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      To Pat, for teaching me this:


      The greatest thing in life is to love,


      And be loved in return

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 1

      The Letter


      
        
      


      Applause and catcalls flowed in from all around him, egging the fox on. He started into the next song, eying the bartender to indicate he planned to leave soon. The wolf had only paid him for three numbers, making this his last one. Even though many in the tavern wanted him to continue, they weren’t the ones shelling out the gold to pull in so many customers. They might come for the vulpine performer, but they stayed for the beer and the more expensive liquors.


      Ever since he had performed the first time in a local bar, Kyo Foxtrot had become something of a local celebrity. He’d never gone to musician’s school or been able to afford professional lessons; his voice was naturally pitch-perfect. As a vulpine in this city he didn’t stand out, but his enchanting songs did. Every few days someone else would ask him to perform at their restaurant or bar, offering a very reasonable payment in gold or valuables.


      Since he had fled Oya’s civil war over a year ago, the singer’s only real desire in life had been to become rich. Settling in the border city of Pyronni, just south of Oya, jobs began to roll in. His parents might have been successful, but a comfortable savings was out of their reach. Performing around the city of Pyronni gave him that buffer; already he could take a few months off and have enough money to survive. The fox had purchased a few frivolous things, of course. The most obvious of these was the new color of his fur – where it had been red, it was now a neon shade of purple. In the low light of most taverns, he stood out like a firecracker. Besides that, he finally owned a thick fur coat for the chilly winters and galoshes for the muddy city streets.

    


    
      Right now, however, he wore very little. These lupis and vulpines wanted more than a prim and proper singer to entertain them – they wanted a show. A single swath of fabric wrapped around his waist, hanging from his hips and concealing only his groin and the tops of his thighs. Bangles hung from his wrists and ankles, clinking as he moved around the stage. Someone threw a simple silver bracelet at him, hooting out something obscene. He put it on, assessing it to be worth a few dozen silver pieces. A good tip from a lush. The bartender called out, bringing the noise down from deafening to a dull roar.


      “He’s done for the night, you drunks!” Many yelled at the male as he ducked beneath the bar, but they still parted to let the fox off the stage. Kyo put up with a few reaching paws, but slapped those away that went for his wrap. He wasn’t about to get nude in this place. As he approached the bar, the lupis threw a small bag at him.


      “Twenty gold, just like we agreed!” Kyo could barely hear him, but he still opened the pouch and ran his fingers through the coins. The exact amount he’d asked for and not a copper more. This was more than his manager normally desired, but this tavern wasn’t in the safest section of the slums. Just in case he got mugged, he slipped half of the gold pieces in a small bag strapped to his thigh. The door of the bar opened, a massive bruin stepping in and shaking the water from his cloak. Apparently it had begun to rain in the past few hours.

    


    
      “Kyo,” the bear said, looking at him with massive, deep eyes. As large as he was, he always looked like anyone nice enough could just dive right into his soul. The male was his manager, having been the first music expert to find him when he entered the country.


      “Hi Vance. What brought you out here?” The bear hated traveling after dark.


      “A letter came in for you tonight.” After throwing his cloak at the bartender, he produced a tightly-folded piece of parchment adorned with a wax seal. As it landed in Kyo’s paws, he took a closer look. Symbols were pressed into the wax – a longsword pointing down, a set of scales hanging from the cross-guard. On one of the scales sat a crown and on the other rested a shield.


      “What is this?” the fox asked, holding the seal next to a lantern so the bartender could have a look. After a single glance his eyes went wide.


      “That’s the royal seal, lad! Open it!” Ignoring the jibe about his age – for a vulpine he was young, but still four times older than any lupis present in the building – he broke the seal, unfolding it next to the lantern and reading aloud.


      To Kyo Foxtrot, Performer Extraordinaire;


      First of all, the Royal Court of Vasani would like to congratulate you on adjusting to life in our nation. Word had reached us in the palace of your talents, and we would like to cordially invite you to perform during the Fall Festival, celebrating the equinox. Many visiting dignitaries speak well of you and we hope you will choose to attend this joyous occasion; you may bring appropriate guest.


      “What do you mean by ‘appropriate guests’?” the fox asked. The bartender shrugged, but Vance answered immediately.


      “They mean like a wife, husband or manager. They don’t want you to bring someone off the street, but they get it you won’t travel eight days south alone. Keep reading.”

    


    
      Furthermore, should you agree to both attend and perform , you will be paid the sum of one thousand gold pieces. All of the songs have been chosen in advance by the royal family, though they may not be able to attend. A suitable costume will be provided and tailored to fit you, so do not worry on what to wear once you arrive. However, any action outside of the celebration against the desires of the Court may result in your invitation being revoked.


      “Explain.” As the vulpine looked up, the bear smiled.


      “Don’t get drunk the night before or they’ll fire you.”


      Make sure to arrive at least six days in advance to ensure you have sufficient time to practice the numbers and the clothes have time to be tailored. Those of the Court recommend you tour the city, especially the Temple District and the City Markets. In hopes you will be convinced to attend, a line of credit had been attached to this letter to cover preparation, travel costs, and rent for the three weeks you will be absent from your current residence.


      The Secretary of Coordination


      Valeo Truepaw


      Various seals also adorned the bottom of the parchment, but they didn’t matter. A thousand gold pieces was more than he’d make in two years collecting performance fees and tips all around the city; it would give him the safety net he wanted. The vulpine had never been to the capitol, but he doubted it would be any different from the large cities he had been to in Oya.


      “What was that about credit?” The bruin reached a paw out, running one of his claws over the furthest-right seal. Numbers were written on it, so small the fox had to squint.


      “Wow...” Vance continued, lifting the parchment a bit higher to read it properly. “They’ve given you one hundred gold pieces in advance through the Royal Bank, even if you don’t reply to go. It does say we have to be there a few days in advance, though.”


      “So? It’s a thousand gold we’re talking about!” Most commoners dropped the word ‘pieces’ when referring to money. His manager frowned, reading over the letter for a second time.

    


    
      “The equinox is in just over two weeks. If we want to go, we’d have to leave in the next three days.” Kyo eyed his manager suspiciously.


      “Who says I’m bringing you?” He stuck his tongue out playfully before the bear could get angry. Folding the letter back, he handed it back to Vance.


      “Of course I’m going, fox. I’d pay to go to the capitol, but let’s not stay in the palace.”


      On the road, the fox felt jittery from excitement. There were so many things in the capitol he wanted to see besides the palace. From what he understood, the temple district contained a chapel to every god and goddess in the world. Merchants passed through the city from both Sacavuni, the felis lands to the east, and the Shun Empire, the rolling fields of the lapin to the west. This meant goods he could only dream of possessing, like rare silks and teas, would be actually affordable.


      “So, what’s the plan this week?” the bear asked after a few hours on the road. In the carriage, Vance took up one entire side with the fox and a few clothing bags opposite him.


      “I figure we can afford to stay at roadside inns this week with the money the palace gave us. There is a thousand gold waiting for us, after all.” The larger male nodded, keeping his paws firmly gripped on the plush armrests. He hated traveling over the uneven road between Pyronni and Eldere in a carriage. It might save their feet and the expense of horses, but for the bear it was slightly nauseating.


      “Safer that way too.” Unlike other parts of the world, this road was patrolled by members of the Vasani army during the day. If someone traveled at night they dealt with bandits on their own accord.


      “I guess. There are seedy folk in taverns too. I hope the rooms are only a few gold a night. Even with money waiting there and the bag of gold we have, I don’t want to spend too much.”

    


    
      “That’s easy to solve,” the bruin responded, jumping a bit as one of the carriage’s wheels dipped into a deep crevice. “We can just room together.”


      “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea. The last time I went to Byridge on a trip I had to share with another performer and he tried some stuff on me.” Kyo didn’t go into details right now, but the other vulpine from a few months ago ended up sleeping in the hallway.


      “Let me put it this way, Kyo. I haven’t been with a male since my teenage years, and I doubt with your lack of breasts I will confuse you with a female.” Just for emphasis he reached out and punched him lightly in the chest. “Nope, no boobs. That doesn’t mean I won’t keep ya warm at night, but nothing’s gonna happen.”


      “Thanks, Vance.”


      At the first inn they left nothing in the carriage. It wasn’t that they distrusted the driver, but even a locked trunk could be sorted through if a thief had the whole night. Lugging everything to the second floor up very narrow stairs took three trips, but a little sweat wouldn’t hurt them after so long in a comfortably padded vehicle. Like any roadside inn owned by the state, it was cramped but comfortable. The tavern stocked only certain cheap ales and mead with room downstairs for a few dozen at most. Two floors of rooms could house twice that.


      “Want anything from the bar?” Kyo asked, planning on having a few now that the only male around him would be Vance. He liked drinking, but most of his friends openly admitted to having crushes on him. The bear shook his muzzle, holding up the flask that hadn’t left his paw since about noon. According to the male, “it makes the carriage more bearable.” After retrieving a few cold pints from the bar, the fox went back up to his rooms. He didn’t want to drink in front of others, especially strangers. Vance smiled at him, clinking his flask against one of the sturdy metal tankards.

    


    
      “Cheers, fox. Hopefully the week won’t be too bad.” Both of them took deep swigs, the fox inhaling about half of the beer and the bruin draining the rest of his spirits. He coughed, shivering at whatever existed in that flask.


      “Always a kick in the teeth. It’s why I carry it.” He threw the flask aside, reaching into one of his bags for another.


      “What are you going to do once you run out?” Kyo asked, now just taking sips of his dark beverage.


      “I won’t. Whenever I get low I’ll pay a bartender to refill them for me. Whiskey’s the only reason I can put up with that damned carriage.”


      Seven days of travel south later brought them to the city gates. Four gates, relegated by the City Guard, broke apart the walls of the city. They were fifty feet high and thirty feet thick, remains from the great and destructive wars long lost to memory. Their carriage stopped at the northern gate, currently closed except for a small side-door used for pedestrians. They’d arrived slightly before dusk, so the city was already closed for the night. One of the guards approached, a truncheon in one paw and a lantern in the other.


      “If you still want to enter the city, sirs, you’ll need to step out of your carriage and take the side door. Also, it’ll be seven silver pieces for the travel tax.” Vance huffed, crossing his arms over his chest.


      “We’re not paying to enter a city where we have business.” The guard sighed, apparently used to this kind of reaction.

      “These are taxes that pay to upgrade the city’s facilities. Everyone pays them, so stop complaining and throw out some silver.” Kyo started reaching for his money purse and then thought about something. Slipping a paw into his jacket, he leaned out of the carriage and handed over the letter from the palace.


      “Will this exempt us from the tax?” The guard unfolded the parchment and scanned it before quickly handing it back.


      “That will, vulpine. We still can’t open the gate, but I can get some help to bring your bags to an inn. Know where you’re staying?” Just as the fox had guessed, a royal invitation would let them bypass a lot of the bureaucracy.

    


    
      “Thank you, sir. We don’t know the city yet. Where do you recommend?” The guard turned away from them for a moment, shouting into the side corridor.


      “Hey! Call a page to help with bags!” Turning back, he smiled. “How much you plannin’ to spend?” Someone small came around the corner, jumping up onto the vehicle and throwing down their bags to the guard one by one. He caught them without a problem, swinging them to the ground so smoothly that even if they were full of ceramic nothing would crack.


      “Someplace safe.” Kyo responded. The armored male chuckled as the last saddlebag came down. A very petite male jumped down after it, a lupis so young there was no way he could be a member of any guard.


      “Then head to the Snarling Bear. It’s in the temple district. Just take the road straight south until you start seeing marble buildings. You know your imagery?” When the vulpine nodded, he continued. “Then the inn is a small building between the Temple to the Wing Goddess and the one to the Black Goddess. If you get confused, just look for all the Wolfen outside a giant black building.” The Wolfen were a race of massive canines, extremely tall and muscular. Most rich merchants and nobles hired them as guards since they weren’t only powerful; they were partially immune to magic.


      “Thank you very much, sir.” Kyo hopped from the carriage, looking down at the page. He was even smaller than the fox and didn’t look like he could carry even one of the bags. However, he lifted one on to each shoulder and another two in his paws. Vance grunted as he swung out behind them.


      “Let’s go then.” Each of the males picked up one of the last two bags and followed the small male through the narrow auxiliary gate entrance. As soon as they were out of the gate’s lamplight, the lad set down the bags and waved his paws. All four bags started floating behind him at waist level, the handles erect from the tough fabric.

    


    
      “I’m not carrying them,” he responded from the bear’s strange looks. “They think it builds character, but I can levitate even heavy things. So, no need for that.” When the continued down the road, the male started talking.


      “So where are you from?” Kyo smiled. Someone that just wanted to talk to him was a welcome change. Vance might engage in conversation, but the copious alcohol over the past week made him incoherent a large amount of the time.


      “Pyronni. We’re here for the fall equinox.”


      “Might want to go to the markets soon, then. A lot of sellers are in town this time of year.” His words seemed rehearsed, but not in a bad way.


      “I’ll make sure to do that. Why are you working for the city guard?” The wolf pulled at his tunic, straightening out a wrinkle.


      “I’m a squire trying to become a knight of the Crown. Part of that is learning to aid people in the city. My job this month just happens to be helping the city guard traffic folk through the gates. And here we are.” Kyo looked at the drab building, perpetually in shadow and somewhat hidden between the two massive temples on either side. A plain sign painted in black paint above the door read “The Snarling Bear – An Inn For All the Weary.”


      “’For All the Weary’?” Vance huffed, grabbing the bags from midair. “Isn’t everyone that goes to an inn weary?”


      “It means it’s not a brothel, and don’t bring a whore here.” The fox stared at the young wolf, surprised he knew of such things at his age. “Let’s go in.” The male led the way, pushing open the saloon-style doors with his shoulders and grabbing the last two floating bags to make it appear he carried them the whole way.


      “Leon, I’ve got two for you.” The largest male in the room, a bruin even more massive than Vance, looked up, smiling at the new guests.

    


    
      “Welcome to the Snarling Bear, travelers. Just leave your bags at the door. One of the attendants will take them to an available room.” Kyo looked around, having to blink several times against the very thick smoke. Most of those here were dressed in the robes of priests, chatting amongst themselves over large hookahs. Dozens of faiths were represented in front of him – more than even he, as a commoner, could identify. A lupis and vulpine from the Temple of the Hopegiver sat in one corner, passing a long pipe between them. One the next table were four mean-looking felis playing cards. The fox knew their god: Jakkin, patron of thieves. Though a hundred males and females could be packed into the spacious bottom floor, the noise level remained very low.


      “Staying for the equinox?” the new bear asked, snapping at three scantily-clad female vulpines lounging nearby. They stood up immediately, lifting the discarded bags and rushing up a rickety flight of stairs. Kyo stood in wonder at the efficiency. Most innkeepers couldn’t get help to clean a table, let alone stay at their beck and call.


      “We’ve been invited to the festival at the palace,” Vance responded a bit louder than was completely necessary. The owner did seem impressed, however.


      “Excellent! That means you can’t skimp on your bill, since the palace is covering it. Have your credit slip?” Vance looked taken aback by the straightforward response, but still nudged Kyo for the invitation. He produced it, letting the bear take it from his paws.


      “Ah ha...” Leon mumbled as he read it, handing it back after only a few moments. “Well, Mister Kyo Foxtrot, I already have a message for you. I figured the messenger had just gotten the wrong inn, but it seemed he foresaw you picking the safest in town. Stay here for a moment.” Both travelers looked at each other in confusion, but the bear returned with a folded piece of parchment labeled for the vulpine. He opened it, reading aloud for Vance:

    


    
      The Royal Court welcomes you to Eldere and hopes your stay will be a pleasant one. Valeo Truepaw, the Secretary of Coordination, will be present at the Snarling Bear the morning after you arrive in order to escort you to the tailor in possession of your performance outfit. Please be prepared one hour after dawn for a fitting.


      “That was quick. How did they know we were even coming?” Vance remarked, apparently stupefied by the clairvoyance.


      “Probably one of the wayfarer’s inns between where you came from and here.” Leon answered. “Keeping a lookout for a bright purple fox isn’t exactly difficult.” Kyo blushed, but secretly acknowledged the color only existed so he could be picked out of a crowd.


      “Good,” Vance announced, looked at the other bear. “So where can a thirsty male get a drink?”


      Kyo left the bear at the bar, following servants up to a room with an attached privy and bathing room on the fourth floor. Normally, the building would have looked very large, but surrounded by so many grand temples appearances became deceiving. He flopped on the bed, kicking off his shoes and throwing his cloak on the floor. He just wanted to relax at this point after so long on the road. Vance could have his drinks, but a few extra hours of sleep never hurt anyone.


      When Kyo and Vance walked downstairs the next morning, a male in very formal clothing stood next to the door looking entirely out of place. He was a lupis, tall and thin, whose piercing glare somehow resembled a hawk. When his eyes landed on the vulpine Kyo felt like he needed to apologize for something.


      “Good morning, Mister Kyo Foxtrot. Are you ready to leave? We will pick up breakfast on the way.” Once he nodded, the wolf turned around and opened the door for them both. In the sunlight, his violet fur only stood out even more.

    


    
      At they made their way out of the temple district and into the markets, the male whom Kyo assumed was Valeo Truepaw stopped only once to pick up sticky cinnamon rolls. They came with paper to stop the syrups from sticking to fur, but Kyo declined and quickly inhaled the delicious sweet. When he started to lick his fingers – this was one of his favorite foods – the wolf glared at him so seriously he stopped mid-lick.


      “I hope this kind of vulgar behavior will not be exhibited at the palace, Mister Foxtrot.” He stuck up his muzzle, making Kyo feel properly ashamed. He should have known better than to be normal in front of such a stuffy male. They kept walking, the crowds of shoppers parting for the well-dressed wolf. The fox stayed between the male and Vance, trying to remember where the stalls were he wanted to come back to tomorrow. After fifteen minutes twisting between streets, Valeo stopped outside a very large shop adorned with gold on the door.


      “Here we are.” He opened the door, motioning for the fox and bear to enter. Every wall was covered floor to ceiling with fabrics of every color and shade Kyo had ever seen. There were even a few pieces of cloth the vulpine didn’t recognize by texture or color. Since when did clothes come in so many shades?


      “Can I help you?” a voice asked from behind a hanging curtain, embroidered in a repeating pattern of suns and moons. Kyo and Vance both jumped, but the lupis sighed.


      “You know why I’m here, Hurric. Do you have the suit ready?” A strange figure stepped out from behind the curtain of a race the fox had never seen up close.


      The tailor was a Commonfolk and bore no resemblance to any of the common races. Without a muzzle, tail, or fur, the male looked as though large parts of his body were missing. Instead of a snout, his nose extended only a small amount from his face. Where his fur should have been, smooth tanned skin replaced it. His eyes were partially obscured by long hair that draped from the top of his skull and over his face.

    


    
      “Of course I have your clothing ready. You paid me extra so I would stop my other work. Is this the vulpine that’s gonna wear it?” The male walked up to him, grasped his wrist, and pulled him behind the curtain. Hurric kneeled, picking up a string marked with charcoal off of the floor. Suddenly the noise of the street and even Vance’s polite chatter was cut off; he could only hear the tailor talking to himself as his paws moved a string up and down the vulpine’s body.


      “Let’s see….hmmm….a bit too long there….I should bring that in about an inch…” After the string seemed to have moved over every possible measurement he possessed, the male stood back up.


      “You’re a lot thinner than I expected. Do you eat regularly?” Kyo nodded, thinking this a very personal question. A lot of patrons in bars thought he was anorexic, but his petite size was completely natural. His ribs didn’t show and his fur didn’t fall out – those alone were signs he was perfectly healthy. The male handed him a pair of pants that twinkled in even the dim light.


      As the tailor handed him piece after piece of his new wardrobe, the vulpine’s paws started to tremble. It took him a few seconds to recognize the insanely expensive fabric – shimmersilk. Unlike normal silk, which alone cost a small fortune, this material was actually light woven by mages into clothing. It never stained, tore, or faded. The color could only be described as prismatic; to the untrained eye, it was silver, but in the right light it shifted between all the colors of the rainbow. These clothes probably cost more than he was being paid.


      “Before you think about it,” the wolf called out over the privacy curtain, “You’re not keeping those. We just need to make sure they fit you before the performance.” Sighing, the vulpine still tried every piece on. Besides the comfortable pants, there was a shirt with very tight sleeves, a vest trimmed with precious gems, boots made from the finest white leather, and gloves that needed to be tailored down significantly to fit his small paws. Once everything was on, the Commonfolk pulled back the curtain.

    


    
      Vance clapped when he saw the fabric, which only embarrassed the vulpine further. He put his paws behind his back as the lupis looked him over, making very noncommittal noises. After a minute or so, the coordinator placed a single finger underneath Kyo’s muzzle, forcing him to look up. He turned the fox’s muzzle from side to side, eying him like a coat he was thinking about buying.


      “You’ll need to trim the fur around your eyes and the scruff under your muzzle, but other than that, I think you are well worth the investment.”


      Back at the inn, Kyo sat down on the end of his bed, feeling overwhelmed. Why were the members of the court going through this much effort to make him look good? He realized this was one of the most important festivals of the year, but there were three other celebrations of equal importance. Shouldn’t they have just let him wear his normal clothing? Why give him a shimmersilk suit? Wasn’t that an insane investment?


      Vance was in the tub at the moment, so he could look over the paperwork that the coordinator had given him. Most of the songs they wanted him to sing he had done dozens of times before, but one stumped him. This song wasn’t even in Common – how was he expected to perform it? Judging by the timing notes, this one was also the centerpiece of his performance. Could he master a piece of music in a language he didn’t speak in less than a week? The bear was out of the tub and sitting next to him before he realized it. Looking over, it seemed that the confusion on his face was evident, since the male’s face matched his.


      “Is it that bad?” he asked. Kyo leaned against the male, setting the papers down. He could fix all this tomorrow – now he just needed to relax. He’d entered the city, gotten a fortune in new clothes, and found out everything he needed to do in the same day. Vance put a massive arm around him, pulling the fox against the much larger male’s chest. The vulpine breathed in the male’s very earthy scent, letting the bruin undo the ties that held his shirt on. Now wasn’t the time to worry about the world.

    


    
      He offered no resistance as the other male undressed him, not even when his loincloth came off. The fur on his chest, down over his belly and between his legs was still white – he’d been meaning to dye it something shocking and promiscuous. Kyo trusted the bear not to do anything to him; this wasn’t about sex. Once he was nude, even his necklaces and rings discarded, Vance moved him up so he was stretched out on the bed. Now that he was relaxed and comfortable, the bruin opened up his toolkit.


      Most well-to-do performers hired an entire staff of attendants to make sure they looked their best at all times. Kyo, not wanting to waste money or forge purely business relationships, asked Vance to be his groomer. Even at this time of the year his fur was far too uneven and his nails could probably slit a throat; both needed to be soft and benign. The better he looked, the higher the chance he’d be hired back. There was no way the fox would change his tactics on a job this big – if anything, he needed to be even more meticulous.


      With a small razor originally designed to shave thin slices of cheese off of wheels, the bear went to work. Every hair, even if it was only the tiniest bit longer than the rest, had to be cut down, especially in the few areas that would show above his clothes. Once those parts were done – his muzzle, throat, neck, head, and ears – the bear started with the rest of him. There was no telling how the rest of the night might go, or whether or not he would discard his clothes. At one of his local noble’s parties he had ended up dancing around in a loincloth until after midnight. Some said his dancing was more enchanting than his voice.


      Kyo sneezed a few times from the stray hairs; the bear was so good at what he did the fox’s movements could not interrupt his work. A few minutes were all it took to finish trimming most of his fur, leaving only his groin. Vance met his eyes, asking for silent approval; the vulpine nodded. He finished his job with the shortest and most delicate hair on the fox’s body. After he put the razor away, the bear opened up a jar of cream. This he rubbed into the vulpine’s fur, making sure it saturated every hair root-to-tip. Kyo had to stand up so the bear could do his tail and backside. Though he blushed when the male rubbed the conditioner under his tail, he didn’t object out loud. Now wasn’t the time to be modest.

    


    
      It took twenty minutes for the conditioner to dry and absorb into his fur – he gratefully washed off the remainder in the tub. The gunk might taste bad and leave him slightly itchy afterward, but it did give his fur a lustrous shine and pleasing scent. Drying off, he walked back out of the bathing room to find Vance already curling up for sleep. It was only a few hours after dark, but the male’s instincts were overriding his wants. Like the Wolfen, bruin had to cope with their ties to the natural world. His feral cousins were already in hibernation, so he often felt drowsy this time of year. Kyo slid under the covers next to him, smiling over at his close friend.


      “Aww, are you a sleepy bear?” The other male only grunted at him, already half asleep. Smiling, the vulpine soon followed his friend to dreamland.


      After waking up, Kyo decided to start touring the city by himself. Vance would sleep well into the morning, leaving the fox several hours alone. After a quick breakfast in the almost deserted tavern, he walked out into the temple district. It would be easiest to explore this part of town and the bear didn’t particularly care about how beautiful the temples were. The Temple of the Wing Goddess wasn’t anything knew, since they existed in every vulpine city, but the Black Goddess building beside the inn did intrigue him. Not many Wolfen lived in Oya, so their chapels did not exist in his home country.


      When he walked into the chapel, the first thing that hit him was the color. Most churches he’d been in were either white marble, crafted to look clean and bright, or very colorful to attract from far away. The Wolfen temple was entirely constructed of obsidian and black marble, actually left alone so it would remain dull. Half a dozen Wolfen milled about in the entrance hall, talking in their native tongue and occasionally reaching out to punch each other. All were male. Born of their goddess, the Wolfen existed for her. Very few worshiped any other god or goddess, and there were no female Wolfen.

    


    
      “Hello,” one of them called out to him, his Common heavily accented as though he was about to growl. Walking over, Kyo had to look almost straight up to meet the male’s eyes – he was over nine feet tall. After the formal greetings, he cleared his throat.


      “Can you...tell me about the temple?” he asked quietly, feeling very small in the large temple inhabited by a large species.


      “Not much,” he answered honestly, looking back at some of the other canines. “I’m not a priest here. I only visit for the sparring.” When the fox tilted his muzzle in confusion, the male elaborated.


      “We Wolfen like to wrestle with our own kind, have strength matches, that sort of thing. You are touring the city?” He nodded, surprised at the smirk evident on the male’s muzzle.


      “One of the paladins from my temple can show you around. He knows a lot about the city.” He barked out at the gathered males in the room, growling out a few syllables in his native language. One of the other Wolfen walked through a pair of very evil-looking obsidian doors, bringing out a vulpine no larger than Kyo.


      “This is Rasvim Freedsire. Rasvim, this is a tourist.” the original Wolfen explained, putting a paw on the vulpine’s shoulder. He was dressed in chainmail with a longsword on his belt and an ornate shield on his back. The fox, his fur a normal red shade, bowed to the performer.


      “Glad to meet you, Mister…”


      “Kyo Foxtrot, sir.”


      “Welcome to Eldere. What were you hoping to find out?” Presented with a fountain of information, Kyo drew a blank.

    


    
      “Uh....just...how all the temples work...” The red vulpine chuckled, speaking in Wolfen for a moment to make the males in the room stop paying attention to them.


      “Why don’t we start with this one then?” He placed one of his paws around the purple fox’s shoulders and walked him into the central worship room. A dozen more Wolfen stood in a circle, growling and howling, all facing the center of the circle. Rasvim pushed through two of them, pulling Kyo in behind him. The sight made the purple fox immediately tense up, but the excitement all around filled him almost instantly.


      Two Wolfen grappled in the center of the circle, wearing padded leather armor commonly used for training soldiers. One of them had their jaw locked over the other’s throat, forcing the male down on the floor. He was quick though, kicking up with his powerful legs to force the canine off. Even as he tumbled away, he righted himself and growled. His tail and ears stayed up playfully, showing the performer there was nothing deadly about the exchange. Both showed scratches and bite marks, but nothing deep enough to cause excessive bleeding.


      “Wolfen spar as a way to vent extra energy,” Rasvim explained, leaning in close so the fox could hear over the males. “They see this as a way to pay homage to the Black Goddess. If it is done in a temple to her, the howls, growls and swings are all said to show her the Wolfen wish her to see them. This is also the only way most Wolfen have to vent.” The fox didn’t really understand, so the male explained.


      “Wolfen don’t generally have sex, since most don’t have a sex drive. Being only male, they don’t have the need to reproduce. Ready to move on?” When Kyo nodded Rasvim pulled the two of them from the circle and moved around the group. He stopped in front of a large stone statue, a female canine resembling the Wolfen with the a starkly while marble faux moon between her paws.


      “The Black Goddess.” The red fox pulled a coin from his belt and place it before the sculpture. “One of the highest gods.” Kyo stepped up, placing a paw on the foot of the statue. Even in the fall, it felt as warm as living tissue.

    


    
      “Ready to leave?” Rasvim asked. “I don’t want to seem pushy, but the Wolfen don’t particularly like outsiders in their temple.”


      “Sure. Where next?” He had never been in a temple like this, but knowing he was not completely welcome made him not wish to explore further.


      “How about my temple?”


      A few minutes later they entered the Chapel of the Hopegiver, a more traditional marble building. It sat only a few blocks from the border to the slums, those residents filling it in search of healing or prayers. When Rasvim approached, many of them surrounded him, just saying hello or asking him for a “healing touch”. Never having had direct contact with a healer before, he watched in amazement as the vulpine’s paws glowed gold and removed sores from the faces his touched and deep cuts from an arm thrust forward.


      “Please speak to Vorel inside,” he called out, physically moving aside two of the commoners to make a path up the stairs into the temple. Two other males stood just inside the ajar doors, a white mouse and a strong, powerful wolf now surrounded by the needy only moments ago calling out for Rasvim.


      “Welcome to the first Church of the Hopegiver, the oldest chapel to the god in the world. These are the other paladins, Acton Sadisle,” the mouse, “and the leader, Vorel.” Kyo bowed to each of them in turn, the wolf only nodding in response. He could not bend with so many poor near him.


      “Thank you for bringing me here,” Kyo breathed, overwhelmed by the interior. The main worship room seamlessly connected to the entrance, giant stained-glass windows showing the deeds of the Hopegiver and projecting them on the floor. Rasvim walked him into the light of one, amazed as the lupis god seemed to be presenting a giant tome to him.

    


    
      “He’s a god of protection, tolerance, and the poor” the fox said, walking up to Kyo and placing paws on his shoulders. “He’s the most popular in the nation.” Kyo didn’t know what to say, except the first question to come to his mind.


      “What about love?” The ancient goddess of the vulpines, the Wing Goddess, was generally associated with relationships and fidelity, but she’d never helped him when he prayed.


      “What about it?” the fox answered. “The Hopegiver doesn’t care what you do or with whom, as long as it’s not a child. He helped me find the person I love.” When the vulpine looked back, he noticed the wedding band on the fox’s paw.


      “Where?”


      “Right here.” The vulpine turned him to face Vorel, no longer surrounded by those from the slums. “I married Vorel in this chapel a little bit ago.”


      “But, what about...” The Wing Goddess thought males should only lay with females, and that was how he had been raised.


      “You’ll find Vasani is much more understanding about things like that. Like I said, the Hopegiver doesn’t care as long as you don’t hurt anyone. Do you have anyone in the city?” Kyo blushed, trying to ignore the thoughts streaming through his mind. He’d wanted to bed with a male for many years, but Oyan culture did not allow it. Spending time with females in the past did not change those urges, instead only intensifying his secret needs. Here, in Vasani, far away from his old home, he could finally have who he wanted, experiment, and maybe find love?


      “Where else did you want to see in the city?” The purple fox blinked a few times, bringing himself back into the real world. Finding someone, as flamboyant as he was, would be difficult. Males sometimes propositioned him, but they were always drunk. Who could be with him?


      “The markets, but I can do that on my own. Thank you for showing me the temples. Do you mind if I come back later?” The fox turned him around, taking his paws and give him a friendly nuzzle.

    


    
      “Of course you can, Kyo. If you find someone, make sure to bring them here. I’d love to meet him.” Even without saying a word, the fox knew why he’d asked the original question. The male let him go, leading him out of the chapel and back to the Snarling Bear to wake Vance.


      The markets end up being just as interesting, but his mind just wasn’t on the subject of bartering. He knew a few merchants took advantage, but the implications of living in this country now hit him completely. Now that he was looking, there were almost as many purely male couples in front of restaurants and shopping in the markets as there were those of mixed genders. Mainly wolves, the males had no problem holding each other, kissing, or nuzzling in public. If the same behavior happened in Oya, those males would be socially and religiously shunned.


      When the fox and Vance stopped at a street stand for something exotic, the male recognized him from Pyronni. After a short exchange, he ended up with a steaming cup of something brown for free.


      “If you like it, just tell your friends,” the cook replied when Kyo insisted on paying. He refused the money, instead turning to the next customer. When the vulpine took a sip, it felt rich and satisfying, as though it could sustain him forever. According to the others crowding the stall, it was a drink called “coffee” from Shin-se, a tropical island north of the main continent, mixed with liquid chocolate. Both had become a hit recently in the capitol city after the king started to import more foreign goods. By the end of the afternoon he walked away from many different stalls with a few bolts of colorful silks, beads, and several more silver bangles for his wrists.


      Now that his shopping was done and he was back in the tavern, the music waiting for him needed to be practiced. One of them wasn’t even in Common, and it needed to be memorized syllable by syllable. What was he going to do about it? In some languages, a single stressed or unstressed letter could completely change the meaning of a word, especially when singing. After he finished looking over the other songs – all known from a few years ago when he bought a book of traditional music – he started on the new one. It wasn’t Vulpine or Luri, since he spoke both of those. As he understood, Wolfen did not have a written language, and it didn’t make sense that it would be in the language of the Chosen or the nezumi. That left only Shach, the tongue of the felis.

    


    
      “Vance,” he called out, pulling the male out of his conversation with the bartender. They’d been getting along famously since arriving, since bruins were native to eastern Oya and very uncommon in this region. Seeing one of his own made Vance much more sociable.


      “Whatcha need?” Kyo presented the music piece to him.


      “Do you recognize this?” The bear squinted his eyes, mumbling under his breath. The fox heard strange sounds, very similar to common but with every single letter emphasized.


      “It’s Shach, and really archaic. Half of these spelling aren’t used anymore. I don’t read it well, but I speak it just fine.” A weight lifted from his shoulders. Over the next few days, he could master this on his honor as a performer.


      “Good. Let’s start practicing.”


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 2

      The Offer


      
        
      


      An hour before the beginning of the party, Kyo and Vance arrived at the palace gates. To expedite their entrance, Valeo had given them special paperwork and passes that labeled them as performers for the court. This would stop most questioning and delays from the guards. From the gates, it took them less than five minutes in a carriage to travel across the expansive grounds to the front steps. Over three hundred yards in all directions of green fields, practice grounds for the Royal Guards and guard towers separated the castle from the rest of the city. Kyo kept whipping his muzzle to the left and right, trying to make out the gruff lupis and Wolfen that defended the king of this nation. Very few ventured beyond the palace gates, since their primary occupation centered on securing the royal family.


      Courtesans were arriving all around them – as an honored guest, the vulpine was to appear with them. When his carriage came to a rest a few feet from the stairs leading into the Royal Palace, he let Vance step out first so the bear could help him out of the vehicle. His boots may have been beautiful but he perpetually feared scuffing them. The bear smiled as the fox hopped down, several of the well-dressed males and females giving him appreciative glances. They apparently knew shimmersilk when they saw it. The bruin, to make sure he could at least be seen with the performer, wore a traditional black suit complete with a walking cane and tricorn. The buttons over his belly bulged out dangerously, as though they would pop and fly off any moment. Unfortunately, the royal family had not set aside for money to custom-tailor a suit for him, so he had been forced to find one at the last minute.

    


    
      Up the wide steps and into the entrance hall they went. Here, most of the guests were beginning to socialize, finding and chatting with their friends. Since the fox didn’t know any of these incredibly wealthy people, he skirted the groups, trying to find a coordinator. Lucky for him, they were very recognizable – each had a giant peacock’s feather protruding from the tops of their hats so they could be located through the crowd. Other than getting performers and servants into positions, these trained professionals were able to give useful information to guests, such as timetables and the locations of privies.


      “Excuse me,” he whispered, getting one of the coordinator’s attention. The tiny felis would have disappeared into the crowd if not for the feather making him nearly two feet taller.


      “Ahh, Sir Foxtrot!” he exclaimed, drawing the attention of everyone nearby. For such a small individual, his voice carried immensely.


      “I’m not a noble…” the fox mumbled. Someone with the title of “Sir” had either been knighted by the king or been made an honorary noble for valorous actions. The cat did not seem perturbed, instead bowing deeply and sweeping the feathered cap from his head.


      “Not to worry, sir. What do you need?”


      “I need to know where I need to wait for the performances to start.”


      “What makes you think you need to wait anywhere, sir?” His tone told the fox he was joking, but his words sent the male on edge. “You are a guest of honor. Socialize, Sir Foxtrot. Everyone here has been told of your talent and are eagerly awaiting the opening number. Please, take an hors d’oeuvre!” With a flourish of his paw one of the servants appeared at his side, a massive silver platter of tiny cakes on his shoulder.

    


    
      “I’ll be fine,” he whispered, backing away from the unnaturally happy male. No one should be that excited about a job that mainly consisted of dealing with haughty nobles.


      Talking to the organizer let Kyo calm down, at least for a little while. Vance had already found a few other guests to talk to – two lupis females were on either side of him, smiling and giggling at every small joke. It looked like the bear wouldn’t spend the night alone, if this shindig functioned like every other one the vulpine had ever been to. Single and young rich females came to these parties for one purpose and one purpose only: their parents made them. If they were already in their late twenties, they needed to get married and continue the family line as fast as possible.


      A high-pitched horn sounded from an adjacent room; servants opened massive oak doors to reveal a long, wide dining hall. There was enough space to seat several hundred hungry patrons, but the area was divided into dozens of smaller tables only large enough to fit one hundred at best. At the far end of the room, a rectangular table was set with only four place settings, all facing the rest of the room. Such a setting would be for the most honored in the city. Kyo’s eyes widened – would the royal family be here?


      The fox ducked into the shadow of the dining room door to compose himself. Diners walked past him, giving him words of encouragement or advice on which course to try first. Though this event was taking place in the castle, it hadn’t occurred to him the king, queen, and crown prince might be here. Singing for a room of inebriated nobles was one things, royalty quite another. What if he was terrible? Would they exile him back to Oya? The back of his mind told him that wouldn’t happen, but panic overrode it. It had been stupid of him to agree to this. He was a barely above a street performer – he wasn’t worthy of being here.

    


    
      The vulpine was halfway out of the entrance hall when a paw gripped his wrist. Vance stood there, his female companionship missing. The large male looked determined, as though this was a serious problem and lives were on the line.


      “Where do you think you’re going?” Kyo twisted his delicate wrist out of the bear’s grip, panic still washing over him.


      “I can’t do this Vance. The king’s gonna be in there. I’m just a singer from the city. I shouldn’t have agreed to this.” He tried to walk away, but the bruin put both of his large paws on the smaller male’s shoulders.


      “You can’t go anywhere, Kyo, and you know that. They agreed to pay you a lot of money, and if you back out now. You’ll never have a chance like this again.” Vance started to turn around, keeping his paws steady and forcing the fox to face the dining hall. “It’s just like any other gig. The patrons just aren’t drunk yet.” He pushed Kyo in that direction, growling in irritation. If anything, the bear’s actions had calmed him down. This was the best job of his career; he should do his best, like always.


      According to instructions from Valeo several days ago, Kyo was to wait at the entrance to the dining hall until he was announced. The calling would come before the second course, a fish dish the fox had never heard of. Unlike other performers, he wouldn’t be given a taste of the cuisine – eating right before a performance made him burp while singing. In a tavern it was funny; here it would probably get him executed. A voice from inside reached his ears, a deep baritone that probably carried far beyond these walls.


      “Welcome, everyone, to the Fall Festival. It is a great opportunity this time of year to bring all the noble houses, the royal family, and many honored guests together in the time-honored tradition of a harvest feast. As many of you probably already know, the palace has hired a very talented performer, Mister Kyo Foxtrot, to perform several famous and new pieces. Working with him will be the Vasani Royal Orchestra,” several diners clapped at the name. It had been Kyo’s dream at one point to work with the most prestigious musical group in the world, but right now it only gave him the jitters. “I hope everyone enjoys the appetizers, and once they are clear, the entertainment will begin.” To get and keep everyone’s attention, he would start with the song in Shach.

    


    
      Plates clattered around the room, the strange odor of fish mixed with some sort of egg wafting out of the hall doors. Since Kyo still remained outside, waiting for his cue, he had time to think. These nobles could probably afford to hire anyone from any country around the world. He knew Sacavuni, the felis country to the east, contained some of the best bards and celebrity musicians ever. Why would they want him? He’d never worked for anyone famous, extremely wealthy, or well-connected. Sure, a few nobles around Pyronni had witnessed him in bars and asked him for private performances. They weren’t true nobles, though. Since they were members of the government of the region, they called themselves nobles so other would respect them.


      “Now that everyone has enjoyed the first course, please relax and enjoy the new musical talent. Please welcome Mister Kyo Foxtrot of Pyronni.”


      There was his cue. Taking a deep breath, he walked into the dining room. All eyes were on him as he crossed the threshold, responses ranging from whispers about the color of his fur to shock at his outfit. The room was brightly lit, so all the colors in his clothing were showing. H looked something like a rainbow given life. Instead of turning to see whose eyes were on him, the vulpine just kept his gaze straight ahead. This was no different than any other group he’d performed for in the past. The hard part was over – walking in the room.


      He stopped right next to the lupis coordinator, nodding at him and waiting for the male to retreat. He would start singing as soon as the doors shut behind him, and he was to face the table opposite the doors at all times. The empty chairs at that table were now full. On the far left sat a male wolf or fox; he wasn’t grey and was somewhat small for the larger of the two canine races, so Kyo couldn’t tell which one he was. To the right of that male was definitely a lupis male who was paying more attention to the child sitting next to him. That female lupis child didn’t look like she wanted to be at the dinner. Finally, on the far right, was a lovely female lupis. She was in fact so beautiful Kyo could tell even from this distance. He would have to greet her formally later just to see her up close.

    


    
      The doors were closed, so the vulpine’s mouth opened. All other concerns were gone; now all that mattered was the music. He let the notes take him over, seep into him, and pour out with all the relish he could manage. Now wasn’t the time to be modest, or to pretend he wasn’t as talented as some thought. The fox needed to impress everyone here, show them he was worth their time and expense. No one would regret attending this festival dinner, if for no other reason than because they saw him. He was the star for the next few minutes. He was the one that mattered. The chronicle of an ancient story poured form him, translating it in his mind as Vance had told him:


      Before these nations stood,


      Before the races united,


      wars ripped apart the lands and farms,


      killed soldiers and innocents alike.


      No one could stop the battles, but that did not mean no one tried.


      In the harsh deserts, the felis roamed in tribes,


      always fearful of those native to the sands.


      One walked into the tribe of the lions,


      out of the sand and into their lives.


      He, a lupis with no memories,


      could raise the dead with a touch and heal those wounded.


      A prophet of a forgotten god?


      A gifted vagabond?

    


    
      None knew, so they brought him to the other tribes,


      Hoping to find a use for him.


      Tribes fought over him, eager for his power,


      but he would follow none of them.


      After years wandering the desert,


      the lupis came to the tribe of the tigers.


      They welcomed him, without greed for his powers


      Without demanding he side with them against others.


      There he stayed for years,


      Trying to find something that could lead him home.


      For a hundred years he remained with the tribe,


      observing as the tiger felis grew to power.


      They united all the tribes under a king,


      His Royal Majesty Rivin the Great.


      Even though the lupis did not take sides,


      What he did not know was what his powers did.


      The tribe, just by accepting him,


      gained the blessings of all the gods.


      The story does not end for the wolf there.


      Another two hundred years he watched the felis,


      Bringing them to greatness with only his presence.


      One day, the great gods all descended around the wolf,


      returning his lost life to him.


      For he was Azrael, the greatest of angels,


      and now, forgiven for disobeying the gods,


      the seraphim of atonement.


      Let all who walk the world know of Azrael,


      the angel cast down from the heavens.


      All who seek forgiveness for sins may find him,


      call of him with only a prayer.


      As the gods allowed him back into the light through good works,


      So too shall he bring you.

    


    
      Just for greater emphasis, Kyo held the last note of the ballad for a full ten seconds, showing off his lung capacity. The choir behind him gave up five seconds in, letting his voice ring out. Once he let it go, it felt like that final note still rang out in the air, bouncing off of the walls and ceiling. Only a few moments after he stopped, though, the room exploded in thunderous applause so loud the chandeliers rattled. Several guests stood up, applauding him so fervently he blushed. Apparently his showmanship paid off.


      Once the applause died down, he started his second song. This one, much less somber than the last, spoke about forbidden love and true happiness. If it was possible, the young vulpine got even more praise after his second number. Now blushing thoroughly from his throat to his ears, the fox quickly shifted to the third song. Starting before the applause ceased let him control the timing – those that liked him always quieted down when his songs started. Throughout the whole third song not a sound could be heard in the room except for his voice. Even the child sitting at the far table didn’t interrupt him.


      By the end of his fifth song his throat was beginning to get sore, so he asked for a recess. The coordinators had planned for such an event, so the meat course was rushed out while he drank a cup of tea. Not only was this the largest crowd he had ever performed for, but this was probably his longest single performance. After this course he’d perform five more songs and then a closing piece after the dessert. He couldn’t really complain; they were paying him enough to sing nonstop for hours, whether or not his throat hurt.


