wonderful but he was already looking forward to what lay ahead.


  For the majority of the journey the sailors were all but invisible, tucked away handling navigation or crawling through the ship’s rigging high overhead. It wasn’t until the shore of Lehsunia was within sight that any of them so much as bothered speaking, but as the tan-furred Prong Horn approached him Aodhan was surprised that he hadn’t recognized Tobias Severna sooner.


  The Antelope scholar was still a proper gentleman in manner but his choice of clothing and even his bearing had a much more casual edge to it. Joining him was Dr. Brownell, who, dressed in britches and tunic with her hair pulled back and secured by a bandana was just as different in her appearance. Aodhan couldn’t help but smile when their casual reintroductions came to an end and Tobias concluded things by offering a passionate kiss to the Mouse.


  The two couples joined up again once the gang plank had lowered to the dock. Stepping off into Newport Aodhan realized in a sense he was returning to adventure yet at the same time returning home. With fire in his soul, courage in his heart, friends surrounding him, and his Eyara on his arm Aodhan stepped forth, knowing far down in the deepest part of his being that, despite all that had happened the best was yet to come. He was not mistaken.


  


  The End
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