      The rest of the night passed in a daze. The fox finished his performance without a single problem, even after the wine started to flow. No one heckled, jeered, or complained they wanted a different song. After the final piece, the applause was so intense the lead organizer asked him to sing something else. Though he didn’t have anything else prepared, he decided on an old favorite. It was easy to listen to, but still contained a nice range of pitch to make it difficult to sing. Even that didn’t satisfy the voracious audience.

    


    
      “Sing another”! One slightly inebriated noble called out.


      “Do the third one again, Mister Foxtrot!”


      “The fifth!”


      “The second!” All they wanted was more.


      “I am sorry goods sirs and ladies,” he called out, summoning instant silence, “but I must end it for now. If you wish to hear another performance, please find me in Pyronni or speak to me later tonight to schedule a performance. In preparation for this event, I cleared my schedule. Thank you, everyone.” In the course of the first minute six different nobles offered him permanent positions in their households.


      After he retreated to somewhere peaceful to eat, Kyo let the excitement fill him. Not only had this performance been enjoyable, it had been a smashing success. Nobles from all over the country wanted to hire him, whether or not he was a commoner and looked like a walking rainbow. It made him jittery, but for now he needed to look forward. The night wasn’t over – who was to say a better offer wouldn’t come up? The vulpine had heard of bidding wars between the rich over who wanted to exclusively hire a talented performer. They fought over it like any other luxury.


      As the night wore on, the vulpine couldn’t get away from the persistent nobles. He didn’t mind the attention or the praise, but some of the offers were just too tempting. One of the nobles to the southeast offered him a guest house with full accommodations; a noble visiting from Sacavuni offered a full male and female harem in exchange for moving near the noble’s home. A third offer was quite possibly the most tempting. A rich merchant who lived and worked in the castle wanted to buy exclusive rights to him. If he would perform nightly for the Commonfolk male, the vulpine would receive in exchange access to every bit of castle including every banquet and private get-together. He was a social creature after all, so there was no larger temptation.

    


    
      Some time before midnight, a messenger approached him. Since every noble so far had spoken to him personally, the vulpine assumed this was something completely different. After a quick bow, the lupis male leaned in close to him and whispered in his ear. Even those nobles who milled nearby, eavesdropping on other offers, could not hear them.


      “The Crown Prince of Vasani requests a private audience with you. If you’ll perform one song for him and him alone, your fee for this night will be doubled.” Without thinking the fox immediately agreed. As the male ran off to deliver the news, Kyo went to go tell Vance of his new employment opportunity. The bear, with a female lupis on each arm, looked very angry at being pulled away from them.


      “What is it Kyo? I’m kinda busy.” He turned back to the young nobles, smiling as they waved fans at him. Realizing what was going on, Kyo sighed.


      “I got offered a nice deal, Vance, so I need you to take your mind off wolf breasts for a minute or two.” He nodded, his expression changing from irritation to understanding.


      “Then go ahead.”


      “One of the royals offered me a gig tonight. I don’t know when I’ll be back, but it shouldn’t take too much longer than I expected.” The bruin looked back at the two females again, leaning in even closer to the fox.


      “Could you...stay at the palace tonight? I’m sure they have some rooms for the performers.” His face told the fox to trust him, but his words said his loins overrode his judgment at the moment.


      “What if they don’t have a room ready? I paid for that room in the city myself, Vance.”


      “I know, buddy. I’ll pay ya back once we get home. Please, they’re both completely sober for once.” Though males might find Vance cuddly, for him to find female companionship normally took a night of paying for drinks. Shacking up with a bruin for a night just let them ignore the need to marry for a few hours. They wouldn’t get pregnant and they wouldn’t look up where Vance lived. Tonight would be just about pleasure.

    


    
      “Fine, just make sure to clean up before I get back tomorrow morning, alright?” It didn’t really hurt the fox’s feelings, since if he had managed to charm two females into his room, he would have barred the door to stop interruptions as well.


      “No worries. By the way, what’s this gig?”


      “The crown prince asked me to sing for him. He’s doubling what I’m being paid.” The bear’s eyes widened.


      “I think he wants more than a little music, fox.”


      “What are you talking about?”


      “You’re not just a singer, Kyo. You’re a cute little fox he can play with.” The vulpine hadn’t thought about that.


      “He’s a prince, meaning he gets what he wants. Make sure he’s not just in it to get under your tail.”


      “And how do you think I should do that?” The bruin looked around, making sure no one was close enough to hear him.


      “Just....restrain him. If he’s payin’ for sex, he’ll get pissed. I’m not saying don’t do it, I’m saying enjoy it.” He smiled, turning back to the females waiting for him,


      “Are you ready, Sir?” he jumped – the messenger from the prince had snuck up behind him without a sound.


      “Of course. I was hoping for a room in the palace to sleep tonight if that’s possible.” The wolf nodded, leading the vulpine out of the dining hall and into the spacious entrance hall. Several males and females loitered here, exchanging pleasantries before departing. With the meal over many dignitaries left as fast as possible.


      “That will not be a problem, Mister Foxtrot. We assumed you would remain long after would be wise to walk back through the less affluent district.” The city of Eldere centered around the castle with the all of the noble’s houses surrounding it and cutting it off from the merchant, slums, and temple districts. For him to return to his inn he would have to pass through the majority of the merchant’s district alone and hoping he wouldn’t be mugged.

    


    
      “Fine. Where am I meeting this prince?” After answering a few questions from a passing noble, the guide continued from this room up the grand staircase. Through the large doors at the top of the stairs led into the throne room. The two of them took a very wide corridor to the left, giving Kyo the opportunity to examine a wall of very somber-looking portraits.


      “In his private rooms, Sir. Do you like the portrait gallery?” Kyo nodded absentmindedly, coming to a halt in front of the last one before another path led around a corner. This one showed a king, queen, adult crown prince and a very young princess all dressed up in royal regalia. Even depicted in paint, the crown prince looked sad, as though something just outside the edges of the painting was missing.


      “That is the current royal family, Mister Foxtrot. His Royal Majesty, King Silverway.” he pointed to the regal-looking lupis standing in the center. “He has been on the throne for fifteen years since his father tragically died of a heart attack. Sitting beside him is the Her Royal Majesty Queen Saphir. Their wedding anniversary is in a month.” Though a lupis, her fur was such an intense shade it appeared a dark blue where it should be gray. Kyo understood where her name came from.


      “What about this one?” The fox pointed at the forlorn-looking male standing on the other side of the king. The guide could not steady his face from displeasure to neutrality quickly enough.


      “That is Crown Prince Sayii. He is the...illegitimate son of the king’s brother. By law, he will be the next king of this nation, but I do not think it will happen.”


      “Why is that?” The wolf lifted a gloved paw, indicating several features in the painting.


      “See his maroon fur and how soft his jawline is? They are signs of his ancestry. The prince is a wolfox, his mother having been a servant in this palace. He is the one who asked you to perform tonight. Shall we get moving, sir?” Kyo knew a dismissal when he heard one. This was a topic not discussed in public. The next corridor was decorated with murals to the primary gods of the realm – The Hopegiver, the lupis god of protection and the poor, Anzivo, jackal god of the dead and law, the Wing Goddess, vulpine deity of love and fidelity, and The Black Goddess, patron of the Wolfen. Each epic tapestry extended from the vaulted ceiling to only a few inches above the floor.

    


    
      “These are beautiful...” Kyo mumbled, reaching out to touch one. As his fingers caressed the smooth fabric, trying to figure out what it was made of, the wolf realized he wasn’t following. The male walked back, slapping his paw away.


      “Do not touch those,” he ordered, glaring until he regained his composure. “Those are as ancient as this castle itself. Each was given to the first king of Vasani when he unified this nation.”


      “Really?” Though he knew the entire history of his home country of Oya, living right on the border left him out of the loop for Vasani.


      “Of course.” The wolf seemed generally surprised Kyo did not know this background, so he elaborated. “Eldere the Great brought the lupis people together under one king. Two families had the resources to help him, so they became the great noble houses – Cagun and Skymetal. Vashin is also one of the highest noble houses, but that is because Lord Vashin saved the queen some years ago. How long have you been in this country, Mister Foxtrot?”


      “Not very long. I’ve just been working a lot, so I never bothered…”


      “It is understandable, sir. We need to move on, though – the prince is expecting you.” At the end of this hall stood another staircase, which the wolf started up at a jog. He had to match the male’s speed to keep up, passing by two landings before coming to a rest on the fourth floor. Kyo took a minute to catch his breath before beginning to walk through the new hallway. This one seemed cramped compared to the spacious floors below it. The ceiling was only eight feet high, forcing most Wolfen to stoop. Very little adorned the walls except for cheap-looking paintings of fields and sunsets. However, that did not mean the area was deserted. Felis and lupis guards in glittering platemail stood on each side of every door. In their paws rested warhammers larger than the fox’s head.

    


    
      “Where are we?”


      “This is where the crown prince’s and princess’s rooms are. Several rooms here also house visiting dignitaries, ambassadors, or lesser nobles in the city for celebrations. Sayii’s rooms are at the end of the hall. Please follow me, sir.” Two of the felis guarding the same door gave him strange looks, but now wasn’t the time to worry about it. At the far end waited a large wooden door with a wrought-iron handle. After one knock, the wolf turned to him.


      “I will leave you here, Mister Foxtrot. Tomorrow morning your agreed-on pay will be delivered to your inn rooms by Valeo Truepaw. Good night, sir.” He bowed yet again before turning on one foot and walking away. Now the fox stood outside the crown prince’s rooms, waiting.


      “Come in,” a soft voice answered. Kyo pushed open the door to find another male sitting at the end of a large bed, pulling off his boots. This male, just a few inches taller than he was, had the color patterns of a vulpine with just a little extra muscle on his bones. Where he should have had red fur, it was a deep maroon. Judging by the strip of grey fur that ran down his throat and traveled into his shirt, Kyo guessed that color had replaced the normal white. His features were soft like a fox, but his eyes pierced with the stare of a wolf.


      “Thank you for asking me to sing, Your Majesty.” The wolfox smiled up at him at he undid his coat. They were in his quarters, so it really wasn’t that strange for the male to get more comfortable. Once the coat was off, though, he did not further undress.


      “It’s Your Highness, technically, but since you’re giving me a private performance, why don’t we just go with Sayii?” Kyo nodded, locking his gaze with the floor. Why was he being so nervous? This male had asked him for a run-of-the-mill private performance, so he should act like a professional.

    


    
      “What would you like me to sing…Sayii?” The wolfox motioned at him to approach, so he took a few steps forward. Now they were only a few feet apart. The prince’s eyes were appraising, but not condescending.


      “Sing a song from the city, something I haven’t heard before.” The request stumped the fox for a few seconds, but he decided on one very quickly.


      “Do you mind something a little….inappropriate? It’s one of my favorite songs to sing.” Instead of answering immediately, the prince just smiled at him.


      “You can sing whatever you want, if you’ll step closer and look at me.” It wasn’t an unreasonable request, and Kyo didn’t detect any malice in his voice. He’d heard of patrons wanting to be close to him as he sang, just to feel the music flowing out of him. The vulpine stepped up again so there were only a few inches or so between the two males.


      “Sing whatever you want, little fox.” So he started singing.


      “Welcome to your port of call,


      Little wolfie sailor.


      There are lots of beers to drink,


      Little wolfie sailor.


      Its been six months since you’ve had a lay,


      Little wolfie sailor.


      Why don’t you go find a lad or lady,


      Little wolfie sailor?


      You’ve got some gold and time to spare,


      so find a bar and talk someone up


      Little wolfie sailor.


      Some time later, you’ll remember them,


      Little wolfie sailor.


      When the females come with pups for you,

    


    
      Your males demand a ring upon their finger.


      So next time you get off a boat, remember:


      A whore never comes after you,


      little wolfie sailor.”


      At the second verse, something pressed against his chest. He was too into the song to worry about it, but then his voice was interrupted.


      Lips gently pressed against his own, cutting off his song. Paws moved over his chest, not groping as much as exploring. He was too shocked at first to break it, but soon he regained his senses. The vulpine twisted his muzzle away, breathing hard. The crown prince had just kissed him! Was that why he had asked for a private meeting? He couldn’t take a step back, since those previously roaming paws were now holding on to his waist.


      “Let me go,” he said softly, not really putting any force behind the words. The wolfox was attractive, but Kyo had never been with a male. The prince kissed him again, just as soft and tender as the first. The fox relaxed, feeling the male’s paws roam over his chest. When the paws stopped on his vest buttons, Sayii pulled his lips away.


      “May I?” The fact that the wolfox was asking permission, rather than just ripping away the clothing, told the vulpine he was safe. When he nodded, the buttons holding his vest on came undone and the garment slid off of his shoulders. Rather than continuing, the prince kissed his neck and put one paw over the top button of his shirt.


      “If you aren’t comfortable, tell me,” he whispered, kissing the vulpine on the neck. “I want you to feel good. You’re so beautiful, little fox. When you sang the Ballad of Eldere, you entranced me.” Soft kisses traveled across his right shoulder, down his arm, and finally on his right paw. “I just want to touch you. If you don’t want anything beyond that, or want me to stop and any time, it’s completely up to you.” When he didn’t object or push the prince away, the larger male undid his shirt one button at a time. It didn’t slide off like the vest – the shoulders were a bit too tight. The wolfox’s paws moved through his fur, taking the time to touch him before pulling the shirt all the way off. Now he was naked from the waist up; automatically he blushed.

    


    
      Those paws only stopped for a moment before continuing to move over his body, ruffling his fur and running claws across his skin that made him shiver. The fox trimmed his claws very low, but Sayii’s were sharpened. The male leaned forward, kissing over his chest and giving each nipple a quick bite, making the fox jump up yet still pant in pleasure. Though no one had done that to him before, his body knew it felt good.


      When Kyo’s belt buckle came undone, he began to get self-conscious. No one but Vance had seen him nude since he had fled Oya; what if his body wasn’t up to the prince’s standards? The idea of being with the male didn’t really bother him, but somehow being judged unworthy did. Maybe it was because this wolfox was a prince, or maybe it was the always self-conscious performer inside him. Either way, as his belt came undone, he asked Sayii to stop.


      “What’s wrong?” the larger male’s eyes didn’t leave his, didn’t look angry or confused.


      “I’m not sure about this…” What was he unsure about? This felt good, but he was still uncomfortable. Something about the entire situation sent shivers up and down his spine, as though there would be serious repercussions or this was some kind of forbidden act. There were no laws against this, even for nobility. The class difference would have been an issue if he was female; as it stood, though, this was nothing but pleasure.


      The other male’s paws gripped his sides, pulling him down into his lap. Caught in his thoughts, he didn’t resist until a tongue ran over his throat and his chest was pressed against the wolfox’s body. Now they were truly intimate, their fur touching. It would be anyways, if the prince wasn’t still wearing a very soft silk shirt. A thought popped into the fox’s head – a way to find out whether or not he was just a fascinating toy to play with. Titling his muzzle down, he kissed the prince full on the lips. He murred in pleasure, instead or growling or panting like the vulpine had expected. While he distracted the larger male, his paws moved down, finding the bottom seam of the shirt. He pulled it up, since it didn’t have buttons. When it was around the male’s neck, he broke the kiss, pulling the garment up until it was over the wolfox’s muzzle.

    


    
      Rather than yanking it off of the male’s arms and discarding it, he twisted it around the prince’s wrists. If only for a few seconds, it would serve as a set of impromptu manacles. Sayii looked a little confused, but not irritated or angry. Now Kyo got more comfortable, straddling the male’s waist and letting his tail drape down behind him. If this prince planned to treat him like a whore, this was a good way to find out. If he didn’t resist, then it was all about desire rather than ownership.


      “What’s wrong Kyo? Don’t want me to touch you?” The wolfox wiggled around a bit, but didn’t really try to escape. Instead, he nipped at the fox’s throat while the smaller male ran his paws up and down the prince’s chest. Not a single angry response, so Kyo finished taking off his shirt.


      “Just wanted to check something…” the vulpine muttered, letting the wolfox finish undoing his trousers. Paws glided over his thighs, unhooking the fastener above his tail as well. Lowering that appendage, he let his pants slide off. They pooled around his ankles, but after he kicked them away they were nothing but a memory. Now he really blushed. Kyo hadn’t worn a loincloth under the insanely expensive garments, so he was completely nude in the wolfox’s paws. Both of the male’s paws stayed above his waist for a few seconds before descending, slipping between his legs and lightly cupping his sac. The fox gasped, but didn’t push the male away. He wanted this, more than he’d ever wanted to mate with anyone. As a claw gently scraped the sensitive skin just behind his balls, he whimpered and leaned forward, spreading his thighs as he rested his muzzle against Sayii’s shoulder.

    


    
      The male’s muzzle tilted, kissing him on the cheek, whispering how cute he was, how much the prince wanted to make him feel good. A blush crept up his neck – when the other male noticed it, he smiled and kissed the performer full on the lips. His blush continued up to the tips of his ears, making them hot to touch. A tongue caressed his lips until he parted them, giving the male access. The fox sucked lightly on the larger male’s tongue, instinctively submitting himself as the less dominant male now. Sayii wouldn’t hurt him. He didn’t have to be in charge.


      Breaking the kiss, the wolfox tilted up the other male’s muzzle with his nose, exposing his throat. Taking it lightly between his teeth, the male’s tongue parted the fur and left a definite wet spot. Biting down with only the slightest pressure, Kyo whimpered as a small amount of pain pierced through the prince’s working paws. At that sound, though, Sayii let go, licking over where he bit in silent apology. A mating bite would be the only proof of this night, the only piece of evidence they had even touched.


      As that male’s one paw continued to work, his other paw moved around the fox, gently running his claws through the fur on his rump. The fox’s sheath was already filling; at this rate he’d be fully hard in a matter of minutes. A single digit slipped under his tail, pressing down on the base and making Kyo’s eyes go wide. That felt good? Disturbed by the sudden pleasure, he was soon calmed by a quick lick over his ears.


      “Don’t worry little fox. I won’t hurt you.” Lips caressed his ears, a tongue dipping into them and making him shiver. That roaming finger gently massaged the base of his tail, sending pleasurable shivers up his spine. How had he not known about that pleasure point? The prince didn’t cease his ministrations until Kyo was panting from the intense feelings.


      The paw on his sac moved, gripping his thighs as he was rolled over onto the bed, flat on his back with his legs dangling over the end. Sayii braced over the fox, taking a moment to undo his trousers. Once they had been discarded, the wolfox kneeled on the floor, sticking his cold nose against the smaller male’s sac. Kyo jumped up, but soon started to whimper was a warm tongue moved over his most private area. Looking down, he watched in fascination as the prince lapped over his sac, sheath, and inner thighs, the male’s eyes closed in contentment.

    


    
      The head of his maleness soon peaked out, and without wasting a moment Sayii’s tongue curled around it, sucking on it so tenderly the vulpine’s eyes watered. Arching his back and moaning, a strange sound reached his ears. It almost sounded like the prince was purring, he was enjoying himself so much. The other male’s tongue dove into his sheath, teasing his still-hidden shaft. Tensing his legs and spreading his toes, he tried to tell the wolfox to slow down, but his shaft was already rising – it too disappeared into the other male’s muzzle.


      Pre shot out at an alarming rate. He hadn’t climaxed in a few days, but never had he been aroused this quickly or to this level. Most of the time he produced barely any precum at all; now it was like a faucet. The larger male’s muzzle wasn’t bobbing or pistoning as the fox had expected; instead Sayii held perfectly still, suckling it like a bottle and letting the head press against the back of his throat. Each time he swallowed the gathering pre, Kyo arched his back as the head of his maleness was squeezed by the powerful muscles. Within a few minutes his knot was already expanding; the wolfox’s lips teased at it as his tongue swirled around the bulk of the flesh.


      His couldn’t move, didn’t want to let it end, but it felt so good the little fox started to whimper and whine. Nothing had ever felt like this. The teasing, yet insistent muzzle, the soft paws roaming over his thighs and belly, occasionally giving his balls or knot a playful squeeze, all brought him to a new level of euphoria. The fox’s balls seemed over-full, as though it had been weeks since his last release. His sac twitched every few seconds, ready to release its burden. Kyo could feel his shaft getting much harder and his knot ballooning – he would climax any second. Trying to warn the wolfox proved fruitless; when he tried to speak, the male sucked just a bit harder, leaving him breathless. Afraid of cumming so rapidly, the fox desperately tried to get the other male to slow down or stop. Unfortunately, his body had other plans. His balls pulled up close to his body, an instant from releasing. Just then, the prince pulled off his shaft with an audible slurp, giving the arousal a very strong squeeze. Abruptly the fox’s orgasm was averted, leaving his head spinning and his balls aching. The larger male’s paws immediately moved to his maleness, stroking it slowly and making the fox thrash around from the incredibly slick sensation. He had been seconds from cumming, yet somehow Sayii had sensed it and stopped him from releasing so quickly.

    


    
      “I don’t want you to cum just yet,” Sayii whispered, giving the head of the shaft a kiss. A few more licks and his muzzle disappeared from the fox’s sight. Confused at first, Kyo whined in confusion as his hips were lifted up. A cold nose contacted the skin just behind his balls; he involuntarily tensed up, both of his thighs gripping the male’s muzzle. Something warm and soft pressed against his tailhole; he gasped as the tight muscle parted, Sayii’s tongue diving inside him. It felt like the male was passionately kissing his other end, touching him in a way that made his shaft stay steely hard. Having just come off the edge of orgasm, the soft tongue inside him felt incredible.


      The wolfox only rimmed him for a few moments before climbing on to the bed, and he was soon on his knees on top of the fox. The male’s shaft had also completely risen, his knot engorged and his balls dangling enticingly. He wasn’t much bigger than Kyo, but his shaft and knot were much thicker.


      “Have you ever been with a male before?” He whispered, giving the vulpine’s shaft a quick squeeze. Kyo saw stars, but still gathered the wits to shake his muzzle.


      “Then we’ll have to ease you into it.” On that note, Sayii scooted back until his rump pressed against the fox’s blood-red arousal, rubbing the pre-soaked head under his tail. For a few seconds, all that the vulpine could think about was the pleasure. Then the connotation of what they were about to do hit him.

    


    
      “Stop,” he begged, trying to pull the other male closer to his muzzle and away from his maleness. Sayii wouldn’t budge though, instead sitting straight up and letting the vulpine’s arousal press against his tailhole.


      “Don’t worry,” he said soothingly, “You won’t hurt me.” The ring of muscle resisted for only a moment before the head of Kyo’s shaft popped inside the other male. The vulpine whimpered piteously; it was wrong for him to mate the socially superior male, but this was also the most intense pleasure so far. As the wolfox arched his back and panted in pleasure, the fox’s shaft pushed further and further in. Nothing the vulpine said or mumbled seemed to convince to other male this was a bad idea, and as he bottomed out in the wolfox, he gave up resisting. In one smooth motion he was completely inside the other male; when the prince squeezed down, the fox actually cried out in pleasure.


      At first Sayii didn’t move at all, only rocking slightly to let the smaller male grow accustomed to the new sensation. Kyo, for all his worries earlier, couldn’t resist this. Every single twitch by the other male seemed to course directly to his own shaft. After a little adjusting, the larger male placed one of his paws on each of the fox’s thighs and lifted his hips.


      “Try not to move,” Sayii huffed, lifting himself up until only the head of the fox’s shaft remained inside him. It nearly slipped out, but the wolfox tensed up just in time to prevent its escape. As he shifted back down on it, Kyo’s eyes focused on the other male’s so-far-ignored arousal. When the fox bottomed out, a huge spurt of pre exploded from the prince’s slit. Kyo tentatively wrapped one paw around the turgid shaft, but a growl from the other male made him snap back.


      “I don’t want to cum,” the wolfox moaned, looking down at the fox through eyes glazed over with pleasure. “I want to save it for you.” Another arch and Kyo forgot completely about the other male’s needs. He dug his claws into the wolfox’s thighs, now whimpering constantly from the slowly mounting pleasure. Already he felt more aroused than he had ever been; when he did finally release, he’d be surprised if he didn’t pass out.

    


    
      Wiggling around a bit, the wolfox repositioned his legs on either side of the vulpine, stretching them out so his feet were just above the other male’s head. Now that he was completely adjusted, Sayii leaned back, his paws gripping the fox’s knees almost painfully. Bracing between his feet and his paws, the larger male began to move at a slow, steady rhythm. Kyo watched in wonder as his shaft, lubricated only by the other male’s saliva, moved fluidly in and out of the wolfox’s upturned rump. The prince’s own arousal kept bouncing up and down, shooting pre on to Kyo’s belly. A few more thrusts, though, and the larger male’s knot was so swollen the shaft stayed perpendicular to his body.


      Though the wolfox started slow, soon he was arching up and down so fast Kyo could barely breathe. Each time he slammed down, the fox’s knot threatened to tie him to the larger male. If he tied, the vulpine knew he wouldn’t be able to pull out for at least an hour; the few times he had squeezed his knot when he masturbated, his shaft didn’t go soft for that long. Sayii didn’t seem to mind that idea though, since he ground against the bulbous flesh every few thrusts.


      “Please don’t take the knot...” he begged, but only smiles met his protests. Kyo couldn’t help being in a stupor; nothing had ever felt like this. The strong muscles squeezing all around his maleness felt wonderful, yet somehow he didn’t cum immediately. It helped that when he started whimpering too loudly, Sayii slowed his thrusting to a crawl, letting the smaller male calm down. If they kept this up, by the time Kyo finally came, it would be dawn.


      The fox had no idea how long they had been mating, but after a while the prince stopped slowing down. Faster and faster he moved, squeezing down every few seconds and making the performer go blind with pleasure. Clawing at the other male’s thighs, Kyo left deep scratches in his flesh as the sensations reached a mind blowing level of intensity. His balls pulled up close to his body as his knot ballooned again – there was no calming down now.

    


    
      With one powerful thrust down, Sayii howled as he took the smaller male’s knot. Falling backward, the prince squeezed down as hard as he could, his legs in the air and his arousal pulsing with need. Kyo’s back arched as he finally came, huge shots exploding into the larger male, the warm seed filling him quickly. He clawed at the sheets, tearing long lines in them as the waves of pleasure washed over him, forcing everything else from his mind. Nothing else mattered but the tailhole gripping his knot, his shaft, his entire being. Sayii could only move about an inch, but still he rocked back and forth as fast as he could, milking the maleness for every drop of its precious seed.


      Though he didn’t pass out, by the time the fox’s shaft went from shooting large globs of seed to slowly leaking the substance, Kyo couldn’t move from exhaustion. His arms were limp at his sides, his legs bent slightly to accommodate the male between them. Sayii, flat on his back as well, pulled at the base of the vulpine’s maleness in a way that made him even less willing to try to move.


      They stayed like that for a very long time, until the fox’s knot shrunk enough for it to slip, unhindered, from the prince’s tailhole. As it did, Sayii sighed, squeezing down on the head as it escaped to stop the vulpine’s seed from staining the sheets. Kyo still didn’t want to move, but he was able to weakly wrap his arms around the other male when the prince crawled up next to him, nuzzling against his neck. The fox could smell his own seed, could feel the wolfox in his arms shivering slightly from the previous exertion. A few minutes of cuddling and the prince tilted his muzzle up, kissing Kyo gently on the lips.


      “Ready to try something else?” One of the smaller male’s paws roamed down the wolfox’s body, drawn by some instinct to his groin. The other male’s arousal had not lessened at all since their tie – if anything, it had gotten worse. Hot to the touch, the other male whined when Kyo brushed a finger over the head.

    


    
      “Sure,” Kyo breathed. If the wolfox had been any further away, he would not have heard that one syllable.


      “Then just relax. I want you to enjoy this. I’ll go as slow as I can, but it’ll probably hurt a bit at first.” The prince rolled on top of the performer, lifting up the fox’s thin legs. He bent them over the smaller male’s chest so Kyo’s muzzle ended up between his knees.


      “Put your paws on the back of your knees and don’t let go,” the male cooed, waiting for the performer to obey before releasing his own grip. Scooting down, the wolfox placed his muzzle against the petite fox’s rump. Once Kyo relaxed, Sayii slowly began running his tongue over the smaller male’s sac, sheath, and the sensitive areas beneath them. After releasing once that night, it would take the fox a very long time to show the slightest bit of arousal.


      “I don’t think I can get hard again,” he whispered, enjoying but not responding to the roaming tongue. Sayii looked up, licking his lips.


      “Yes you can. It’ll just take a bit longer.” He slurped his tongue over the sheath, actually climbing up a bit so he cold explore the inside. Kyo had never thought it was possible for anything to fit in his sheath, but now a tongue curled around his hidden member, suckling it as his lips teased over the edges of the hole. With warmth surrounding his maleness, he felt it begin to stir and harden. With lips pressed against his sheath and a tongue inside it, his member struggled to reach full hardness. A few seconds of this pressure and he was panting, his maleness trying to push out but being denied its purpose. His brain told him this was to help increase his pleasure, but his body only wanted to get hard and climax.


      The fox’s legs started twitching on their own, an ache filling his balls as though he hadn’t released in over a week. Still the wolfox kept working, his lips staying around the tip of the sheath and his tongue gripped around the length and tugging. It felt stiff already, but his knot couldn’t form in the tight conditions. He whimpered, the mouth moving back only the slightest amount to physically pull his member from its covering. He sighed, the pressure gone and replaced with only the loving tongue on his shaft.

    


    
      Once his shaft had risen for a second time, the wolfox descended, now working his tongue over the smaller male’s tailhole. Kyo tried not to move, but the strange sensation made him lose his grip on his own legs every now and then. Each time, the prince would carefully reposition the smaller male’s legs, letting the fox reestablish his grip before continuing his ministrations. Sayii pushed in much more insistently this time, stretching the hole with his tongue. The performer felt a little pain from this, but didn’t voice it. He wanted to give himself to this male, to become his mate.


      As soon as the tongue receded, something else pressed under his tail. Scared it was already the male’s arousal, he breathed a sigh of relief when he felt the rest of the male’s fingers pressing around his anal ring. That single digit sunk in, easily slipping past the muscle due to the saliva. A little shot of pain made it to his brain, but soon it too had faded, replaced by a strange fullness he had never felt before. Another finger soon entered him; he whimpered, but the pain only lasted a moment. Once the fox had completely relaxed from the entrance, the two fingers began to move, sliding slowly inside him, penetrating him, one knuckle at a time stretching him for his male virginity to finally be taken.


      He gripped his legs with renewed ferocity as the fingers pressed against something inside him that nearly made him climax again. His toes splayed; pre jetted over his body, hitting him just above the collarbone. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t focus his eyes, couldn’t think until those fingers stopped hitting whatever that spot was. Whimpering as the fingers retreated from his insides, the wolfox got back on his knees, something else thick against the fox’s tailhole. Sayii took the smaller male’s legs in his paws, wrapping them around his waist, the tip of his shaft dripping against the vulpine’s tailhole.

    


    
      Moving his hips the slightest amount, the wolfox’s head slipped right past the ring of stretched muscle. Kyo groaned in pain – his tailhole seemed to snap around the base of the head. His body didn’t know how to react to the intrusion, especially now that it wasn’t a dexterous finger. The maleness had much more of a rigid quality to it, unyielding in his body. As Sayii started to slide in, Kyo tried to ignore the pain, but it was too much. Less than an inch of the wolfox’s shaft filled him, yet still he cried out.


      “Stop, it hurts...” Though the male did stop moving, he didn’t pull back out.


      “It’s going to hurt at first, little fox, but trust me,” Sayii shifted, pushing in the slightest amount. “It’s worth it once the pain subsides.” The wolfox began pushing further in, whispering for the smaller male to relax and let himself adjust. Kyo breathed in deeply, holding it as the member traveled deeper and deeper within him. He only exhaled when the other male’s knot was flush with his ring.


      The prince didn’t move for a few seconds, keeping his eyes focused on the fox’s face. Kyo’s eyes were screwed up in pain, a few tears spilling down his cheeks. The larger male leaned down, licking the sparse drops away, whispering how much he needed the other male to let his body adjust. It took a few minutes of traded whimpers, whines, and whispers, but soon the vulpine’s entire body relaxed, melting into a puddle of pleasure. The fox had never felt this level of fullness – once the extreme pain subsided, nothing could compare to being mated by another male. Sayii pulled back, slowly pushing himself back in. This time, the wolfox hit whatever that spot was inside the fox that made him feel like he was cumming.


      With each inward thrust, Kyo felt like he let loose a gallon of precum all over his belly. Sayii didn’t touch his arousal, instead continuing to lean over the smaller male, kissing over his face and telling him how well he was doing. The fox pawed at the other male’s chest and back, whimpering piteously over how good it felt, how much he loved it. The wolfox soon intertwined his fingers with the fox’s own, lifting his arms over his head and pressing his lips against the performer’s soft ones.

    


    
      “Spend the night with me,” he whispered, nuzzling against the fox’s exposed throat. “Let me tie to you, sleep inside you. Stay with you until dawn.” Kyo could do nothing but nod, completely at the whim of this handsome male and in no mental state to argue. This was better than anything he could think of, so pleasurable the world could end around them and he wouldn’t notice. Teeth bit into his exposed skin again, digging deep enough to puncture this time. He didn’t resist or even complain about the pain; compared to a few minutes ago, this true mating didn’t hurt at all. Licking away the few specks of blood, the wolfox started to speed up.


      Lifting himself up and bit higher, the prince began thrusting deeper and harder, taking the fox’s breath away with each push inward and filling him so much Kyo was surprised he couldn’t taste the shaft. Letting go of the other male’s paws, Sayii wrapped one of them around the vulpine’s shaft and the other around the ballooned knot. Just the feeling of being mated had brought Kyo to the brink of ecstasy; any stimulation on his member would instantly bring him over the edge. The larger male didn’t stroke or tease him though – he only lightly squeezed on his knot to keep him entranced.


      “Go ahead and cum, my pretty little fox.” Kyo blushed at the words, then moaned loudly as the paw on his shaft started to move at a lightning pace, so fast in fact that he couldn’t tell one stroke from the next. As the two paws quickly worked him into a sexual frenzy, it occurred to him the larger male’s knot had been pushing at his tailhole for a few minutes now. Afraid of it tearing him apart – it was larger than his fist – the petite male tried to relax as much as possible.


      He was there, at his second climax of the night. His shaft went steely hard, his balls drew up close to his body, his knot expanding larger than it had ever been. Just then, as though the other male knew he was on brink, Sayii slammed in one final time, forcing his knot past the fox’s sore tailhole. Kyo arched his back, his cries of mixed pain/pleasure muffled by a pillow he had subconsciously nuzzled under. That sudden pain held him on the edge for a few seconds, but when he felt warm gushes of seed shooting deep into him, he too released all over himself.

    


    
      With his eyes squinted shut from the feeling of being tied – the knot was pressing down directly on that spot inside him – it felt like his sac was being wrung out to dry. So much cum was shooting out of his maleness, in fact, that the first few shots hit him directly in the face as he pulled out from under the pillow. The rest seemed to soak him, marking him as a submissive. Opening his eyes a hair, he watched Sayii shudder in pleasure above him, his own eyes open, staring down at the smaller male, watching him, seeming to pant in pleasure merely at the sight. The other male kept shooting, filling him nearly to bursting with seed. The wolfox’s knot served as a plug, though, so not a single drop hit the sheets. How he was able to support himself after releasing what felt like a gallon of seed into the fox, Kyo had no idea.


      Once the fox had gone limp from the exertion of cumming so much, he didn’t resist as he was rolled over, spun on the shaft like an animal on a spit so he was lying on his chest. Sayii lay down on top of him, wrapping his arms around the fox and rolling him again so they were on their sides. Kyo’s eyes were already drooping from exhaustion, but he stayed awake long enough to feel the wolfox nuzzling against the back of his neck. Paws held his chest as a tail drooped between his legs, tickling against the insides of his thighs. Both were asleep, the wolfox securely tied to his dream performer.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 3

      The Aftermath


      
        
      


      Kyo was the first to awaken the next morning. The first thing he was aware of was the knot still within him, shrunken but still functioning to keep the seed inside. He gave it a quick squeeze, which immediately awoke the male behind him. Sayii’s arms were still wrapped around him from the night before, which tightened suddenly as he gained full consciousness.


      “Morning,” the wolfox whispered, giving each of the fox’s ears a quick kiss. Neither of them moved and didn’t let their cares interrupted the morning-after bliss. They had spent a wonderful night together, free from worries or concerns. Both had felt fantastic pleasure, so neither had awoken disappointed. Now all that mattered was warm, soft fur on warm, soft fur. They didn’t need anything else, nor did the sheets beneath them have to conceal their naked bodies. There was no point; they were entwined, together for as long as they wanted.


      A knock on the door evaporated the haze around them. After a few seconds that door opened, spilling bright light into the room, forcing Kyo’s eyes shut. At this point, he didn’t really care if someone saw him nude. Even if he had been asleep on the floor, not currently embraced by the prince, the same assumptions would be made. Apparently someone other than a servant had entered, since they did not wait to be acknowledged.

    


    
      “You might want to put some clothes on, Sayii. Your suitors will be here soon.” The fox opened his eyes, dimly focusing on whoever was talking. Much to his surprise, it was the tall wolf from the far, rectangular table during dinner.


      “Alright, uncle. I need you to leave the room for a few minutes though.” The older wolf crossed his arms and growled slightly.


      “You’re not getting out of this again by sneaking out. There are fifteen very attractive females waiting in the throne room and I am not going to shoo them away for a fifth time.” Sayii wiggled around a bit, apparently trying to pull out. Kyo whined; his already sore tailhole couldn’t take much more abuse.


      “Then at least turn around. I’m sort of….tied up at the moment.” The wolfox’s uncle looked confused for a moment, then the recognition dawned on his face.


      “Ah ha. Well, then. I’ll turn around, but if I hear a window or door open, may the gods help you.” His back faced the two young males now. He also took a few polite steps back toward the door. “Hurry up. They’ve already been here for half an hour.” Sayii’s arms gripped the little fox a bit tighter, stretching forward to kiss him on the cheek.


      It took the wolfox a few deep breaths, but his arousal did shrink. He pulled out, reaching down with one of his paws, using two fingers to keep the eventual flow of seed at bay. As he scooted back a little, the larger male pulled the sheets over from the other side of the bed – six people could have slept on it without touching – and threw them over the vulpine. Whispering, he gave Kyo’s ears a few more licks.


      “You need to tense up so it doesn’t leak out until you’re somewhere else.” The fox blushed; that hadn’t occurred to him. Making a mess here would be a very bad idea. Squeezing himself shut, he nodded the slightest amount. Sayii withdrew his blocking paw and sat up, tucking the sheets in around the smaller male so they would cover him when he eventually did plan to move.

    


    
      Looking up, Kyo couldn’t help but smile. Sayii’s uncle had turned around, holding up an elaborately embroidered kimono and keeping his eyes modestly closed.


      “This is Sayii’s, Mister Kyo Foxtrot. Feel free to use the bathing rooms before you leave. They’re behind the blue door.” The wolfox chuckled, jumping over the fox and off of the bed. He didn’t bother searching for clothes, instead merely standing there, as though waiting for something. It took the vulpine a second, but then he understood they were both waiting for him to get out of bed. Blushing, he rolled off of the insanely comfortable mattress and walked into the silk robe, letting the oldest present male salvage his embarrassment and be able to open his eyes.


      “Thank you, Your Majesty.” Kyo kept his gaze on the floor. He may have just mated with the prince, but he surely was not worthy of being this close to the most powerful male in the nation and one of the most influential monarchs in the world. An arm suddenly snaked over his shoulders and a kiss landed on his cheeks.


      “You know,” Sayii started, “you could just tell them I’m ill.” The king growled.


      “We’ll talk later. Go ahead and get into the bath, Mister Foxtrot. I need to talk to my nephew alone.” The performer nodded, walking out of the room as fast as he could. Closing the door behind him, he sighed, leaning against it. There wouldn’t be anything else after this night. He had sung his heart out, the prince had thought he was attractive, they had mated, and now the wolfox would forget all about him. Servants had already been called into this room, so there were two lupis here, talking to him and filling the tubs with flowery-smelling soaps.


      Sliding down, the little fox put his muzzle on his knees. Worst of all, this would probably ruin his reputation. Every noble and rich merchant would want him to sing for him, just for the opportunity to sleep with him. Sure, he’d thought about it for a few clients, but none of them had the career-changing power a prince did. What had he been thinking? The wolfox was admittedly attractive, but so were most young males in positions of power. Had he been seduced? Could he have resisted, even if he had wanted to? Did Sayii do this with every young, naïve vulpine who entered the palace?

    


    
      The fox let the servants bathe him, noticing they didn’t react at all when the price’s seed started to drip down his thighs. This bath seemed to exist on a different plane than others he had taken part in; instead of sitting in a giant tub of heated water, the servants took turns scooping out buckets of water and pouring them over him. It felt like the few times he had bathed outdoors under small waterfalls. His violently purple fur quickly slicked down, making the two bathers chuckle over how skinny he was. Even for a vulpine, he couldn’t deny just how delicate he looked.


      Finishing the bath as quickly as possible, he gratefully accepted his shimmersilk clothes from the night before. Though they had been discarded on the floor last night, they had not wrinkled or even showed the smallest trace of neglect. Both wolves helped him get into the garments and offered him a brown traveling cloak to cover himself – it was apparently very windy outside.


      Taking another door out of the bathing room, the servants guided him out of the castle in record time. According to them, a coach had arrived to bring him back to his rooms in town. Good, the fox thought. He wouldn’t have to talk to anyone today. Maybe damage control could wait.


      Back in the prince’s room, a very passive-aggressive battle was being waged. Ever since the vulpine had left the room, the two royals had been trading snaps and outright accusations. Sayii whirled around the room, finding fresh clothing, polished boots, and everything else he needed to meet up with people he would eventually just push away. It always ended like this: rich lupis females from around the country would come and visit the palace, offering their love and bodies to him. Too bad for them, the wolfox thought. They wouldn’t get anywhere near his loins or his family.

    


    
      “You need to stop doing this, Sayii.” The older male said, helping the younger male button up his overcoat.


      “Stop what?” the wolfox sneered. Now the king’s voice became stern.


      “Stop treating the entire courting process as a joke. You’re already twenty-five. Your father married at seventeen, to a female who gave him the greatest gift he could ever ask for – you. He’s gone now, as is your mother, but that doesn’t mean you should disrespect their memory by ignoring your duty as crown prince of this country. I know you like that little fox, but you can’t be with him. You know that.” Sayii leaned against his uncle, his forehead against the other male’s chest.


      “You know I’ve been waiting for him to come to the castle, uncle Silverway.” The king knew that full well.


      Some months ago, the king and prince had taken their obligatory annual trip around the country. To show the king’s connection to his people, he made a journey throughout the nation once or twice a year. Since Sayii had, by some miracle, avoided the last four such outings, the lupis had ordered him to come with him. The queen remained at court, serving as temporary monarch. The first half of the trip went smoothly – the royal entourage traveled west, visiting Wolfen Valley and the surrounding area, hearing the concerns of the giant canines. The crown prince tolerated this part of the procession, since the valley also contained the premiere magic school in the world. He spent his time there learning how mages adapted to negaticite, a mineral exclusive to the valley that drains the magic of any non-divine spellcaster.


      By the time the caravan reached Pryonni, however, the wolfox no longer cared about keeping up appearances. He’d been on the road for six excruciatingly hot weeks in the middle of summer, and some fun was in order. Extremely intelligent mages could only amuse him for so long. Finding a way out of the maelstrom of nobles, merchants, courtesans, and royal attendants would be difficult, but there was one way to not be noticed. Several of the student wizards had given him playful items to “have some fun” once he got back to court. It was time to use one of those. Three hours after dusk, no one would think it odd he was asleep.

    


    
      Pulling a hand mirror from his belongings, he pressed the most intriguing of his new toys – a very normal-looking gold piece – to the polished silver. Lifting it to his face, his spoke very clearly to his reflection.


      “Wake up, perfect reflection of my soul.” The mirror disappeared, replaced by an exact replica of himself. He wore the same clothes as the wolfox, the same inquisitive smile, even the same mischievous glint in his eyes. According the mage, he needed to be exact in his orders.


      “Lay down in that bed,” he pointed for emphasis, “under the sheets, close your eyes, and breathe very slowly.” The simulacrum nodded, obeying without a fault. Once his doppelganger was in place, he slipped from his pavilion and around a corner.


      The entourage had taken up residence in an open field to the west of the city proper, only a few hundred yards from the beginnings of the slums. He wanted to find something in the city to do, something not involved silk dress-up or fancy dinners. Already the local lord had begged the king to let Sayii stay at his mansion, but the crown prince had politely declined. Being under the watchful eye of a power-hungry noble would have made it even more difficult to enter the city.


      First, he needed a disguise. Magic wouldn’t work, since the compound had been surrounded in barriers to make sure no one snuck in while invisible and assassinated the monarch. Perhaps something more...mundane would work just as well. His opportunity almost presented itself. A discarded cloak was draped forlornly across one of the outside tables – he grabbed it, wrapped it around his body, and pulled the hood up. Half-breeds between a lupis and vulpine were fairly common here, so his strange ancestry would not stand out in a crowd.

    


    
      With the hood up, he was just another servant going into the city for some rest and relaxation. Nearly all of them left at night to have a few drinks with people who didn’t need them to fold clothes or wash linens. Most of them would recognize him, though, so someplace a bit shadier than an upscale tavern would have to suffice. His first stop would be a bar he’d overheard two of the male attendants discussing earlier. The drinks were cheap, entertainment was free, and if he needed to find someone to play with for a night, it would not be difficult.


      It took him ten minutes of blind searching through the streets and dodging into alleyways whenever he noticed someone from the royal procession to find the mentioned bar. Unlike many in this city that presented colorful signs on the roadside for travelers, this one was ducked away in an alley with a very large lupis standing guard outside the door. As the wolfox watched, the large male turned away a trio of vulpine mages.


      “We’re not leaving until we have a few drinks here,” one of them drawled, alcohol slurring his speech. This had to be their third or fourth bar.


      “Sorry, lads, but the owner has rules. No mages, no City Guard. Not my rules. There’s another tavern around the corner. Go there.”


      “We’re not leaving!” The lead one stumbled forward, one of his small paws reaching up slap the bouncer. He smiled, grabbing the offending arm, swung the male around like a hammer throw competition. When he let go, the fox went flying across the street, landing in a pile of refuse.


      “Either of you two don’t like the bar’s rules?” The other two quickly bowed, running away while they had the chance. Now was his opportunity. He slowly walked out of the bar, making no more quick motions or attempts to sneak. This male was not playing around. When he reached the door, the wolf his only barrier, he looked at the dirty ground, afraid his expertly trimmed facial fur and perfect teeth would betray his origin.

    


    
      “Welcome to the Hammer’s Throw, lad. Don’t make trouble.” The lupis moved aside, opening the door for him. It hadn’t occurred to him his clothes would show he was not a mage or a guard. As he strode in, the first thing to hit him was the noise. In fact, he could not hear a single conversation going on anywhere in the cramped building. Males of the more common species sat in booths against the walls or around tiny tables in the center of the room. No one lounged at the bar, and Sayii could see why. Male vulpines, wearing nothing but fur and jewelry, slipped between the cramped patrons delivering the drinks to them. This was the place for a crown prince out for some relaxation.


      After observing for a few moments, he decided the best way to get the lay of the tavern would be to directly talk to the bartender. In Eldere, that was how he learned who to avoid, who to chat up, and who to flirt with for free drinks. Every bar had regulars, and every barkeep knew their own. Leaning against the far edge of the bar so as not to get in the way of the attendants, he knocked heavily on the polished ebony space. Here was another reason to stop lushes from touching the bar – ebony cost a small fortune.


      “Whatcha need and where?” the barkeep asked, not looking up from the two clear liquids he was pouring into a glass. When they met, the concoction turned a dark green. In any other situation, he could be mistaken as an alchemist searching for gold.


      “Just the normal questions.” After the drink passed to one of the foxes, he turned and addressed the prince. The bartender, a rather tall lapin, looked more a monk than one of the city folk. He wore only loose breeches and two straps connecting to his waist band that wrapped over his shoulders. Most rabbits never stood more than three-and-a-half feet tall without their ears. This one was almost five feet tall.


      “Don’t touch my waiters unless they say its alright first,” he began, holding a glass under the tap of a barrel. A dark amber beer filled it in moments, another glass taking its place without so much as a drop lost. “Be quiet when someone’s on the stage, and no sex in the tavern. I have rooms upstairs if you need them, at a price.” In those two sentences he’d filled another three thick glass mugs with beer and passed them to one of the vulpines. “I’m Xan Su, and if you don’t cause trouble, I’ll be nice. Cause trouble and I’ll break at least four of your ribs. Have a drink.” The last glass of honey-shaded beer he sat down in front of the wolfox. “First round in one the house, but you better buy at least two more.” On that note, Sayii placed a single gold piece on the counter, enough to pay for a dozen good drinks or a hundred bad ones.

    


    
      “Keep ‘em coming. Got any liquors here?” The servants had turned him on to the harder liquors, especially the stronger alcohols. They burned on the way down, but the warmth in his extremities could not be duplicated.


      “Rum, whiskey, bourbon, vodka, and gin.” Only one of those he’d never tried before.


      “What’s vodka?” The lapin smiled, reaching under the bar and producing a clear bottle full of clear liquid.


      “It’s good stuff from the K’Mir Empire. The Chosen swear by it and it’s hard to come by on this continent. I’m a fan, only reason I stock it. Clear, no smell.”


      “I’ll try some of that. How strong is it?” The rabbit kicked a barrel under the counter with one of his large feet to emphasize his love for the substance.


      “A lot stronger than my other drinks. Lemme mix it quick. By the way, put another gold on the table or you won’t get more than two drinks of this stuff.” A moment later a small glass appeared in the wolfox’s paws, smelling of oranges.


      “Take a swig. A singer’s up next.” He turned to the rest of the bar, shouting far too loudly for someone his size.


      “Shut up, the lot of you! Kyo’s up!” The entire room went unnaturally quiet, as though Xan had the magical ability to silence everyone besides himself. As Sayii took a sip of his drink, he focused on the far side of the room. Magical, heatless fire had appeared around the only clear space in the room, making it an impromptu stage. The fire lit up the area, giving everyone nearby a ghostly visage.

    


    
      A violently purple vulpine walked up onto the stage, swishing his hips just enough to make the delicate silver chains around his waist jingle. When he stood in the center, his muzzle opened. Beautiful, haunting notes poured from it, not so much a song as an entrancing melody. No one moved, coughed, or called out for another drink. Even the vulpine waiters reclined against the bar, their eyes locked on the violet fox. Sayii had never seen anything like him, not even in the numerous books from all over the world his father had treasured. Everyone in the tavern apparently thought the same as the wolfox, since gold and silver coins flew at the fox once he paused for the next number.


      “He’s our most popular singer,” the lapin explained, pulling Sayii’s attention away from the fox and back to the male only inches from him.


      “I can see why.” Something in the wolfox’s mind told him how special the vulpine was, how unique finding such a male was. He asked without thinking.


      “Is he available?” Theo chuckled, handing the prince another drink. While entranced by the vulpine he’d drained his first.


      “Not for you, wolfox. He doesn’t sleep around, let alone with someone like yourself.” Sayii tensed up – had he been found out?


      “What do you mean, someone like me?”


      “A noble’s or merchant’s son, whichever you are. He’s not a prize to own, lad. Last I heard, a lot were trying to get under his tail or for him to get under their’s, but he’s turned ‘em all down. It’ll take a lot for him to even give it thought.” A very loud knock sounded on the door to the tavern, followed by three lighter knocks and another loud one. The lapin tensed up, waving at the foxes moving around the tavern.


      “You might want to leave out the back, wolfox. It’s about to get very unpleasant.” He wanted to stay for another number, but then the tavern door burst open, City Guard pouring in on the shocked lushes. When he turned back from the door, the bartender, along with all his waiters, had disappeared. A crash behind him – he jumped over the bar, glancing back just in time to see Xan on top of a stunned guard and kicking another in the throat. He ran for the back exit, hearing the rabbit over everyone else.

    


    
      “I don’t care if some of my patrons are criminals, you wait outside like everyone else!”


      Multitudes of males crowded the back hall, kissing, groping, or doing much more obscene activities. He pushed past them all, pulling his cloak tightly around him, trying to find the other door. There it was, the performer from earlier holding it open for someone else. As he ran by, he yanked a thick platinum ring from his right paw and threw it at the fox. It bounced off his nose, but still got his attention. As he picked it up, Kyo’s eyes widened in gratitude.


      “Whoever you are,” he had shouted, “it’ll help me pay the bills for a few months by itself. Thank you!”


      Down a few streets and back to his pavilion he went. The purple fox, Kyo Foxtrot, rested forefront in his mind, the image of the singing vulpine burned into the back of his eyes. He wanted him, but not in a sexual way. Something made him want to care for the male, coddle him, hold him, nibble his ears. He may have been with males and females alike in the past, but this fox, in one song, made him shiver with prospects for the future. No one had ever affected him in this way before, not his uncle reiterating how important it was for him to find a wife, not his best friend Sulu, a snowcat felis who just wanted to be with the male he loved and ignore the duties of a noble. They shared that bond, and many more, for now he too had someone he wanted to be with for more than just a night.


      As he pulled the flap back of his pavilion, his doppelganger did not await him. Rather, a very bemused-looking older lupis sat there, twirling a small hand mirror around in his paws. The monarch of Vasani, King Silverway of Eldere, wore a set of silk pajamas, his eyes gleaming even in the dim light of a guttering lantern.

    


    
      “You know, Sayii,” he started without looking up, “if I had not been the first person to find this illusion, the alarms would have gone up that you had been kidnapped. Did you enjoy the city?” The wolfox saw no need to lie at this point, so he let go of the canvas flap and stepped inside, letting his cloak fall to the floor.


      “Very much, actually. Why did you come by this late?” He sat down next to his uncle, mentally preparing for the deserved lecture.


      “One of the visiting merchants donated a bottle of very good and very expensive white wine to the banquet tonight. We didn’t drink it, so I was planning to share it with you. This mirror is a nice little contraption – I had one of my own when your father and I had to go on these outings. I figured you would find a way out of it, but something so...traditional is surprising.” He handed the mirror to the stunned wolfox, standing up from the bed.


      “So...no punishment?” He sounded hopeful, but his uncle’s glare said otherwise.


      “I did it, I was punished, and so will you be. However, it will wait until we get back to the palace. All I am going to do now is ask you what and who you did in Pyronni.” He quickly relayed the night’s escapades, emphasizing the purple fox and how much the wolfox wanted to invite him to the castle. He did not mention his feelings for the vulpine, instead focusing on his incredible talent.


      “If he was as good as you say, we can make sure he sings at the Fall Festival.”


      “No sooner?” The wolf stared at him for a few moments before smiling.


      “No sooner, nephew. You might be sweet for him now, but give it a few weeks. He may sing at the equinox, but only if you remember to tell the coordinator then. For now, try not to focus on a performer you saw only once. Becoming obsessed would not be healthy, especially since you need to be married soon. Now get some sleep. I expect to see you two hours after dawn.”

    


    
      Unfortunately, Kyo Foxtrot did not leave the prince’s mind. He stopped seeing other males, breaking off a relationship with one of his close higher-class friends. While flirting with courtesans, all he could think of was the fox. None of these bouncy, curvy, or ditsy females could hold up to that single song, that single moment where it felt the notes filled his soul, lifted him to another level of existence. Anyone who could sing like that had to be pure of body and mind. He desired the vulpine not as a possession, but to love, and hopefully be loved in return.


      Silverway embraced his nephew in a fatherly hug, kissing him on the forehead.


      “I know it’s hard to deal with, but you have to marry a female soon. What if something happens to me? You’ll be king then, and you won’t have an heir.” Sayii buried his face in the ruffled silk, trying to hold back the tears. He’d waited for the little fox for months, and now he didn’t even get the chance to say goodbye.


      “I don’t think I can do this,” he whispered, the sadness evident in his voice. Normally he would have yelled, insulted, or simply pouted his way through the day, but this just wasn’t the same. He’d found the person he wanted to be with, the one individual he knew he could make a life with. The king sighed.


      “I can do you a favor,” Silverway cooed, petting his nephew’s head to calm him down. “If you want, the performer can visit the castle, but you have to keep it a secret. The servants will know, but try not to flaunt his presence. I don’t want anyone finding out, especially your aunt. She’s really excited about you getting married to a beautiful noble’s daughter.” A new light seemed to fill his chest, electrifying every inch of him. Kyo could stay! He had to find his fox before he left the city, before he forgot about him.


      “Now dry your eyes and get downstairs. The girls are waiting.”

    


    
      Before Kyo could even start to pack, a letter reached him. Inside, besides a small crystal on a silver chain, a very short letter detailed future plans:


      To Kyo:


      Please do not leave the city immediately. I was hoping you would visit the palace again tonight, after dusk. I know you have other performances to do, but please consider it. If you are interested in remaining here in Eldere, just tell the barkeep. He’ll be able to find you clients in the city to keep you ahead on money. The necklace in this envelope will let you in the servant’s entrance of the castle.


      Folding up the letter, Kyo took a deep breath and then handed it to Vance. The bruin read it quickly, but it still took a few seconds for the reality of the situation to dawn on him.


      “You slept with him, didn’t you?” The fox blushed, but still nodded. Surprisingly, the bear smiled ear-to-ear.


      “Good for you. I figured that’s what happened last night, but wasn’t sure. I’ve heard a lot of rumors about him being a tailraiser, since he’s never even been engaged. Good thing, too, then, eh? Ya doubled your money from last night. Shows you’re not a whore either, since it’s not like he’s saying he wants to keep paying you for bonus ‘performances’.” The last word was emphasized with a lusty wink, but it did still make the fox feel better. His songs, and subsequent body, seemed to have set the prince after him. Sayii had been sweet, kind, and cuddly and didn’t want to ruin his reputation as the attractive, yet unreachable, stage performer. The wolfox wanted a relationship.


      Letting his worries float away, the fox turned to the desk in the room. True to his word, the palace’s messenger had delivered a huge chest of gold coins. Vance had spent an hour counting them, and indeed there had been exactly two thousand. No more money would come from the palace, so he would have to start this afternoon looking for new paying gigs. Getting the rest of his belongings from Pyronni wouldn’t be that difficult – most of his stuff was already here. He had never bought much furniture, except for a futon and a vanity mirror. The capitol seemed much more appealing now.

    


    
      The bartender did have several notes left for the young fox. Multiple nobles, visiting the city for the fall courting season, had witnessed his performance and called on him for afternoon serenades or evening ballads. If he was lucky, they would pay him well enough to afford a flat somewhere within walking distance of the rich districts. Now his only goal was to pick out clothes less grandiose than shimmersilk.


      Ready and waiting for the crown prince was indeed a gaggle of shy staring maidens, all dressed to impress. None of them wore less than a fortune in diamonds and other precious gems; if the sun had been at the right angle, Sayii could have been blinded. Hailing from all corners of the country, their preferred garments might as well have included an economic profile of their principality. The females from the eastern edges, for example, bore exotic silks imported from Sacavuni, the felis lands. Those from further north were trimmed in rare furs to show how they faired in harsher winters.


      “Greetings all,” the king began, placing one of his paws on his nephew’s shoulders. The entire room instantly silenced; being a monarch did have a few advantages.


      “As all of you know, my nephew, Crown Prince Sayii, has not yet chosen his future Queen of Vasani. I know most of you have been here before, and have been rejected. This time will be different. I hope that all of you will remain here throughout the rest of the season to court my beloved nephew.” The prince sighed, but didn’t dare snap at his uncle in front of so many people. These females wouldn’t be leaving for another three months, whether or not he actively chased them or chased them away. This morning would be particularly annoying – they now knew his displeasure would not force them to return to their homesteads.

    


    
      “Now, let us begin the introductions, shall we?”


      Sayii had to be cordial in front of his uncle, so all of the newest courtesans received their obligatory kiss on the gloved paw and a kneel. He didn’t speak to any of them, except laughing out loud at one who was so nervous she tripped over her own feet as she approached. Luckily, she laughed too, so the king didn’t think him rude. Prior to this day he would have told all of them straight out not to bother courting him, but uncle Silverway had left veiled threats and rewards in their last discussion. By the tone of the entire argument, the wolfox could easily guess Kyo’s right to enter the castle was merely a privilege, revocable if the crown prince didn’t play his part.


      After the initial meet-and-greet had been completed, musicians appeared from behind large tapestries, picking up a slow tune for socializing. Sayii kept moving quickly between all of the females, trying not to speak except responding to simple questions. One suitor, though, had other plans. This one, dressed in clinging emerald velvet and waving around a fan as though it was a dagger, didn’t let the wolfox slip away so easily. If the prince remembered correctly, her name was Sera.


      “Why have you never picked a suitor before now, Your Highness?” Her fan sliced through the air again, letting out a whistling sound. Her eyes trained on Sayii like a predator. Many had asked him this question before, so a lie came easy.


      “No one yet has possessed what I desire in a queen.”


      “And what in particular is that?” She sure is persistent, he thought.


      “When I see it, that individual will be the first to know. Don’t you worry your pretty little head over my desires, Lady Sera.” She looked taken aback by the remark, but quickly recovered her composure. Taking the chance to escape her reach, the wolfox crossed the throne room in record time to stand at his uncle’s side.

    


    
      “Find any you like?” the monarch inquired, talking out of the side of his mouth to deter lip-reading. Sayii made a rude gesture behind his back, indicating where they all stood in his mind.


      “I’d really like you to at least humor a few of these ones. They’re all that’s left. The Cagun, Vashin, and Skymetal noble families can’t send their children, since all of those families are felis. You’ll need to actively court several of these. If you don’t do this bare minimum, expect….displeasure.”


      “Like what?” He couldn’t resist asking.


      “Your aunt will take over for the rest of this courting season. You will most likely be forced to visit these lovely women…” One of those courtesans had approached, and almost immediately retreated when she saw the stern look on the king’s face. “…in their own homes and dine with their mothers. Saphir has said it before – it would be much more difficult for you to escape formal gatherings if there was nowhere else to go. Just think of it. Having to spend weeks or even months with each of these females, listening to their veiled sexual advances and petty conversation over how much their embroidery has improved since your last visit. Is that what you want? Or will you play the game and see your pretty little purple fox in your own quarters, where no one can criticize you?”


      The very context of the king’s words shocked the wolfox. It was true the very concept of visiting these females on their own ground terrified him, but what he had said over Kyo intrigued him more. Had that been outright permission to keep the vulpine as his singular lover, and only to pretend to court? Had the stress of marrying been taken off of him?


      “What about an heir?” he whispered, hoping beyond hope he would hear what he wanted.


      “Your duty to this country is to produce one, and you need a wife for that. I didn’t say you were out of your obligations, but I am not seeing a problem keeping the singer nearby. If you want to be with him, it is both your business and mine. Just understand that if he stops you from fulfilling that duty, I won’t allow him in the castle any longer.

    


    
      “Yes, uncle.” Something was better than nothing.


      “Now get back to your flirting.”


      That night, Kyo did enter the servant’s entrance to the castle, wearing the traveler’s cloak he had borrowed earlier. No one stopped him, but a few of the older servants did give him strange looks, like he wasn’t supposed to be there. Then again, with his purple fur, he didn’t look like he belonged anywhere except on a stage. A tingling sensation passed over his body when he had entered the palace grounds through that threshold; when he asked about it, someone told him if he had not been wearing the necklace Sayii had given him, alarms would have sounded throughout the guard towers.


      Not wanting to inconvenience the guards or servants, Kyo tried to find his own way back to Sayii’s rooms. Not knowing just how large the main palace could be, he soon found himself lost. For the first few minutes he didn’t see a soul, but he did vaguely remember the prince’s quarters were in the far western end. Nothing looked familiar from when he had been led there the night before – now it felt like he was lost.


      “Where are you going?” someone asked as he went around a corner, making the little fox jump. Two lion felis guards had intercepted him, both in metal armor and carrying halberds. Neither looked very muscular, but judging by their weapons physical strength wouldn’t be the deciding factor. One circled around to stand behind him while the other remained still, towering in front of him. Neither was under six feet tall.


      “I was invited…” he began, trying to concentrate on what he needed to say. It was very difficult, since the two had stepped so close that their armor pressed against him.


      “Who invited you?” A paw gripped the back of his neck, tilting his muzzle up. Not wanting to be beaten, he tried to resist twisting out of the hold. What were they going to do to him? Paranoid flashes of being imprisoned and tortured entered his mind, draining the blood from his face. The other guard ran a claw over his throat, careful not to scratch and lifting up the delicate silver chain and the eyeing the crystal.

    


    
      “The crystal’s transparent, Qan. He’s cleared for the whole palace.” The male behind him let him go, purring now instead of sounding angry.


      “Must be His Highness’s new pet we heard about. Know where you’re going?” Kyo did a double take. The entire castle already knew he had permission to be here and why?


      “No,” he answered, still unsure of how to react. If they weren’t going to accost him, why had they confronted him? The felis in front of him put an arm around his shoulders, pulling him to his side.


      “Then we’ll show you the way.” They practically dragged him through a maze of corridors and up several staircases, explaining the path in easy to remember instructions. Hoping every guard was this talkative and kind, the fox didn’t say a word until they were at the door leading into Sayii’s rooms. Just before he turned the handle, one of the cat’s paws covered his own.


      “If you ever get tired of that puppy, come give us a visit.” A rough tongue scraped over his cheek, making him gasp in surprise. They had wanted to mate him – that’s why they had both been so helpful. He would probably lay money on the fact that, if he had just been a wandering servant in the wrong place, they would have traded sex for anonymity. Smiling courteously, he nodded and quickly opened the door.


      Sayii was indeed there, looking exhausted and worn out. The fox immediately closed the door behind him, making sure it was locked before stepping over to him, waiting for him to look up. The wolfox did, and it seemed his entire body lit up when his eyes locked on the vulpine. Standing up, he tentatively put his arms around the smaller male’s waist, as though afraid the fox would break. Nuzzling his nose into the hollow in the performer’s neck, he just stood here, breathing softly in and out through the purple fur.

    


    
      “Are you alright?” Kyo asked, gripping the male’s still-buttoned jacket. A kiss graced his skin, making him smile in response.


      “I just…” Words seemed to escape the larger male for a few moments, but soon he just nuzzled into the soft fur. “I just need to hold someone who doesn’t want to be with me because of my crown, for my title, or for expensive gifts. Why do you want to be with me?” Kyo couldn’t think of the exact words at first either, but soon they came to him.


      “You like me because of what I am, not because of what you’d like me to be. I’m a commoner and that’s what you want.” The arms gripped him tighter as Sayii fell back, pulling them both down on to the soft sheets, seemingly even more comfortable than the night before. He didn’t resist when his buttons began to come undone and fabrics started to move off of him. His street boots especially contrasted sharply with his physique; they were standard for city guard. Kyo had to keep the pads on his paws and feet soft, so they needed to be protected. Sayii only smiled, unlacing them one at a time and throwing them on to the floor. He discarded his own clothes next, flicking them into every corner of the room.


      “Can you sing like this?” the prince whispered, settling down next to the fox and placing his arms gently over him. His nose nuzzled into the smaller male’s side, nibbling idly.


      “I won’t sound as good as if I were standing up.” Sayii pressed in closer so his legs entwined with the vulpine’s own and pulled the sheets over the two of them.


      “It doesn’t matter. Just something happy and soft.” So the singer began with an old song he knew from back in Oya, simply about being happy to live in the city.


      A farmer may have his fields,


      A soldier may have his comrades,


      and a priest may have his goddess,

    


    
      but only a city folk has his own life to live.


      A farmer is slave to his fields,


      a soldier slave to his commander,


      a priest to his vows,


      but a city folk is slave to none.


      Let those farmers have their crops,


      and the soldiers have their kills.


      Let the priests have their converts,


      I will take my bills.


      No one else in all the world,


      can be as free as me.


      Sayii played the perfect audience member; he never interrupted or heckled, and when Kyo had to hold a particular note for more than a second, the wolfox’s paws played over his chest, as though marveling at the amount of air traveling in and out of him. Though the number was fairly short, he doubted the other male minded.


      As the last note faded, Sayii rolled over on top of the fox, kissing him on the lips and holding his paws. Kyo didn’t resist, instead letting himself relax in a hold he knew he was safe in. When the kiss broke, the larger male’s muzzle ended up right over his belly button. The prince’s body seemed to melt against his own, sliding down between his legs. A lick made him giggle – it was one of the few places he was ticklish.


      “What do you want to do tonight?” he asked, curious as to what new fantasies he could explore. Sure, proper mating had been fun, but there were so many other things that intrigued him. Finally having a male to do these things with turned him on more than the prospect of the acts themselves.


      “Nothing at all,” the prince cooed, his paws gently petting the fox’s inner thighs. “I just want to fall asleep and wake up in your arms.” It was such a cute gesture Kyo almost chuckled. Placing his paws on the other male’s shoulders, the vulpine felt the wolfox relax against him. This was better than anything else they could have done.

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 4

      The Nobles


      
        
      


      The next few days passed by in a blur. Kyo had to pay a courier company to bring all of his belongings to Eldere along with all of Vance’s possessions. The bear had agreed wholeheartedly to remain here; he liked being around the fox and the entire court atmosphere. So many of these young females just wanted to get back at their parents for making them travel hundreds of miles away from their homes to court a prince that didn’t want them; sleeping with a cuddly bear sated that desire. Also, the city had a much better selection of vintage alcohols in their bars.


      A flat proved a bit more difficult to obtain. Space was at a premium in the capitol, especially near the noble and temple districts. None of the complexes were truly within walking distance of the castle, so something a bit more drastic had to be done. Two options seem to come forth for the young vulpine – he could either live in the castle as a servant, which would be easy since he had already passed the security check, or find a noble who wanted a performer and didn’t mind him visiting the castle a bit more often than necessary.

    


    
      The second option proved much more feasible. There were only two noble families who took permanent residence in the capitol: the snowcat felis Vashins, and the nightcat felis Caguns. Neither of those nobles had any stake in who married the crown prince, so they were much more receptive to guests than many of the other elite. Lord Vashin, once a rich magical artifact merchant, laughed and joked with the vulpine when he spoke with him at the castle. The Cagun family, who had possessed the title for twenty generations, seemed much less hospitable to a purple fox performer.


      “What’s your point?” the lord of the house had asked when Kyo visited; the stern male didn’t understand why anyone, especially a noble, would pay an exuberant amount just to have a singer on standby at all hours of the day and night. He had been a little less than polite, but by no means rude when he told the vulpine he wasn’t interested “in that kind of thing”. So to the Vashins the fox went, hoping that family wouldn’t be so uptight, or so large. There had not only been the lord of the house present during his interview, but also seven well-dressed sons and dozens of residing servants.


      Lord Vashin, an older male carrying a noticeable amount of weight on his frame, greeted the fox warmly when he came to call. Apparently he had recognized the singer from the Fall Festival and been impressed. He also had more than ample room for guests – he only sired two children, one male and one female.


      “Welcome to my home, Mister Foxtrot!” When the fox crossed the threshold, the snowcat put a sizable arm over his shoulders and steered him into a reception room connected to the entrance hall. Unlike the Caguns, whose mansion stretched over half the nobles’ district, the Vashin’s mansion took up a fourth of that space. It was still a large building, but no where near the level of most nobles’ dwellings. When the noble let him go next to a very puffy armchair, a younger, female snowcat came out and handed him a silver bowl filled with colorful candies. She looked irritated, as though her father insisted on this sort of behavior.

    


    
      “Thank you,” he said quietly, smiling at the female. She huffed, walking out of the room. Unlike other nobles he’d met, Lord Vashin did not reprimand her.


      “You’ll have to excuse her,” he commented, still smiling. “She’d rather be with her friends right now, like every teenager. Now, what were you hoping in this arrangement?” Kyo smiled a bit wider, glad the male decided to cut to the point.


      “I am trying to find a permanent client in the city and a place to stay. I much prefer the capitol over Pyronni.” The noble chuckled, taking an armchair opposite the vulpine.


      “I can imagine. So many stuffy mages from Oya, had to be frustrating to find work.” Kyo nodded – that had indeed been an issue. Mages, like Lord Vashin, saw him as a useless extravagance.


      “That’s why I am hoping to find residence with a noble or merchant. Hit two targets with one arrow, as it were.” The felis lifted one of the candies and popped it into his muzzle, licking his lips and purring. Kyo mimicked, amazed as the confection melted in his mouth on contact with his tongue.


      “Like ‘em? I make them myself. Now, how much were you hoping to be paid to be at my beck and call all hours of the day?”


      “Well, whatever you think would be reasonable, since my meals and lodgings would be covered living here. The only time I would need off is when I visit the palace.”


      “Servant lover?” Kyo blushed, making the noble laugh out loud.


      “Don’t be ashamed, lad. There are a lot of servants there, and I’m sure he or she’s just fine.” He blushed deeper, apparently only confirming the male’s suspicions.


      “How about we start you fifteen hundred gold a month, and if I like you, we can double that?” The performer inwardly panicked – such a huge amount!


      “Sir, that’s far too much. The palace paid me a thousand gold....”


      “For one night’s performance. Don’t think I am hurting for money. Unlike those other nobles, who wallow in their family fortunes or taxes like pigs, I earn mine. I still own the majority of the magic shops in Vasani. They make me millions of gold a year, so don’t think fifteen hundred gold pieces for me is more than a pocket-full of change.” A tone of finality filled his voice, his inner merchant coming out. Kyo felt like he wasn’t more than an investment, something to pour money into and hope it pays out.

    


    
      “Do you accept my offer?” Kyo nodded, reaching out and clasping the snowcat’s pudgy paw. What would he do with fifteen hundred gold a month?


      “I need to bring all of my belongings here, and see where Vance is staying first.”


      “I have several spare rooms you can pick between. All of them have bathing rooms with running water and privies attached. If I may ask, who’s Vance?”


      “My manager. He’s a bruin and decided to stay in the capitol. He owned a few tenements in Pyronni, so he sold them and bought a flat here.” The noble lifted himself out of the chair, grunting. After he took a breath, he pointed at the stairs to the second floor.


      “Sorry, I enjoy my sweets a little too much. Head upstairs and you can choose your room.” When the fox stood up as well, the noble let him walk out of the room first. It was another sign the male was nothing like others of his social class, since he should have walked out and expected the vulpine to follow. Up the stairs and down a hallway were the spare bedrooms, all with furnishings and the promised bathing rooms. After a little debate, Kyo picked the second-furthest room from the end of the hall.


      “This is nice.” It was a bit smaller than the others, but very comfortable. Lord Vashin smiled and knocked on the next door over.


      “In a moment,” someone called out. The sounds of clothing rustling could be heard before a young snowcat opened the door, smirking and pulling on a vest.


      “Who is it this time?” the older snowcat asked, smiling but still looking stern. The lord’s son, Sulu Vashin, looked about the same age as Kyo. Like most felis, the young male’s fur was immaculate and trimmed perfectly, his entire form giving a seemingly gender-neutral impression. Snowcat males normally had a very puffy mane around their necks; Sulu cut his off so he appeared less intimidating. It also made him look less masculine, though.

    


    
      “Rienne. Remember, from the Fall Festival?” Kyo blinked, having memorized only a few names from the banquet. A male lion felis peaked around the snowcat, blushing profusely when he saw who was at the door.


      “Afternoon, Lord Vashin,” he mumbled, retreating back into the room and looking ashamed. Once he was out of earshot, the noble frowned.


      “I don’t mind you bringing males home, Sulu, but please tell me when they are here do I don’t interrupt anything. There are things I’d prefer not to see.” The older noble frowned at the uncaring look on his son’s face, turning to the stunned vulpine.


      “Mister Foxtrot, this is Sulu Vashin, my son, and apparently his newest lover Rienne, who is a visiting dignitary from Sacavuni.” Kyo bowed low, embarrassed for the sake of the snowcat. He might not care, but in Oya this would be much more serious.


      “Hello, sir.”


      “Don’t call me ‘sir’,” the snowcat immediately responded.


      “I’ll leave you two to socialize.” Another stern look at his son and the noble departed, breathing heavily as he walked down the stairs.


      “May I come in, sir...uhh...Sulu?” Kyo asked, bowing in the doorway to the young male’s rooms. The cat turned around, smiling wide and motioning him inside.


      “Come on in. Shut the door behind you.” He obeyed, walking forward into the room to better appraise the other male. Right now, he was only wearing a pair of loose slacks and an open silk vest – very normal clothes for a traveling merchant. Looking up and down the cat, Kyo blushed when he noticed the felis looking him up and down as well.

    


    
      “Like what you see?” Sulu asked, tilting to the side and lifting up his tail, showing off his very toned rump. The slacks may have been loose at the bottom, but they looked like they were painted on near the waistband. Cursing his wandering eyes, the fox couldn’t help but see the fabric stretching over the felis’s groin.


      “I’m not…” he stuttered, trying to regain his composure. Did everyone want to have sex with him? The noble turned toward him, placing his paws on the fox’s slender waist.


      “Not what? If it’s what I think it is, you’re a liar.” Lips pressed against his as those paws pulled him against the felis, Kyo’s eyes going wide. Now he needed to do something. He twisted, pushing the cat back on to his bed. Breathing heavy, he took a step back. About to rush out of the room, he paused when he saw the sneaky look on the snowcat’s face.


      “I’m sorry little foxy, didn’t mean to scare you.” He got back up, holding out a paw. “Just wanted to see if you’re the same little purple fox I’d heard about. And don’t worry about Rienne, he went out a window.” Kyo took the paw, still not entirely sure about the young noble. When the cat saw his apprehension though, Sulu laughed.


      “I’m not gonna bite unless you let me, Kyo. Why’d you come in here?” With the lion felis gone, they sat down on the bed.


      So they began talking. Not having been born a noble, Sulu had many interesting stories to tell. The snowcat had been everywhere on the continent, from the underground cities of the lapin to the isolated monasteries of the jackals. He had also spent several years as a child in Oya, so the two males could trade opinions on their favorite carnivals, festivals, and places to visit in the capitol. Having someone to talk to about his homeland who remembered it before the civil war had ensued was very nice – very few individuals outside of the capitol did. Some time after dark, the Lord Vashin knocked on the door.


      “Time to eat,” he called out from the other side of the entryway, pushing the door open after a moment with his shoulder, a tray was balanced between his paws. On it were tiny pieces of bread topped with some sort of delicate fish, a bottle of wine, and two glasses.

    


    
      “Thank you sir,” Kyo whispered, ignoring the strange glances directed at him by using the final word. The lord left almost immediately, only taking the time to pop the bottle of wine for them. Lifting one of the delicacies, Sulu held it in front of the fox’s nose. Scowling, the vulpine still let the other male feed him.


      “He’s being nice because he thinks you’re my lover.” Kyo choked on the fish as it broke apart on his tongue. Coughing, he couldn’t help but nearly yell at the felis once he could breathe.


      “Did you tell him that?!” Giggling, the felis held his paws up in surrender.


      “Nope, but that doesn’t stop him from assuming every cute male I bring up here is just so I can get under their tail. He doesn’t care who I mate with, as long as I don’t get a disease that makes my balls swell up and fall off. Anyway, I’m more after one particular person.” He popped one of the fish pieces in his mouth, laughing subversively to himself. The words did calm the performer though – it meant he had gotten this position on his talent alone, not because the lord’s son wanted to “get under his tail”.


      Just as they poured the first two glasses of wine, someone else called for the snowcat’s attention. This male, who Kyo recognized as the youngest son of the Lord Cagun didn’t bother bowing or knocking before entering the room. Now dressed in something a bit less formal – he had ditched the dinner jacket and riding boots – the nightcat just nodded as greeting, collapsing down in one of the felis’s reading chairs. Kyo had tried that particular one out earlier; it had been crafted with a weird ridge that sat against the spine and took away back pain.


      “Sorry for not sending someone ahead, but I needed to get away.” Sulu didn’t respond, only smiling and leaving the room. When he returned, he carried an extra bottle of wine and another plate of breads, these with beef instead of fish.

    


    
      “It’s alright Jhon. You know you’re always welcome here.” He set the tray on the armrest for the nightcat, letting him take a few in his paw before moving it to a more convenient point for all three of them. After a few mouthfuls of food, the felis seemed much nicer and more talkative. Though gruff and a bit rude like his father, he proved just as entertaining as Sulu. They too traded stories, especially about Jhon’s father. Apparently, Kyo’s impressions of him had been entirely accurate. The older nightcat was obsessed about public perception and how his children impacted his image. If they disobeyed him, he frequently threw heavy things at them or threatened to disown them. This was especially true for Jhon, since he was the youngest at twenty and still financially dependent on the family fortune.


      “I need to calm down with friends,” he muttered, draining the first glass in one swig. All three of them had a few glasses, but Jhon drank the vast majority of the alcohol, including being the only partaker of the second bottle. Luckily he wasn’t an angry drunk, just a sleepy one. A few hours after dark, he leaned over on Sulu, snoring loudly and dropping his empty glass on the floor. Sighing, the snowcat hoisted him up and dragged him toward one of the guest rooms.


      “Can you bring the glasses and empty bottles downstairs, Kyo?” The fox scooped up the glass, letting the felis through the doorway first before heading downstairs. Lord Vashin was still awake, reading a book in the dining room and smiling when the fox came into his field of vision.


      “Anything wrong?” the fox just sighed, putting the empty bottle in the refuse bin and placing the glasses on one of the kitchen counters. Even though the Vashins were very wealthy, there was not a cook still on attendance.


      “Where should I leave these for the servants in the morning?” The noble looked up from his book, smirking.


      “We don’t have servants. If you don’t mind, can you just drop them in the barrel against the wall? It has a green rim.” Confused, the fox walked over to the aforementioned barrel and carefully set the three glasses into it. When his paws retreated from the warped wood, the inside flashed brightly, faded as fast as lightning. He jumped, but calmed when the lord behind him giggled.

    


    
      “It makes everyone jump at first. I designed it myself – it’s built around a spell used to disinfect wounds. Place anything in it, especially cookware, and it is as clean as if you spent an hour scrubbing it. Anything wrong upstairs?”


      “Nothing much. Jhon just had too much to drink.” The lord responded in a way the fox hadn’t expected; he sighed.


      “I wish he wouldn’t. It’ll be bad for him when he’s older. Sulu…” Looking up at the fox, he paused, apparently aware again of who he was talking to. “Let’s just say it bothers my son. Thank you for bringing the glasses down.” Kyo knew a dismissal when he heard one. Heading back upstairs, the fox peaked in to see if Jhon had vomited.


      The nightcat was tucked into the spare guest bed, his shirt taken off and folded on the end of the bed. Sulu, standing next to him, was running one of his claws over the felis’s ear, making it twitch as he slept. His head on his side, he rolled over as his mind thought a bug was attacking him. As he rolled, the snowcat kissed him gently on the lips, closing his eyes as though it hurt him to do so. Jhon mumbled, not awakening but still smacking his lips from the caress. When the snowcat looked up, his placed a finger to his lips.


      Kyo understood now why it bothered Sulu that the other felis drank so much; he loved him. He couldn’t know either, or the snowcat would have kissed him while he had been awake. This probably stemmed from Lord Cagun’s problems; many nobles in Oya had seen it as distasteful for nobles to form relationships with males, so it probably worked the same here. If Jhon was even suspected of mating with males, his father probably would have kicked him out of the family. Something did bother Kyo, though; why did Sulu trust the fox with this kind of secret? The vulpine followed the snowcat into his rooms, shutting the door behind him before speaking.

    


    
      “Have you told him?” It was then the fox saw the anguish on Sulu’s face. Though tears streamed down his face, he didn’t make a sound. Immediately rushing to him and giving him a hug, Kyo didn’t object when the felis fell to his knees and pressed his face into the performer’s shirt.


      “Of course I told him,” he said, his sadness somehow not piercing his voice. Kyo had been forced to keep up this kind of composure before – the cat didn’t want his father to hear him crying. “He wants to be with me, but he can’t. His father broke one of his brother’s arms over opium. It would be even worse if Jhon was with a male.” Kyo gingerly patted the felis’s head, not entirely sure how to comfort him. Generally in the past, he had been the one in the crying position.


      “Why did you let me find out?” That made the snowcat look up, the fur on his face matted down from his crying.


      “Sayii’s been my best friend since I was born. He told me all about you, and how you two have to keep it a secret. I figured you’d understand.” Kyo dropped to his knees as well so he could give the cat a proper hug now. An evil thought passed through the fox’s head, so devious in fact he couldn’t help voicing it.


      “Then do it and keep it a secret. He comes over here often enough and Lord Cagun doesn’t suspect anything. Just…don’t let anyone find out. I think your father knows already, anyway.” Sulu didn’t react, so he probably already knew that little detail. Kyo kept hugging the other male until he stopped crying, the pain that was now obvious on his face replaced with determination.


      “You’re right,” he declared, pulling himself up along with the vulpine. “Why should I stop what I want just because Lord Cagun doesn’t like it? But…” A twinge of uncertainty passed over his face. “…Jhon’s never been with a male before…”


      “I hadn’t been with a male before Sayii. I’m sure he’ll get used to it.” Sulu smiled, giving the little fox a kiss on the cheek.

    


    
      “I sure hope so.”


      The next morning, Kyo made a trip to the castle. He wanted to visit Sayii, but to be honest, he mainly left the Vashins’ home so Sulu could be alone with Jhon. The nightcat did not wake up early in the morning like the other three males in the home, probably due to a hangover. With the vulpine gone and his father monitoring one of his less productive shops in town, the snowcat could be alone with the nightcat for as long as he needed to say what he needed to say. The crown prince could have a male lover – why couldn’t Jhon? The male’s father be damned, the two of them could have what they wanted. From what one of his friends in town had told him, relationships between two males garnered no strange looks.


      Hearing someone moving upstairs, the felis set his hangover cure down on one of the small tables in the living room. Jhon stumbled down the stairs a minute or so later, his shirt back on but looking disheveled. After he collapsed on one of the couches, Sulu handed him the foul-tasting drink, pinching the male’s nostrils shut. His eyes were closed, the light in the room hurting him after so much wine.


      “Drink,” the snowcat whispered, holding the male’s paws around the ceramic glass and lifting it to his lips. Once he began drinking, Sulu walked around the room, shutting the curtains and dimming all of the lanterns. He heard the glass clink against the wooden table, indicating he had finished. Sitting back down next to the felis, the snowcat kissed him on the shoulder. Jhon immediately tensed up, but groaned against the pain of his hangover.


      “Thank you,” he mumbled, leaning back against the other cat. This was as close as they had ever been, the nightcat’s father forbidding anything beyond a platonic or familial hug. Sulu knew the other male wanted to be with him, but his family ties would not let him.

    


    
      “Kyo moved in fine.” Jhon nodded, wincing, moving one of his paws over Sulu’s own, entwining his fingers between the felis’s.


      “I figured,” he whispered, tilting his muzzle to place his nose against the side of the snowcat’s neck. This was more intimate than the cat would normally have acted, perpetually paranoid of discovery. “I heard you last night,” he commented, keeping his lips pressed into the male’s fur. “After you put me to bed. I woke up when you kissed me.” Sulu took a deep breath, ready to take the berating for his actions.


      “I’m sorry, Jhon. I just...” Lips moved through his fur, parting the conditioned hairs and kissing on his neck.


      “It’s alright. I know it’s hard for you, especially watching Sayii be with the one he wants. You used to be his lover too, right?” Sulu inclined his head the slightest amount, thinking back when h roamed the palace with Sayii. They’d been almost constant lovers for the last year or so, until the crown prince was forced to visit Pyronni. Since seeing the little purple fox on stage, he hadn’t been with the snowcat or any other male.


      “I used to be. I want someone else though.” The felis turned his muzzle, giving the nightcat the slightest kiss on the lips. He did not resist, instead gripping the male’s paw tighter and starting to purr. When Sulu broke the touch, the other male smiled very slowly at him.


      “I know who you want, but we talked about this. I don’t want you to be hurt, or for that matter, for my father to hurt you. Please, Sulu we can’t...” The snowcat kissed him again, this time much more intensely, actually climbing up into his lap, entwining his tail with the other male’s own. He needed this, had needed this for a very long time. Paws caressed his cheeks, pulling him off with a gasp.


      “Please, Jhon,” he nuzzled against him, grabbing his shoulders, kissing as he moved. “We both want to be together. Your family shouldn’t stop that. We can keep it hidden if you want. I won’t touch you in public, I won’t kiss you except in this house. You’re already here most days, it won’t make a difference.” He started crying, his tears falling into the black fur below him. He couldn’t wait anymore. Seeing everyone around him being with the ones they wanted, they needed, he could only contain himself for so long. With Kyo in his home, only next door, and having the fox have who he desired put the snowcat over the edge.

    


    
      “We can keep it secret?”


      “Of course we can.” Another kiss, another gentle caress with his paw and he climbed off of the felis, standing up and smiling.


      “What is it?” Jhon never spoke much, except in responses to others talking. It came with being the youngest sibling.


      “Do you want to go into the city today?” The nightcat looked at the other felis strangely, noticing the mischievous gleam in his eyes.


      “I don’t see why not, but only if we stay out of the rich district.” Sulu nodded, grabbing both of the other male’s paws and physically lifting him to stand. Jhon looked about to puke for a second, but the greenish tinge around his lips disappeared quickly.


      “We can go to the markets. I want to see what’s new after the Fall Festival.”


      Both males grabbed travelling cloaks and scarves for the inner city. The cloaks would shield their expensive clothes from passerby, stopping them from being mugged, while the scarves would stop any servants of the Caguns from recognizing them. It wasn’t that strange to hide your face in the markets, especially considering the amount of crime recently. Just being well-groomed could reveal a noble or merchant to a potential thief. Once they were free of the nobles’ district, Sulu took Jhon by the paw and led him into the markets.


      “I’ve never been into the markets alone…” the nightcat mumbled, twitching when someone pushed passed him or a slightly insane individual grabbed him and smiled. The white-furred felis smiled, leading him through the chaos of the outskirts and to the more respectable establishments. Unlike other markets, Elder’s actually got calmer the closer to the center one got. At the very heart of the market sat the only two temples in this district, a shrine to the Red Prince – god of inborn magic and honesty – and Yue, goddess of artifice. Commoners, priests, and merchants loitered around them, talking and trading gossip. Both temples were claimed by merchants and contractors of all trades. As they entered the temple to the Red Prince, admiring the giant statue of a lupis working magic in one paw and holding a contract in the other, someone came up behind the two males.

    


    
      “Hello.” Jhon jumped, paranoid about discovery, but Sulu turned around and smiled, recognizing the voice’s owner.


      “Hello, Rienne.” The two cats gave each other a quick hug, the lion giving Jhon an inquisitive look. That quickly changed to a knowing glance when Sulu let go after only a moment.


      “Glad to see you out in the city. Any particular plans?”


      “Just shopping. Have you found anything fantastic?” The lion held up his arms, showing off gold rings on both his paws and delicate, tight bracelets around his left wrist.


      “Go just south of here. There’s a stall right outside Zasi’s bread shop that’s selling ‘em for a lot cheaper than normal. I wanted to grab a few before I head back to Sacavuni – gold’s getting very expensive there.” After a breath, he winked. “When’s the next time you’re visiting me?” The last sentence sounded much more teasing, but it didn’t stop the snowcat from subtly wrapping a paw around Jhon’s waist.


      “Probably in a few months, but for now I think I’ll stay in Eldere.” After a few more exchanges, the lion pranced away, intent on chatting up several of the more attractive males still present in the temple. As the two cats started working their way to back into the markets, the nightcat pressed himself closer to the snowcat.


      “Jealous?” Sulu teased, surprised at how affectionate Jhon was being. Then again, since the fall equinox had already passed, it was getting dark mid-afternoon.


      “I just don’t want to share you.” Several passerby looked at him when he kissed the snowcat on the cheek through the scarf, but Sulu still smiled behind his own covering. The stall was just where Rienne had said – swarmed in front of the best bread shop in the city. Nearly as many people crammed into the storefront, shouting for what they desired.

    


    
      “Stay here,” Sulu whispered, dodging between the customers to make it to the front of the store in a few seconds. Several people sounded offended, but he returned almost as quickly with a baguette in his paws.


      “That’s the trick here – be rude.” He broke the bread in half, handing one piece to the nightcat. They kept walking down the street, steam rising from the perfect food.


      Keeping everything a secret proved much more difficult than either Sayii or Kyo had imagined. Every servant and guard soon knew about the purple fox and why he visited the grounds so much, but they also seemed to understand the need for secrecy. No one at court had any idea – after a little prodding by a few of Sayii’s servant friends, it was revealed most of the nobles just thought other nobles or guards were hiring him for private performances. Also, since the females at court had been informed that the wolfox had to choose one of them, tactics began to emerge.


      After a few weeks of polite dinners and dances, the prince decided another tactic would be necessary. His favorite tactic for getting rid of very pushy suitors was simple – as proper nobles and dignitaries, they lacked certain survival skills. At the moment he, several guards, attendants, and the small contingent of remaining suitors were resting next to a frozen creek. A flash freeze had swept the Royal Forest, just outside the city walls to the southwest, leaving everything glittering with icicles as the temperatures plummeted.


      “Everyone ready to keep going? We’re not going to stay here much longer.” Sayii called out, shivering from excitement rather than cold. He enjoyed the outdoors immensely, much more than was appropriate for a crown prince. His breath clouded in front of him as he looked at his remaining suitors all in very thick fur coats and looking miserable. Three of them had given up two hours ago, calling him a torturer intent on killing them all. Good – two less to deal with. Another four left after his excursion earlier this week. For some reason none of these females enjoyed touring the slums during a drunken festival.

    


    
      These three remaining, hardy and apparently quite determined for glory, wouldn’t back down even after snowy rides through wilderness and gyrating commoners. Sayii would have to think up new ways to scare them back to their homesteads. The king hadn’t complained about his tactics so far, since both of the activities he had used so far were things he did when females weren’t begging for a marriage proposal. Now it would be tricky to both make these females leave voluntarily and, at the same time, not anger his uncle.


      “We’re ready, Your Highness,” one of them answered, wiping frost from the furs packed around her wrists. None of them looked very attractive right now as shrouded in thick clothing as they were. All wore different expressions of distaste or outright irritation, but they knew better than to say something out loud.


      “Then let’s continue. Who here has been shooting before?” Two of them gave him blank looks, but Lady Sera turned to pull something from the back of one of her guards. It was a composite longbow, the end painted blood-red.


      “What are we hunting?” Sayii smiled – this one would be difficult to get rid of.


      “I was thinking deer, since they will be out this time of year looking for the last bit of green. Let’s start. Those of you without experience shooting, please have your servants explain the process while we search. Anyone can learn how to use a crossbow in a few minutes, so don’t worry.” Crossing the frozen stream, he unhooked the shortbow from his back and pulled an arrow from the quiver. Hearing murmurings behind him, he blocked out the noise as he listened for the delicate noises of frost being broken by hooves. Something to the west; he sped off, leaping over fallen trees and startling the maidens behind him. Something flashed through the trees. He fired, hearing the satisfying noise of an arrowhead sinking into flesh. It crashed to the ground, letting him cross the gap between him and his prey in a few moments. It was a young buck – its horns would look fantastic on his wall. The arrow had lodged just below its shoulder, throwing it off balance and forcing it to fall and break one of its legs. He didn’t want it to suffer, so he pulled a dagger from his belt and deftly slit its throat.

    


    
      “Never mind about learning,” he called out, sensing the small army of assistants crowding around him. One of the girls, upon on seeing the fallen animal, screamed far too loudly and looked about to faint.


      “Oh, calm down. It’s food.” He motioned to one of the servants, grabbing the creature’s legs. The lupis male helped him tie them up, slipping a quarterstaff into the knots so the two of them could lift it up on their shoulders. With a grunt, the two of them stood up with a dead animal dangling between them.


      “This should suffice. Ready to head back to the castle?” Everyone but Sera looked relieved – that female appeared perfectly ready to continue this escapade.


      “Are we going to clean the creature first or let the servants do it?” she asked, handing one of her servants the bow back.


      “Let them. I would think the look of steaming innards would cause the other delicate maidens to actually pass out or vomit in the bushes. Let’s not…disgrace them any further. I want to eat this tonight.” He turned in the direction of the castle, resting the pole on his shoulder.


      Once they got back to the castle and left the deer with the chefs, Sayii said goodbye to two of the three females. On his aunt’s request, he agreed to have dinner with each of the suitors in turn. Tonight it was Sera’s turn. She was very strong-willed from the northern border, so Sayii needed that time to analyze her. Unlike the other females, who put on a façade around him, she didn’t seem to see the need to. Her manners were the same as though she was talking with her friends and family. Also, which the wolfox found amusing, her appetite wasn’t retarded by the presence of the prince. Just last night she had not passed up on seconds for every course, without the usual “I couldn’t possibly eat so much!” excuse of the other courtesans.

    


    
      At dinner, the two sat down without the normal pleasantries. She’d proven much more intelligent and capable than the other females, so now was the time to get facts straight from her mouth. As the first course was set in front of them, he spoke before her fork hit plate.


      “So, Lady Sera, what makes you think I will choose you as my potential bride?” It was too late in the game to be subtle, and since repeating anything in this room would make the female appear as a “kiss-and-tell,” her confidentially was assured.


      “Because I can make you.” Her tone wasn’t malignant, so Sayii could only guess what she had up her sleeve.


      “And how do you plan to do that?” The prince asked casually, not really taking her seriously as he stabbed a forkful of fish. Raising it to his lips, he paused when he saw the controlling smile appear on her face.


      “It’s very simple, Your Highness. You will continue to court me, or I will reveal to the entire court your illicit affair with the performer, Mister Kyo Foxtrot.”


      “Prove it.” The words left him before he could think. Sera tilted to the side, apparently reaching down into the small fur bag she carried wherever she went. Sitting up straight again, she handed him a sheaf of parchment.


      “These are sworn statements from two of your personal servants about who spends the nights in your quarters. Anonymous, of course.” Sayii set his fork down, contemplating the situation. If these statements were real, that didn’t mean they had any real weight.

    


    
      “You know how nobles think about servants – that they’ll say or do anything for a few extra coppers. Try again.” It seemed Sera had an answer for that, since all she did was entwine her fingers under her chin.


      “That would be true, if these statements hadn’t been conducted in a Truth Circle, inside the Temple of the Red Prince. As you well know, he is associated with truthfulness in contracts. No one could argue with that, don’t you think Your Highness?” Swallowing away his panic, the prince narrowed his eyes at his now very worthy adversary.


      “What are your demands?”


      “You court me and me alone. Tell those other two bitches who are still tagging along to head to back to their homes, since you’ve decided to court me. If you do that, I’ll keep this our little secret.” She didn’t immediately reach for the papers, which surprised Sayii. “You can go ahead and keep those as your own little reminder of our arrangement. They are just copies anyway.” Sera stood up, smiling in a way to let the prince know who was in control now.


      “Try not to disappoint me, Your Highness.” Without even touching her food, she left.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 5

      The Secrets


      
        
      


      No one could understand why or how Sayii had chosen Sera of West Byridge for the single female he would continue courting, but naturally the queen was ecstatic. She had been waiting for a sign that her nephew would settle down for nearly a decade now, and she wasn’t disappointed. Around her, the young female noble acted like the perfect future wife: respectful, beautiful, and only intelligent enough to keep pace with the crown prince. Queen Safir started spending time with her now, giving Sayii respite from her controlling paws.


      Since her ultimatum, she seemed determined to consume all of the prince’s time. Not only would she appear at all hours of the day and night, “just asking to spend time with her love,” but she even attempted to barge into his quarters. Luckily for Sayii, he knew her plans. She wanted to enter the rooms and shut the door, then claim the prince had impregnated her. This would not only ruin his reputation, possibly resulting in him being disowned, but it would also make him marry her without any more delay. A formal courting for a young lady’s paw was supposed to take months; it seemed she didn’t want to wait that long.

    


    
      Every now and then, though, the wolfox had his revenge. Sometimes, when she couldn’t be delayed any longer, he asked Kyo to stay in the room with them “as a chaperone.” His aunt thought it was a fantastic idea, since not only was the purple fox a neutral party, but he could sing to them if needed. Sera could see the game he was playing, but couldn’t very well say anything out loud. If she played her trump card too early, she would risk losing him to the vulpine. If she used it at the wrong moment, like in a small group, it wouldn’t have the world-shaking power she expected. So she cooperated, for now.


      What the young male really needed to do was get rid of her, quietly and without incident. The obvious tricks would be far too conspicuous for someone so intelligent; placing a sleeping servant next to her and then claiming they had mated, for example, would be far too barbaric. Also, slipping her drugs and then watching her go through withdrawal in the middle of court seemed just a bit too evil. He had used both of those before, anyway. He doubted they would be believed twice.


      His only strategy remaining seemed to be to find something from her past he could use to counter her threats. Unfortunately, since she lived so far north, he would have to take a very large convoy to visit her homestead. That would also give her a very long time on the road alone with him; he couldn’t think of any way to go without her. Now would be a good idea to pull out all of the stops. He needed to go to his uncle.


      Even as the crown prince, gaining a private audience with the king of Vasani was no easy matter. As a monarch, his entire day was planned out from waking up; endless meetings with diplomatic envoys, his military officers giving him daily reports, and the bi-weekly meeting with the Commoner’s Council. This event, where representatives from each sub-section of the slums and merchant’s district relayed their issues with how the country was being run, could take hours to complete. However, right afterward was the king’s only moment of piece.

    


    
      Taking his opportunity, the crown prince intercepted his uncle as he came out of the large reception hall. He looked exhausted, with large shadows under his eyes like a raccoon, but that only meant he wouldn’t have the gumption to argue over the subject. Slipping in between two of the guards, Sayii grabbed his arms and steered him away from his current path.


      “I need to get something to eat before I see the ambassadors from Xano and Tano, Sayii. I don’t have time to talk to you right now.” Even after these words, he didn’t twist out of the wolfox’s hold or order his guards to intervene. They kept walking through the maze of corridors until they were at the crown prince’s destination: the king’s quarters. Leading him in, he noted the look of relief on the older male’s face at the sight of servants with hot food. Letting go of his uncle, he let him sit down and begin to stuff his face. There weren’t any diplomats here; he didn’t need to exhibit proper table manners. Sitting down opposite his uncle, the young male took a deep breath.


      “I need some advice, uncle.” He starting, waiting for the lupis to swallow.


      “And what is that?” Now he seemed positively receptive, a warm meal completely reviving his normally rambunctious spirit.


      “Sera knows about Kyo.” The wolf didn’t look surprised, but he did stop eating to answer.


      “I’m not exactly shocked. She may not act it around me or your aunt, but I know full well she’s a crafty little lady. She knows how to work the system, and exactly how to get what she wants. Unfortunately, that makes her an excellent queen.” Trying not to vomit at the very idea, the wolfox reached for a piece of buttered bread.


      “What do you mean? How does that show she can be the second-in-command for the country?” Unlike other monarchies, who appointed the next living male relative as king or queen in the event of a death, a monarch’s spouse could serve as regent. If king Silverway visited a neighboring country, Queen Saphir would serve as acting monarch until his return instead of the wolfox.

    


    
      “She knows how to manipulate people to get what she wants. You might not think so, but it’s the sign of a good leader. What’s worse for you, though, is the people like her. I just got the word from the Commoner’s Council: they think she’s the best thing to happen to this country since I married Saphir. Apparently she did a very good job helping in her own territory. Also, most of the representatives sort of expected you to, well…”


      “Sort of expected me to what?”


      “To pick a fox to make little red-furred babies with. They were enraged when rumors started to go around that you’ve been having an affair with a female vulpine in the palace. I quelled those rumors.” The king took another sip of water, gurgling before swallowing. Sayii didn’t know how to react to that. What was the problem with taking a vulpine as a bride or husband? He’d never heard of such a thing.


      “And what’s wrong with that?” The wolfox took a few more bites out of his bread, having absolutely no idea what his uncle would say.


      “This is a wolf nation, Sayii. Eight in ten people within these borders are lupis, with the rest being felis and a handful of vulpines. There’s only one non-wolf on the People’s Council, nephew. No one here wants a fox wearing a crown.”


      “My mother was a vulpine,” the wolfox said angrily. He didn’t remember his mother, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t important to him. She had died giving birth to him and his father had abdicated the crown right after she died. No one had ever told him exactly why, but he assumed heartbreak had been the reason. His father left the country only days after his birth, leaving him in the care of his uncle.


      “She was. Your father fell in love with her, just like in those fairy tales you used to read so much. This wasn’t a political marriage or societal like he was supposed to make; she was a servant in the palace. No one had ever given her a chance in life, since he felt like he needed to protect her. I remember her being very small, even for a vulpine. When she got pregnant, he married her only a few days after they found out. No big ceremony, no frills, and no guests. They snuck out in the night and had the head cleric of the Wing Goddess do it.”

    


    
      “That’s what they expected me to do? To repeat what my father did?”


      “Basically. Everyone wants you to marry a lupis Sayii, whether or not you love her. To be fair…” He took another sip of water. “...you don’t have to. I didn’t love your aunt when I married her and kept up an affair with one of the noble’s daughters for about two years.” He had said it so nonchalant it took the phrase a few seconds for the statement to sink in. When the significance of it did, the wolfox nearly jumped out of his chair.


      “So you’re saying I don’t have to care about her, as long as I marry her?” His uncle sighed, pushing his plate away and folding his paws in his lap.


      “No. What I’m saying is you need a lupis bride to continue the family line. I don’t personally care if you love her, but being able to put up with her would be a good idea, since you’ll be sleeping in the same bed as her for at least a few years. Keeping Kyo on the side isn’t that strange; no one will question your children’s lineage as long as you have a lupis wife. To be honest, I wish your father was here to explain it to you. He understood the repercussions this kind of behavior can have. Even though he loved your mother, he was completely ready to marry a wolf noble from the northern border. When your mother got pregnant, that ended almost immediately. Ironically, I believe it was Lady Sera’s mother. That may be why she is so obsessed now to have you.”


      “Sort of a revenge thing?” It sounded very…evil.


      “Not really. More than likely, her mother told her wonderful stories of court and going on outings with your father, so she wanted the same experience. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get back to my meetings.” As he stood up, the crown prince mirrored his actions.

    


    
      “Then what should I do? Just let her lord her secret over me and do what she asks?” The king cracked his back, popping both of his shoulders before answering.


      “You’re going to have to be devious about this. If she’s blackmailing you with it, find something of equal value to use against her.”


      “I was thinking of visiting her homestead to do that. What do you think?”


      “Sounds perfect to me. Everyone else will think you’re just going to meet the female’s parents. Be careful, though; she probably suspects that’s what you’re trying to do.” Bowing to the larger male, Sayii couldn’t help but smile. The games had just begun. He needed to relax now. Journeying days north would take a lot of out of him, especially if Lady Sera’s parents were as controlling as she was. Most places he used to relax would draw attention to him, make servants or other courtesans approach him for imaginary reasons.


      A few minutes later, he opened a very rusty-hinged door leading down into the catacombs of the castle. Only servants came down this way, since it only contained stores of food, spare chairs and tables, and objects discarded from the castle. Only one thing remained in pristine condition, and it only had because Sayii had paid a mage a very large amount of money to cast spells that would eternally preserve it. He hopped down three flights of stairs, bypassing all of the common and used rooms, coming to a stop at a locked stone door. Though it would have normally been impossible for one male to move it, he pulled a key from his pocket and unlocked the mechanism. The door immediately vanished, allowing him into a cramped, dusty room probably once allocated for wines or food that needed to remain dark and cool. Only one object rested against the far wall, a portrait in a gilded frame free from the gray all around it.

    


    
      This portrait showed a lupis not much older than him with his arms around a female vulpine, her belly engorged with pregnancy. She looked tiny in front of him, the wolf’s paws placed over the child growing inside her. The fox looked lovingly up at the male, a simple white gown covering her from neck down past the edge of the canvas. He wore nothing above the waist, his grey and white fur long and untrimmed even in this painting that had once hung in the Royal Portrait Gallery. According to King Silverway, Sayii’s grandfather had ordered it removed and destroyed after his father abdicated the throne, but his uncle had saved it from the fire. Here it rested until the wolfox had begun to ask about his parents. His uncle had reacted by showing him the portrait and giving him the key to this room. With the spells present, even flames or an axe would not damage it.


      Sayii ran his paws over the paints, trying to visualize how they had acted, walked, or talked. Nothing remained of them in his mind, but if he tried very hard, he could see them beside him, smiling lovingly just as they did in color before him. They would help through this, rather than just telling him to play the game like his uncle. His father might insist on doing his duty, but he would understand that you couldn’t help who you loved. His mother would comfort him, something Queen Saphir could not do right now. She did not even know about Kyo, and he needed to keep it that way. Even if his uncle might not care, his aunt might have an aneurism about the wolfox sleeping with a male instead of courting the females all around him.


      Sitting cross-legged in front of the painting, he took a few deep breaths. He couldn’t marry Sera, but he could not ignore his duties for much longer. He’d skirted them for years, playing with and mating males from the noble houses and the city since realizing just how much he enjoyed it. Kyo should be his husband, but he could not ask for such a perfect world. The fox would have to remain a secret to the world, as though they were priests hoping not to be found out they were breaking vows of celibacy. It was a shameful thing to know he could not completely be with the fox, yet also know he could not leave him. His heart was the performer’s, and now it could not be given to anyone else. Paws rested on his shoulders, small and delicate.

    


    
      “Are those your parents?” Kyo asked, leaning forward to look closer at the painting.


      “Former Crown Prince Avio and Princess Saya, my father and mother. My name’s the male version of hers.” Without realizing it, he was crying, the sight of his parents bringing up emotions he tried very hard to suppress the rest of the time. Kyo moved around him, sitting between him and the painting, kissing him on the nose, wiping the tears away with his gloved paws. He did not say a word, but Sayii understood. The fox wanted to comfort him, to stop him from crying. He couldn’t, not while knowing what he did about the future. Yet still he pressed his muzzle into the male’s chest, nuzzling as he cried, whimpering low and holding on to the fox’s waist.


      “The king told me where you were,” the fox explained, kissing him on the top of the head and just letting him cry. “He also told me what happened with Sera, but you don’t need to worry, we’ll figure something out.” He petted the other male’s head, making soothing noises until the emotions in the room calmed down.


      “But I don’t want to lose you,” Sayii whispered, leaning up to kiss the male on his throat.


      “You won’t.” Kyo pulled the wolfox up so the other male stood his normal few inches taller than the performer. “We’ll figure out something. Try not to worry about it so much. I’m not going anywhere.”


      Jhon and Sulu had finally begun their exploration. At first, this was nothing more than a few kisses behind closed doors, but soon the snowcat convinced him to go further. The nightcat’s father didn’t suspect a thing; he knew his son spent many nights at the other felis’s home, but according to one of Jhon’s older brothers, the lord assumed Lord Vashin “wouldn’t allow immoral activities”. Like most people, Lord Cagun assumed everyone else around him found the same activities or mindsets offensive. In response to the stuffy male, though, Sulu’s father kept everything under wraps. He even politely denied others entrance into the house when the two young males were there together.

    


    
      Paranoid about discovery, Jhon would always jump away from the other felis if he heard someone approaching or even just a strange noise. Very few areas were quiet enough to stop the nightcat from twitching every few minutes; the hardwood floors inside the house creaked by themselves at night. One of the only places they’d found that were quiet enough for the male to completely relax was the Vashin’s private gardens, taking up an entire city block behind the mansion. With sound-deadening shrubs and very high marble walls, it served as an enclosed paradise. There were even animals to blame the sounds on – peacocks and tamed non-anthropomorphic snow leopards. Lord Vashin had imported them after gaining his title.


      This night, the two cats had been making out for some time now, all of their clothes still on just in case Sulu’s little sister walked outside. She may have been a teenager, but that didn’t mean she needed to see these things. Paws moved over silks, lips parted and came back to together, ears twitched and shivers went up and down both of them. Situated in the middle of the gardens were rows of marble benches originally designed for just these kinds of activities. They were even arched just right that Jhon could lean back, his neck and back braced with the other male in his lap. Sulu always had to be the aggressor in these situations, since the nightcat didn’t really know how to start anything.


      Coming up for air, Sulu looked over to see his father standing just outside of the house, motioning he was going to sleep. That meant there was no one left to interrupt the two – perfect. The walls around this garden were over twelve feet high, so they had perfect privacy. Kissing down the other cat’s neck, the snowcat ignored protests as he kept moving down, undoing shirt buttons and soon the male’s belt buckle and the clasp on his pants.

    


    
      “What are you…” Jhon tried to stop him, pushing at the felis’s head with his paws, but the white cat wasn’t about to be stopped again. He’d been waiting to get the other male truly alone for ages now, and he wasn’t about to lose the opportunity. Looking up at the darker male, Sulu licked his lips.


      “Just hold on to the top of the bench. You’ll like this a lot.” Jhon did as he was told, extending his claws to grip the stone and spread his legs. It seemed he had a good idea where this was going. The snowcat didn’t want to scare away the male he’d waited for, so starting with something the other noble would enjoy immensely would make him more susceptible to other ideas. Taking a few deep breaths, Sulu steadied himself for what he was about to do. Taking in the nightcat’s body, the male smiled without thinking. Jhon was being so trusting; his head lolled back, his eyes closed and his whole body relaxed. His undone shirt created a line of black fur leading right to his crotch.


      This would be fun.


      Nuzzling into the male’s crotch, the snowcat used his teeth to undo the felis’s pants. Unlike most males, who got aroused from the slightest touch, it always took a long time for Jhon to get hot and heavy. Even though they had been touching each other for a while now, the nightcat’s sheath hadn’t even begun to bulge. Not wanting to waste any time, the snowcat pulled off the other male’s pants completely. He’d have to do something drastic to get him ready. Sulu pulled back the other male’s sheath, exposing his flaccid maleness completely. Jhon inhaled sharply – it was apparently colder out here than the snowcat thought. Looking up, he saw the other felis’s breath was clouding in short bursts. Time to make up for that.


      Instead of stroking him or casually playing with him for a few minutes, the felis immediately engulfed the entire length. Since it was soft, it fit quite easily in his muzzle. The spines didn’t even feel strange against the inside of his mouth; they wouldn’t tickle slightly until the male was completely hard and close to climaxing. This was Sulu’s favorite part of being with another male – the time before they both got so heated they couldn’t concentrate. The shaft stirred between his cheeks, responding to the sudden heat and moisture. Coaxing it on, the snowcat breathed softly over it, hearing the other male moan slightly. He never liked to make noise when they were together, so this showed how much he enjoyed it.

    


    
      Suckling lightly on the flesh, Sulu felt it start to stiffen against his tongue. Paws gripped his ears and he could feel the nightcat leaning over him. Things hadn’t even started yet, and already the felis was tensing up from the pleasure. The snowcat wondered how the other male would react when things really started getting going. Pulling back his muzzle a few inches, he locked his teeth behind the ridge of the head. His paws were too cold to touch the other male’s bare flesh right now, so he rubbed them together for a few seconds. Once he felt they were warm enough, he wrapped one around the hardening shaft and cupped the nightcat’s balls with the other. Jhon jumped, arching his back and growling low. In that jump, he kicked the trousers off that had pooled around his ankles.


      Moving his paw up and down, the snowcat wanted to please the male, to make him feel good. They hadn’t been able to do anything in the past few weeks, since the nightcat had been so paranoid about discovery. Without a single breath outside this house about their tryst, though, his reservations were slowly disappearing. A male between his legs pleasing him in ways he’d never felt probably didn’t hurt either. Within a few minutes of these gentle motions the male’s shaft had completely raised, his spines slightly out from the flesh. A single drop of pre leaked on to the snowcat’s tongue; it only made him start to suck harder.


      Removing his paw from the felis’s length, Sulu re-engulfed the entire arousal. Spines weakly rubbed against the inside of his mouth, tickling in a way that made him giggle around the maleness. That motion drove the nightcat wild; he thrashed around, his legs lifting up. The snowcat took the opportunity, placing the male’s thighs on his shoulders. Now, if he moved around, it would only be in and out of the white-furred male’s muzzle. Sulu started bobbing up and down, the nightcat trying to silence his own growls and huffs. Even if he was enjoying it, it didn’t mean he wanted to be heard.

    


    
      The snowcat kept both of his paws below the other male’s thighs, playing with his balls and the exposed skin behind them. The nightcat’s tail kept wrapping around his wrists, as though trying to stop him from moving away. When Sulu snuck one of his fingers under the male’s rump and scratched against the base of his tail, he didn’t realize just how hard Jhon could jerk his hips. The white-furred male couldn’t wait to finally taste his lover’s seed, and since this was his first time, it wouldn’t take long. Already precum was leaking out in large spurts; it felt like he was already climaxing.


      Wanting to speed up the process, Sulu started teasing one of his fingers around the other male’s tailhole. The nightcat didn’t seem sure how to react to this, since his thighs gripped harder, as though uncomfortable, but his shaft went steely hard. He’d probably never played with himself like this before; very few males realized how good it felt. Jhon started to thrust rapidly, his spines engorging and standing straight out from his shaft and head. The snowcat buried his face between the male’s legs, feeling as much as smelling him start to climax. Not a sound came from above the sucking male – Jhon had to be clenching his teeth so hard it hurt.


      Warm male essence shot onto the snowcat’s waiting tongue, covering his tastebuds with the delicious flavor. Somehow both salty and bitter, it quickly filled his mouth, forcing him to swallow as the spurts continued. Sulu had no idea the male could cum so much – most felis only let out a few weak spurts. Keeping his lips locked around the very base, the felis actually had to press his teeth gently down to keep the other male from moving. Even if he didn’t want to admit it, Sulu had a lot of practice doing this with the males in the city. He didn’t spill a drop.

    


    
      Lifting the thighs off of his shoulders, the snowcat lovingly pulled off the length, giving the head a last few licks to make the black-furred felis shiver and moan aloud. Climbing up into Jhon’s lap, he was surprised when a paw wrapped around his own maleness, giving it a squeeze through the thick fabric. Sulu nuzzled against the other male’s neck, suddenly the submissive male again.


      “You didn’t get off,” Jhon whispered, running his tongue over the slightly smaller male’s ears. Sulu loved being coddled, especially in bed. His fondest fantasy had always been to be completely in the nightcat’s control, yet still cuddled and kissed while being ravaged. The paw on his arousal traveled a bit higher, undoing the male’s pants and letting the rock-hard cathood out into the cold night air. Without another delay, the black paw started slowly stroking the exposed flesh, rubbing the steadily leaking precum over the head. Jhon’s other paw caressed over the snowcat’s chest, unbuttoning his shirt and lightly tracing the rings that were his spots. It was a loving gesture, one that made the panting male expose his throat. Teeth locked around it, holding him as the paw on his maleness sped up.


      Sulu never lasted very long, but luckily, he could release many times before getting too tired to mate any longer. Within a minute he mewed like a kitten, the teeth on his throat tightening as he released his seed over his newest lover. Only a few weak spurts and a few shudders of pleasure later, he was grinding against the nightcat, lifting his tail and trying to position for his next idea. Without a second thought he reached back and slid his pants off. There was never any downtime; the first orgasm was just the start. Jhon didn’t seem to know what was happening, but as the snowcat found his mark and reached back, angling the male’s barbed shaft to enter him easier, the nightcat started pawing at him.


      “I’ll hurt you,” he whispered, wiggling around to stop his entrance under the heated male’s tail. Sulu didn’t let go, though, taking a moment to steady himself before forcing his body down on the barbed head, hissing as the spines pulled at his ring. It popped in though, and the nightcat instantly stopped resisting. Of course it hurt – it had been a while since he’d had a male under his tail – but he knew the pain would fade eventually. Jhon licked at his lips, his whiskers, his ears, and his throat, moaning in pleasure yet at the same time begging him to stop. The snowcat wanted this, and he knew the other male wanted it just as much; it would just take a little adjustment.

    


    
      Letting his entire body relax, the spotted male felt more and more of the shaft enter him, fill him, and pull at his inner walls. Normally he wouldn’t take felis, since the spines hurt so much as first, but this would be an exception. He tried to concentrate on the pleasure that would soon come, but it hurt so much. His hole seemed stretched beyond repair, but he knew it wouldn’t rip or take any permanent damage. Tears blotted his eyes; the nightcat kissed them away. Pain made him shudder and groan; Jhon held him, his strong paws so supporting.


      It took him a lot of deep inhales and winces, but the other male entire length was soon lodged under his tail. He couldn’t move, didn’t want to move as the length twitched, watery precum joining the leftover spit as lubrication. The ebony flesh seemed designed to fit inside him; though the initial insertion always hurt, the member didn’t stretch him more than it needed to, yet was large enough Sulu could ride it without it slipping out of his body. Jhon seemed perfectly content to remain still; the look on his face could only be described as absolute bliss.


      After sitting still on the throbbing member for a few moments, the snowcat slowly arched up, whimpering as the spines pulled at his insides. They wouldn’t hurt after a few thrusts, but for now he had to grit his teeth and bear it. The nightcat started lolling his head from side to side as the felis started to move, the muscles of his chest, neck and shoulders tensing and relaxing in time with the snowcat’s movements. Each time the white-furred male’s rump went flush with the other male’s hips, Jhon let out a low growl as well as tensing up his entire upper body. When Sulu arched up so only the head of the arousal remained inside him, he relaxed as though having just received a massage.

    


    
      Soon the initial pain faded and Sulu felt like he was drowning in a giant ocean of pleasure. He used to be Sayii’s lover, back when neither of them wanted anyone else to know about their desires. Being with a canine worked in the opposite way of mating with a felis; the only pain when being with the wolfox had been when his knot shoved in. Now the snowcat could feel the male he loved under his tail, finally giving him everything he’d wanted to for so long. They would climax all over each other, together until the end of time.


      Now the spotted male could truly arch up and down, moving as fast as the turgid spines within him allowed. Jhon grabbed him, digging his sharp claws into the thick fur, his teeth locking around the snowcat’s throat and biting down. Blood began to stain his fur, but the little pricks of pain only highlighted the pleasure emanating from under his tail. He curled that extremity down, twisting it around to entwine with the nightcat’s own. They were together in all aspects, from the growl vibrating into the snowcat’s body to his folded legs, pressed tightly against the other male’s thighs. His toes curled as he felt the shaft within him become even harder, the ample sac pulling up close to his flesh. The black-furred male wouldn’t last much longer, but that didn’t matter – the first load would just help them continue on their endeavors.


      Without slowing his movements, Sulu hissed as claws hooked into his shoulderblades, the sharp fangs in his throat digging deeper. If he had been a Commonfolk, the love bite could have been fatal, but since he possessed the thick fur of a felis, it only nicked his skin. Seed shot strongly into his tailhole, the liquid making him feel warm to his very core. The spines now stood perpendicular, pulling at his inner walls in all the right places now that he had adjusted. It felt so good to be filled with another male’s seed; it made him a part of the nightcat, and made the nightcat a part of him. He could think of nothing more intimate than this, to be held strongly by Jhon and feel his normally most private endeavor inside him.

    


    
      When the snowcat didn’t stop moving after the felis’s essence went from shots to leaks, Jhon let go of his love bite, using his rough tongue to clean away spilled blood. If he thought the pleasure of being inside another male had been mind-blowing before, after releasing it reached a new level. Sure, he’d kept pawing off after climaxing before, and realized he could cum more than once in a session, but generally the oversensitivity stopped him. Now he didn’t have a choice as the spotted male kept moving, using the spilled seed as further lubrication. Now it was so intense it almost hurt, making him nuzzle against the male’s chest, inhaling his unique scent and feeling just how soft his fur was. It felt like the nightcat’s shaft had been wrapped in the most exquisite of silks, the fabric moving all over his flesh and between the spines to work him up beyond what he thought possible.


      “I love you,” the snowcat mewed, kissing over the nightcat’s face, ignoring how often Jhon gasped in intense pleasure. He didn’t think he could cum again so quickly, but he could feel the painful tightness in his balls telling him he was on the edge.


      “I want you,” the nightcat replied, kissing predatorily. He would release again, and again, inside this handsome snowcat, until both of them passed out from pleasure. Sulu stopped moving, squeezing hard on the black shaft, forcibly holding him on the edge of release. When he looked up at the snowcat, the waves of pleasure ebbing and flowing all through his body yet stopped from completely crashing over him like a wave, the other male looked hurt.


      “You don’t love me?” In his state of mind-blurring pleasure, Jhon could only reply truthfully.


      “No. But I will.” He kissed him on the lips, feeling the snowcat relax and his own climax crash over him, the intensity of it making him break the kiss and roar into the night like a beast. He knew a few of the animals might awaken, but right now, it didn’t matter. Sulu didn’t make a single sound, instead panting so hard he blushed and gripped the nightcat’s shoulders. As the black-furred male took in a deep breath, the felis kissed him hard, feeling seed beginning to leak out of his body. He never liked squeezing tightly to stop it; the feeling always sent shivers up his spine as it escaped. Jhon held him, pulling the snowcat close so their entire bodies were touching.

    


    
      “You’re leaking on me,” the nightcat teased, running one of his paws over the other felis’s softening member. Without even realizing it he had climaxed again all over Jhon’s tummy, marking the black cat with splotches of off-white. Sulu giggled and blushed, licking the cat’s cheeks.


      “I’ll clean it off.”


      They stayed like that for quite a while, even after the nightcat’s black maleness shrunk back inside his sheath. They never really cuddled for any length of time, but neither Jhon nor Sulu were in the mood to move. After the cramps in the black-furred male’s legs went away – he had tensed up his legs and extended them straight out, his toes splayed throughout his entire orgasm – he stood up, hooking one arm under the snowcat’s shoulders and another under his knees. Sulu didn’t object, instead placing his lips against the male’s muscular bicep and closing his eyes contently.


      “Why don’t we spend the night in your bed?” The snowcat nodded without opening his eyes, purring as Jhon carried him into the house. All they were wearing now were thin shirts, but they could go back and get their pants in the morning. For now, Jhon just wanted to have the other male in his arms for the few hours that remained until dawn.


      Of course, Vance had not disappeared during these developments. After journeying to Pyronni and retrieving all of Kyo’s belongings, the bruin decided remaining in the capitol would be much more enjoyable and entertaining than keeping up his apartment buildings in the border city. Kyo knew he owned and ran the one the purple fox had lived in – actually, he possessed over a dozen similar buildings all around the city. Selling them put a very large amount of gold pieces in his trunks, so purchasing a very nice home with an attached tavern could not even put a dent into the sizeable pile. Opening this tavern, stocked with everything such an establishment would need, only ended up taking a few days after he got settled.

    


    
      Due to his reputation from Pyronni, finding patronage for his bar did not take very long at all. In fact, word of mouth he had moved to Eldere spread before he even announced the opening night of the bar, so it was packed when he opened the door for the first time. Dozens of lupis, vulpines, felis, and even a few lapin packed his tavern over the first few days, guaranteeing him a fortune in the near future. Besides focusing on making money, Vance had other thoughts on his mind. Since the Fall Festival, the bear had only seen Kyo twice. He needed to make some friends in this city if he expected to remain sane. The purple fox would be too preoccupied over the next few months with his new royal lover – the new tavern owner needed someone to drink with that would be able to keep up and someone that would bring even more paying customers into his establishment. So far, no one could match him drink for drink for more than an hour.


      After discussing the subject with a few different drunks in his bar, the same name kept coming up: Theo Smithy. A knight of the Vasani crown, he pledged his life and his sword to protect the country. When he wasn’t roaming up and down the border, righting wrongs and intercepting raiders, he lived in the capitol city in a very large mansion for someone of his social status. Being a knight had one large advantage that caused many young lads to try and train for the occupation – whoever caught a bandit kept a portion of his treasure. Sir Smithy just happened to be very good at that.

    


    
      After making sure one of his new hires, a lapin who spoke very little Common, could start setting up the place for the night, the bruin started walking through the wealthy district of town. Every house here proclaimed its owners through a flag waved above the topmost point, and every knight of the Crown had his own unique coat of arms. After receiving a reference picture from a business connection, he started down the cobblestone lane, holding the hastily sketched shield up to compare it to every home. A few houses down, he smiled.


      Squeezed between two very affluent merchants’ homes stood a miniature castle, complete with keep and guard towers. Rather than a portcullis, though, the front door stood trimmed in gold and embossed with another copy of the knight’s shield: a silver wolf’s head crossed by two longswords. Taking a deep breath, the bear used the knocker just above the shield, hearing it echo through a large room right behind it. No servant immediately pulled it open and greeted him – a good sign. Most who went up in society from military or knighthood got so used to doing everything themselves. They never spared the expense on hired help.


      “Hold on,” someone yelled from the second floor. The sound of someone thumping down the stairs followed. As the door swung inward, Vance couldn’t help but crack a grin.


      If ever a single individual epitomized the word “masculine”, Theo Smithy would be it. Bare from the waist up, the lupis’s body looked as though a god had carved it to show the perfection of the male form. Several large, old scars created white lines of bare skin in his fur, but the bruin suspected they attracted many more females than they scared away. Even his face and scent piled on to the level of male: the fur of his jawline had not been trimmed in at least a few months, making him appear slightly feral. Even from a foot or so away Vance detected the male’s unique scent – something of a mix between freshly overturned earth and sweat. This was not the unpleasant smell of sweat reeking from gladiators; rather, it more brought to mind the scent of an exhausted lover after sex.

    


    
      “You Vance?” the male asked, his voice a very pleasant baritone. Word travelled fast and there weren’t many bruins in the city.


      “Yah. Glad to meetcha.” He held out a paw in friendship which the wolf gripped immediately. Unlike most strong males in this city, who insisted on squeezing down on the other shaker’s fingers as a masculine test of strength, Theo applied a perfectly appropriate amount of pressure before letting go.


      “Come in. Couple of my friends in town told me you might be by today lookin’ for a drinkin’ buddy.” When the lupis smiled, even Vance felt charmed by him. How many females did he go through in a week?


      Looking around the very spacious entryway, the bear realized why his knock had echoed so well. Not only was the entrance to the large home spacious enough to fit more than half of Vance’s bar, it opened up to a balcony so someone on the second floor could observe his or her guests removing street clothes. It this home it probably let Theo Smithy appear dominant and even more desirable when he leaned over it. Right now a third person stood behind that balcony. When Vance focused on her, he paused, momentarily transfixed.


      The vast majority of females in this city fell into two categories: plain city folk either attached to or looking for a husband, or a rich noble/merchant’s daughter who might look beautiful but ended up being vapid. They never bothered building muscle or training their bodies, since strength helped in none of their desired futures. The first thing Vance focused on about this female was the well-defined muscles of her arms. A chainmail shirt shielded her chest from view, but the width of her shoulders proved the existence of a strong, built frame. Her eyes, visible via a chandelier set off center from the room, twinkled at him with barely concealed wit. A strong, intelligent female existed in this city? A female who didn’t need her toes to count past ten?

    


    
      “Want me to pick it up?” Theo commented. Vance could tell he was barely resisting laughing.


      “What?”


      “Your jaw off the floor.” A good-natured pat on the back and the bear shook his head, breaking the female’s hold on his attention. No one so obviously superior in society and physique would ever give a chubby bruin a chance anyway.


      “You want the blue or the green shirt?” She called down, holding up two equally roughed-up garments. They may have been those colors originally, but now they more closely resembled mud.


      “Green.” She tossed down the shirt in her right paw before turning around and disappeared from sight.


      “Tell me she’s not your wife,” Vance mumbled, trying to imagine a way to get to talk to her for more than a few moments alone. Please gods, let her be his maid or something, just not his lover or spouse.


      “She’s not, but no time for you to chase her tail now. Got her knight’s test in less than an hour. We can talk on the way to the palace.” Vance nodded absentmindedly, trying to force the female from his mind. After some considerable effort, he could focus on why he’d come here in the first place.


      “Alright. So how long ya in the city?” Vance asked. The wolf appeared to understand the temporary change of subject was necessary, since once they got closer to the palace Theo would have to explain whatever this challenge was.


      “At least for the next few weeks. Bandit season is summer, so once the snow starts to fall they all go and hide in caves for a few months. I’ve got to pick a new squire too.” If Vance remembered correctly, knights trained aspiring knights by taking them out in the wilds with them for months at a time. If they liked a squire enough, the knight could choose to bring the young male with them on official business until they were old enough to be knighted. It must be Theo’s current squire’s time to become his equal.

    


    
      “It’s a fair walk to the palace. Let’s get moving – Jeanne will catch up.” The wolf slipped the shirt over his head, ran his blunt claws though his muzzle fur in a failed attempt to tame it, and finally pulled a sheathed sword from an umbrella stand next to the door. When Vance looked at him quizzically, the wolf explained.


      “Jeanne is the female you were drooling over, and I always carry a sword with me when I leave the house. Don’t you carry a weapon?” While the lupis threaded the weapon on to his belt, Vance thought of the lacquered club he kept right under his bar at all times. Different situation, different weapon he guessed.


      As they started down the road to the palace, Vance noticed some very peculiar behavior from the people they passed. Soldiers in full uniform would stop and bow to Theo; what few stalls stood along this road offered the knight everything from protective charms to sticky buns free of charge. He smiled and accepted everything, passing some of the food to the bemused bear. This happened to Kyo sometimes, but he’d never seen it for someone so…aristocratic as a knight.


      “This isn’t all for me,” Theo insisted as the third person in five city blocks stopped him the express thanks. “It’s just the Knight Commander, Sir Guy du Surai, doesn’t get out much, so I’m the next best thing.”


      “What? Nagging wife?” Theo chuckled but shook his muzzle.


      “Nah, he’s been serving as the Minister of War since the last male killed himself.”


      “That happen often in this country?” This time an actual laugh – Vance couldn’t wait to see how enjoyable this male was to be around after a few pints.


      “Eh, every now and then, but ya figure it’s gotta be a headache right now, what with the country to the west being in invaded, the one to the north in the middle of a civil war and the to the east having a social revolution. At the very least I’m sure you probably start drinking heavily.” Vance knew of the wars – the Shun Empire, land of the lapins, had been invaded several months ago by the K’Mir Empire, home to the genocidal Chosen. After the premature death of the heirless king of Oya, the six noble houses had gathered armies and started killing each other. What of Sacavuni, where the felis tribes hailed from?

    


    
      “What’s changin’ in Sacavuni that affects us?” Theo paused for a moment, reaching into his left pants pocket and pulling out a tiny wrapped parcel. Ripping off the paper, the knight quickly swallowed the contents: an herb that looked like shredded grass and smelled more like spoiled eggs. A type of medicine perhaps? The lupis had to be able to read minds, since he answered almost immediately.


      “Seedweed. Hour after I take it I’m sterile for three days. I have enough kids as it is, and there’s always a lass in the palace I can’t say no to.”


      “How many kids do you have?” Theo rolled his eyes.


      “One, and that’s more than enough. Now back to Sacavuni. The king took a second wife a few years back – polygamy’s legal there – and since then he’s been making females equal under the law. Before he started all this, even older females couldn’t walk around town unescorted, no female could inherit, and your wife couldn’t run your business if you were away. Now, all these changes are good, but there’s a lot of resentment from the older citizens. They leave the country, come to Vasani, and start rallying for the “good old days”. Surai thinks they want a culture war.” Vance was impressed – someone who could fight and intelligently discuss politics. They would have to take a few nights in his taverns just so Vance could catch up on international issues from someone in the loop. The sounds of an excited crowd began to override their conversation; they must be approaching the castle gates. Any time something was announced or displayed near the castle the streets ended up being clogged in all directions with eager passerby.


      “Move it!” Theo yelled out over the noise, strategically pushing males and females alike out of the way to create a path for the two of them. When they reached the nearest palace gate about a minute later, the guards inclined their heads to the wolf and allowed the both of them within the grounds. Being a knight of Vasani had many perks, the least of which was unrestricted access to the palace guards. Vance started to think he should look up this gig.

    


    
      Moving down one of the wide lanes to the palace proper, the bear realized just how expansive this space was. The last time he’d been down this cobblestone road it had been night and his attention had been focused on Kyo. Now, though, the palace grounds shown in all their beauty. A luscious garden to his left showed off a gilded fountain as its centerpiece. An archery range to his right proved where the knights conducted their early training. The courts lay abandoned at the moment – all of the trainees must be at this trial.


      “So what’re we here to see, anyway?” The lupis grinned ear to ear, cracking his knuckles before answering.


      “It’s the final test for a knight to be knighted. They’ll explain everything once we get there – I’d hate to ruin the surprise. Just realize she only gets one chance to prove herself.” On that note, the two males reached the bulk of the gathered males and females. Again Theo pushed through them, bringing him and Vance to a small roped-off arena large enough for two or three pairs of pugilists to duke it out without ever bumping into each other. By some miracle, Jeanne had beaten the bartender and knight here. She already kneeled in the center of the arena, checking a plethora of weapons and two different shields. Vance suspected if any one of her belongings broke she would be in serious trouble.


      “Attention!” a very commanding voice called out a few gawkers down from the bruin. Complete and immediate silence followed, even more rapid than had occurred for the king at the Fall Festival. Who could garner more respect than a monarch?


      “All of you know why we are here, but some of you may not know how this will progress. Jeanne Smithy will be completing the physical aspect of the Knight’s Trial, and should she be successful,she will be a knight of the Crown by sundown.” Cheers erupted but were silenced by a glare from the speaking lupis.

    


    
      “Jeanne will face one opponent chosen randomly from a group of equally skilled candidates in order to prove she can handle any task presented to her. Having already passed the scholarly, tactical, and moral sections of the trial, this is the only hurdle left.” The wolf nodded to the figure standing next to him. The vulpine, well-built for his race, hopped over the rope barrier. Discarding his cloak, the fox revealed a bare upper chest sporting an old scar of a deep bite mark on his shoulder. Whatever had gotten him could have taken off his entire arm. A nudge from Theo pulled him out of the fight momentarily.


      “This’ll be exciting.” For some reason he was whispering now. “That’s Tobias Blackink. He’s a mage from the Academy.” Vance vaguely remembered someone mentioning the presence of a magic school a day’s ride to the northwest. It was very small, since the lupis produced only about a tenth of the mages the vulpines did. The challenging vulpine cracked his neck before bowing to the lupis announcer and then to Jeanne. She returned the gesture before readying a shield on her right arm and a longsword in her left paw. As even the sounds of shuffling muted, the previously speaking wolf spoke sternly.


      “Begin.”


      With a quick step Tobias dashed forward, electricity coruscating over his paws without any fancy paw movements or words Vance couldn’t pronounce. Jeanne at least possessed the good sense not to block the attack with her shield; instead, she ducked beneath his manicured claws, ramming him in the gut with the pommel of her sword. He didn’t even flinch as he kicked, sending her toppling back on her rump. The lupis growled, jumping up. Vance, smiling on the sidelines, had to admire her pain threshold. He would have at the very least winced. Jeanne dropped her sword and shield, in an instant grappling with the vulpine. She held his wrists, only sparks jumping to her gauntlets instead of the entire spell discharging. When he tried to twist out of the grip the armored female headbutted him, leaving him dazed. The spells on his paws disappeared – she twisted his arms, trying to get him into a restrained position. As she got one of his arms behind his back, Tobias’s eyes shot open.

    


    
      A snarl and the vulpine’s features began to warp, his muzzle becoming wider, stronger, his fingers growing long, yellow nails. Jeanne’s grip slackened as larger muscles grew and bulged beneath his fur. He threw his weight forward, breaking her hold as she somersaulted to safety. Free of her grip, he stood straight up, now a foot taller and more resembling a beastly lupis than a vulpine. His arms and legs had elongated slightly more than would be natural; long, shaggy black fur now shielded his entire body. Vance turned his head to ask Theo about it while most of the audience moved back a few steps.


      “Why didn’t they say he was a lycanthrope?” The lupis beside him laughed, drawing many shocked glances.


      “Some things are more fun as surprises.”


      Tobias circled Jeanne as she hastily recovered her sword and shield. While she assumed a defensive position, the werewolf grabbed his throat as though he was choking. Before Vance could step in to assist him, the former vulpine belched a cone of fire at his female opponent. Her shield went up, but not fast enough to stop the sleeves of the tunic covering her chainmail from catching fire. Instead of taking the time to strip it off, she grabbed the shoulders and yanked towards her waist, ripping apart the seam so the garment fell to the ground in two pieces. Now the mage charged her, his teeth bared. If he bit her, she’d become a lycanthrope as well. Her armor would stop a normal bite, but Tobias’s teeth had elongated to fangs in the transformation. Another second and he would be close enough to strike. Should he do something? This might be a knight’s test, but she shouldn’t end up with a terrible curse in exchange for her knighthood.

    


    
      Just as Vance placed a paw on the ropes, intent on interfering, Jeanne shifted all of her weight on to her left leg. Her right folded against her body, in the blink of an eye snapping out at her assailant and cracking him on the temple right as he turned his muzzle to be able to bite her unarmored neck.


      He fell at her feet, out cold.


      Applause and cheers exploded all around them. Dozens of onlookers in the garb of soldiers or knights rushed into the ring, embracing her, pounding her on the back, congratulating her as loudly as possible. Strong, athletic, acrobatic, and most likely intelligent if she associated with Theo – if she wasn’t the lupis’s lover, what possible connection could they have? Was she his squire? The wolf knight still stood beside him, even as more guests pushed past them. What was he waiting for? Surely the two were connected enough for him to approach her? Theo did not have to move, though. When the crowd was momentarily parted for a healer to attend to Tobias, Jeanne escaped the throng. She approached the two males, kissing Theo on the cheek and whispering something in his ear.


      “Glad you made it.” They embraced for only a moment before the amassed knights and soldiers pulled her away again, leaving Vance without the willpower to resist asking the question hanging in the air.


      “Is she your lover?” The muscular wolf smirked, his eyes twinkling.


      “No.”


      “Your squire?”


      “Try again.” His smile only grew larger.


      “Then what? You said she’s not your wife.” Theo leaned in close to him, a sense of pride in his eyes.


      “She’s my daughter.”


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 6

      The City


      
        
      


      Sayii left the palace early in the morning, leaving a note with his servants for his uncle. For the sake of appearances, he was ill with food poisoning and not to be disturbed. That would keep Lady Sera away from him at least for today and possibly tomorrow, depending on how well his attendants could bluff. He wanted a day just between him and Kyo, away from court and without having to stay in the shadows. The fox had agreed to meet him at the Temple of the Hopegiver, apparently so they could chat with one of the holy males there about their relationship. Most of the gods in Vasani did not comment on relationships between two males, but this temple spoke very positively on the subject. It didn’t hurt all four current paladins in the chapel preferred males.


      Entering the temple and feeling surprised about how empty it was, the crown prince left his muddied boots and cloak next to the massive doors. It had rained last night, leaving all but the main thoroughfares small rivers of mud. The one good thing about rain in this city was the amount of filth it removed from the streets. The city did what it could, but there just wasn’t an economical way to keep the city clean. One of the priests greeted him after a few moments while he loitered, humming an offensive song.

    


    
      “Right this way, Your Highness.” The lupis female walked him down one hallway lined with very plain doors. The only adornment for all of them was a name carved in at eye level. At the second door, the priest knocked, waiting for a very delicate voice to answer.


      “Send him in.” Sayii opened the door, seeing a red vulpine sitting beside Kyo, both of them sipping a steaming beverage from ceramic cups. A tiny table with a tea kettle and a third glass sat between them with a spare chair between the two foxes.


      “I’ve been waiting to meet you for quite a while. My name is Rasvim Freedsire. Take a seat.” The crown prince obeyed, sizing up the other male as he poured a black tea from the kettle into the spare glass. He was only a bit larger than Kyo, with muscles evident beneath his fur yet toned in the right way so as not to destroy his petite physique.


      “Thank you for bringing him in,” the fox addressed to the still-present priest. The wolf bowed and left as quickly as he could. Surprised by the obedience, the wolfox stared at the vulpine.


      “I’m one of the paladins of this chapel. As such, I outrank all of the clerics. Now, what are your plans for the next few months?” Sayii took the spare chair, taking a sip of the tea. To his surprise, it was not tea at all, but a completely different substance that tasted smooth and rich.


      “I am planning to visit Lady Sera’s homestead soon, but other than that, I don’t have anything else planned before Midwinter. What is this, by the way?” The fox smiled, draining the end of his cup.


      “It’s called coffee. The crown imports it from Shin-se. I am surprised you’ve never tasted it before.”


      “I try to avoid anything the palace approves of, to be honest. Most foods my uncle likes I despise.” The vulpine laughed, filling his glass again.

    


    
      “Understandable. Now, how would you like to go on a trip for just you and Kyo?” Seriously? What was this fox planning?


      “I don’t think that’s possible, Rasvim. My aunt and uncle are hell-bent on me spending the vast majority of my time with Lady Sera, so I doubt I will be able to get away for more than a few hours.” The fox smiled at the two of them, motioning to Kyo. The performer picked up where the other vulpine left off.


      “According to the males and females here, every king needs to make peace with all the temples in the country. By doing so, you stop religious figures from telling the commoners you go against the gods. Monarchs always disagree with some churches, but you don’t want them making the people riot.” After the fox took a deep breath, Sayii noticed the male jittery with excitement. “We are taking a trip with Vorel and Rasvim into the countryside on a ‘spiritual retreat’. Since the Temple of the Hopegiver is the largest in the country, the others won’t complain. We get to spend a whole two weeks with just the four of us, and by the end of it the king and queen will think you were just working to be a better monarch.” It seemed too good to be true – a week-long outing with no court to bother him? Just him, Kyo and two paladins fully aware and accepting of his choice in mates?


      “What’s the catch?” Rasvim laughed, reaching into his chainmail and pulling out a scroll of parchment.


      “None at all. Vorel is the Head Paladin of the Hopegiver, so he is the highest-ranked religious figure in this country. You will, of course, be talking about serious topics too, but Kyo tells me the two of you rarely get alone time except for sex.” Sayii glared at his lover for revealing such personal information, but did not speak out right now. The prospect of escaping the capitol without an entourage sounded divine, so irritation could wait.


      “Give this scroll to your uncle tonight – it will explain everything to him. Please don’t break the seal or it destroys the legitimacy of the religious summons. I know this may sound like somewhat of an abuse of power, but just think of it this way – you’ll be getting a necessary part of becoming a monarch done and spending time with your lover.”

    


    
      After Sayii left to deliver the scroll, Kyo agreed to travel around again with the red fox. Even between his numerous performances for Lord Vashin and other nobles in the city, he liked to spend at least one afternoon a week with the kind male. Rasvim was only a few years younger than him, so they could talk and chat like old friends. A few minutes before the crown prince arrived they had decided to visit the Snarling Bear for a quick smoke. Though tobacco was a bit of a luxury, both of the vulpine indulged in an old social habit from Oya – hookahs.


      The bruin owner of that bar had imported a few of the contraptions for traveling religious males, but anyone in the city could participate. When they entered the building, most of the present holy individuals waved at Rasvim. Leon, the bruin bartender, smiled and knocked on the wall behind the bar. Confused, the purple fox watched in amazement as two lupis males appeared from around the corner, carrying four glasses of a blood-red slush.


      “Your normal table’s empty, Rasvim. Any more friends on the way?” The fox smirked, grabbing two of the drinks.


      “Vorel’s leading services today, Mier is at the Black Goddess temple, and Acton is prowling around in the slums for thieves. Kyo’s my only friend today.” They took the booth in the very far corner, the lupis leaving the last two drinks on the table for them. The vulpine sipped the drink in his right paw, handing the other one to the performer. After the first gulp, Kyo felt a sweetness cover his tongue. A strange tanginess and acidity accompanied it, as though small explosions of flavor were erupting out on his tongue.


      “It’s made from pomegranates and liquor,” he explained between sips. “They’re grown in Sacavuni. Once I had them on a mission trip across the border, I couldn’t resist them anymore.” Draining the first strangely-shaped glass, the fox started working on the second. “They aren’t very alcoholic, so it will take a few before you even get a buzz. Go ahead and drink – they’re really cheap here.” Draining a mouthful, it took him a few more gulps before the almost sour taste changed to one of pleasure. When he started on the second drink, someone else scooted into their booth. Kyo was in the corner of the rounded bench when two lapins squished in on either side of the vulpines.

    


    
      “We haven’t seen you in a while, fox.” The one sitting next to the purple-furred male appraised him for a moment before shifting his attention back to the other vulpine. His muscular legs draped underneath the table, his large feet rubbing against the fox’s legs as he leaned over the performer to stare at the holy male.


      “I told the both of you last time. I’m married now, so I don’t need help from the two of you to find someone for the night. You are my friends still, even if I’m not looking for fun.” He patted both of them on the shoulder, pushing the male currently positioned over Kyo back into a normal sitting position. “You can drink with us, if you want, Geck, just leave my poor little friend alone. He’s not used to being molested by every male in town.” The rabbits both looked disappointed but did not place a single paw on the performer.


      “Aww….we’ll leave him alone if you insist, Rasvim, but you have to pay for the drinks.” The other bunny nuzzled up against the paladin, smiling as one of his paws roamed under the table. Rather than reacting verbally, the fox simply grabbed the male’s wrist and lifted it.


      “I said no, Han. Just talking tonight.” The chastised one sighed, but still put both his paws in his lap. After a snap, the attendants returned with six more glasses of the pomegranate mixed drink. Once they were drained, the fox only feeling the slightest bit strange after three, the bartender himself heaved the hookah up on the table. Once it was roughly centered, the bear unfolded a dozen or so packets of sticky tobacco.

    


    
      “What flavor today, lads?” Rasvim looked at Kyo inquisitively, but the vulpine did not have an answer. It didn’t really matter what it tasted like, since they were doing it for the social aspect. The two rabbits, however, both leaned in to whisper in the red fox’s ears.


      “I guess we’ll go with apple, since both the boys want that,” the de facto leader eventually answered, pushing the lapins away yet again. Judging by their familiarity, Kyo felt somewhat like a third – or fourth? – wheel. As though he could sense the performer’s mood, Rasvim nuzzled against him, causing the other two males to roll their eyes.


      “I’m here to spend time with you, but these bunnies are good, if very affectionate, company. Try and enjoy a day off.” The hookah was lit and the smoking tube lifted to the purple fox’s lips. He looked down, seeing the other vulpine’s gloved paw holding it up for him. Inhaling, the delicate acidic taste of apples filled his mouth and seeped into his lungs. As he held it for a second and passed the pipe to the other fox, closing his eyes and letting the thin smoke escape from his nose. It had been quite a while since he’d done this, but the old motions remained ingrained in the back of his mind.


      “You look like a dragon,” Geck giggled, taking his turn on the hookah before scooting a bit closer to Kyo. It didn’t really feel uncomfortable, but being this close to an almost complete stranger was something that didn’t normally happen.


      “How long have you been in Vasani?” As he coughed a little bit, his lungs not adapted anymore to the honey-soaked tobacco, Rasvim answered for him.


      “He’s only been in town for a few weeks. Pyronni isn’t much better than Oya, so he’s used to how the vulpines work.” Passing the tube back to Kyo, Han now started talking, his voice punctuated every now and then by small huffs or chuckles.


      “Oh, so that’s what it is. You just need to get used to the atmosphere here. Sacavuni’s a lot worse – most of the males live in big tents together and have lots of sex. They only really treat their females like carriers of their children. Here, especially in the capitol, males just like to play around. We’re too young to get married,” he pointed at the other lapin, “since our people don’t generally start makin’ babies until we’re in our thirties. For the next few years, like most the males in this country, we’ll play with who we want. If we get a disease,” he shrugged, “the priests in most of the temples will help us cure it and who we got it from without a fee.” The other rabbit picked up where he left off so smoothly the vulpine didn’t realize the original had ceased.

    


    
      “We don’t want children this early, so we’re playing with males only for now. Neither of us are worried about it, especially since this city is varied enough to find someone for the night or a few weeks of good play. Trying to find someone our size anywhere else in this country is really difficult, especially since most vulpines have this weird personal space bubble. It helps in this city if you learn to make it go away, ‘cause in mixed company no one is going to realize you’re not used to it. That’s how I found Han – we’re two of the only lapins in the city, so we figured it’d be easiest to travel together.” After another full rotation of smoking, Rasvim picked up the discussion.


      “It wasn’t hard for me, since I was born and raised here, but most vulpines find it difficult to adjust living amongst other races. Oddly enough, most of them attend the temple of the Hopegiver, since it’s the major temple of Vasani and I’m one of the paladins. Vasani might be vast majority lupis, but except for the border cities, there aren’t anything but vulpines in Oya. Because of that, none of them know how felis act around females or how cuddly lapins are, and especially how playful lupis are in private. Even if you don’t plan to mate with them, most lupis males don’t have a problem kissing, licking, nuzzling, or the like.” Kyo swallowed, suddenly aware of the smaller male pressed up against his side. The fox smiled when the waiters suddenly lifted the hookah off the table, replaced by a bottle of wine and four glasses. Incredibly thirsty, the performer started pouring as the other fox kept talking.

    


    
      “Personal boundaries are the first thing to go for most that move here. If we have some time on the upcoming trip, we can work on that with you. You’ll need to get used to someone walking up and embracing you or nuzzling against you for no other reason than it’s the normal thing to do. In the future, ditch the gloves when you come into the city – it shows you don’t want to touch people, so no one will talk to you.” Self-conscious, the fox quickly pulled them off and tucked them into his belt.


      “You’re wearing gloves,” he responded, feeling shy and somewhat out-of-place not that he understood how little he knew of the country’s customs. All those clients in Pyronni who playfully tugged at his tail or ran a paw over his arm weren’t trying to get him in bed after all.


      “I’m wearing gloves for a reason.” He upturned his paws to show the other vulpine embroidery in the shape of holy symbols on the paws. “They enhance by healing abilities. I’m already the best healer in the temple, but there are so many sick and injured in the city that I needed to buy them from a mage about a month ago. Trust me – showing a little more fur will make everyone here a bit more receptive to you.” After one glass of wine, the two rabbits departed after each of them gave Rasvim a quick kiss on the cheek. The paladin swirled his second glass of wine around a few times before stretching an arm over the purple fox’s shoulders.


      “Don’t worry about it – I’ll help you get accustomed. Have another glass of wine as celebration for getting away from the city for a few days.” On that note, they toasted to the future.


      In the castle that afternoon, it took Sayii over an hour to gain an audience with his uncle. Unfortunately for his needs, he’d returned to the castle right as the Commoner’s Council began, so he could either hide and wait for it to finish or sit inside, listening to the representatives complaining over everything from public baths access to the quality of wheat. Before he could hide one of the advisors noticed him, calling out his name just a bit too loudly for him to politely ignore. Forcing a smile, he turned to the now-open doors of a very large meeting room.

    


    
      “What do need, sir?” He inclined his muzzle to the commoner, keeping up the air of superiority his uncle insisted on around anyone but his immediate family and servants.


      “Will you please attend the meeting today, Your Highness? It has been many weeks since any of us have actually spoken to you directly and many…curious rumors have cropped up since then.” About to decline, the king suddenly appeared at his side.


      “I do not see a problem with that, Christof. Give us just a moment.” The lupis bowed, retreating from the two royals and into the meeting room.


      “Anything important before you enter?” the king whispered. Sayii shrugged, deciding this meeting would be just as appropriate a time as any to reveal the religious summons.


      “I’ll tell the whole council at once. They’ll like it.” Looking confused, the monarch nonetheless strode into the room, his nephew only steps behind him. The gathered representatives instantly quieted when the ruler entered, the few already seated standing at attention.


      “Be seated everyone, please.” After the commotion of chairs moving and the grumbles of old bones not cooperating, the lupis continued. “Before we begin the normal discussions for the day, my nephew Crown Prince Sayii apparently has something for the entire council to hear.” Many of the older males, originally rolling their eyes at the presence of the wolfox, perked up their ears and trained their eyes on the male. Without any further delay, he handed the still-sealed scroll to his uncle.


      “The seal of the Head Paladin of the Hopegiver. Have you been sinning worse than usual?” his uncle joked, drawing a few laughs from the room. For them, this was more than funny – most of them full expected the prince to eventually get into trouble with at least one of the major religions. The seal broke with an audible snap, the lupis unrolling it. Taking a look at the miniscule handwriting, he reached into his royal robes, quickly donning a set of spectacles. From the strange looks from many of the younger males in the room, Sayii guess they had never seen this behavior before.

    


    
      “It’s why I insist that all public documents be in much larger print than is tradition. Now, I will read this aloud, since any message to me is a message for the people.” So he read aloud:


      To His Royal Majesty, King Silverway of Eldere the III


      As you well know, every monarch of this great nation must make peace with all the chapels visited by his people. As you once met with the former Head Paladin of the Hopegiver, so must His Royal Highness Crown Prince Sayii of Eldere discuss his plans for this kingdom. As was decided by the First King of Vasani, he must be anointed king by the Head Paladin of the Hopegiver. Without this blessing, the people are sure to riot or simply ignore his decrees. This nation has remained free of civil war since its creation and I, personally, would like to keep it that way.


      My suggestion to Your Royal Majesty is that I, your nephew, Rasvim Freedsire, and one of His Royal Highness’s trusted friends travel to one of the sacred glades in the Royal Forest, free from the distractions of the Royal Court of Vasani and city life. In this environment, your beloved nephew will be free to speak as he wishes and act as he normally would without the social constraints of either the aforementioned areas. This is the best way to tell how he will act when in a position of power.


      Furthermore, if all possible, this retreat should continue for at least two weeks, to make sure all topics of discussion are covered. As I understand, your nephew is quite adept at surviving in the wild, so this should not be a strain on him. The Crown need not worry about the safety of the Crown Prince, since the entire area will be warded by both myself and Rasvim against any intruders. The natural magic in the area will serve as a further deterrent from any danger.

    


    
      Hopefully the plans mentioned above will be to Your Royal Majesty’s liking. If not, the discussions between the Chapel of the Hopegiver and Crown Prince Sayii will just have to wait to a more convenient time.


      Peace and Blessings


      Vorel Freedsire


      Head Paladin of the United Chapels of the Hopegiver


      “I do like the ideas presented,” one of the eldest present lupis responded. “It is good the crown prince finally wishes to engage in the activities necessary for him to become monarch after your passing.” Several males around him nodded, but one of the portly males on the opposite side of the room spoke up.


      “Who is this ‘Rasvim Freedsire’? Why is he to be trusted with the crown prince’s safety?” The female sitting next to him, almost half the size of the overweight wolf, explained.


      “Rasvim is the vulpine paladin in the Hopegiver chapel. He and Vorel married a few months ago after one of the other paladins went insane and tried to kill him. He is very nice, though very quiet for a holy male.”


      “Tried to kill Vorel?” another commoner asked, looking shocked.


      “No, tried to kill Rasvim. One of the other males thought he shouldn’t be an paladin since he is a tailraiser.” The female looked embarrassed by using such a vulgar term in front of the king, but to be fair, there wasn’t really another word in Common for the preference.


      “I do not believe that has anything to do with these suggestions, sir,” another male answered. “I think this is a fantastic idea.” Several more nodded with him, leaving the king to respond.


      “I agree, and have no problem with my nephew leaving the castle for a few days. Lady Sera will understand the need for this outing.” Rolling the parchment back up, he set it on the table. “Any questions for myself or the prince before we enter formal discussion?” Several of the males tapped on the table, the king acknowledging the first to strike the hardwood.

    


    
      “I know Your Majesty put these down already, but I would like to hear it from the crown prince’s lips.” Looking at Sayii, he spoke oddly clearly. “Are you seeing any of the female servants in the castle? Though your uncle affirmed you were not, the rumors have not stopped. I have even heard a name – a servant named Kya Tumbler.” Inwardly breathing a sigh of relief at the gargled name, he smiled at the lupis.


      “I can assure you, sir, I am not sleeping with any of the servants in the castle. Lady Sera is the only female in my eyes at the moment, and she must wait until marriage.” With another bow, he turned to leave the council. They could debate the semantics of the journey for hours, and he did not want to be present for it. On top of that, questions about who he was sleeping with or why he courted only Lady Sera would come out into the open. Right now, another concern needed to be voiced, so he took a side corridor to the servants’ quarters.


      All of the servants and attendants who did not live attached to the royal family’s bedrooms took shelter in the level just below the entrance. According to tradition, the floor just below the main reception hall housed all of the “all-around” servants, so if one of the visitors wanted they could bang their walking sticks on the floor and summon one of them. These servants consisted of mostly felis and vulpines, a sign to the lupis who governed the nation of their superiority. None of them stood up when he entered, since he’d been here several times before.


      “I need to talk to whoever’s gonna make the rest of you listen to me.” One of the tiger felis looked at him through one eye, his other swollen shut from a good punch.


      “Talk.” The wolfox folded his arms across his chest and made his best angry face.


      “Don’t talk about Kyo by name anymore.” Frowning, the cat growled.


      “What’s it to you?”

    


    
      “I want him to keep coming here, and I know the majority of the servants think he’s nice. The reps from the city know someone’s in my rooms and I don’t want them getting specific. If anyone’s nearby at all, just say Laya, or I’ll tell the magistrate about all the stuff you guys do.”


      “Try again or be specific, prince. You’ve got nothing.” Sayii stared the much larger male down.


      “Alright, I’ll be specific. You help traffic slaves through the capitol to Sacavuni, and the City magistrate has been trying to figure out who’s been doing it. You’re out of his reach since you’re in the castle, but I can see to it that he ‘happens’ to come across you after an anonymous tip and conveniently delivered evidence. As for everyone else, lots of contraband goes through these quarters, and I’d hate to tell the guards about it.”


      “And what if the guards are in on it too? What do you do then?” At least he wasn’t making any attempt to hide the truth.


      “I tell my uncle. Don’t play games; I’m better at them than you. Kyo stays out of conversations, or the king finds out about anything and everything I know. Trust me – I know more than you do.” Now the tiger looked nervous; there were many secrets of the servants that none but Sayii knew outside of their closely-guarded circle. After a moment, the felis bowed, growling at he spoke.


      “You have a deal, Your Highness. Just keep your trap shut.” Without one more snarl thrown his way, the crown prince escaped the servants’ quarters. Most of them would not talk to him for a few days, but luckily several of them knew what it was like to hide a lover. They would forgive him eventually. For now, he would loiter outside the Commoner’s Council until it was over. Even if he couldn’t stand being present for the debating, he needed to know the end result. His bringing down of threats on the servants did not take very long, so now pacing would entertain him.


      As he worked a new ridge into the stone, he thought over the past few weeks. Sure, he’d gotten the vulpine that haunted his dreams, but could he keep him? Eventually, no matter how hard he tried, someone important would learn the truth. His uncle could feign ignorance, but that would not matter if a member of one of the representatives saw them together in the city or at the temple. He might have the ability to blackmail the servants, but a wealthy merchant from the city would be quite different.

    


    
      Furthermore, if Lady Sera or anyone else let slip their knowledge, it could prove very bad for Kyo. As a performer, his reputation would be ruined, since everyone would think him nothing more than a kept whore. He’d probably have to go back to Oya to salvage a career, separating him forever from the wolfox. There was nothing he could do right now about that – it would have to wait until he journeyed to Lady Sera’s estate and found something, anything, he could use against her. That bitch might want the wear a pretty little tiara, but she would have to work for it.


      His pacing stopped him from worrying about time. As far as he was aware, only a few minutes had passed, but soon the doors of the meeting room sprung open, dozens of well-dressed lupis flowing out. Many of them bowed to him, but none of them said a word. The last to exit was his uncle, who paused in front of him.


      “We have made our decision, taking into consideration the advice of the Council.” On the last part, many of the passing males and females looked satisfied. They were departing much faster than usual, though, as though afraid of retribution. Sayii’s hackles stood up on end – they did not want to be present when he heard the news.


      “You will take this outing with the Head Paladin of the Hopegiver, but you may only bring a male guest of the nobility or a soldier in the palace.” The crown prince almost growled in front of the commoners, instead biting his tongue so hard it started to bleed. His uncle knew he would bring Kyo, and blocked him from having the fox as comfort in the wild. It should have occurred to him the monarch would figure out his plans and prevent them.

    


    
      “And who do you suggest?” He asked through a strained smile, digging his claws into his palms. The pain was nothing right now compared to the anger seething inside him.


      “Perhaps you should ask Jhon Cagun or one of the dignitaries from Sacavuni still here to attend. As I recall, the nightcat is one of your good friends.” His uncle looked sterner than he normally would, conveying more in his eyes than his words did. Sayii could not use this sacred time as an excuse to spend time with a lover – only a friend would do.


      “Then I will go ask him while it is still daylight.” Without another word, he left the palace as fast as he could. It felt like his rage was pouring out of him, forcing everyone who wanted to talk to him away. Some servant walked toward him – he growled and the young male looked about to cry. Rushing out of the castle, he shoved the massive entryway doors open himself. The guards, normally delegated to this duty, took a few steps back in astonishment. Walking down the street, he shoved passerby out of his way, growled at a beggar asking for alms. It only took him a few minutes to reach the Vashin residence.


      Without knocking, he shoved open the front door, glaring to a shocked Lord Vashin and Kyo. The purple fox had been in the middle of a performance, caught in mid-note by the crashing of the unlocked door.


      “I need Kyo and Sulu, now!” The older noble sighed, struggling to stand up. Once he was upright, he pointed a pudgy finger up the stairs.


      “Keep the shouting to a minimum and do it upstairs. I’ll warm up some bourbon.” As the felis walked/waddled into the kitchen, the wolfox stormed upstairs, resisting the urge to knock over the vases he passed. Sulu met him in the hallway, looking perturbed.


      “What is wrong with you, Sayii?! Knocking down the door, screaming for the two of us!” Mad as the crown prince was, he didn’t have any urge at all to strike the felis.


      “The king told me Kyo couldn’t come on the trip with Vorel and Rasvim.” Instantly Sulu went from irritated to concerned, putting an arm over his shoulders and steering him into the young noble’s rooms. Sitting him down in a chair, the cat took an opposite seat, letting Kyo sit down next to him. The fox had come up the stairs and walked into the room behind him without the wolfox even noticing. Nuzzling against the smaller male, he concentrated on the purple, soft fur. He couldn’t be angry with small paws on the back of his head, warm breath tickling his ears.

    


    
      “It’s alright, Sayii. I don’t have to go.”


      “This was supposed to be a trip for the two of us.” He took a deep breath, holding it and trying to smother the rest of the rage lodged in his chest.


      “You’ll at least get something important done, and someone else can go with you. Try not to worry about me while you’re gone.” He seemed so unbothered by the whole situation it let Sayii relax in his arms.


      “I’ll go,” Sulu said. The snowcat hadn’t occurred to the angry wolfox, but now it seemed the perfect solution. They’d known each other for years and could very easily camp out without complications. Smiling, Sayii gave his lover a kiss on the chest, moving up to kiss him again on the lips. The fox blushed but still kissed him back.


      “You two make up. I’ll start packing.”


      Two days later, the four males started into the Royal Forest. It would take the paladins, crown prince, and snowcat only a day to reach the blessed enclosure and begin the regal discussion. Having left early in the morning, they theoretically would arrive just after dusk. Of course, just because they were four important people travelling through the woods, it had snowed heavily the night before. So, rather than making good time, it took them until nearly midnight to reach the glade. Somehow it and it alone in the wood was free of snow.


      About two hundred yards in diameter, the glade consisted of very short, soft grass, unnaturally warm to the touch. A single tree grew in the very center, horses sleeping peacefully beneath it. When Sayii looked up, he noticed snow had started to fall again all around the glade. As though a glass wall covered the area the sky above was completely clear. It was no warmer, but without the wind and precipitation it felt much more tolerable. Taking the head paladin’s lead, the wolfox pulled off his boots and let the warmth in the ground seep into his feet and soothe the aching pads on his feet.

    


    
      “The druids nearby maintain this for us in the city.” Walking forward, the lupis made no effort to be quiet, actually slapping his paws against his breastplate. The two horses sprang awake, gracefully lifting themselves up on all fours and taking a few steps forward. Unlike other stallions and mares the crown prince had been around, these did not shy away as the wolf stretched out his paws, caressing them along the nose, lifting their heads one by one and cooing at them. It was then the wolfox noticed the brilliant horns jutting from just above their eyes.


      “Unicorns…” he breathed, entranced.


      “Impressive.” A paw gripped his shoulder, pulling him away from the beautiful creatures. “They tolerate very few people to touch them.”


      “Like who?”


      “The pure of heart and desire. For women, that’s generally virgins without strife in their hearts. Very few men are…pure enough for them to even come out into the open.” Moving from one to the other, the lupis caressed along the creature’s powerful, muscular neck. “They probably sensed Rasvim and I which is why they are even here. You pain your heart with worries and stress over tradition, love, secrets, and most likely, revenge against the Lady Sera for forcing you to court her. I don’t know why they don’t see that as wicked, but apparently they like you.” Sayii’s eyes went wide at the wolf’s acute observation.


      “How did you…” The wolf only smiled, sweeping his paw to move the equines away. They each looked at him with one large, gold eye before trotting into the snowy wood, disappearing almost immediately.

    


    
      “I am much more understanding about how the heart works than most. You love Kyo Foxtrot, yet still you court Lady Sera. From what Rasvim tells me about your personality, it would not be occurring if she did not have something to lord over you. We can discuss that later. For now, we need to make shelter.” He swung his supplies from his back, undoing the ropes that held them together. A giant bedroll rolled off the top, a tightly-bound bundle of poles and tarps following.


      “Can you start putting the pavilion up, love?” The fox, who had spoken very little over the last few hours, smiled and lifted the bundle. After a few quick pulls, shoves, and curses, the pavilion was up in record time. When Sayii offered to help during the process, the vulpine quietly declined.


      “Just drag your stuff in once I have the ceiling up. We need this in case animals come through and want to rummage through our clothes.” Just as ordered, he pulled all of his sacs and bags in, hoping this week would not be depressing without Kyo. Sulu followed him, giving the wolfox a friendly bump. The corners of his mouth twitching, the crown prince dropped everything in his paws and tackled the other male. The wrestled around for a few moments, Sayii playfully growling and Sulu hissing and snapping. Claws pulled at his clothing, but not in the way to tear it, only to try and get the upper hand. Someone very quickly, however, physically lifted him off the ground, giving him a good shake. His playfulness immediately faded, replaced by the sense of how inappropriate his behavior was when he figured where they were.


      “You’re here for a real reason, wolfox. Act like it.” The male dropped him, letting him look up, shocked, at the head paladin. No once since he was a child had physically prevented him from having fun.


      “Sorry, Your Highness, but we are actually here to discuss your future as a king, so don’t act dumb.” Vorel glared at him, but it was a softer glance than one directed at a sinner. He had left the city for a good reason, and one not to be ignored. Suddenly quieter, the wolfox started unpacking.

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 7

      The Storm


      
        
      


      By the third day the crown prince felt ready to tear the faces off each of the paladins. They might have the best intentions, but so far, all they’d done was read verses from the Codex of Faith. That book, older than the royal family, contained every holy verse penned by the Hopegiver when he formed the lupis faith around him. Unfortunately, Sayii did not speak or read the language it was printed in well, so it could take him up to an hour to get through one very short chapter.


      “Why do I need to know this?” the wolfox asked after spending six hours trying to understand the procedure for punishing sinners. The city had a court system, guards, and more than enough prisons for the influx of criminals. Punishing someone who disagreed with a church sounded stupid compared to a criminal charge.


      “Because the lupis of this country are more likely to listen to what the Hopegiver thinks is wrong than what you will think is wrong. Keep reading.”

    


    
      Let he who knows of the Hopegiver


      Follow the laws of the realm as well as the Word


      In a conflict between them,


      Follow the Word, for a law may be corrupt


      “Looks to me like your church tells people the government shouldn’t disagree with you or they’ll just ignore me.” The wolf sighed, putting a paw on the top of the book and pushing it down so he could scan the page.


      “No. What it is saying follows most religious laws – afterlife over common law. You’re good a politics, right?” The wolfox nodded.


      “Rasvim, come over here.” The fox had been polishing his armor, but jumped up at the command. Walking up, he sat down next to the head paladin.


      “Let’s say Rasvim is a slave, before your uncle outlawed the trafficking and owning of them. Read off the third page of the chapter on laws.” Sayii swept back a few pages, reading out the first verse.


      Life, above all things, is sacred.


      Second to life is freedom and should be respected


      The Hopegiver tolerated no follower to hold another


      Against his will in bondage


      “According to the laws of the Hopegiver, slavery should not be practiced at all. Now, let us say Sulu owns Rasvim.” The fox twitched his ears in amusement, but did not speak. “When the snowcat is away, I, as a follower of the Hopegiver, take him from your home and leave him in a temple of the Hopegiver. He is now free according to the Codex of Faith. How would you, as a monarch of your people first, respond to settle this dispute? Remember, the City Guard cannot arrest anyone inside any temple.” Thinking, it only took the male a moment to respond. Slavery disputes still existed, since Juva to the northeast and Sacavuni to the east still practiced it.


      “Allow the slave to be freed, but compensate the original owner. By the way, why can’t you arrest someone inside a church?”

    


    
      “The first king of Vasani decided on that during his reign. According to the book he wrote a year before his death – which, I assume, you have read – many of the churches rebelled against his reign. To stop this, special concessions were made for the churches, considering both the needs of the people and the authority many churches already held.” Frowning, Sayii snapped the book shut.


      “What kind of authority?” Vorel nuzzled against Rasvim, giving him a kiss on the neck before letting him stand back up and go back to his work. The fox answered before his leader could continue.


      “Since there wasn’t a government, the lupis communities were broken up into dozens of tiny principalities. Local lords or, more commonly, churches, controlled them. When King Vasani the Great started unifying the tiny communities into one country, the lords eventually agreed but the churches adamantly refused. They saw their religious laws as the only ones people would obey.” Vorel continued.


      “Up until then, the United Churches of the Hopegiver were the most powerful force on the western continent. The temples of the Wing Goddess did not have a leader yet and the Black Goddess only existed in Wolfen Valley. When the nation started to form, the churches pooled together all of their templars and sent an army into Eldere, attempting to kill the leaders of the movement, including King Vasani. Though they were defeated after a few days of intense combat, the church still would not side with the king. In fact, so many were killed that they decided to change the name of the knights of the church to paladins – sounds much less aggressive.”


      “I’ve heard that part of the history, except for the name change.” History, like politics, were subjects the crown prince had been beaten over the head with.


      “Most know that. Now, King Vasani knew they would need the churches to survive as a nation more than a few years, the Hopegiver’s followers especially. Within a few months riots had occurred throughout the major cities after the church proclaimed they wanted the king out of power. So, in a decision considered the reason Vasani survived, he met with the leaders of the churches.” Pulling out a waterskin, the wolf took a quick gulp before continuing the history lesson.

    


    
      “Now, you know the result of the meeting from texts, but not how it happened. The new king, with no soldiers or guards, entered the First Chapel of the Hopegiver, as you know only a few hundred yards from the castle, which was still being built at the time. When he entered, twelve priests and six of the surviving templars met him. He had not come to demand surrender or a cease-fire. He wanted negotiation and for the riots to stop.”


      “The church called for five requirements of the new king. One – he agree that his descendants be crowned by the Head Templar/Paladin of the Hopegiver, currently me. Two – he and his descendants understand the teachings of the Hopegiver and never overtly make laws against them. Third – he respects the domain of all the churches and grants them the rights of sanctuary and the ability to condemn and excommunicate their own followers. Many of the old lords did not allow this, which meant hypocritical or fair-weather worshipers faced no repercussions. Fourth, King Vasani never allows a male who refuses to take a wife or a female who refuses to take a husband on the throne. His first-born son preferred males and the church did not want to negotiate with an entirely other family in a generation. The church has existed more than twice as long as this country has, so they understand how time really does past in an instant.”


      “What was the final thing?” He’d never heard of the fourth and now was afraid of the last requirement. Vorel looked straight at him, the intensity of his stare unsettling.


      “The last requirement, agreed on by not only the United Churches of the Hopegiver, but by also all the local lords, dignitaries, powerful merchants, and economic guilds, called that any future member of the royal family must obey by all of the other four requirements without protest, complaint, or amendment. When your father heard these…” the wolf paused, taking a deep breath. Sayii knew very little about his father, since it pained his uncle and aunt to talk about it. Most of the servants had been sworn to secrecy on the subject.

    


    
      “Well, he was two years older than King Silverway. Therefore, he met with me first. I had only been the Head Paladin of the Hopegiver for a few years, so I was much more….zealous about the requirements to become leader of this nation. He laughed when I told him he needed to be crowned by me, and when I explained the agreements between the churches and the crown he saw no need for them.


      “You see, he was already in a relationship with your mother. She had once been a priestess of the Wing Goddess, but had been excommunicated and her powers stripped for terminating a desperate female’s unwanted pregnancy. She had been raped, but the church saw a potential child, whether or not she wanted it, as a gift from the goddess. Homeless, the Crown offered her a job as a servant. Because of this, Prince Avio held certain…distastes for established religions. According to him, even if I wanted him to do something different, the god, and not church, could tell him what to do. It is a very progressive concept on religion, but not one generally accepted.”


      “I yelled at him, told him he would destroy the country with his thinking, his actions. He laughed at me, told me the only way to keep this country intact would be to evolve. I knew about Saya, but he wanted to marry her, make children with her, and make her child the next king of Vasani. A child raised in his thinking would destroy a thousand years of tradition. That is why you are here now, and why you have spent the last twenty or so years learning how to become a king. Your father’s ideas would have broken apart the country, and you would have been killed in a civil war. It is why Prince Avio left and abdicated.”


      “My father left because my mother died giving birth to me…” Had his uncle lied to him these last years, told him stories to make his parents seem like better people?

    


    
      “No. He left because your grandfather, King Larn, officially withdrew his right to become king unless Prince Silverway died. Larn knew such strange thinking would undermine the authority of the crown and destroy Vasani. Though he was known for being cruel and ruthless, this decision he made for the people. After the announcement, Avio surrendered his crown to you and left for Sacavuni, taking Saya’s body with him. No one has seen him since that day, and your uncle became the next king. No one even knows if he is still alive.” It seemed this even saddened the paladin, since he paused.


      “You need to become a great king to overthrow the stigma of your father. King Silverway is a good king, but not a great one. Prince Avio’s actions cloud his mind as well, especially considering recent complications with Kyo.”


      “I love him.” There was nothing else to say on that topic but the truth.


      “I know, but that is not what is important here. You are allowed to love him, but what you are not allowed to do is take him instead of a wife. That is the reason he is not here – I was told to make sure you understood the severity of your actions should you choose to continue.”


      “Continue what?”


      “Continue defying your uncle, the king of this country. You will follow him, and you need to learn to be like him. Now,” he pulled the book from the wolfox’s paws, shutting it and putting it back in its protective leather case. “We need to move to something more physical. I am tired of sitting cross-legged and reading. What weapons are you familiar with?”


      “The longbow, shortsword, warhammer, and rapier. I can juggle daggers too.” The male smiled approvingly.


      “Varied, excellent. We need to start you on a much nobler weapon – the longsword. Every king should know how to use one.”

    


    
      A few hours later, Sayii felt ready to curl up and die. Though he knew how to parry and dodge with much lighter weapons, the longswords Vorel had brought with him were far heavier than anything he’d played with before. They pulled at undeveloped muscles, yanked at tendons unknown until now. When he collapsed on the floor of the pavilion, the wolf smiled and tossed a ceramic jar at him. He didn’t bother trying to catch it, instead letting the item fall next to his head.


      “Rub that in whatever hurts. You’ll feel better in a few hours.” He was almost unnaturally happy about the crown prince’s pains. Taking a few more steps into the large tent, the lupis unhooked one of the drapes from the wall. It fell, cutting the space in half and smothering loud noises from either side. Normally the paladin waited to pull the drape until after dark, but he could hear him and Rasvim talking in muffled voices. Something heavy hit the floor within a few moments – Sayii guessed it was the male’s armor.


      “Sore?” The wolfox jumped, tensing up when a set of paws touched his shoulders. They were so painful he whimpered when claws started to kneed into his flesh, working on dozens of knots. Spikes of pain travelled right through his spine and into his brain, but even after making pained noises the motions did not cease. Purring reached his ears, identifying his attacker as Sulu.


      “If someone doesn’t take care of these, you won’t be able to move tomorrow.” Once he could move his shoulders – they were relaxed to the point he didn’t want to move them too far in fear the pain would come back – the tough paws travelled down to pop his back. He yelped when it felt like one of his vertebrae would jump out of his back, a sound like cracking bone emanating from just above his tail.


      “That probably hurt.” Another pop, this time a bit higher that left tears in his eyes. Even though he imaged being paralyzed, the pain in his back had practically disappeared. With a grunt the snowcat rolled him over.

    


    
      “Better?” He nodded, tilting his muzzle to the side. The felis climbed on top of him, both his paws resting on either sides of his neck, right against his collarbone. Hard muscles waited while claws moved against them, touching more than massaging now.


      “I know it hurts, Sayii,” the snowcat whispered, his tail lashing behind him, “I had to learn this too, back when my father was still a merchant. I can use like a dozen weapons.” His paws moved down, running through the grey fur on his chest. One of the sharp claws brushed against his right nipple, making him squirm.


      “Don’t do that,” he breathed, but the cat ignored him, settling down on his chest and nuzzling against his throat. It felt strange to be touched by the felis now that he was mating someone else, but not unpleasant.


      “You know I’ve missed you,” he whispered, giving him a lick across his throat.


      “You have Jhon…”


      “I know, but he’s not nearly as playful as you are. He likes me, I know, but he’s much more willing to sleep touching than to touch while awake.” His fur played against the wolfox’s sweat-soaked tunic, the scent of sweaty male reeking out of the garment. With a crumple of his nose the snowcat pulled it up, twisting it past the male’s muzzle in a jerk. The massive amount of liquid the fabric had absorbed made it shrink down to an almost uncomfortable size.


      “I don’t want to do anything, Sulu. I’m too sore.”


      “Alright. Just roll on your side and let me show you something.” He obeyed, letting the snowcat fall into his arms and roll the two of them on their sides. Sayii locked his paws around the male’s chest, nuzzling against the back of his neck as Sulu lifted the separating curtain a tiny fraction. Without a word more, he pointed in. Feeling as though he was intruding, the wolfox looked into the darkened half of the pavilion.


      Vorel had abandoned his armor and underlying tunic and was sitting on the floor, braced back on his elbows with his legs bent. He kept looking up at the ceiling, then looking down between his legs and panting, as though something kept distracting him. His claws popped holes into the fabric floor every few seconds when he bared his teeth, his hips jerking up the slightest amount. Following the motions, the wolfox noticed someone lying on the floor, partially obscured by the wolf’s legs. Rasvim’s head and shoulders were in the much larger male’s lap, his paws somewhere in there as well. The fox had stripped as well, resting on his belly and swishing his tail left and right.

    


    
      “Come up here, love.” With a slurp the vulpine lifted his muzzle into view, running his tongue over his lips before placing both his paws on the wolf’s chiseled abdomen. With a quick heave he ended up in the lupis’s lap, his tail up, the very tip tickling against the back of his neck. Vorel reached over, dipping the tips of his fingers in a nearby unlit lantern. Sayii could not see anything obscene, since the view was obscured by the head paladin’s strong thighs. Even without anyone’s groin visible, he knew what was happening when the wolf rubbed his fingers in the shadowed zone. Rasvim lifted himself up slightly, one of his paws reaching under his tail as his face shaped into a completely neutral expression. He started moving back down, panting as the wolf below him opened his muzzle, mouthing more than speaking words.


      “Don’t hurt yourself...”


      “I won’t...” The fox rested for a moment in the other male’s lap, wiggling around, adjusting. When he started moving again, not making a sound, Vorel leaned up and took the smaller male’s throat in his jaws. When they started both moving, claws and teeth locking into place, Sulu let the curtain fall.


      “That’s what I want,” the snowcat purred, rolling over the crown prince so they faced each other. “I want someone who will play with me for the sheer sake of playing, not worrying if someone sees or doesn’t like it.” Sayii held the male against him, kissing him on the forehead and thinking. Sometimes he did just treat Kyo as a fun male to play with, but he did love him deep down in his heart. Jhon loved Sulu, but the nightcat wasn’t comfortable experimenting with another male. When paws moved down his chest, sliding to touch his thighs and run claws over his until-now forgotten groin, he let the felis do what he wanted. He hadn’t been together in months and the wolfox missed having a purring male in his arms, willing to do whatever he wanted.

    


    
      One of the cat’s paws wrapped around his arousal, completely erect and pulsing from the previous show. Entranced as he had been Sayii did not notice his growing need, but whimpered when a soft paw ran up it, tracing a finger around the head and wiping up the already leaking precum. How had he not noticed this beforehand? Normally the slightest stirring in his loins made it almost impossible to concentrate on anything else. Somehow the entrancing view of the two paladins in each other’s arms, nuzzling and kissing, made him only think about the emotions and not the sex. Gods, his knot had already expanded. He needed to release, and release quickly.


      “I’m not going to last that long, Sulu.” One of the cat’s paws circled around his shaft, the other giving his knot a playful squeeze. He whined, trying to control just how quickly his climax grew closer. Was seeing two males, almost complete strangers to him, lovingly mating really so arousing? He’d been in seedy bars before with males and females humping against walls, floors, and strewn about in hallways, but they had not done this to him. Perhaps the two paladins reminded him so much of his own relationship he could not resist being pleased by it.


      Sulu rolled him on to his back, positioning him just as the wolf only a dozen feet from him had been a few minutes ago. His legs bent, the wolfox placed both his paws over the cat’s own. They moved off of his arousal, a muzzle replacing the gentle fingers without a second thought. He whimpered, closing his eyes and thinking about Kyo. What would the fox say? Would he be angry? Would he leave him, disgusted? A tongue swirled around the head of his member, and the thoughts of his lover disappeared. Even without his disapproving sounds, the snowcat wasn’t ready to stop. He started bobbing up and down very slowly, his teeth scraping against the sensitive flesh while his lips teased around any space of blood-red skin it could touch.

    


    
      The felis settled down a bit more, spreading out on the floor and pulling down his trousers with a paw. He had apparently been aroused for a while as well, since the front of his pants had been stained with the male’s precum. One of his paws started tugging at his own shaft while the other moved back up to cup the wolfox’s full sac. Since arriving here he did not feel it would be appropriate to pleasure himself and the pressure had begun to get to him. Over the past few days he knew the snowcat sometimes went out into the woods for some “private time”, but he wanted to wait until getting back to Kyo. Having spent so many recent nights with the purple fox, the concept of sleeping alone did not sit well with his loins.


      “Sulu, I’m not sure I want this.” Even through the haze of enjoyment, it felt like his lover would object to a snowcat between his legs. With a purr that vibrated through Sayii’s groin, the spotted male lifted off him and smirked.


      “It’s alright.” He kept licking over the head between words, stopping any precum from escaping. The rough tongue almost hurt, but the little scrapes only accentuated the slurping tongue. Whispering, the cat kept his lips over the head, tickling it.


      “Kyo told me he wouldn’t mind if I played with you. He expects it, so you don’t have to worry he’ll be angry. I just…” He engulfed the entire member, bobbing back up almost as fast as the prince inhaled sharply. “I need someone who really wants to play with me.” Sayii growled as his arousal disappeared into the moist muzzle yet again, the felis not coming back up, sucking extremely hard on the entire length. One paw around the wolfox’s knot, the other stroking on his own cathood, Sulu purred around the leaking malehood trying to force its way into his throat. Gods, Kyo had so much trouble with him like this, but the snowcat didn’t even gag when the head slipped down into his throat, precum pulsing down into his stomach. He wanted to make it last, but he really needed to release.

    


    
      Lifting his muzzle, Sulu started moving up and down extremely slowly, letting the head slip into his throat with each downward motion. When his powerful throat muscles squeezed down, his accentuated the feelings with a squeeze around Sayii’s completely engorged knot. The male’s other paw now poised beneath the wolfox’s groin, his middle finger pushing insistently at the canine’s tailhole. His fox lover didn’t really like giving instead of receiving, so any attention paid to Sayii’s back end always felt new and pleasurable. With a wince the digit slipped in, the passage squeezing down and involuntarily trying to push the invader out.


      The snowcat entered him a bit deeper, bending his finger up and into the canine to press down on his prostate. Damn it had been a while since his first night with Kyo, the last time anything went up his tail. His toes curled as he kicked – the feline purred around the member in his mouth and started massaging him internally. It hurt a bit to feel stretched like this, but he didn’t get to be controlled very often. It was one of the downsides of being a crown prince. He couldn’t hear anything beyond Sulu’s purring; it vibrated through his body, blocking out the thunder that had started earlier and the loving noises beyond the curtain beside him.


      Without any warning or build-up, the rush of orgasm swept over him, an almost-pained whimper the only warning he could give the felis between his legs. Sulu had no problem, his sucking and purring only growing in intensity as cum exploded into his muzzle. The finger inside him pulled out, moving to squeeze his knot so hard Sayii suspected he passed out for a moment. One paw on his knot, the other on his sac – the snowcat’s lips stayed locked around the base of his member. It practically hurt to cum this hard, but he wanted it, needed it to stop from exploding.

    


    
      His whole body relaxed when the cat’s muzzle finally lifted off his maleness, cleaning it to send shivers up the wolfox’s spine. Sayii looked down at his oldest friend. The snowcat’s eyes were closed, his face a visage of complete contentment as he licked up what little seed and spittle had escaped his powerful muzzle. Jhon probably never let him do this, worried over how unpleasant the act was for the one giving rather than receiving. Some males just enjoyed it. The prince rubbed Sulu’s ears gently while he finished himself off, smiling when the cat stuck out his tongue as he climaxed. He only did that when he was between a male’s legs, since the taste of cum intensified the climax for him.


      “Can I get some sleep now?’ Sayii whispered, putting his arms at his sides as the cat climbed up to lay down beside him. Sulu smirked.


      “Yup. I’m good.” He cuddled up against the canine, closing his eyes and purring. At least they would be warm tonight, and no castle drafts in this magically insulated tent. Training tomorrow would be just as difficult and frustrating, but at least he could play around a little afterwards.


      With Sayii deep in the forest near the castle, Kyo suddenly discovered many more hours in each day. He could squander it lounging around or catching up on reading, but extra money served as a much more powerful motivation. Lord Vashin never asked him to sing more than three times a week – most afternoons and nights he spent with Sayii or gossiping with Rasvim. Since the paladin had gone on the retreat as well, that left only Vance, and he was always busy recently. So here Kyo sat, re-reading a few business proposals left for him in the past week. The magical light hanging above his bed blinked on and off twice; someone downstairs needed to see him. It was probably Lord Vashin, since he never climbed stairs if he could avoid it. Scooting off the bed and stepping into his slippers, the fox headed out of the room and down to the ground floor.

    


    
      A messenger stood opposite Lord Vashin’s reclined form, looking very out of place. The snowcat noble preferred decorating with bright, vibrant colors to accentuate his consistently positive attitude – the new male dressed entirely in black, including shined leather boots and an onyx stone pendant on a chain around his throat.


      “Hello,” Kyo said softly, holding out a paw. The new male, a lupis, instead bowed.


      “Good afternoon, Mister Kyo Foxtrot. I come bearing a message from Lord Skymetal of Nue.” Always one to skip formalities, the vulpine nodded. Wasn’t Nue five days east along the road? He wasn’t about to travel that far for a fan.


      “Lord Skymetal, while he visits his children in Eldere, would enjoy a performance from you in his city manor tonight. A fee will of course be paid, along with lodgings should it become too late for you to return.” Sulu had given him a brief education on the numerous noble houses soon after moving in. Being “noble” in Vasani, unlike other countries, was a loose term – anyone who did something impressive for any king or queen in the history of the country had probably been given a title of some sort and a section of land to call their own. The nobles whose families helped create or save the country were recorded in the “high noble tome”, the Book of Gold. The Book of Silver, the “lesser nobles”, contained twenty or thirty times the number of lineages as the first book. Only two of the ancient, original families remained: Skymetal and Cagun. The Vashins had only been added to the Book of Gold a decade earlier.


      “How long will I be expected to remain at the Lord’s manor, should I accept?” The messenger pulled a piece of parchment from his pocket, flattening it out and squinting before answering.


      “Only this night’s evening performance, no later than midnight, unless you agree to also sing tomorrow morning and afternoon while Lord Skymetal entertains members of his immediate family.” Kyo nodded, thinking about what little he knew of this noble. Sulu had told him Lord Skymetal was very possessive, like a raven with shiny objects, and court rumor suspected the noble of keeping up steamy romps with his male servants. They could not be true though, Kyo thought, if he had sired children. For now, the purple fox would play it safe.

    


    
      “Tell Lord Skymetal I will sing tonight and will decide whether or not to work tomorrow by judging the accommodations provided.” The lupis bowed again to the performer, turned and bowed to Lord Vashin, and very quickly let himself out of the house. The snowcat chuckled, lifting an ignored wine glass to his lips.


      “If anything, Lord Skymetal’s servants don’t waste time.”


      “Does the Lord Skymetal come to the capitol often?” If this turned out very well for the fox, it could be another source of steady income.


      “Once every few months. He normally doesn’t hire entertainment, though. My guess would be one of his children attended the Fall Festival and raved about you.” Kyo blushed. He might be a stage performer, but direct praise still somewhat embarrassed him.


      “I guess I should go take a bath and pack then.”


      An hour after nightfall Kyo Foxtrot knocked heavily on the door of Lord Skymetal’s city manor. Originally Lord Vashin had offered to accompany him, but walking halfway across the city was a bit too much to ask of someone his girth. Besides, no one bothered the vulpine when he travelled wearing his black “townwalk” tunic, pants, gloves, and boots Sayii had purchased for him a few days ago. Except for the lack of insignia on the gloves, the suit perfectly mirrored the garb of the City Guard. A drunk or potential mugger would not notice the difference. The door opened for him, revealing a very irritated-looking vulpine wearing a simple tunic. This noble travelled with a butler?


      “Come in,” he said tersely, stepping to the side. Kyo hesitantly crossed the threshold, feeling appraising eyes on him. He shed his boots and gloves at the door before turning to his greeter. Why would anyone, even a noble, bring servants within them when they travelled? Couldn’t the noble’s family provide servants for him?

    


    
      “Do you have your performing clothes with you?” He nodded, feeling very inadequate and self-conscious at the moment, as though he was an expensive trinket being inspected just to see if there were any flaws.


      “Go upstairs, first door on the left and change into them. Lord Skymetal expects you to begin in twenty minutes.” Not wanting to remain under the judging gaze for a second more than absolutely necessary, the purple fox retreated up the nearby staircase without a single syllable uttered. Into the designated door he slipped, swinging his clothes bag from his shoulder. As he shut the door behind him, he noticed a lupis servant sitting on the end of the bed. Dressed far too simply in a knee-length tunic to be a guest, the very petite wolf smiled at him, wagging his tail.


      “Hello,” Kyo said pleasantly, walking up to the male and setting his clothes bag down next to him. Though the lupis’s size indicated he wasn’t older than a teenager, the look in his eyes made the fox believe him to be a few years older. Rather than answer, the servant made a complex set of paw gestures. Kyo tilted his head, confused, which caused the wolf to mouth the word “hello”.


      “Are you mute, little puppy?” The lupis nodded, blushing at the word ‘puppy’.


      “What’s your name?” Kyo asked as he pulled a fancy shirt and embroidered breeches from his bags. Scooting a bit closer to him the servant spelled out a few letters with a single claw in midair.


      “Gyr?” That’s a cute name. How old are you?” Open paws flashed a few times with fingers outstretched – twenty years old. Kyo’s eyes widened, startled by just how high the number was. Why, then, was he so small? He and the lupis almost matched in build and body size; wolves generally towered over him and possessed three times the muscles. Kyo started unbuttoning his coat, leaving it crumpled on the floor. When he tried to pull his shirt off, small paws covered his own and guided them up. Now the vulpine was the one to be embarrassed. His belt came undone in a flash when his shirt shielded his eyes; in his current position, he couldn’t do anything about it without damaging his clothing.

    


    
      The vulpine’s trousers fell, Gyr lifting his legs one by one to let the fox step out of them. As he quickly yanked the shirt past his muzzle, he felt his legs being lifted again. He could see now – Gyr sat directly in front of him, helping him into his dress pants without removing his boots. Internally he breathed a sigh of relief. Though many males and females had offered, he’d chosen not to be intimate with anyone except Sayii for now, but it didn’t really matter. He was happy with the crown prince.


      With his new trousers on, Kyo shoved his arms into the silken shirt, letting Gyr button it up. Having servants assist him wasn’t as bad as he thought. Sayii had transferred everyone but the housekeepers out of his quarters once Kyo began paying regular visits so the rumors stayed low. The king might know why he entered the prince’s rooms at night, but no one else should be able to confirm it.


      “Thank you,” he whispered. Gyr smiled at him, leaning toward the vulpine, nuzzling into his chest. It was such a dog movement Kyo couldn’t help but laugh, rubbing the wolf’s ears and marveling how relaxed the small male was. He must be very pampered to trust so blindly in a stranger. When the door opened without the normal prerequisite knock, the canine jumped back, looking guilty.


      “Are you ready?” The vulpine from the doorway gave Gyr a questioning look before focusing on Kyo.


      “I’m ready.” The three of them exited the small bedroom, walking down the hallway to another staircase. This one curved in on itself, as though a tower jutted from the roof of the home. Kyo doubted this on the basis of unrealistic construction, but the owner was a noble and the vulpine had arrived at night. Who could say what the actual construction looked like. The red vulpine led the group up, with Kyo behind him and Gyr taking up the rear. Every few steps the singer would glace back at the tiny wolf, smiling. Gyr kept grabbing at the male’s tail as it swished around, more an excuse to run his claws through the soft fur than to prevent its movement. At the second landing the first fox stopped, pushing open and holding ajar a door marked with what Kyo assumed to be the noble’s mark: a six-pointed snowflake with a star at each point. The fox motioned for Kyo to precede him into the room. Swallowing a lump of sudden nervousness, he stepped past the threshold.

    


    
      Though the lanterns had been dimmed, Kyo could easily make out the figure sitting opposite his current position. A tiger felis in his late forties wore a loose robe that showed off a surprisingly built physique. One side of the robe fluttered on his side, letting a bare leg with very toned thigh muscles catch the fox’s eye. The other side of the garment fell inward, shielding his groin and other leg. How did someone his age keep in such good shape? The only true indications of his age were the slight fading of his fur stripes to a shade closer to grey and the lines around his eyes.


      “Shut the door, Bomy.” His voice almost resonated in the round room. The vulpine, still at the door, inclined his muzzle, turning and exiting with the door shutting behind him. Gyr slipped inside before it shut completely, walking over and sitting on the floor beside the tiger.


      “Good evening, Lord Skymetal.” Kyo bowed, feeling the male’s eyes on him. He was here to perform, nothing more. If the noble thought otherwise, he would be very surprised.


      “So, little vulpine, what will you sing for me today?”


      “Whatever you wish me to, your Lordship.” Lord Skymetal shifted around a bit, settling in his throne-like armchair. Gyr scooted a bit closer to the noble, closing his eyes in contentment when a large paw started scratching his ears.

    


    
      “Do you know Varnasio Shertoni?” The vulpine nodded. One of the greatest composers in history, the blacksmith had fallen in love with a local lord’s daughter. Unable to be with her, he arranged thousands on notes and four complete operas pertaining to forbidden love, secret trysts, and breaking societal boundaries. No one knew the inspiration for his work until a year after he committed suicide with a journal released to the public.


      “Then sing.” Kyo took a deep breath. He loved Shertoni, ever since Vance had given him a leatherbound copy of his folio.


      Notes burst from his muzzle, his singing voice filling the room. Shertoni believed in the emotions attached to a song. An aching feeling filled the hearts of anyone who heard this particular one, leaving Gyr to lean against the larger male and rub his muzzle against the tiger’s leg. Kyo closed his eyes then, letting the feeling of the beautiful music take him over, fill him, become him.


      Why must I pine for you,


      When you are so near.


      I cannot even speak to you,


      For a world forces us apart,


      Stops me from knowing you.


      Some may say I am no one at all.


      But you, my love, I give this to you,


      So you may know of my heart,


      And that which beats within.


      I just want to tell you,


      I exist for you.


      Someone may pass this to you,


      And you know I will be there.


      Beyond all things, know:


      I love you.


      It was not a long song, but still it felt like he could sing it forever. When he completed the last note, he opened his eyes to see that the small wolf had moved into the noble’s lap, facing the fox with strong arms around him.

    


    
      “You are very good, Kyo Foxtrot,” the felis began, leaning over to place his muzzle on the lupis’s shoulder. “I am glad I took my daughter’s recommendation. You may go.” He bowed, turning and suddenly hearing the beginning of a rainstorm. It had not rained in the city for several days, so the parts of the city not paved would be very treacherous to walk through. Unfortunately, he would need to traverse through many of those areas to get home.


      “You may stay in the room you changed in earlier. I will have someone wake you in the morning before my children arrive.” He opened the door, moving out of the noble’s sight as he debated whether or not to chance the storm. The tiger was a very easy client to please, but the vulpine servant downstairs was not a person Kyo wished to interact with any longer. He was about to close the door when something made him turn around and peek through the narrow opening remaining into the bedroom.


      Gyr had turned around in the tiger’s lap, the larger male’s teeth locked around the wolf’s throat. He whimpered, his ears down, but still did not resist the paws moving under his tunic, lifting it up, playing both beneath his belt and across his slim chest. The tiger’s robe lay opened, his groin evident to the fox observer. His maleness already stood straight out from his body, spines present on the head and smaller ones of the shaft. It rubbed under the lupis’s tail, causing the smaller male to whine.


      “I waited until the little fox left,” Lord Skymetal whispered, “but I won’t wait anymore.” He kissed him for only a moment before digging his claws into the male’s rump, spreading the cheeks and letting his member push up and into the shivering wolf. He did not give him time to adjust or loving caresses, just slammed his entire length deep into Gyr’s bowels, smiling as the lupis arched his back and moaned, his muzzle open and panting. Once the smaller male’s rump rested on the noble’s thighs, the tiger unhooked his claws and settled them between the two males. Gyr tensed up as those striped, manicured paws began moving up and down in his lap – Kyo realized the tiger must be playing with the lupis’s arousal. Gyr placed his paws on the larger male’s shoulders, starting to move up and down very quickly.

    


    
      “Don’t hurt yourself,” Lord Skymetal groaned, nuzzling against the wolf, kissing him, nipping at his ears, taking a paw off his shaft to cup his cheek, run claws through his fur. The purple fox felt a tingling in his groin, slightly embarrassed by the fact this scene made him feel this way. He would never normally watch two males mating, especially as a voyeur, but he just couldn’t look away. These two appeared both predatory and loving at the same time, bites as often as kisses, gentle touches as plentiful as scratches.


      After a few minutes, Kyo transfixed the entire time, the wolf started to slow down, an expression of confusion coming over his face. With a very loud slurping sound, the tiger’s member slipped from beneath the wolf’s tail, going limp without the expected scent and covering of seed. Gyr pulled the paws off his arousal, nuzzling against the tiger and smiling. Lord Skymetal looked irritated but did not push the other male off or snarl – instead, he kissed him very gently on the lips.


      “Sorry, Annàeë.” One of his paws moved back down between them, giving the wolf’s arousal a squeeze. “Want me to take care of you?” Who was Annàeë? Was that Gyr’s given name or a nickname he preferred? The wolf shook his muzzle, kissing the tiger and whining. His paws moved in a complicated pattern and the felis frowned.


      “It’s not your fault, puppy. It happens sometimes at my age,” The tiger took the smaller male’s throat between his teeth for a moment before nuzzling him again. It took a few more kisses to make his expression change from worried to contented. Kyo turned away then, rushing down the staircase and out of the tower. He needed to get the images of the older male and very affectionate wolf out of his mind, so he moved as quickly as he could back to the room the noble provided. If he wanted to sleep, he would need to take care of his need unless he wanted to mull over the sight of those two males for the rest of the night.

    


    
      Pulling off his shirt and pants as he shut the bedroom door, he stepped out of his boots and fell down on the bed. His shaft already strained against his sheath, so he pulled it down, taking a hold of his most private area with one paw. On all fours on the bed, he started stroking as fast as he could, wanting to get this done as fast as possible. It was wrong to do this in any house except his – he didn’t even like pleasuring himself in Lord Vashin’s home. Sayii asked him occasionally to play with himself and let the wolfox watch, but that was the only room he really felt comfortable doing it in.


      As pre started to leak out on to the sheets, he blushed and reached for his dress tunic. It needed to be washed anyway. He spread it out with his spare paw beneath him and just kept stroking, feeling his balls pull up close to his body. When he did this himself it took no time at all. He grimaced as his seed burst from his maleness, pleasure making him unconsciously rock back and forth. In only a few moments it was done, his mess folded into the tunic and hidden at the bottom of his clothing bag. Without putting his loincloth back on for sleep, he pulled the sheets back and curled up, pulling them over his head. Tomorrow would hopefully be much less exciting.


      Thunder awoke him later that night, sometime after midnight. The lamps had already burned down to nothing, his room completely shrouded in darkness. He normally could not sleep through a storm, but he needed to if work started soon after he woke up. Someone knocked on his door after a particularly close thunderclap, clawing at it like a dog.


      “Come in,” he called out, smiling as a little light filtered in through the open door and revealed Gyr. The tiny wolf shook, shutting the door behind him and rushing to the side of the bed. Another crash of thunder – the lupis jumped and cried out, looking at the fox with fear in his eyes. Kyo pulled the covers back, shocked at just how fast the small male jumped into his arms, the pup’s claws digging into his chest, his whole body shaking in terror. Why would a storm do this to him?

    


    
      “Shhh….” The fox whispered, rubbing one paw over the lupis’s head, the other arm trying to hold him still. The little wolf jerked around each time lightning struck nearby, yelping. He was so calm earlier today that this change alarmed Kyo. Should he go and call the noble from his bed? If the tiger took the time during sex to kiss the pup, he should care now that he was scared. Kyo kept still for a while, waiting for the sudden storm to pass. It lasted only another hour, lightning striking the tower twice more. Gyr shoved as close as he could to the vulpine during that time, tears in his eyes. Once the strikes stopped, however, he relaxed into the other male’s hold, drifting off to sleep without leaving. Unwilling to move the now-peaceful lupis, Kyo went back to sleep with the wolf in his arms.


      “Annàeë! Get up!”


      Kyo awoke with a start, his sleep-fogged vision showing a figure standing in the doorway. Blazing sunlight streamed in through a window behind the headboard – it must be nearly noon. Why had he slept so long? After rubbing his eyes, he yanked the sheets up when he saw it was Lord Skymetal dressed in a blue robe waiting at the entranceway. It then occurred to him both he and the wolf stirring next to him wore no clothes.


      “I’m sorry, Your Lordship, I…” He wasn’t sure what to say, but the tiger smiled.


      “I don’t care if you get up yet, Kyo. My children aren’t due for another hour or so, but Annàeë needs a bath before then.”


      “We didn’t…” This time the tiger raised his paw.


      “I don’t care what you did, Kyo. Annàeë can mate with whoever he wants. If you didn’t do something together, then he just needed someone to pity him during the storm.”


      “Sir?” The tiger rolled his eyes.

    


    
      “Annàeë – Gyr to you – is a mage, and a damn powerful one. Storms have scared him for a couple years, but he won’t move them or just quiet ‘em down. I don’t want him in my bed if he has a panic attack when he can change it if he wanted to.”


      “Now, Annàeë…” The tiger swiftly walked over to the bed and slapped Gyr on the rump, startling the wolf into consciousness. His voice then took on a much more gentle tone.


      “Get up, love. I need you presentable before Evan and his wife get here. Go get in the bath and I’ll join you in a few minutes.” The lupis nodded groggily, slipping off the bed and leaving the other males, walking up the winding staircase without any indication his nudity bothered him. After he was out of site, the noble turned back to the vulpine.


      “If you’d like a bath before they get here, you can use the one here and dress in your performing clothes.” He pointed to a door leading to the side. “The servants should have put lunch out already. If Saso is here already, tell him to wait for me to come upstairs.” Luckily the male elaborated. “He’s a vulpine mage in my service and I need to talk to him.”


      After a bath, the vulpine went downstairs to find freshly baked bread, butter, tea, and several servants all at a table. One of them turned to appraise him, smiled, and motioned to a spare chair. He hadn’t eaten since early yesterday – even simple food like this made his mouth start to water. After starting to sip a glass of tea, one of the four lupis servants handed him a piece of bread already buttered. With a smile he ate as much as would be his fair share. Growls could be heard from upstairs, causing one of the servants to sigh.


      “I wish they’d be quieter during the day.” The others mumbled agreement as the next round of tea was poured.


      “At least at night we’ve got two floors of solid stone between us and them. Now with all the doors open all we hear is moans and groans.”


      After about half an hour of the servants grumbling and the sounds from the higher floor changing from sex noises to muted conversation, the tiger and wolf came down the staircase looking both refreshed and slightly winded. Lord Skymetal smiled at the young singer before swiping a piece of bread from the table.

    


    
      “Make sure you don’t irritate Evan, lads. He’s paying you, not me.”


      “We won’t anger the young Lord Skymetal, Your Lordship,” one of them said dryly. A very informal statement for a servant, but the tiger did not seem the like to care about class decorum.


      “Good. Now, put out some more complicated food for my son. He’s grown accustomed to everything on a silver platter, and I doubt he would sully his paws with bread also eaten by servants. What’s in the kitchen?”


      “We have those buns stuffed with bean paste Gyr likes, some beef in the oven we just got this morning for the young Lord Skymetal, and the dried fish you like. Will that suffice?”


      “Will it be done by the time Evan arrives?”


      “Probably.” The noble clapped his paws together.


      “Then we won’t need to deal with him for very long. He’s only here to show off his new baby and gloat over how much more he is achieving than me. I don’t think he realizes how much I don’t care. Annàeë.” The wolf looked at him, smiling and awaiting the potential command. Kyo wondered how long he had been a servant before entering the tiger’s bed.


      “Go into the sitting room and pull the chairs to the wall. His older children will probably need someplace to play.” He nodded and rushed from the room without grabbing something from the table.


      A knock sounded from the front door, causing all of the servants to stand and begin to clear off the small table. Without waiting for someone to go to the door and open it, a small group of people could be heard entering the house. Kyo never tried to judge others, but this seemed somewhat rude.


      “Afternoon, father.” A tiger felis in his twenties stepped into the room, dressed in full court regalia. Most courtesans saved these clothes for impressing the royal family but it looked like this male felt it necessary to wear them around his own family. Behind him walked in a female tiger felis, three male children aged from five to seven, and a baby in the female’s arms. It looked no more than a few months old. The younger male embraced his sire with one arm, holding on to the shoulders on one of his sons with his other paw.

    


    
      “Glad to see you and your wife are well.” Once the noble let go of his son, the oldest tiger looked past at the sleeping baby. Giving the male’s wife a kiss on the cheek, he scooped the bundled child from her arms. It woke up, but did not begin to cry.


      “Aren’t you precious…” he whispered, leaning down to nuzzle against the form. The tiniest cat giggled, reaching its clawed paws out to scratch at the felis’s face. The claws weren’t long enough to pierce his flesh, so Lord Skymetal licked the baby across the nose. It giggled again as the noble began to rock his arms gently back and forth. Kyo noticed the look in his eyes had changed from irritated at the presence of his relatives to complete tenderness once he touched the baby.


      “What did you name her?” The baby hiccupped before almost instantly falling asleep again.


      “We decided on Hona,” the younger tiger male responded.


      “After your mother. I hope to visit her this year.” The fox didn’t know what that meant. Did he mean to pay respect at a graveyard or at her mausoleum?


      “We did a few months ago. She is doing much better than last year since she found a male willing to live with her.” The performer mentally gasped – who would leave a noble marriage, especially to one of the most powerful and highest-ranking houses? Lord Skymetal gave the child back before looking down at the older children.


      “Papa…” one of the children mumbled, looking like he was holding back a rush of energy. Evan sighed.

    


    
      “Fine. Go.” The three children all jumped up and down, rushing to Lord Skymetal and flinging themselves at him. He laughed, picking up two of the boys and letting the smallest wrap his arms around his neck. When he stood the tiger dangled from his shoulders.


      “You want to play with Gyr while your papa and I eat?” All three cheered, happy to be carried out into the next room. Evan gave Kyo an appraising glance now that his children were out of sight.


      “Aren’t you the vulpine from the Fall Festival? My sister mentioned a purple fox singer there.” Kyo swallowed, deciding the best answer would be the most straightforward one.


      “Yes, Your Lordship. Lord Skymetal requested me to sing for you today during dinner, if it pleases you.” The male frowned.


      “I doubt it will come to that. We will not be staying long.” Lord Skymetal reappeared without smaller tigers hanging from him. After shutting the connecting door and kissing Evan’s wife on the cheek, he scooped the baby back out of her arms.


      “Father…” the young tiger began, but the older tiger glared at him.


      “If you are going to complain about something, make it quick.”


      “Please, father…” The tiger did look legitimately concerned, though his words did not parlay a real problem. “I wish you would get rid of Gyr. It is unbecoming of someone your age to keep someone like that in your home.” Taking a seat in one of the dinner chairs and beginning to rock the baby, Lord Skymetal kept his gaze soft while he cared to the baby. When he spoke, the softness did not bleed into his voice.


      “Like what, Evan?” The younger felis frowned, looking over at Kyo for a moment before answering. The fox guessed he did not want witnesses for this argument.


      “You are Lord Skymetal, father. It is completely inappropriate…” Evan’s father cut him off.


      “For me to have sex? Explain how that is inappropriate, and you should use small words. You seem to think I am an idiot.” Evan placed his paws on his hips, frowning.

    


    
      “I do not think you are stupid, father. I think you care a lot less about customs than I do.” Lord Skymetal chuckled, startling his son.


      “You do not know the history of this country as I do, Evan. It is perfectly acceptable for me to take a lover, even at my age.”


      “A male one?” The hair on the back of Kyo’s neck lifted; he didn’t want to be in the middle of a domestic argument, but he felt this sort of pertained to him. Lord Skymetal looked up from the baby, keeping the rocking constant.


      “I have sired eight children between two wives, Evan. There is no doubt of my masculinity or virility.”


      “Mother…”


      “Your mother left because I refused to live in Sacavuni, far from my lands and people, not because I slept with someone else while married to her. The tiger felis may be from Sacavuni originally, but I am a noble of Vasani.” The vulpine reeled – someone had actually divorced a noble?! Evan answered him with an exasperated tone.


      “Could you at least take a female lover? That would be somewhat more acceptable. It just isn’t proper for you to have a male in your bed as a noble.”


      “I will mate who I want to mate, Evan. If the king finds fault in my actions, he will speak to me personally. There is nothing wrong with what I do, even if the majority of commoners and nobles alike think so.”


      “Just because a law doesn’t stop you doesn’t mean there isn’t something wrong with it. What if you have to travel to Oya? Or Juva? They will certainly agree with me.” Kyo inched backwards, trying to reach a doorway and seem an inconspicuous as possible.


      “Their gods have rules over sex. The Hopegiver does not. Why don’t you ask Annàeë what he thinks of sharing my bed?” Evan narrowed his eyes.


      “He is mute.”

    


    
      “That does not mean he can’t communicate. Ask him how he feels about your opinions. I am sure he will be very polite.”


      “Maybe I will do just that, father. For now, though, I will try and reason with you. How will you present him at foreign banquets?” Evan kneeled, holding his arms out as though indicated people beside him. “Here are my sons, and my bed pet, Annàeë?” Lord Skymetal smirked.


      “I recall a situation very similar to that, actually,” he started as the younger tiger stood back up. “The last time the Sacavuni king came into town. He’s due back in another few weeks, so you’ll be able to meet him. He inclined his head to the king, smiled, and introduced the male felis standing behind him as ‘my concubine, Qannin of Na’shu’di’.” Evan looked stunned, but kept his mouth shut as his father continued. “King Silverway said nothing to him or afterwards to anyone, so that would say it does not bother him. That’s both of the world’s most powerful monarchs agreeing with me. Who did you say would support you again? Oya? They’re killing each other at the moment, so I’m not really concerned, and the Juvans don’t have a powerful government.”


      “Father…”


      “Stop, Evan. I’m glad you brought your children by, but you won’t be able to convince me to get rid of Annàeë or anyone else you disapprove of. If you want to complain to someone, go to a temple. Many pride themselves in being concerned with the inane problems of others.” Evan narrowed his eyes and looked at his wife.


      “Let’s go, Sai. I’ll grab the children.” Without looking at his father again, Evan walked over to the nearby closed door and yanked it open. The three tigers sat quietly around Gyr, the wolf waving his paws as harmless purple fire poured from them. He was whistling, causing the fire to form into different shapes and sizes. Kyo recognized a few of them – a dragon fighting a knight, butterflies, and even a carriage – but they all served the purpose of keeping the children enthralled.

    


    
      “Boys!” As one they turned, looking disappointed at the sudden interruption. Gyr stopped whistling, the fires disappearing in an instant. All three children stood up, moving to hug the lupis before their father began tapping his foot. They immediately rushed out of the room and gripped their mother’s robe, all trying to be picked up at the same time.


      “Be nicer and they won’t do that,” Lord Skymetal said, smiling. With a growl the younger tiger scooped two of the lads under his arms and stomped out of the door. His wife sighed, letting the smallest boy up on her back and motioning at her father-in-law.


      “I’m sorry about this…” she whispered, taking the baby out of Lord Skymetal’s arms and letting it settle down before continuing. “He just doesn’t understand that things here are changing. Even the prince has a little vulpine in his bed.” Kyo’s attention suddenly could not be diverted. Did everyone know about him?


      “I heard that too…” the noble answered, leaning down to give the baby one last kiss. “I don’t know her name though.”


      “What if it’s a male?” Lord Skymetal visibly shuddered.


      “He wouldn’t be that stupid, I would hope. The Commoner’s Council would throw a fit. I’ve heard they’re already up in arms ‘cause she’s a fox. I don’t know what they’d do to the prince or his lover if it was a male.” Both tigers shook their muzzles as the female turned to the door.


      “Looks like you won’t be needed today, Mister Foxtrot.” Kyo bowed and rushed from the building as fast as common decency would allow. Would the representatives in the palace really cause so much hate and discontent?


      No matter how much he worked, how charming he acted to the females who frequented his bar, Vance just could not get the image of Jeanne from his mind. No other female seemed so…real. She was a warrior without being plain, a muscular female without the need to build her body up to the point of no longer being feminine. As a knight she possessed intelligence beyond a commoner or soldier of her age, so conversation would actually be possible. Yet, Vance knew deep down she could attract any male she wanted. There would be no way she would settle for him.

    


    
      Thinking thin as he shoved between two heavy oak tables, the bruin set six glasses of ale down for the paying lupis guards. Most of his customers were either single male soldiers or city guards – most married males had to stick with the bar closest to their homes. The patrons liked him, especially since he paid a few of his employees extra to move males when they passed out to small rooms on the second floor. Some of these wolves rented them from him so they could have some fun, but he didn’t mind that much. Seedier bars in town let mating happen in the common room, in hallways, or even on the bar. To Vance, that just didn’t seem very clean.


      He hopped the bar, causing a jackal leaning on it to jump up. Most were surprised at just how agile and strong he was considering the size of his belly. It helped that he used to be a blacksmith. The rabbit attending drinks gave him a desperate look, so he smiled and stepped up to the kegs. It just took this male too long to translate the orders from Common to Luri – the lapin language – and pour at the same time.


      “Go watch the door,” he told the male in Luri. The small male nodded and moved away from the throng of thirsty soldiers. To stop bar brawls or damage to the building, one employee always watched the door to see if on-duty guards approached. If they did, Vance would meet them at the door and give them whoever they were after. That was another reason so many city employees came here after the shift – they knew their job did not bother him in the slightest.


      The door opened, letting in a gust of wind and a fresh wave of chill. It had been raining off and on for the past few days, forcing many of his customers to remain here until the weather died down. A cloaked form entered, slamming the door shut behind it and locking the bolt. At this level of wind, it had to stay locked at all times to stop the tavern temperature from dropping a dozen degrees. It barely stayed tolerable with three fires blazing. At the bar, the figure tapped a grey-furred paw down twice on the polished wood. Without asking, the bear passed two glasses of ale to him. Almost everyone was a male, so he might as well assume this guest was too.

    


    
      “’Night, Vance,” a soft voice said as the hood of the cloak fell back, revealing the stunning face of Jeanne. Vance tried not to stare, but she looked even more beautiful without armor or shadows blocking her features.


      “How did you…” Soldiers might be one thing, but very few knights left the sanctity of the richer parts of town.


      “Theo told me where your bar was. I’m getting really sick of everyone in the ‘knight’ bars fawning over me. How’s the beer?” Without waiting for an answer she drained the first tankard, slamming it down and inhaling deeply only moments later. Then she shrugged.


      “Eh, not as good as the Snarling Bear, but I guess it’ll do.” She smiled while she said it, so there was no way Vance could get angry. After draining the second pint she smirked.


      “So how’d you get into town? Last time I was in Pyronni, I heard you were some sort of slum lord.” The bruin stuck out his tongue automatically – it was a title many gave to him, but his buildings always compared favorably to those in wealthier districts.


      “I owned some stuff, yah, but that doesn’t make me a wicked lord of the poor.” Jeanne smiled, knocked, and pointed behind the bruin. He glanced, noticing three lupis looking urgently at him and tapping the bar. Rolling his eyes, he rushed to put the drinks on the bar as fast as possible. This lovely female may not come back anytime soon, so if he wanted to spend time with her, now would be his opportunity.


      “Wen! Get down here!” It might be in Luri, but the volume of his voice made many males around the room jump and stare at him, afraid of a fight erupting. One of the lapins he’d hired suddenly appeared from a far corner, his fur out at odd angles, but still hopped between tables to get behind the bar in record time. After nodding silently, he started pouring drinks for the thirsty folk.

    


    
      “Your live-in servants?” Jeanne commented, sipping her fifth ale. The bear sighed, double-checking the knots on his apron. He liked the trousers and tunic he was wearing at the moment and didn’t want some drunk’s vomit of thrown drink to end up on them.


      “They’re refugees who can’t get jobs here, since they don’t speak Common. I didn’t see an issue with it, since they don’t work for the patrons – they work for me. I have a group of four brothers who all live upstairs.”


      “I thought those rooms were for passed-out drunks.”


      “Most of ‘em are, but those lapins need a place to stay too.” A lupis slumped against the bar, his mug slipping from his paw and crashing to the floor. Vance sighed, snapping quite loudly despite the noise in the room. Two of the rabbits appeared, dragging the male away and leaving an open spot for two thinner males to squeeze in.


      “Four!” one of them said, holding up four fingers for emphasis. Groaning, the bear poured as fast as he could. Why did the world have to conspire against him? Another tap behind him – this time Jeanne’s glass was the one empty.


      “How much can you drink?” He couldn’t resist asking – she didn’t look the type to be a serious drinker.


      “I’m a knight, Vance. You’d be surprised how much alcohol goes around the palace and camps during excursions. Worry about your guests – I’ll be fine.”


      So for the next few hours, he did just that. Not wanting her to know of his completely inappropriate sweets for her, he tried to keep his conversation with her to what would be considered polite without overtly flirting. She didn’t leave the bar the entire night, even after most of the guests started staggering back home. It had to be fairly late, a few hours past the midnight bell at the very least, when she finally stood up, blinking a few times and remaining completely still. Vance looked out of the corner of his eye. It was the reaction of someone who didn’t realize how much they drank until they stood up.

    


    
      “Mind if I grab a room upstairs, Vance? The palace gates are already closed.” Rather than letting the lads already busy with everyone passed out around the room, he hopped the bar.


      “I’ll walk ya up there, lass.” She smirked, remarkably steady as she strode over to the stairway.


      “I’m not that drunk that I need a big, strong male to walk me to my room. Which one you want me in?” Switching his gaze to one of the present servants, the lapin held up two fingers.


      “The second one from the end is empty,” he answered. “I’ll be at the end of the hall if you need anything.” She smiled, tossing something to him and retreating upstairs. Though he caught it just fine, he had to move closer to a lamp to see what it was – a newly minted platinum coin, with the profile of the current king of Sacavuni. Normally he’d be irritated to be paid in foreign currency, but in Sacavuni they used the same weights and values as Vasani. This single coin could pay for fifty drinks.


      After he finished cleaning the bar and made sure the four lapins had gone to sleep – they wouldn’t leave the ground floor until absolutely everything was spotless and put away – he cracked his back, lumbered up the stairs, and slipped into his room. It wasn’t very well furnished or filled with extravagances; only a bed large enough for him and maybe one other small person, a small table next to it, and a trunk for his clothes. A nearly invisible door led to a bathing room and a privy, but he didn’t really need to bathe at the moment. Undoing his apron and throwing it over the top of the locked trunk, he sighed. Jeanne would be gone in the morning, along with his chance to ask her to a festival or dinner.


      It wouldn’t be a good idea, even if he had to time between running a tavern and keeping up with the comings and goings of the slums. He was a commoner, had always been a commoner, and would always be a commoner. A knight might be one as a child, but by simply joining the training ranks they became minor nobles. Making it to the point of becoming anointed sealed their rank for life, setting them a step above the rest of the country. With her father as a knight as well, she never knew the slums or the reality of scrounging together coppers for bread and beer. He might be wealthy now, but he earned every penny.

    


    
      Stripping off his tunic, he looked down at his rotund form. He knew there were muscles under there, even if no one else could see them. One of the city guards had gotten rowdy a few days ago, and he’d been forced to deck the massive wolf. Everyone seemed more shocked that someone as chubby as him possessed that kind of strength than over the fact he’d cracked the male’s skull. He sat on the end of the bed, his elbows on his knees, and just thought about nothing for a while. It wasn’t often he got a few moments of peace. He might as well enjoy them.


      Much sooner than he would have liked, someone lightly knocked on his door. Thinking it one of the lapins unable to keep a drunk in their room, Vance called out into the unlit room. He didn’t have much of a problem seeing only by the light of the stars coming in from one of his windows. Curtains cost money, and he didn’t care if people saw him sleep. All the buildings around him were at least two floors taller, so it would take a very desperate thief to bypass the apartment buildings around him.


      “Come in.” Rather than the irritated bunny that he expected, Jeanne tiptoed in wearing one of the plush robes he left in each room for after baths.


      “Need something, knight?” She shut the door behind her and took a few steps forward.


      “Anyone else in here?” He shook his muzzle, hoping she could see him in the dim light. Another step forward – she smelled like the soft soaps he left next to all the baths. They might have been bought to get puke out of fur, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t smell nice. Beneath it, though, exuded her natural scent, something between lilies and fresh earth.

    


    
      “Good.” Without asking, or any warning whatsoever for that matter, she strode up and climbed into the bear’s stunned lap. When he opened his mouth to object – she was a noble! – she kissed him full on the mouth, her paws gripping his bare chest. He almost grabbed her, but kept his composure retained just long enough to twist his muzzle away. He wanted her, he really did, but this didn’t seem real. Had he fallen asleep and this was just a fantasy?


      “What’s wrong?” She kissed him again on his jawline, her paws moving down to rest against his belly. Gods, she was so small compared to him, but strong and powerful. Why did she have to be a knight?


      “This isn’t right…” he mumbled, breathing through his mouth so he could avoid her scent as much as possible. She did not relent, twisting her muzzle to kiss him on the lips as he tried to move away from them.


      “I know you want me, Vance.” He looked at her then, staring into her very earnest eyes. How could she know that? Was she a psychic on top of being a knight?


      “How?” Gods, he couldn’t resist leaning forward, pressing his nose against hers. Why did she have to be so beautiful, so forward, and smell so sweet?


      “You were acting sweet to me all night, but you were too embarrassed to just tell me. It shows you’re a lot nobler than you let on.” She shrugged, letting her robe fall to the floor. She wore nothing beneath it, and her soft fur rubbed against his coarser and longer strands. By the gods, he might be able to push her away, but why in all the hells did she have to be naked? He fell back as she pushed against his belly, his back flat on the mattress. One of her paws travelled beneath his line of site, claws hooking into the fabric of his trousers. He wouldn’t just lie there, letting her do all the work. Without giving her a chance to react, he grabbed her beneath the arms and rolled over, leaving her on her back, her legs over the side of the bed. Her paws rested on his shoulders as he kissed her nose.

    


    
      “Why ya in here?” She might be naked beneath him, but it didn’t seem right he be on top of her.


      “Because…” she started, shifting around so her weight moved against him, his rotund belly against her toned abs. “You’re sweet, even if you don’t want me to know it.”


      “I’ll hurt you…” he whispered, looking down over her toned form. Without clothing covering her, he could truly appreciate her physique, but he was still so much larger than her. What if he lost his balance and crushed her? More importantly, he was appropriately endowed for his size – what if he ruined her for all men in the future?


      “You won’t.”


      The next morning, Vance groaned as he awoke. He was still inside her – she’d insisted once they were finished he keep his member within her. He was on his side, the powerful knight nestled in his arms, her body relaxed enough for him to pull out. The feeling of a maleness slipping from her sex startled her awake, her body tensing up around the head of his shaft just before he completely withdrew. She shuddered, rolling on to her back and smiling sleepily at him.


      “Mornin’,” he whispered, kissing her on the lips. No morning breath – was she some sort of immortal, come down to please him? She kissed back just as tenderly, moving her paws across his belly as she did so. No female normally liked to tough his chest, since it reminded them of how fat he looked. When he broke it the wolf relaxed completely against the sheets, her eyes closed. Without worrying about the repercussions he rolled over on top of her, blowing a raspberry into her neck. She shrieked playfully, pounding on his arms without making any real attempt to stop him. Before she got too uncomfortable he opened his short muzzle, locking his teeth around her throat. She made a sound somewhere between a growl and a moan; most lupis females hated when he did this, but she would understand it wasn’t about dominance. The gesture tied back to instinct – the bite across her neck meant she’d been taken by a male she’d deemed worthy.

    


    
      “I need to go,” she said as soon as he let go, licking away the minute drops of blood formed from his few sharp teeth.


      “Why?”


      “I’m due at the palace by noon. I have to help train the squires and pages.” He sighed, rolling over until he sat on the side of the bed. Everything ended eventually he supposed, even if he wished to spend more than one fun night with her. Arms appeared on either side of his head as she stood on her knees behind him, leaning against his large form.


      “What’s the next night the bar is closed?” He didn’t close the bar any particular night, but every now and then he decided to leave it to his workers.


      “I’m not workin’ four days from now.” Why was she asking? They’d had their fun, and if she left now without saying anymore, no regrets would be held. He couldn’t impregnate her, so nothing would result from this.


      “Want to go to the All Hallow Festival with me?” He turned his muzzle, surprised when her lips met his. She wanted to court him? Why in all the hells would she settle for him? He was a chubby bartender and she a knight. What could be going through her brain? To be fair, he had forgotten the festival happened this week.


      “You know,” he said with a smirk, “I might be a bit affronted by such a thing. It’s normally a male’s place to ask a woman to a banquet.” A mischievous glint filled her eyes.


      “I don’t care what tradition is. Now come back to bed – I want to play a little more before I have to go deal with youngins.”


      After another hour rolling around and a mutual bath, he walked the knight downstairs. Two of the lapin brothers had already gotten out of bed and were getting things ready for the too-soon coming of dusk. One winked at him as he opened the front door and let her out, the other rabbit chuckling when she kissed him passionately before escaping. Somewhat out of breath, he was about to go to the temple district and leave money in every altar he could find when a purple blur slammed into him. More shocked than scared, he held the trembling form at arm’s length. It was Kyo, looking more disheveled than the bear had ever seen him, and that included when he was singing on a streetcorner for copper pieces. His clothes had been nearly destroyed from rain – he must have been out last night in another of the showers.

    


    
      “What’s goin’ on, Kyo?” When the fox raised his muzzle, Vance instantly knew something very serious had happened; the fox’s eyes were puffy and red from crying for a long while, tear streaks very visible down his cheeks. As the vulpine spoke, his knees buckled and the bruin had to catch him from falling into the muddy street.


      “I got banned from the palace, Vance. The king told me I can’t see Sayii anymore, and if I try, he’ll kill me.”


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 8

      The Orders


      
        
      


      After wrapping the small vulpine in a blanket and attempting to get him to eat, Vance brought him upstairs into one of the unoccupied rooms. Even after being coddled for a little bit, the fox looked no less frazzled. Given the circumstances, the bruin did not truly blame him for not having stopped crying since he arrived. After three glasses of herbal tea, the bear asked the question hanging in the air.


      “What happened?” Though his voice was shaky, Kyo started explaining.


      On the day Sayii was due back from his sabbatical in the woods, Kyo decided to surprise him by meeting him in the palace. He hadn’t been to the palace since the wolfox left; the fox didn’t think it right to strut around the palace like he belonged there. After entering the servants’ entrance like he normally did, he was surprised to be intercepted by two of the palace guards. Even stranger, these two males generally patrolled near Sayii’s room, not around the walls. What was going on? Both lion felis inclined their heads to him, motioning down the empty corridor.

    


    
      “We’ve been ordered to bring you to the king’s quarters the moment you arrived, Mister Foxtrot. Please follow us.” Now he was worried. In the weeks he’d been frequenting the palace, never had the king actually spoken to him face-to-face. The fox had seen him during the Fall Festival and a few times at a distance, but the monarch probably knew why the vulpine entered these grounds, and as far as he was aware, he hadn’t done anything to be noticed by such a powerful male. Then again, the same thing could be said about the crown prince. As a singer, people at this position in the hierarchy should never set their eyes on him.


      After traversing what felt like the entire square footage of the building, the three males came to a halt in front of a very innocuous-looking door. It bore no special symbol, crest, or indication it led to anything greater than a broom closet. After knocking, one of the felis cracked the door. Bright light emanated from beyond the threshold.


      “Bring him in, Qat. Please wait outside the door.” The cat held the door open for the purple fox, letting him enter before shutting it behind the singer.


      If Sayii’s rooms looked impressive, his current position could only be described as the perfect form of the prince’s quarters. Two large, very poofy chairs sat in front of a roaring fireplace, with a small tea table carved from solid mahogany placed between them. A kettle already sat on top if it, steaming, with two glasses on saucers. The carpet under his feet was thicker than anything the vulpine had ever seen, looking so soft he had to resist the urge to stoop down and touch it. He would have without anyone watching, but a middle-aged lupis reclined in one of the chairs, wearing a black velvet robe that covered him from the neck with a high collar to his wrists and ankles. Two lupis servants stood silently behind him in matching grey tunics.


      “Take a seat, Mister Foxtrot.” Without a word he sunk into the empty chair, surprised by a ridge that helped to support his back. He supposed anything could be owned by a king. One of the servants silently stepped up to the table between them and poured two glasses of dark tea. Kyo felt his mouth began to water – it smelled like the black tea he could only find in northern Oya, from a friend who owned a spice business. Did it grow in Vasani now?

    


    
      “We need to talk, Mister Foxtrot.” Kyo immediately reached for his teacup, looking at the floor. Would this be the moment where he was exiled from the country?


      “What about, Your Majesty?” The king sighed, leaning forward with his paws on his knees.


      “Do you have any magical ability, Kyo?” The question seemed so off-the-wall that he looked up into the eyes of the king. He didn’t look angry, or wrathful, or even irritated. Only complete neutrality emanated from those orbs.


      “No, Your Majesty.”


      “I thought all vulpines possessed small amount of magic. Little spells to make the day easier – tiny movements, lights, those sorts of things.” Kyo shook his muzzle – why did the king care?


      “Some vulpines don’t have any magic at all, Your Majesty. It’s why I became a singer, since I didn’t have any talent at being a mage.” The lupis sighed again, picking up his glass.


      “I suppose that takes away one of the Commoner’s Council arguments.” Kyo twitched his ears in confusion. Who were they? He didn’t know much about the government of this country, other than the king was in charge and the nobles could revolt if they didn’t agree with him.


      “I don’t understand, Your Majesty.”


      “The Commoner’s Council – they are sort of a board of supervisors, to help me understand what the people want me to do. They heard about my nephew bringing a vulpine repeatedly to his rooms and claimed she had bewitched him. ” It felt like every hair on the singer’s body had stood on end. He remembered now – that was the council Lord Skymetal had mentioned would have a fit over the prince courting a fox.

    


    
      “Now, normally, it would not concern me who Sayii brings to his bed, but your case had proven to be particularly difficult. Several of the lower-ranked nobles have even threatened to raise armies against me if I let a fox on the throne. Naturally, you can see my conundrum.” He nodded again, hoping the response he didn’t want to hear would at least take a few more moments to come. As thoughts rolled over in his mind, one of the servants set a small pouch on the table in front of him.


      “I need you do something for me, Kyo. Open the bag.” Reaching a trembling paw forward, he pulled open the small satchel to reveal over a dozen exquisitely carved blue gemstones. Kyo couldn’t resist gasping. Where these what he thought they were?


      “Those are blue diamonds, Kyo, one of the rarest stones in the world. Each of those is worth over five thousand gold pieces, and I want you to take them with you.”


      “Take them with me where?” The king looked genuinely regretful as he continued.


      “Away from the palace, at least for a few months. I will tell Sayii he may see you outside of these premises, but you must disappear from the palace and from the eye of the Commoner’s Council until the tension level is lower, and until Sayii finds an actual fiancée. You will not see my nephew as often, but this is the safest thing I can think of.”


      “Your Majesty?” It made him feel so much like a whore or a despot to accept these stones in exchange for obedience, but if Sayii’s safety was in question too, he would not refuse.


      “The Commoner’s Council speaks for the people of Vasani. They will not tolerate a vulpine on the throne of Vasani, even as a spouse. Nobles threatened to kill Saya, Sayii’s mother, when she became pregnant with the heir apparent of Vasani. Sayii’s father is – was – older than me. I did not have children at the time, so her child would become king eventually. Sayii can still become king, and it has taken him his entire life to prove to the people of Vasani he is not an Oyan or a vulpine. If you remain here, and are uncovered, the Commoner’s Council will kill you.”

    


    
      “Where will I go?” Even though he didn’t want to admit it, Kyo felt ready to vomit from terror. An entire group of people wanted to kill him? Just for being a vulpine?


      “Find a friend to stay with in the city. I have asked Lord Vashin to continue employing you, but it would not be safe for you to remain in a noble’s home.”


      “You think he will hurt me?” It vaguely occurred to the vulpine he’d stopped calling the king ‘Your Majesty’. The older lupis entwined his fingers together in his lap and took a deep breath,


      “He won’t, but some of his friends might. You are not going to like what I am about to say, but it has to be said, as is procedure. Please look me in the eyes, Kyo.” Trying to hold back tears at the thought of not being able to see his lover in private, the vulpine locked his gaze with the wolf. They would only be able to speak in passing in public because if the crown prince showed up to a single address very often the same questions would be raised. One of the servants unrolled a scroll, a quill in his other paw.


      “I, His Majesty Silverway de Eldere nos Vasani, Bringer of Equality and Defender of the Land, hereby ban you, Mister Kyo Foxtrot, Performer Extraordinaire, from the castle grounds. You may no longer pass the boundaries of any land owned by the crown on pain of death. This I decree as King of Vasani.” The scroll rolled up and the servant walked to the door, opening it and allowing the two felis guards still standing outside back into the room.


      “Sorry, Kyo,” one of them muttered, waiting for him to do something. The fox realized they were waiting for him to stand and leave.


      “I will see you again, I bet,” the king commented, standing up and clasping his paws behind his back. “However, I doubt it will happen here.”

    


    
      “Well, you know, Kyo…” Vance said tentatively, trying his hardest to make the fox feel better. “That death threat was just part of the royal decree. I doubt he would actually kill you.” The fox sniffled, having stopped crying a few minutes into the story.


      “But I still can’t go to the palace anymore.”


      “Then meet him other places.” Trying to keep his expression neutral, the bear put both his paws on the smaller male’s shoulders. “It really isn’t the end of the world. Besides, he leaves the palace a lot for festivals and the like, doesn’t he? Why don’t you make sure to meet up with him on All Hallow? I’m sure he’ll leave the palace for that.” Gods bless Jeanne for reminding him the holiday was coming up. He needed to pay someone to put down protective circles before midnight that day.


      “I guess I can see him there…” The fox leaned against the larger male, still sniffling a little. He hoped the little fox would be able to deal with this on his own time. As horrible as it sounded in his head, Vance knew Sayii was a prince, and could not be in a relationship with a male. Kyo would just have to realize that on his own.


      “What did you do with the diamonds?” The fox’s ears folded back, apparently embarrassed.


      “I couldn’t keep them, so I gave them to the Temple of the Hopegiver. Maybe he can help me.”


      “YOU WHAT?!” Sayii reached for the nearest flagon, chucking the heavy metal glass across the table at his uncle. Rage caused his peripheral vision to narrow, his claws to dig into his palms. The older wolf deflected it with a paw, only a few drops of beer landing on his robes. After taking a breath and standing, the monarch answered.


      “Throwing things at me will not undo my decision, Sayii. You should act like an adult about this.” The wolfox snarled, causing his aunt to jump.

    


    
      “I am. I’m angry!” Shoving back from the table, the sound of his chair impacting the floor echoing through the spacious room, the crown prince stomped from the room, pushing doors and shocked guards out of his way. Queen Saphir looked at her husband, a glimmer of concern flashing in her eyes.


      “Why is he so angry about you banning the performer from the palace?” Luckily the king had a lie prepared for this occasion.


      “He is acting just as if I banned Sulu Vashin from visiting him. Our nephew has so few friends he becomes very attached to the ones he has. I sort of expected more than a little spilled beer over this.” Seemingly satisfied with the answer, the queen went back to her dinner, not looking back at the lupis as she continued.


      “Please get him to calm down before he breaks something irreplaceable. The gods know he hasn’t listened to me since he was a teenager.” Nodding, the king rushed after the wayward wolfox. It took him a few minutes to find his nephew, especially since the male knew where every palace guard was stationed and how to avoid them. In a corner between the royal portrait gallery and the entrance hall, the male had climbed up one of the decorative tapestries and braced between one of the support columns and the wall. In a relaxed pose with his back to the wall and his knees against the column, he didn’t have to work to stay fifteen feet off the ground.


      “Pouting up there is not going to help this situation, Sayii.” The wolfox glared down at him, making a rude gesture with one paw. The king could ignore it for now.


      “You just want me to marry Lady Sera.”


      “I want you to marry someone appropriate for your position, not a talented performer from Oya who you’re sweet for. Please listen to me, Sayii, and try not to interrupt for the next few moments.” Surprisingly, the prince nodded.


      “I want you to be happy, I really do, but as horrible as this sounds, your country comes first. You are the crown prince of Vasani, and you need to start acting like it. Pretending to court Lady Sera will not stop everyone from questioning what you are doing when they aren’t watching you. Most of the nobility knows full well you prefer males, but then again, a lot of them continue secret relationships outside of their marriages. I’m sure some of those city folk they meet in private are males, but that isn’t what matters. If they decide to leave their wives and be with that male, the people wouldn’t revolt against them and tear the country apart. Lord Skymetal’s wife left him, so he stopped pretending to like females. Lord Vashin had a male lover for a while after Lady Vashin died – it’s why he doesn’t have a problem with Sulu’s antics.”

    


    
      “Antics?” The king glared back.


      “I said don’t interrupt, Sayii, and let me finish. Those nobles control a lot of land, but were not ordained by the Hopegiver to rule this country. We were. The Hopegiver appeared to the first king of Vasani, and you know the rules he put forward. I didn’t have a problem with you keeping a fox on the side. The problem is he’s not on the side anymore. You’re not continuing your duties as future king. Listen to me – I may, and that is a strong ‘may’ – allow Mister Foxtrot back into the palace, but first you need to buck up and follow your duties.”


      “What’ll it take for you to let Kyo back here?” King Silverway took a step back as his nephew started shimmying down and waited until he was standing to answer.


      “Actually court Lady Sera. Do that and I might let him return to the palace. Visit her home, get to know her family, and most importantly, spend time away from Kyo while you are doing it.”


      Even after the king explained everything to him, Sayii had drastically different plans. He hated Lady Sera for very real reasons and he wasn’t about to spend the rest of his life with her. After politely escaping the palace by locking the door to his rooms and taking a servants’ exit, the wolfox left the palace grounds completely. After checking with Lord Vashin and Sulu to see if they’d seen his lover – the snowcats had not – Sayii entered the city. No one here recognized him, since normally he journeyed after dark and in disguise. Several beggars reached for him; silk clothes did prove he possessed wealth, if not station. He needed to find Kyo right now.

    


    
      If he remembered correctly, one of the fox’s friends owned a bar in the market district. There weren’t many taverns in this section of town so it shouldn’t be too difficult to find wherever the vulpine had gone. The first two proved no luck and packed to the brim with thirsty patrons. Even if either of them was the correct bar, no one would give him the amount of time needed to ask specific questions. Right now, he wasn’t someone important. Right now, the crown prince of Vasani was just another commoner trying to monopolize a bartender.


      Turning a corner in the rapidly fading daylight, Sayii suddenly recognized the street. He’d been to the bar once or twice, and he vaguely remembered a bruin who could probably break him in half. Pushing open the door he looked very confusedly at the lapin who shut it very quickly behind him. A lot of taverns hired bouncers, but this lapin only stood about four feet tall and couldn’t have weighed more than sixty pounds. What could be their purpose? The bartender pounded on the bar, drawing his attention. It still took him a moment to recognize Kyo’s bear friend.


      “C’mere, lad.” Without saying a word the wolfox approached the bar, a small key dropping from the bruin’s paw on to the bar in front of him. “It’s the farthest room on the right, upstairs.” Though the common room might have been extremely loud, to the point of painful, once he climbed the stairs it lowered to more of a hum through the floorboards. Making as little noise as possible the male slipped the key in the lock, hearing someone moving around as he opened the door.


      Kyo had the sheets pulled up around him, looking like he’d been in the dark and crying for quite a while. He looked up, his eyes not focusing on the wolfox in the doorway. After closing and locking the door behind him, Sayii waited until the purple-furred male noticed exactly who it was and relaxed a bit before approaching. As he sat down on the bed, the vulpine leaned against him, his nose pressed into the side of the larger male’s neck.

    


    
      “What are we gonna do?” Sayii couldn’t resist kissing the male on the cheek, leaning over and trying to comfort him with an arm around his shoulders.


      “We just try a little harder.” Kyo sighed, looking ready to cry again.


      “I love you, Sayii.”


      The wolfox looked straight into the other male’s eyes. In the time they had been together, those three words had never been uttered. Bringing them out into the open would only make things infinitely more complicated, but they needed to be said.


      “I love you too, Kyo.”


      “I don’t care if you have to marry Lady Sera, or if Sulu wants to mate you, just please, please Sayii, stay with me.” The wolfox pulled the smaller male into his lap, breathing in the oddly subtle scent of the fox.


      “Why don’t we do this?” Sayii suggested, taking the male’s paws in his own. “Meet me at the All Hallow Festival later this week. We can be together there, where no one will question it.” A smile crept across the fox’s muzzle despite the situation.


      “You’ll see me there.”


      Four days later, most of the city crowded the already cramped streets. As a precaution for the day, carts and carriages were not allowed on the road until the day after tomorrow. All Hallow always started with a very large celebration in the morning, which currently was entering its third hour. For most townsfolk drinking did not start until after dinner, but for today, the first glass of wine passed into a paw a few moments are waking up. Priests and paladins needed to stay sober, however, since there were so many rituals to begin at dusk. Right now they walked amongst the crowds, dispensing charms, trinkets, and services to anyone who needed it. Tomorrow, the actual day of All Hallow, was the holiest day on the calendar next to Midwinter, so today ended up being a time for everyone to collectively participate in all the sins generally not religiously permitted from dawn until dusk tomorrow.

    


    
      Sayii tried for the third time to escape the watchful eyes of his guards, with no success. For today he couldn’t escape his role as the crown prince, especially since the King of Sacavuni, Hivih Zoshi III, had arrived earlier today for a semi-annual visit. Normally the king would be here, but with another monarch in the palace some things just did not take priority. Two other nobles sat with him, shoved into this ceremonial position due to the extra king present. Sulu and Jhon wiggled uncomfortably in the only carriage with him, looking over the crowds of commoners.


      “Want me to get us out of here?” Sulu shouted over the jubilant people around them, twiddling his fingers. Sayii shook his muzzle – having the three males disappear or fly off would definitely not bode well for any of their prospective futures. The snowcat had a little magic from what the canine had seen in the past, so technically they would be able to escape without interception here. However, their respective fathers and uncle would have their heads on a silver platter. Someone surrounded by guards strode up next to their carriage, indicating to the driver to slow down. When Sayii looked down, his jaw dropped.


      There was Kyo, dressed in the shimmersilk outfit from the Fall Festival.


      “Ready for the performance?” He tried to nod, tried to react, but the presence of his lover surrounded by bodyguards just didn’t seem like the most likely event going on right now.


      “I’m the main attraction, Sayii. Try and get a good view.”


      About half an hour later, the three males took their traditional seats right next to the central stage. Already a full orchestra had set up, sheets of music in front of them and mages entertaining the quickly growing crowd. Thousands of people had packed in as close to the temporary circular stage as possible, creating what could be a mob if they were not satisfied by who appeared and gave them a show. Sayii looked around for anyone he noticed – there was Kyo’s bear friend, standing over the vulpine and looking at a piece of parchment in the fox’s paws. Next to them stood one of the knights from the palace, a female lupis in a very pretty dress. She kept looking over at the bruin as though waiting for him to finish. Was such a beautiful female here with him, a fat bartender? That bear approached the prince after leaving the performer about a minute later, holding out a crystal on a chain around his neck by one finger to show the guards. Just like Kyo, he had been completely cleared to be near the royal family. When he stepped up into the carriage it didn’t tilt as the male expected.

    


    
      “Jeanne got it for me,” the round male mumbled, holding out a paw. “Name’s Vance.” A shake of the paw made the bear smirk at him.


      “Glad to see him performing again…” Vance nodded, looking sidelong at the other two males in the carriage before continuing.


      “He’s got a piece by Varnasio Shertoni he’s never read before yesterday. It’s fairly simple and should keep the crowd from killin’ him. He says he wanted to do it first, ‘cause he thinks you’ll only be able to stay for one song.” Unfortunately, that might end up being true. Jhon didn’t like to be seen in public with Sulu just in case his father or one of his father’s friends saw them. By his logic, the prince could not protect him or the snowcat from the noble’s wrath. The sounds from the crowd suddenly lowered – someone in a plain tunic had walked on stage.


      “Welcome everyone, to the celebration of All Hallow!” Eruptions from all around him, quickly silenced by the excited people who wanted to see who would end up on stage. “Before the religious ceremonies begin, Lord Vashin has arranged for a singer!” Kyo took the stage, causing many lupis and vulpines nearby to start jumping up and down and trying to reach for him. He held his paws above his head, causing silence to emanate from the stage outward through the entire crowd.

    


    
      “Lights,” the purple fox stage-whispered, causing the half-dozen or so mages to wave their paws and produce black, blue and purple globes of light, giving the stage an ethereal glow. Even the guards looked relaxed, entranced by the fox in rainbow regalia.


      “Music.” The orchestra picked up a very upbeat song, everyone staying silent as the fox’s hips started to move to the bass. His mouth opened, beautiful music pouring from it, the multiple instruments perfectly accentuating his voice. Sayii zoned out, not hearing the lyrics – only one thing mattered right now. Kyo was staring right at him as his hips, head, and arms swayed. How could he resist a performance for thousands of people, but really just for him? Jhon and Sulu kept leaning against him, smirking and making snide comments about the girly fox with the hypnotizing moves. They couldn’t understand what was going on right now. The song might be new, but the motions weren’t; they were the same as the first time the crown prince had seen him on stage. Was it intentional? Was it random?


      He didn’t care.


      Making a big production out of visiting Lady Sera’s lands seemed to impress everyone. Most of the court wanted to accompany the crown prince, since this was the first female he had ever shown interest in. Luckily, his uncle bypassed all of these bids to come with him; only ‘neutral parties’ could go. This disbarred the majority of the castle, except for servants, the Cagun and the Vashin families. Without the king’s knowledge, Kyo Foxtrot would also be travelling with them. No one seemed to suspect the true purpose of the vulpine’s immediate attendance, but naturally, Lady Sera was furious. The little fox already attended nearly every meeting between the two of them; now he was about to ruin Sera’s prime opportunity to get the wolfox alone?


      Ever since she had been a little girl, Sera of Pyronni had dreamed of being queen of Vasani. Like many noble girls, her options in life were slim. She could either marry a richer noble male, be sold off to a foreign ruler/noble as a token of goodwill, or marry the prince and eventually become queen. Even if Sayii was half-vulpine, that wouldn’t stop her from her dream. Even if he preferred males over females, that wouldn’t deter her. She would get what she wanted. Things were getting more difficult, though. The prince had never truly wanted to marry her, and now he was trying to get out of the entire situation. There would be none of that. He might want to keep playing with that whore performer, but it wouldn’t stop her from getting her crown. She just needed to find something – or make something up – that would force him out of the picture.

    


    
      Since the crown prince would be in her home within the next few days, she traveled ahead of him to make everything secure. Not a single servant would speak out of turn or give the wolfox an inch of leverage. Keeping them in order would be tough; she’d been away for a few months and they probably had gone crazy without her iron fist. The cooks would also have to step up their abilities – nothing would be even the slightest bit below spectacular for this member of the royal family. If she couldn’t pull him away from the fox with her body, then she would do so with her other attributes.


      Forcefully pushing open the doors to her main reception hall, the noble made sure every servant bowed on cue. Those that didn’t deeply enough or quickly enough tasted a hit of the lash over their bare backs. She carried a finely crafted bullwhip on her person at all times; it kept a certain level of furor up with the servants. Sera didn’t follow the new ideas of “happy servants make happy homes.”If they wanted to be happy and pain-free, they’d do what she wanted.


      After a few key lashings, she proceeded through the rest of her mansion. Three floors of dining halls, reading rooms, and bedrooms had to be refurbished and cleaned in the next two days. She’d have to hire dozens of more servants to keep up with all of the dignitaries arriving; finding such help would be extremely difficult. In this part of the country, no one really desired to be a servant anymore. They were right on the border with Oya, so the prospect of being a mercenary in the civil war could potentially result in a much higher income.

    


    
      Ever since she had poisoned her parents, putting them in a coma to stop them from sending her away to a finishing school, the Lord and Lady of West Byridge had not argued with her. They knew she had done it, but couldn’t find proof, so once they awakened a few days later they started listening to her demands. The only reason they hadn’t died was because she had miscalculated the dosage for each of them; she had only given them enough to kill a child. Due to that event, though, they understood she would get what she wanted, no matter the cost. It had only been a year ago – sometimes her mother still coughed up blood.


      Setting them down in one of the dining halls, she waited for them to finish eating before speaking. That way, they would think she had put poison in the meal before putting forth her suggestions.


      “I will need your assistance in getting the crown of Vasani,” she began, “the crown prince is proving much more difficult than I had expected.”


      “Of course, daughter,” her mother replied, emphasizing the last word. Lady Sera may have her father wrapped around her little finger, but every now and then her mother liked to remind her who the elder was. Sera let that remark go; there was too much to say right now.


      “He has a male lover, one he’s getting far too attached to. I need a way to separate the two before the prince falls for the little whore completely. I know he’s a performer from Oya and escaped when the civil war broke out, but that’s it. Sayii is also bringing two of his noble friends. They’ll need to be…neutralized so I can have private time with the prince. Do you have any ideas?” She stared down her parents, waiting to see the thoughts flash before their eyes. Her father spoke first.

    


    
      “I doubt we can force the other nobles away, but having Kyo entertain someone else for a few days would be very easy. I have a friend in Pyronni who would pay him so much money he could not ignore it.” Sera nodded.


      “That will work. I won’t have him distracting the prince from what I want. What about the nobles? Anything?” Her mother answered then.


      “Lord Cagun cannot be pleased about this situation. He intensely dislikes House Vashin, so I am sure we can cause both of them to disappear.” Lady Sera smiled, draining another glass of wine.


      “I will contact him in the morning.”


      Sayii, Kyo, Jhon, and Sulu ended up being the only individuals to travel to Sera’s homestead. Convincing Vance to go north this time of year would have been too difficult, so the fox hadn’t even bothered. Oddly enough, even though she governed over the city of Pyronni and all of the surrounding area, her mansion and personal lands were situated in the mountain foothills. Since the crown prince was the most honored guest, he would be given the largest of the rooms. Attached to those were normally several servants’ quarters, but on the wolfox’s request, the two nobles and Kyo Foxtrot had been housed there. Neither Sera nor the Lord and Lady were about to argue with the future monarch; they understood not ceding to his demands could ruin their own desires.


      Sayii traveled light; for the ten days he would spend here, he’d only carried one formal suit and several sets of comfortable clothes. His uncle had deemed it far too dangerous to travel over snow-covered roads, so instead they had hired a mage to teleport all four of them directly to the castle. This not only cut the total twenty days of travel out of the picture, but also made sure the four males would arrive unharmed and in good spirits. Sulu ended up being the only one disappointed about the arrangement; he didn’t get to romp around in the snow very often anymore.

    


    
      Though Sera did meet them at the front steps and greeted them warmly, it was obvious she had expected a much larger entourage. Three low-maintenance nobles and a shy vulpine performer wouldn’t take the massive army of servants she had hired, especially after all three of the high-ranking males requested not to have personal servants “for privacy’s sake”. The female knew the real reason the prince didn’t want anyone in his rooms at night, but now was not the time to mention it.


      Unpacking his many costumes for any public performances he would do this week, the vulpine jumped when arms wrapped around him from behind, grabbing on to his chest. He knew by the size it was the crown prince, but that still didn’t stop him from whimpering when the male pushed him down on the bed, grinding against his rump and nipping at his neck and ears. All the vulpine happened to be wearing at the time was a pair of loose trousers and stage gloves; he’d already given the rest of the clothes he’d worn today to servants to be washed. By the feel of things, the prince wasn’t wearing much more. Bare fur rubbed against his back, the conditioned maroon hairs fading into his own purple.


      “You know…” the wolfox whispered, lifting the fox back up and holding him against his body, “…without servants, we can do whatever we want. No one will interrupt us.” There was a certain mischievousness in his voice, like a child who suddenly realized his parents were already asleep and couldn’t witness his misdeeds.


      “But what about Jhon and Sulu? They’re in the next room.” The two felis were lovers now, and he didn’t want to create an awkward situation with the four of them. Mentioning his acceptance of the crown prince mating with Sulu would not change the situation.


      “If I ask, they won’t come in. We can fuck as long as we want.” Kyo instinctively winced at the word – most commoners even found that one offensive. With blunt claws digging into his shirt, the fox placed his paws over the other male’s own, unlatching them from his body.

    


    
      “You shouldn’t use those kinds of words. You’re a prince, and the only reason you want to be naughty is because Lady Sera is down the hall. Can’t we wait until we are back in the castle?” Even though he couldn’t see the wolfox’s face, he knew the other male was disappointed.


      “So we can’t do anything all week? Just because it happens to be in a different room?”


      “I didn’t say we couldn’t do anything, I said I don’t want to do stuff just because you don’t want to marry Sera.” The paws let go of him, the wolfox’s muzzle resting on his shoulder.


      “Fine, but I still want to cuddle naked. Don’t take that away from me.” Kyo playfully pushed off the large male, spinning around and sitting on the bed.


      “Tonight we can. For now, I want to put away all of my clothes before they wrinkle. Most of them are very expensive.” Sayii made a face, but did pick up one of the elegant costumes. Unfortunately, the one he picked was for better-paying guests back at the taverns in Pyronni. Unlike the others that covered the majority of his body, the one in the wolfox’s paws had cuts along the sides and hips, leaving little to the imagination. The fox could see the look in his lover’s eyes – the male imagining how it looked on the vulpine. He’d only worn it twice, but it consisted of strips of cloth cris-crossing his chest, short skintight pants that ended just below his groin, silk sleeves with attached gloves, and shear leggings that revealed his thighs. A client would have to pay him over three hundred gold just to wear it, it was so revealing.


      “Put it away,” the fox begged, reaching for the garment; the wolfox was far too fast. He snatched it out of the vulpine’s reach, running one of his paws over the backside of the pants and probing a finger in the hole for the performer’s tail.


      “I think I like this one,” he proclaimed, prancing around the room with it in his arms like a doll. “Why don’t you wear this one tonight?” Kyo could pick up the teasing note in the male voice but that didn’t change his own attitude.

    


    
      “It’s for….more intimate shows. I’m not wearing it outside.”


      “Then why did you bring it if you didn’t plan to wear it to dinner?”


      “I got a job offer before we left. One of the spice traders in Pyronni requested I spend three of my days there with him.” Sayii stopped dancing, looking concerned at the fox.


      “I thought this was more of a vacation for you…” He walked up to the vulpine, pressing the skimpy clothes against him. “He wanted you to wear this? Looks like he’s expecting something else.” Kyo frowned at the other male.


      “I’m not a whore, Sayii. You know that. Sure, he’ll get to look and drool, but he’s not gonna touch me. It’s one of my rules – they touch, I leave. Or were you expecting me to grind into his lap…” the vulpine began gyrating his hips, forcing the male back on to the bed. They had only been about a foot away, but now the wolfox was sitting on the edge of it, a fox twisting around in his lap. “… let him hold me…” He placed the prince’s paws on his thighs, just below his groin. “…let him touch me…” Looking like he was in the daze, the large male didn’t resist as his paws were lifted up to the performer’s sheath. Leaning down to kiss the male, Kyo felt him stiffen up, the wolfox’s paws running over his pants. “…let him play with me and mate me. Is that what you want?”


      “It’s want I want to see,” a voice said from the doorway. Kyo jumped out of the male’s lap, his hypnotism over the prince broken. He didn’t need magic to keep someone entranced.


      “Sulu,” the wolfox said, “knock next time.” The fox looked over, and indeed it was the snowcat. Giggling, the felis strutted into the room, sitting down next to Sayii and pulling Kyo into his lap. Though the vulpine protested, he stopped wiggling when the wolfox leaned over the both of them, kissing the fox on the lips. He relaxed in both of the male’s arms, feeling four paws holding him, protecting him.


      “Are you in here?” someone else called from outside the room. Kyo knew the voice of Jhon, but didn’t let it register as the two males kept him still.

    


    
      “Come on in and help us get the little fox to relax,” Sulu answered. Steps approached him, and another set of paws gripped his sides. These lifted him up bodily, rotating him around with the wolfox and putting them back in their original position before the snowcat had entered the room. The nightcat then roughly pushed the other felis down on the bed, crawling up to sit in his lap.


      “I’d prefer not to play with the fox. How about you?” Sulu gasped as the other male’s teeth locked around his throat, his strong paws gripping the snowcat’s wrists. The wolfox and fox just stared at the two, both smiling at the sudden change of power. When he let go, Kyo pointed at the white-furred male’s crotch, where his sheath had already started to bulge.


      “Looks like someone likes a few love bites,” the fox mumbled under his breath, eeping as Sayii’s lips nibbled under his chin.


      “Everyone does,” the black-furred felis remarked, standing back up to let the other cat sit back up. Once all four of them were back in a semblance of order, the fox in his lover’s lap and the two cats next to one another, the prince started explaining things.


      “Here’s how I see it. All we have to do this week is avoid Sera as much as we can and try to find out something I can use against her to stop this stupid courting. How about we use the days Kyo is in town to do snooping? All three of us can claim we just want to see the local people while we hunt for secrets. Sound good?” The two felis nodded, but only Sulu spoke. Kyo had noticed the nightcat didn’t speak much, instead letting the other cat speak for him.


      “That’ll work. That’s the day after tomorrow, right?” The fox nodded. Tonight and tomorrow would be his hiatus from the world of performance. He had been living with the Vashins for over two months now, singing for the snowcat family and anyone else that was willing to pay him. Most of the rich loved a singer, especially one as talented as Kyo. So far he had earned over five thousand gold pieces; almost enough to buy a flat in the city. Soon he wouldn’t have to rely on the kindness of nobles to provide a roof over his head.

    


    
      After a few more hours of chatting about the four of them and the recently dubbed “Sera the Evil Wench,” the four of them decided to call it a night. The midnight bell had quietly rung some time ago; they had no idea what time it was now. The two felis escaped first, one of the nightcat’s paws on the other male’s rump. Though he might not like being affectionate in public, Jhon was sweet and loving in private, kissing and nuzzling against the snowcat for no reason at all. According to Sulu’s admission that tenderness continued in the bedroom.


      Sayii and Kyo pulled off each other’s clothes, the larger male taking every opportunity to touch and caress his lover. Even if the little fox didn’t want to do anything here, the wolfox still couldn’t resist his small and cute body, his soft fur, his tender lips. Every kiss made the vulpine moan and relax further into the other male’s hold, soon nothing more than a puddle in the prince’s paws. They ended up curled up beneath the goose-feather comforter, the fox in his lover’s arms.


      Jhon and Sulu had a bit of fun before going to sleep, but they stayed quiet for the other two males. The nightcat had to bite down on the other male’s shoulder to stop from roaring as he came inside the whimpering snowcat, but it wasn’t like he minded. Sulu, like most felis, felt that bites and scratches were just part of mating. He didn’t spare his lover of marks; his claws dug into the muscular cat’s back, leaving long but shallow gashes. Curled up together, their noses pressed together and their seed-stained fur only inches apart, the two felis couldn’t think of a better paradise than right now.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 9

      Pasts


      
        
      


      The Lord and Lady of West Byridge could only think of one way to get the two noble felis out of the situation; interrupt their reverie. Both of them used to visit court twice a year – they knew the minds and personalities of every major figure permanently in the capitol. Lord Cagun, as they recalled, obsessed over the public image of his entire family. What better gift for him than, quite casually, to inform him that his youngest son was a tailraiser? For city folk, it wasn’t an issue, but for nobles it could be the end of their careers as courtesans. Lord Cagun wouldn’t have that in his home.


      Early morning, the noble came to call.


      Without making excess noise, the older nightcat made his way into the noble’s mansion. When he got the lupis’ letter, the fur all over his body seemed to stand on end. A tailraiser? In his home? How had he not known about this? The rational part of his mind told him it was because his son had been doing everything in that bastard Sulu’s home, lifting his tail for another male. There would be no more of this – he would put a stop to it. Slamming open the doors to the felis’s rooms, the noble roared in anger as he saw his son entwined with the slutty little snowcat. Both of the males were shocked awake, the young nightcat’s eyes going wide in fear.

    


    
      “Get up, you little slut!” His son seemed in shock, so he strode up to him, yanking him roughly out of the bed. Seed stained his fur; the older felis grabbed his son by the throat, shoving him against a wall. His legs started to twitch from the lack of oxygen, but Lord Cagun took no notice.


      “Who the hell do you think you are, Jhon?! Cavorting around like this, sleeping with whomever you want? I will not allow it!” He let the felis go, kicking him in the gut as he hit the ground.


      “Get up and get dressed. You’re never seeing this tailraiser again.” His son stood up, one paw on his bruised abdomen and the other on his neck.


      “I’m not going anywhere,” he rasped, determination still in his eyes. Lord Cagun swung with all his might, cracking his son across the face. The cat crumpled, spitting up blood and a few of his teeth. No one disobeyed Lord Cagun, especially in his own family.


      “Then we’ll do this your way.” The nightcat pulled off his own cloak, dropping it over his wayward son. Once the cloth settled, he picked up the smaller male bodily. As he turned to go, a nearly unconscious nightcat over his shoulder, Sulu stepped off of the bed, the sheets around him.


      “Put him down,” the snowcat ordered. Lord Cagun wouldn’t put up with this kind of talk from one of his own sons, but he didn’t have a choice with someone he couldn’t hit.


      “I don’t think so, you dirty tailraiser. You’re never touching my son again. I know your kind – just wanting someone to stick your dick in. Now you listen to me, Lord Sulu Vashin of Nue. Try and stop me from leaving with him and I’ll break your neck.”


      “Take him and I’ll break yours.” Lord Cagun felt the air become heavier, and it suddenly occurred to him the male could be a mage.


      So the standoff began. The snowcat was blocking the only exit from the room, and he wasn’t about to move. Lord Cagun had never had extended interaction with this young male, so he didn’t know how he would react to sudden movements or more threatening. The felis had let the sheet go – it would only impair his movement. Someone else had entered the room, so silently even the young snowcat didn’t hear her. Without alerting anyone, Sera placed a cloth over Sulu’s nose and mouth, smiling as the shocked male took a quick inhale of breath. Before he could raise his paws, he was already slipping into unconsciousness.

    


    
      “Take him. Sulu won’t wake up for a few hours.” Lord Cagun glared at the young female, so calm in her misdeeds.


      “What did you hit him with? I don’t want brain damage to be blamed on me.”


      “It’s chloroform, so he’ll be fine eventually. I expect to be compensated quite well for letting you do this.” The very tall nightcat nodded.


      “Don’t worry. You will be.”


      Outside the noble’s grounds, Lord Cagun threw his youngest son on to the hard earth. A grunt escaped him, but he didn’t seem strong enough to fight back with a bloodied jaw and possible broken ribs. A very concerned-looking vulpine stood nearby in the robes of someone graduated from the mage academy of Vasani. When Jhon started to shake and cough, the vulpine reached down and helped him sit up. Lord Cagun, however, was not in a tender mood.


      “Restrain him, mage.” The fox frowned and looked up at the black-furred male.


      “He’s hurt, your Lordship. I need to get him to a healer before we bring him back to your home.” Lord Cagun pulled a longsword from his back, in one movement placing it very gently against the fox’s throat.


      “You are going to cast the spell I paid you for, and nothing else, or I will slit your throat right here. I know the incantations, if not the practice, so I recommend you do not deviate.” The caster gulped, silently moving his fingers. Rope lifted from his backpack and in moments had completely restrained Jhon in a kneeling position. Blood still seeped sluggishly from between the male’s lips and from his nose, and if he wasn’t covered in a sheet and black fur they could see the very large bruise creeping across his chest.

    


    
      “Please, father, don’t do this…” A strong slap across his muzzle silenced the smaller nightcat and separated him from another tooth.


      “You had your chance to behave, Jhon, and you ruined it.” Tears were welling up in the younger male’s eyes, not lowering his gaze from his father.


      “Please don’t do this. I’ll do anything you want, just please, not this….” The mage stood behind Jhon, placing both his paws on the back of the male’s skull just below his ears. Lord Cagun kneeled and placed his paws on his son’s shoulders. It would have been a gentle gesture if the older male didn’t squeeze down and snap the nightcat’s collarbone in two places. The sound made the fox jump back for a moment before shakily placing his paws back on the felis’s head.


      “I warned you this would be your punishment should you walk down this road. This will not be a problem in a few moments.”


      Lord Cagun did not let go of his son as the mage began to work, keeping his gaze locked with the younger male as the nightcat’s eyes unfocused, the pupils completely dilating as the second part of the spell began. Jhon’s head relaxed on his shoulders as though nothing bothered him. His muzzle slackened into a completely neutral pose, the blood drops dripping with a plop on to the ground. The fox let go after a few minutes, stepping back and letting the male sink down on to the ground. The nightcat’s eyes remained unsettlingly open as he fell to his side. Lord Cagun let go of him as well.


      “I just want you to know, Lord Cagun, I will be contacting the king over this.”

    


    
      “No you won’t.” Before he could react, the noble brutally shoved his blade through the fox’s left lung, keeping his expression cold as the male tried to breathe and concentrate long enough to cast a spell. He left the blade in the male as he fell, wiping his paws off on one of his handkerchiefs. This was nothing new to keep his family in check. Three drug dealers had fallen to him personally along with a few dozen more males and females through hired help. His sons thought they ruled their own lives, but they did not understand the role of a parent in a noble family. Until they married and moved out of his home and off his lands, he ruled them more than any king could. With seven sons, sometimes his velvet gloves were iron fists.


      Once Sulu awakened, there was no calming him down. No one knew where Lord Cagun had taken his youngest son, but that would not deter the snowcat from raging. Sayii had never seen his best friend angry before, let alone to this stage of blinding furor. The felis, normally so calm, flirty, and joking could only be described as a raging beast. The wolfox had expected him to cry or seep into a depression. This was terrifying.


      Even after the snowcat departed after his lover, Sayii and Kyo had their own problems. Now there would be nothing to distract Sera and her parents from their goals; the two males didn’t know how they would cope. After today, the prince would be alone with the young female for three days. The fox had already begun his preparations for departure, making sure every costume had just the right amount of starch and wouldn’t rip as he danced. The merchant had been very specific in his requests: the first day he would sing at a banquet, the second day he would dance a private show for the merchant, and the final performance would be a little of both.


      It didn’t take him very long to get everything in order, but abandoning the wolfox for a few days seemed to be the most difficult part. The only way he could think of stopping a very public goodbye ceremony was by leaving without saying anything. He’d be back in three days anyway, so it wasn’t like the prince would never see him again. So with a servant to carry his luggage, Kyo Foxtrot left to see his most recent client.

    


    
      Getting to Pyronni only took a few hours, since the servants had a horse ready for him. He had expected it to take a lot longer, but someone had already cleared the main road from the estate to the city limits of snow. The vulpine had never worked for this particular merchant, but there were so many it didn’t surprise him. Many vulpines traveled between Vasani and Oya, bringing luxuries rare in the war-torn country across the border. This merchant probably just wanted a few quick shows before he went north.


      Thankfully, the fox wouldn’t need to find a seedy tavern to stay in, since the merchant had already provided him with very comfortable rooms in one of the most prestigious inns for his three-day stay. These rooms contained their own bathing room, changing room, reception room, and a bed large enough for six people. Hopefully the merchant hadn’t chosen such an extravagant suite for the most private of those rooms. Waiting for the merchant to arrive to take him to the banquet, someone else entered the room without knocking. Irritated, Kyo walked out of the bathing room into the reception room, preparing to tell off the servant. Instead, a completely unexpected sight greeted him.


      An older vulpine had arrived, dressed in the robes of a scholar and smiling at him. Even more petite than the performer, the fur around the male’s jaw line and ears had already started to grey. He stepped forward, gripping the purple fox’s paws with his own; Kyo noticed the other fox’s paws were rough from years of hard labor.


      “You must be Kyo Foxtrot,” he rasped, as though he had spent many years at sea.


      “Yes,” the singer dumbly answered, not exactly sure how to respond. This must be the merchant who had hired him, but he was being so…nice.

    


    
      “Are you ready to sing tonight? I know I am early, but I couldn’t wait to meet you. The crown prince has told me so much about you.” Kyo nodded again, still very dumbstruck by the approach.


      “Sayii told you about me?”


      “Oh yes, Mister Foxtrot. I am very good friends with the prince, and I even know why you are here. Sera of West Pyronni wishes to have him all to herself, and she’ll get what she wants for now. Are you ready?”

      The two vulpines didn’t actually go anywhere; the merchant had rented a room down the hall. When they entered, there was no banquet table, no food set up, and no other rich guests. He had been told this would be a banquet with over a dozen merchants – this did not bode well for the night. The fox had been in this situation before. Someone would entice him with the promise of an audience and then try to seduce him. As though reading his mind, the merchant placed a paw on his shoulder.


      “I’m sorry the other guests cancelled, but I still want you to sing for me.” He sat down at a much smaller table, carried in by a few servants. They set up two place settings, lighting candles and bringing in the appetizers. The older vulpine placed his paws on the table, smiling benignly.


      “Go ahead and sing whatever you want.” So Kyo started singing a traditional Oyan ballad, surprised when two of the servants started playing a violin and a cello. The number took about five minutes, and when he was finished, the other vulpine motioned at him to sit down.


      “Go ahead and get something to eat. Another song can wait.” Even though he normally wouldn’t, the food seemed light enough to not interfere with his performance. Picking up his fork, he suddenly realized why he was the only one here. He wouldn’t eat right now: he needed to confirm his suspicions.


      “There weren’t ever other guests, were there?” The merchant set down his utensils. Looking up, he seemed much older than only a few minutes before.

    


    
      “No, there weren’t, Mister Foxtrot.”


      “Then why did you pay an exuberant amount of gold to invite me here if it isn’t for yours or anyone else’s entertainment?” Now Kyo stood up, angered by the deception. He was no marionette, to be pulled any which way someone wanted.


      “I’m dying, Kyo.” That stopped the performer in his tracks, deflating all anger he had possessed like so many air bladders. Sitting back down, he realized the servants were still playing a soothing tune.


      “I’m over seven hundred years old, young one, and my body cannot take the rigors of travel any longer. I saw you many years ago, when you were still a child in your family’s caravan. You have the most beautiful voice I have ever heard, and the memory of it has never left me. Even if you are purple and much more flamboyant than before, I recognized the noble’s explanation of you. When Lady Sera asked me to distract you for a few days, I could not believe my luck to find you again after all these years. Now, if you don’t mind, sing again for me. It’s all I want. You won’t be here for three days – only tonight.” The noble leaned back in his chair, pouring himself a glass of wine. “If you wouldn’t mind, sing “True Passing”, if you remember it.”


      The fox did indeed remember the song, but it didn’t seem like a very appropriate song. Normally it was sung at funerals, and then only for dignitaries or religious leaders. Every performer learned it, just in case the families of their clients asked for an appropriate eulogy. It was also in the vulpine language, so it had a haunting quality most songs in Common didn’t possess.


      “Are you sure you want that one?” he asked, having never performed it before. It wouldn’t sound as good as something he’d practiced over and over. The other male closed his eyes, downing the glass of wine in a single swig and relaxing.


      “More than any other.” So Kyo sang. He knew the words, translating them in his head as the unfamiliar notes poured from his muzzle:

    


    
      Someone waits for you,


      Beyond the veil of death.


      Someone who knows your sins


      But knows how good you truly are


      May you never feel pain again,


      Or feel the loss of someone you love


      For they will meet you in true passing


      Though we shall mourn you,


      We know others watch over you now


      Though we cry for your passing,


      We know smiles are all you want to see.


      May you never shed a tear for us,


      As you watch us live and die


      For we will meet you in true passing


      Though your mortal life had ended,


      Forever will you watch over us.


      And we shall call to you in the afterlife,


      When we meet you there.


      All of us shall meet again and embrace,


      Together for all eternity


      For all of us shall meet in true passing


      As the fox opened his eyes, he looked over at his client. The male’s eyes were still closed and his body limp, the wine glass empty in his paw. Walking over, the distinct smell of almonds reached his nose, emanating from both the empty glass and the elderly vulpine’s muzzle. Kyo knew that scent, and for once it didn’t surprise him: cyanide. Rather than waiting for death to come to him, the merchant had decided to end it prematurely, listening to the voice he had treasured for so many years. Kyo had left his parents a long time ago; this male had waited that long to hear him again. It had been the last thing he ever heard.

    


    
      Walking out of the male’s quarters, Kyo couldn’t stop the tears from flowing. He had known the male for less than an hour, but still it hurt him to see such a nice person take his own life. Even if he had known, there was nothing he could do about it; he wouldn’t have been able to get a cleric there to cleanse the poison fast enough. It was obvious the servants had known about it as well, since they hadn’t offered the purple vulpine a drink. What was he supposed to do now? As the servants returned, he stopped one of them.


      “What was his name?” The servant seemed confused, but soon nodded.


      “Eshano Fairweather, Mister Foxtrot. Now if you’ll excuse me, we need to make sure the master’s belongings get to who he desires.” The vulpine closed his eyes, sinking down to lean against the hallway wall. The old merchant, so nice and gracious, had been his grandfather, and his last living relative. He hadn’t seen this male in over thirty years, and the old male had known Kyo wouldn’t recognize him. His people lived hundreds of years; the fox himself had already lived over a century. He would have to spend the next few days mourning his grandfather’s passing instead of going directly back to Sayii. Now the only person who tied him to this world was the wolfox, the male he loved.


      On the night before the vulpine’s arrival back the mansion, Sera decided to play her most valuable bargaining chip. She and the crown prince had been eating dinner for over an hour now, the wolfox avoiding all conversation and only answering direct questions with a “yes” or “no”. They would be no more avoiding this situation or trying to scheme his way out of marriage. The female lupis had the greatest piece of information her questioning about the performer could have uncovered.


      “You’re going to propose to me as soon as we return to court,” she called out, getting the attention of a servant in the shadows who had been waiting for his cue. The male handed a large stack of papers to the female, backing up again as she nodded. Sayii laughed out loud, standing up quickly and pushing his plate forward.

    


    
      “Good luck with that, bitch.” Sera smiled, holding up the papers.


      “I don’t think you understand just what I can make you do,” she continued, flicking between the thick pieces parchment and mumbling idly.


      “Try me.” Now she had him.


      “Did your little tailraiser tell you where he came from?”


      “Oya. That’s nothing new.”


      “Not the country, stupid, the part of country. His parents were wandering performers, traveling all over the country to sing and dance for anyone that would pay them. Kyo Foxtrot isn’t even his real name – he was born Kyomdi Fairweather. He changed it when a bartender hired him to be the premiere performer for the Foxtrot tavern in Pyronni. How much of that has he told you?” Sayii, admittedly, hadn’t known any of that, but he wasn’t about to tell the lupis that. Kyo would tell him these things when he was comfortable doing so, not when someone else demanded the information.


      “Most performers have a different stage name, Sera. You obviously aren’t familiar with the lives of commoners.” She growled, but the smile didn’t leave her face.


      “And do you know what other occupation has to change their name?” The wolfox shrugged; there wasn’t anything she could do to him.


      “Assassins. They have to change their name to protect their families and friends. Who’s to say your little toy isn’t just trying to establish himself in the castle in order to kill you and King Silverway?” She had him; Sera could see the realization of what she had said dawning over his face and the rage filling him. He slammed his fists down on the table, screaming at the top of his lungs.

    


    
      “You wouldn’t dare…” She cut him off, waving for servants to take the meal away. There would be no more persuasion now – only force.


      “I would. Propose to me in front of the entire court, or I will inform the royal guard that Kyomdi Fairweather is an assassin sent by a noble house in Oya to execute the royal family. With the evidence I have, it will be very easy to convince them of my ‘suspicions’. I don’t personally care if you keep lifting your tail for him after we’re married, but I will be crown princess before Midwinter. Your choice, Sayii: propose to me, or your little fox dies on Traitor’s Hill. Kyo will be back tomorrow. Make your choice by then.”


      The vulpine returned to the mansion depressed, still not entirely sure about the repercussions of his grandfather’s death. His parents had died some years earlier; that didn’t really bother him anymore. Now he was the only member of the Fairweather clan still alive, and he hadn’t acknowledged his association with the traveling troupe for over a decade. There would be no more Fairweathers, since Kyo had no sisters and doubted he would ever impregnate a female. Worse, the only person who would mourn his death was a crown prince, destined to eventually give him up for an ovulating bride.


      Without greeting the servants like he normally did, the fox walked all the way to his quarters without noticing what was going on around him. If he had been in his normal state of mind, he would have seen how every servant looked at him sidelong with worried glances. They knew what he did not – what had transpired the night before. No one warned him of the events, though, since as a whole they figured someone else would tell him. As he put out a paw to open the door to his rooms, someone else grabbed his wrist, twisting him away from the entrance.

    


    
      “I have you, little slut.” Sera’s claws dug into the soft parts of his wrist, making him yelp in pain. Twisting out of the hold, his body reacted faster than his mind could control it. Dropping down to the floor, the vulpine unfurled a leg, kicking out to trip up the female. She moved faster than he had expected, though, jumping back before he could make her tumble to the ground.


      “You can hop around all you want, whore, but I’ve still won. Sayii is going to marry me, and there’s nothing you can do about it. Enjoy him now – you won’t be in his bed much longer.” Laughing as loud as she could, the eerie notes bouncing off of the stone walls, she strutted down the hall, her paws held high in victory. Could she be telling the truth? He slipped into his rooms, taking the connecting door to the crown prince’s ones without knocking. The male happened to be sitting on the end of the bed, nude except for a loincloth with his muzzle in his paws.


      “Are you alright?” the fox whispered, immediately walking over to his lover and lifting him up. The wolfox looked like he’d been awake for days, large bags under his eyes and the orbs devoid of the normal sparkle that filled them.


      “No,” he whispered, nuzzling up against the fox’s chest. “She won. She beat me. I don’t know what we can do now.” The performer sat down in the other male’s lap, kissing the sides of his muzzle. It didn’t seem to help, since the wolfox actually pulled away from him, looking more depressed from before.


      “What does she have?” The crown prince didn’t seem able to answer, since he just pressed his nose into the fox’s chest.


      “You. She has you, wrapped around her manipulating fingers. She just has to say one word and you’ll…” Kyo kissed him, holding him as firmly as he could. The male didn’t have to finish the sentence; he knew the left-out word. No noble would pull them apart, even one with cards to play. If anything, the fox would fix it.


      “Don’t worry about her. When we get back to the palace, I’ll find a way to make her give up.” The wolfox shook his muzzle, kissing the fox softly on his collarbone.

    


    
      “I don’t think you’ll be able to. She’s too determined to be my bride. We might just have to deal with her. She’ll have her cards forever; I’ll have to do whatever she says for years. I just…can’t think of any way out of this.”


      “Let me deal with it, Sayii. I know one way to stop her from marrying you.” For a split second, the prince looked hopeful, but the glow faded almost as fast as it had come.


      “She’s probably thought about it. What’s your idea?” The vulpine kissed him again, as tenderly as he could. The wolfox seemed to melt down on to the bed, the tension finally leaving his body.


      “I’ll make it a surprise. Stop worrying about it and try to relax. I’ll have to escape from her first thing in the morning, but I think I can fix it.” He pulled off the male’s loincloth, rolling him down the bed so he could get the sheets over the prince. Even if the wolfox didn’t believe him, there was one way to stop the female lupis from ever gaining the prince’s position for his forced proposal. Once he got back, the fox would stop that bitch.


      Though anger blinded Sulu when he had first awakened, cold calculation filled his soul after leaving the mansion. Nothing would stop him from saving the nightcat from his evil father, whether it be mountains, rivers, or nobility. Without anyone to stop him, the felis left the mansion within an hour of reawakening. He knew the lady of the house had assisted in his slumber, but without any proof, there would be no prosecution. It would be up to him to find where the lord had taken Jhon. Knowing the stuffy male, the nightcat was probably in some remote location, away from prying eyes and lovers. Lucky for him, he knew how scrying worked. The process required something intimately connecting him to his lover – the seed-soaked sheets from the night before. It might not be the first choice for divining material, but it would have to work.


      Stopping in an open field a few miles outside of the mansion grounds, the snowcat set down the sheets. None of the ancient noble families possessed any form of magic – the Vashins weren’t one of them. Concentrating, the felis felt the magic flow out of his body in huge waves, surrounding him. To anyone nearby, a snowstorm seemed to suddenly appear around him. Contrary to his appearance, his was not the magic of ice or snow; his was the power of winds, both weak and powerful. As the wisps around him reached gale-force, twisting the sheets in the middle of the vortex, the male shouted over the wind:

    


    
      Here me, gods of wind


      Take these traces and find the source


      I, Sulu Vashin, Controller of the Mountain Winds, call upon thee


      Find him and bring me to him!


      Snow shrouded his vision, lifting him into the sky. Cold had never bothered him, and as he gained altitude, neither did the thinning air. The snowcat tribe normally prowled the highest reaches of the mountains, and only the ones with snow year-around. It was why the other tribes had hired them in the past for exploration, and why they now could survive just about anywhere. Wherever Lord Cagun had hidden his son, Sulu’s powerful magic would find him. Teachers had told him when he was young “magic is ten percent flash and ninety percent determination”; it that was true, then nothing could stop him.


      Looking down, Sulu parted a bit of his snowy camouflage to see in what direction he was headed. Only an hour ago, he had been at the northernmost point in the country of Vasani. Judging by his speed, his distance from the ground, and the position of the sun, the snowcat could guess he had already traversed half the country in less than an hour. His father didn’t like him traveling like this – it attracted a lot of attention from every mage within a hundred miles. If they owned scrying crystals or mirrors, he might as well be a huge magical comet blazing through the sky.


      When the winds cleared, the snowcat slammed down on the ground, bracing on one knee to steady his landing and lessen the impact on his numbed joints. Even without feeling the cold, his body knew how cold it was. Standing up, he heard – and felt – his hips pop, but he ignored them for now. He was somewhere in the western mountains, judging by how much snow was here. The northern mountains may have had over two feet of snow by now, but these had over six. If he hadn’t landed on a rocky outcropping, the felis probably would have had to dig through drifts to escape.

    


    
      Directly in front of the cat loomed his destination: a very large and imposing black marble building. By the looks of it, it was one of the isolated jackal monasteries. Why one was so far south didn’t concern him – most were far to the northeast in Juva – but what did was what his magic seemed to be telling him. Jhon was in that building, somewhere near the center. Now there were just a few hundred jackal clerics to deal with. If he was lucky, they’d be pacifists. He needed to be nice about this. He didn’t want to fight them if he didn’t have to. Walking up the front of the building he used his magic to open the doors to the entrance hall. Normally the massive stone doors took ropes, pulleys, and a dozen strong males to open. He didn’t need that. Several dozens jackals in thick robes turned to stare at him as he walked in.


      “I need to talk to someone in charge,” he called out, flicking his wrists to close the doors; the mountain air was very harsh this time of year. One of the younger males rushed off down a corridor, his bare feet echoing through the silent building. Very few of them had probably ever seen something like that. The snow Sulu had tracked into the room was rapidly melting, leaving very large puddles of water on the ground. An older male jackal came around the corner; the snowcat remembered monasteries were sexually segregated to help curb the “mating urges”.


      “How can I help you, little felis?” The snowcat might have been fairly tall, but the elder jackal had nearly a foot on him.


      “I’m here to retrieve Jhon Cagun of Eldere. His father brought him here against his will, and he needs to be brought back home.” The canine nodded understanding, but not agreement.

    


    
      “He is here, snowcat, but I am afraid I cannot give him to you. His mind has been damaged by some sort of spell, and we are still trying to figure out what and how. His father brought him here only hours ago…how did you get here so quickly?” One of the other males stood on his toes, whispering in the older male’s ear. After a few key exchanges, the leader nodded appreciatively.


      “Wind mages are very rare, little one, but I still cannot surrender him to you.” Sulu narrowed his eyes, scowling at the jackals. Though he had expected such a response, it did make the suppressed anger in him begin to rise.


      “Did Lord Cagun tell you his ‘problem”? Jhon is in love with another male and his father does not approve, so he sent him here to stop him. Will you still hold him now?” Much to his surprise, the jackal reached out, taking a hold of his paws and looking quite accepting.


      “I understand now, little felis. It is difficult to lose someone you care about, but it is not up to you whether he remains here. It is up to his father, and me. And to be honest, if it what you say it is, he will be released from here in a few days. We will also inform our central chapel of his father’s actions. However, there is nothing you can do now.”


      “Please leave my temple.”


      His couldn’t control his anger any longer. With each word of dismissal the jackal had only driven the fire of rage to a more intense level. Sulu roared – everyone within ten feet flew back a few yards. The elder cleric ended up being the only one still on his feet.


      “Do not start something, felis, or I will end it!” The words fell on deaf ears. The snowcat twisted his whole body, forming a twister around him. Chunks of stone ripped from the floor, forming a shield of deadly shrapnel. The clerics would not have time to cast their spells. He could hear prayers being recited; he kicked out, sending a lash of tiles dissolved into sand out at the offending jackal. That male crumpled as most of the other others ran for cover. Within moments only the head cleric and Sulu remained.

    


    
      “Give me Jhon or I’ll tear this temple apart looking for him!” The cleric started to pray, pulling a composite longbow from his back. The arrows from that weapon, if amplified by holy magic, could pierce the snowcat’s whirlwind of stone, dust and water. He fired – the arrow grazed the male’s side. Sulu snapped his arm back and forth as though he were slapping someone close to him; black marble flew at the cleric from all directions. The canine’s magic might have been powerful, but his body couldn’t take this kind of punishment. As he faltered, Sulu twisted a wind around the priest and lifted him into the vortex. Lifting one of his paws, he levitated one particularly razor-sharp piece of stone up to the male’s throat.


      “Directions. Now.” The jackal pointed down a hallway, the fear of death in his eyes. His god may have been one of the afterlife, but that didn’t mean he wanted to die so soon. Sulu let him fall, pulling the tornado closer so he could enter the hall without destroying it. Jackals scattered as he approached, one of them even opening the door to the next room so he wouldn’t tear it off the hinges.


      On a bare mattress, tied down and very obviously drugged, lay Jhon. The nightcat looked like he hadn’t slept since his disappearance; his eyes were unfocused and bloodshot. Every few seconds his legs and arms twitched, but it seemed he didn’t know what was going on. The winds around Sulu dropped immediately as the snowcat rushed up, untying the restraints on his wrists, ankles, waist, and forehead. Even as the leather came undone, the nightcat didn’t seem capable to respond.


      “Don’t worry,” he whispered, pulling the felis against his spotted chest, feeling his heartbeat, savoring the pulse in his temple. No one would take them apart again. Petting his head, he tried to think of what to do next. His escape from this situation had not been planned.

    


    
      “Here,” someone said behind him. The male twisted around, already pulling winds around him before he saw it was the lead cleric, holding a small bottle. “This will take him out of his stupor. Just don’t destroy anything else.” Without hesitating the snowcat snatched it, popping the cork and pouring it down the nightcat’s throat, holding his nostrils shut so he would instinctively swallow. It took a few minutes of gentle petting and encouragements, but soon his eyes focused and he blinked.


      “Where are we?” He whispered, his voice still raspy from his father’s strikes. Sulu pressed his nose against the male’s forehead, not letting his hold weaken in the least.


      “We’re about to be home. I need you to hold on to me and close your eyes, just for a little bit.” The nightcat nodded absentmindedly, as though completely trusting, pressing himself against the other noble. Jhon might have been slightly taller and more muscular than the other male, but right now he was the one that needed to be protected. With a deep breath, Sulu dove deep down into his magic, into the most powerful of his gifts. He felt his body fade away, Jhon carried up in his magic.


      To everyone at court, it appeared as though a small whirlwind manifested in the middle of the throne room. Guards ran forward; the king stood up from his throne. He had been holding an audience with the entire Cagun family, along with the courtesans who wished to hear his news. So far, he had been lamenting over the sudden psychological breakdown of his youngest son, Jhon. According to the noble, his son had been sent away for treatment and would not return for several months. The nightcat’s elaboration had been interrupted by the miniature tornado. As Sulu appeared, clutching a dark form against his chest, everyone became eerily quiet.


      The snowcat stood up, the winds dissipating yet still lingering in small wisps around his body. He helped his lover to stand, catching him as his cramped legs buckled under the weight. No one moved – the sudden appearance of two young nobles, let alone the one so casually dismissed as insane only minutes ago seemed to dumbfound everyone present. Sulu braced one of his paws under the other male’s arms, helping him stand up. Even now, they contrasted each other perfectly, the snowcat in cold-weather gear and the nightcat in nothing but a loincloth. Taking a deep breath, Sulu stared at Jhon’s father. A village idiot could figure out what was going on at the moment, and Sulu was quite a bit more intelligent than that.

    


    
      “Your Majesty, Lord Cagun is filling your head with lie after lie. He is ashamed of his son for loving another male. He tried to lock up his son in a monastery to stop him from loving me. I rescued him, but I need your intervention to stop him from doing it again.” Still no one reacted, except the king. He leaned forward, locking his gaze on the noble as well.


      “Your response, Lord Cagun?” Though it took a moment for the nightcat to pick his jaw up off of the floor, he regained composure fairly quickly.


      “Who are you more likely to believe, Your Majesty? This young male or an adult you have known for the better part of four decades?” The monarch smiled, clasping his paws together.


      “To be honest, Lord Cagun, I am much more likely to believe Sulu, since he has never beaten his own children over their life choices.” The nightcat huffed, ignoring the worried whispers erupting all around the room.


      “That is unfortunate, Your Majesty, but I must say it is not within even your power to influence how I treat my children. So if you will excuse me, I will remove Jhon from this court and return him to the monastery where I left him.” The male took a step forward, reaching his paws out for his still-woozy son. Five of his other sons stepped forward, the looks on their faces showing they would stop their father from actually destroying the life of one of their own. Being disowned didn’t matter now; their beloved little brother was about to be kidnapped again. Luckily for their inheritances, the one snowcat present reached him first.

    


    
      Sulu swung and broke Lord Cagun’s jaw.


      As the noble crumpled to the floor, Sulu looked down at Jhon. Rather than appearing relieved, shocked, scared, or worried, he appeared only the slightest bit concerned. When his gaze met the white-furred felis and the nightcat spoke, Sulu felt something break inside him.


      “Who are you?”


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 10

      Plans


      
        
      


      Having been abandoned by Lady Sera’s servants, Kyo needed to find a new way to get back to the capitol. Luckily the road still remained clear to Pyronni, so he could make it to the border city and find a mage to transport him. The purple vulpine, on top of being in quite a hurry to return to his new home, could no longer walk around the border city without fans crowding around him. The news of his performances during the Fall Festival and afterwards for so many nobles made him much more of a celebrity then when he’d been dancing and singing in bars.


      After pushing through the throngs, he found the mage he remembered hiring a few months ago during a fashion emergency. One of his prized suits had caught in a trunk and in his frustration had yanked it out and ripped the top in half. Without the time to hire a tailor to fix it before a big show, he went to a mage with the garment and a handful of gold pieces. It took the caster only a few seconds to re-stitch the silk shirt. Now Kyo hoped he would be willing to teleport the male where he needed to go. Bells went off somewhere deep inside the mage’s store as Kyo stepped in; they made him jump. Those weren’t there the last time he’d been here. A vulpine poked his out from behind a wall that separated the male’s workshop from his store.

    


    
      “What do you need, Mister Foxtrot?” It didn’t really surprise him that the mage remembered his name – he was the only purple fox in the country after all.


      “Can you teleport me near Eldere?” The russet-colored fox tilted his muzzle, thinking.


      “I might be able to. Where near the city?” Now Kyo smiled. His plan required a little luck, but for now he just had to get back halfway across the country.


      “To the forest outside the capitol. I can pay a lot if I have to.”


      “You’ll need to pay me to come back here, too. Is that fine?” Even while they were talking, the fox was picking up scrolls and reagents to cast the spell. Kyo might not be a mage, but he knew what certain components were used for. If someone grew up in Oya, magic almost came as a second nature. Just because he possessed no natural talent did not mean he was completely ignorant of the procedures. When the mage started rolling up his sleeves, the purple vulpine untied a small satchel of gold from his belt.


      “We need to hurry if we can, sir. I have a lot to do what I get there.” The other fox nodded, pointing at a staff leaning against the wall next to the door. It floated to him, hovering about three feet from his body. The mage held out his paw, so the purple-furred male deposited the money bag into it.


      “Then come out into the street, Mister Foxtrot. I cannot teleport you from inside my shop.”


      As they walked outside, the purple fox noticed many of his fans had crammed up against the windows to see him inside the shop. Trying to ignore the giddy feeling rising up in his soul, he silently followed one step behind the mage. If he could pull this off, then he just might be able to save Sayii from his unwelcome marriage and hopefully be able to stay with him after everything cooled down. The mage started moving around, clearing a circle of about ten feet in all directions of passerby and fans.

    


    
      “Ready, Mister Foxtrot?” Kyo nodded, taking the other male’s paws. It only took a few moments to disappear to a myriad of gasps and exclamations. Travel took only a second or two, but during that time it felt like the fox was being squeezed from all sides. Just when it would be considered painful, trees appeared on all sides on them. The temperature also rose drastically from below freezing to a pleasant chill. How could it be even warmer here than at the palace?


      “Have fun, Mister Foxtrot.” In a wink the other vulpine disappeared with his money, leaving Kyo alone in the Royal Forest. Luckily the mage had been from Oya, since he did not know it was technically illegal to transport anyone here by magical means without express permission from the king. Oh well, he thought. Unless he told someone the mage’s name, the assumption would be he wandered in here from the city. Now it was time to start his plan. Walking through the forest, he scanned the trees for signs of the more supernatural residents of the area.


      It took him over an hour to find anything different. Every tree looked the same and even rocks jutting from the ground were covered in a moss the same shade as the grass. Somehow his steps made no sound, nor did he leave bootprints in the grass when he looked back to check. Why didn’t it occur to him a forest full of fantastic creatures would be enchanted to stop him from easily becoming orientated? As an experiment he pulled a tiny dagger form his boot and kneeled, cutting a few blades of grass and staring intently. Even before the sliced blades hit the ground, the sheared plants had already re-grown their lost parts. He suspected the same thing would occur on the trees, so there was really no way he could mark his path.


      Another few hours and the sun moved further west, leaving the vulpine in the deep shadows of the trees. Since starting his walkabout, other than trees and grass, Kyo had not seen a single living thing. Sure, a few shadows played tricks on him every now and then, but his eyes never focused on anything solid. The feeling of someone following him kept nagging at his mind. Did guards patrol the forest? If they did, whoever it was did not even reward him with a glance no matter how quickly he whipped around. Another hour of that feeling pulling at his mind and he just decided to take a chance.

    


    
      “Whoever you are, just come out. I know you’re there, and I’m not leaving until I find what I need.” Rather than hearing steps or a voice from behind him, a tall figure casually strode out from between two trees.


      If not for the green silk poet’s shirt, breeches, and multiple money pouches on his belt, Kyo would have thought the male lupis a beggar. His fur all stood out at odd angles, untrimmed, giving his muzzle a feral look. The fur on his head stood almost straight up with leaves unnoticed in the tangles. His claws were cut short and clean, which did allow the vulpine to relax a bit. It took a very mad male to stop clipping his nails. As he approached Kyo noticed a slight smirk on his muzzle and a glint in his eyes not unlike when Sayii was happy about something.


      “You are Kyo Foxtrot, are you not?” Did everyone in this country know who he was, or only a select few he kept running into?


      “Yes, sir.” The male’s smirk expanded a bit, looking uncannily like the crown prince.


      “So, why are you in the Royal Forest, Mister Kyo Foxtrot, near the sacred glades, and causing most of the druids to hold a gathering on whether or not they will kill you?” The fox stiffened, but soon felt irritated when the lupis chuckled.


      “Don’t worry about it so much. They tend to agree not to interfere in the ‘natural way’, which in this case would be for something in the forest to kill you, not them. Now, little vulpine…” He clapped his paws together, looking excited. “…what are you looking for in one of the most secure areas in the world?” It felt strange being around this male, as though he could trust him without really getting to know him. In any case, having assistance could help him reach his goal a bit quicker.

    


    
      “I need a foolproof way to prove Lady Sera is a wicked person and stop her from advancing to the crown of Vasani. The only way I can think of is, well…” The wolf looked intrigued, but waited for him to continue.


      “…I want to convince a unicorn to come to court with me.” The lupis gave a hearty chuckle, but did not completely burst out laughing or scoff at his idea. He actually looked a little intrigued.


      “Well, you could do that, but there is a slight issue.”


      “What’s that?”


      “Only a truly innocent person can touch a unicorn, Kyo Foxtrot. You are here in hopes of stopping a rival to your lover, no matter how well you cover that idea in a caramel layer of true caring and concern. Why don’t we go find someone who can touch them?” Kyo nodded absentmindedly. Who did he know that was pure enough to touch a unicorn?


      “Why don’t I find someone who would be willing to help? I’ll be right back.” Taking a step back, he walked into a tree. Rather than bumping his back against the bark, the lupis melted into the plant without a sound. That somewhat proved it – he was either a life mage or a druid. From what the vulpine remembered from his childhood education, only those types of spellcasters could use plants to transport themselves across long distances.


      The performer loitered for about half an hour before a popping sound echoed through the forest around him. A moment later the same wolf from earlier strode into the male’s line of sight, one of his paws on a younger female’s shoulder.


      “I think she’ll do.” His smile had not disappeared, and now that Kyo noticed who the female was, he nearly jumped out of his fur. The other individual the male held on to was Princess Mina, the second in line to the Vasani throne. She stood tall for his age, but the vulpine still had a few inches on her. Whenever she reached adulthood she would be at least six inches taller than him, though. He would guess now she was no more than ten years old.

    


    
      “Hi, Kyo.” She’d only spoken to him a few times, but he could bet she would be able to help them.


      “One more thing,” the wolf commented, reaching into one of the satchels on his belt and pulling out a red stone the size of the fox’s fist. He only had a second to look at it before the lupis held it out to him.


      “Whatever you have to say to the king, Lady Sera, or Sayii, keep this in your paws as you are doing it. None of them will be able to question you.” He took the stone, more out of curiosity than any actual faith or expectation. It felt warm against his skin, and as far as he could tell rolling it around in his paws it possessed no flaws.


      “What is it?” The male smirked, one of his fangs hanging over his lower lip.


      “A gift from me to you, little courtesan of the crown prince. Good luck. I hope to see you again soon.” He walked up, leaned down, and kissed the purple vulpine on the top of the head.


      “Do what you think is right, little fox. I want you to be successful. Sayii is already at the castle – mages went to recall him back here for an urgent message. He will go back for Lady Sera later today, and then you should make your entrance.”


      Listening to the knock echoing through the knight’s home, Vance felt no nervousness at all. He was here for a very specific reason, and needed to let Sir Knight Theo Smithy understand exactly what he planned to do. A very large percentage of traditions did not matter to him. This one did. He heard the lock click open and smiled as the muscular male appeared before him, dressed in a pair of trousers. Even after a dozen or so meetings, the bear still felt slightly like he should let the other male be in charge.

    


    
      “She’s not here, Vance. I think she’ll be back sometime near dusk.” The bruin nodded very formally, probably causing the handsome male to suspect something.


      “I’m not here for her, Theo. I need to talk to you in private.” Looking somewhat confused, the lupis still stepped aside and let Vance inside his home. Looking up, the male noticed two female lupis leaning against the second-floor railing wrapped in a sheet apiece. Apparently the bear had interrupted something very time-consuming.


      “Go back to bed, lasses. I’ll be there in a bit.” They strode together into a comfortable sitting room, each taking an armchair. A bottle of some dark alcohol already sat, uncorked, with three glasses halfway empty. The wolf took a moment to drain the remnants from two down his throat before refilling the two empty glasses almost to the brim.


      “Cheers.” Nothing like liquid courage. Vance downed the entire first glass in one gulp, resisting the urge to cough as the booze warmed his entire being. It took a strange alcohol for him not to recognize it. Even at his size, whatever this stuff was could probably knock him out after a few drinks.


      “So what did you need to talk about?” The bartender emptied a second glass before taking a deep breath. He didn’t need to dance around this subject, and he expected the other male would appreciate him being frank.


      “I want to marry your daughter, Theo.”


      The knight set his glass down, his attention obviously turned inward. Vance took a moment to let the wolf think, pouring himself another glass of what he guessed was some sort of scotch. Before it reached his lips the wolf had already finished his current glass and started to pour another. On the third drained glass the lupis looked at him very strangely.


      “Do you want her for her money?” Vance chuckled – it couldn’t be further from the truth.


      “If I understand how a knight’s fortune works, I probably have ten times the fortune she does. You might have more money than I do, but someone told me that when you die, most of your stuff goes back to the crown, right?” The lupis nodded without speaking, probably still in a bit of shock from his first statement.

    


    
      “Normally I wouldn’t be askin’ ya for your permission, but I need to know in advance whether or not some very bad things’ll happen or if you’re gonna hurt me or Jeanne over this.” Theo looked very concerned all of a sudden.


      “Why the hells would I?” Vance settled down into the chair a bit more, stretching out and relaxing as much as he could. He knew he’d have to tell this story at some point, and he really did not want to share it with Jeanne.


      “Do you have a little while? It’ll take me a bit to explain the whole reason why.” He nodded, standing up and popping his back.


      “Lemme tell the lasses I won’t be back up right now.” He was gone for only a few minutes, walking back into the sitting room with the two female lupis looking irritated, clothes hastily pulled on and walking out the front door together. Vance could hear hushed, irritated-sounding conversation, but he could guess why. This was a serious discussion, and having bed partners waiting upstairs would only distract the knight.


      “Sorry, Vance, they don’t take kindly to being kicked out.”


      “This shouldn’t take too long, I promise.” He began steeling himself and closing off the parts of his soul that would cause him pain to explain everything.


      “Go ahead whenever you’re ready, mister bartender.” The bear took a deep breath. No time like the present.


      “You need to understand, Theo, I’ve gotten through a lot of shit. Some of it was tough, and some of it made me think I couldn’t ever find someone in this life that made me happy. Jeanne makes me happy in a way I don’t think I’ve felt in a long while. You need to know I’m not gonna tell Jeanne what I’m about to tell you. I don’t want her to know how hard it’s been for me.” Theo nodded, but did not speak.

    


    
      “I used to live in Oya, near the mage academy. It was a good place for a blacksmith. My pop forged armor for vulpines, just like his pop, and just like I thought I would for my whole life. It’s very good money, since it has to be very light and flexible for the spellcasters. Now, almost everyone there was either married or only looking for another fox mage to settle down with. I knew I’d see another bruin some day, just like my pop met my ma. Sure, there were a few sweet little things there – daughters of teachers, older mages, some lasses, that sort of thing. I didn’t really expect any of ‘em to give me a second glance.” He sighed, trying very hard to separate his tale from his emotions. This part would be difficult.


      “One of my main commissioners ordered dozens of chainmail shirts and leggings at a time. He was the local noble, nothin’ big or special at the time. Now that I look back, I realize he wasn’t breaking or damaging those really nice armor sets – he was stockpiling before the civil war began so he could make a safe investment in mage platoons. His family always came with ‘im, and he stayed at the local governor’s mansion for at least a week or two so he could watch me work. He only had one grown daughter, Lain, and he hid her from the public, except when he came to me.”


      “Why?” A look from the bear made the knight realize not to interrupt again.


      “She’s been blind since birth – some sort of defect the healers couldn’t fix. Other than needing a servant to walk around with her, she didn’t act like anything was wrong. She always smiled, always paid attention when I talked to her, and laughed openly when she thought something was funny. That might not sound like a big deal, but it is in Oya. The vulpines don’t show feelings in public, especially around others of their kind.”


      “I thought she was sweet, but every time she tried to talk to me, her father interrupted her and threatened to send her home. To him, I was just a client. To her, I was an adventure. When he became distracted by orders or my apprentices, she’d always chat with me and giggle when I sounded flustered. It’s not often a female’s actually interested in me for more than an hour.” Theo looked confused for a moment before it dawned on him what carnal activities the rotund male was talking about.

    


    
      “Well, after a couple of visits, she mentioned she wanted to spend more time with me outside the smith. Her father would have none of that, since he figured I only wanted her because she was blind. He apparently figured that about any male who talked to her, especially one he harassed about their weight every time they met outside the smith.” Vance almost growled at the last line, but went back to his completely neutral tone almost as quickly as the growl appeared.


      “It took a lot of talkin’ and negotiatin’, but she convinced a servant to bring her to my home after dusk one night. I shouldn’t’ve let her in, but when she appeared in front of my house with a very scared servant behind her, I couldn’t say no. I walked her to the kitchen, set her in a chair, and gave her some of the stew I’d made. The servant wouldn’t eat, and asked to wait outside. When she asked, Lain said go could go home and come back for her later. I didn’t know at the time, since I don’t speak the vulpine language real well, but apparently she actually told her to come back in the morning.”


      “We talked for a long time, and when I noticed how late it was I asked if she wanted me to bring her back home. I figured the servant had given up and gone to a pub. She smiled, stood up, and walked over until she was right next to me. She told me how sweet she thought I was, and just how much she wanted to spend time with me. I told her she was a noble, and shouldn’t be so up-front, but instead she kissed me. Other stuff happened that night, but let me leave it at the servant came back in the mornin’ to her feeling a lot less serious.” Now that the story had started to progress, Vance’s country accent really started to re-enter his speech.


      “We started meetin’ at my house every time her pop came to the city. She liked that I didn’t think she needed protectin’, and I liked that how big I was didn’t bother her none. She said since she had to touch me to get to know what I looked like, and since there was more to touch, there was more to know.”

    


    
      “It took over a year for me to decide on marryin’ her. The second she told me she was sweet for me, I thought about it. I don’t get too many females actually wantin’ to be with me, so I bought a ring and everything. Cost me almost that whole year’s worth a profits, but I figured it was worth it. I knew her pop and her would be back to my smith in a week, so I had it all planned. ‘Cause I knew they were nobles, I figured I’d have to get her father’s permission. The night she came back, I went ahead to her house so I could talk to her father about me takin’ her into my house and marryin’ her.” Vance eyes unfocused, all of his attention on telling this tale without showing emotion.


      “The best way to put this would be to say he went crazy. I asked him very nicely and everythin’, but he just wouldn’t hear it. I was just a fat blacksmith, he said. I couldn’t give her kids, so I was useless as a husband. I worked with my paws and I was a commoner. I couldn’t give her anythin’. Problem was, Lain heard me askin’ him from the top of the stairs. She rushed down and said she accepted, and damned be her father if he tried to stop her. She was an adult, she said, and he didn’t control her. He was going to convince her to stay home and away from me. He kicked me out of the house. He said he’d have everything sorted out by morning and I would hear her refusal then.”


      The bear closed his eyes, trying very hard not the breathe more than would be necessary to survive. In the near-decade since these events, he had never retold them to anyone. A few had been there when they happened, including his brother, but it just hurt too much to drudge up the memories.


      “When I went there the next morning, the city guard was already there. The noble was in chains and it only took me walking into the entranceway to see what had happened.” Theo Smithy leaned forward, his ears perked up and his eyes filled with legitimate concern.

    


    
      “He’s strangled her in the night with his bare paws and left her on the floor for everyone to see. He admitted to it as soon as the first servant woke up and found her. Even bein’ a noble, he couldn’t get out of a hangin’. When they put ‘im on the gallows I was there, and he looked right at me and told me I killed her and her blood was on my paws. If I hadn’t’ve asked to marry her, she’d still be alive.” On the last word Vance stood up, clasping his paws over his belly.


      “So I’m not askin’ ya if I can marry her. I’m telling ya I’m gonna put it up to her, and if you try and hurt me or Jeanne, I’ll do everything I can against a knight of Vasani to kill ya.” Surprising to Vance, the male smiled at him, much warmer than he expected.


      “Even if you hadn’t told me all that, lad, I wouldn’t’ve complained. You’re a good male, one who doesn’t treat her like a conquest, a commodity, or something pretty to put on a shelf and treasure.”


      “What do I treat her like then, Sir Knight Theo Smithy?”


      “Like Jeanne, nothing more and nothing less. I like that.” He poured another glass, probably the fourth or fifth since Vance had started talking. “I will say this, though – you’re not the first to ask. And if I may ask you something personal quick…” The bear nodded. What the wolf said may well influence his actions in the future or whether or not he spoke to the male after proposing to his daughter.


      “How old are you and how old do you think Jeanne is?” No reason not to be honest, Vance thought.


      “Thirty-nine, and I would guess your daughter’s between nineteen or twenty years old. She’s never told me.” Theo chuckled as though amused with an inside joke.


      “You don’t know much about Vasani, do you?”


      “Not really.”


      “You have to be twenty to become a knight, and Jeanne started a few years late. She’s twenty-six.” The lupis tried to stand up, but a nauseous look passed over his muzzle. “Maybe I’ll just finish off the bottle and go to sleep here. Enjoy the proposal, Vance, but don’t expect her to say yes.” Now it was Vance’s turn to chuckle.

    


    
      “I wouldn’t be askin’ if I didn’t already know the answer, Sir Knight.” Flexing his shoulder to get a knot out, the bear bowed and walked out of the room. Now he just needed to find Jeanne. He still had the same ring from Lain, and it wasn’t like a skymetal band tarnished, faded, or decreased in value. The twelve tiny diamonds, one set higher than the others, didn’t hurt either. It was the perfect symbol of devotion – an old tale from Oya spoke of an angel who descended from the heavens, giving every race the inspiration to show others how to express their love. This ring was one of the twelve she left before returning to her celestial home. It took him six months to track it down and pull every business favor he was owed, but he would give it to the single person he loved. Now, he just hoped the female knight felt the same.


      Even Lord Vashin had not seen his son since the incident at court. The door to the snowcat’s bedroom had been locked for the last three days. To make sure the young noble wasn’t dead the male had paid an acrobat to climb the outer wall and leave food, a pitcher of water, and a draft of a strong sleeping potion on his balcony each afternoon. When the performer climbed back up the next day, everything had been cleared or emptied, so Lord Vashin assumed his son was eating. As much as he wanted to go in there, he knew the snowcat had to work it out on his own. He didn’t want his son to turn to alcohol and sweets like he did after his wife died.


      “Sulu,” a voice called from his door, rousing the felis from his stupor. Since leaving his lover with the nightcat’s brothers, the snowcat did not know how to feel other than to let his soul leave his body. This was worse than anything else he could think of, and more painful to him than even losing his lover to death or disease. Jhon would see him, and Sulu would look back, but there would be no recognition in the male’s eyes. The nightcat would be perfectly fine, without the memories the white-furred felis treasured. They’d been lovers for only a short time, but had been friends for as long as the male could remember. If all those recollections were gone, what connected them?

    


    
      To Jhon, did he even exist anymore?


      Both of them had been born on the same day of the same year. Many of the mystics and fortune tellers around the country figured they would be mortal enemies after his father became a noble, but instead they’d formed a very quick friendship. While Sayii was busy learning how to be a monarch, the two felis explored the city, ran from their guards playfully on the palace grounds, or went walking on the edges of the Royal Forest. Nearly every day when they were younger they stayed together, each other’s only playmate.


      Sulu never felt he belonged with a female, and when he was nine he playfully kissed Jhon on the cheek in front of the nightcat’s father. He’d always been affectionate – most felis were – but the noble lord did not see it as so simple. Lord Cagun had been a lot calmer back then. Lady Cagun had not suffered her psychological breakdown yet over Jhon’s father breaking one of the noble’s son’s arms over opium use. He calmly pulled the snowcat aside and tried to explain what was wrong with his actions. He hadn’t understood then, but the nightcat had emphasized nobles could only be with females.


      Of course, being the eldest in his family and fairly independent, the young snowcat did not follow the advice. He and Jhon kept close to each other. Sulu served as the shoulder for the nightcat to cry on when his mother collapsed and had to be surrendered to a temple to be taken care of. That role reversed when the snowcat’s mother passed away. They slept in the same bed when Jhon needed to hide from his now-easily-angered father. Once the concept of sex entered their minds, Sulu realized he only wanted to be with Jhon. His first sexual experience was with the other felis, their paws clumsily exploring each other. Neither thought what they were doing was wrong in the slightest. That was, of course, until the incident with Jhon’s eldest brother.

    


    
      The male, in his mid-twenties at the time, revealed to his father he would be moving to Sacavuni to marry a male lion felis tribal leader there. Those two had met when the nightcat had served as the Vasani ambassador there, and fallen in love. A very simple concept and one any other noble lord would be proud of his son for accomplishing. Unfortunately, Lord Cagun was not one of those nobles. Not only did he disown his eldest son, seize all of his assets as property of House Cagun, but he also warned all of his other children that should they embarrass him in the same way, he would “put their lover through the worst kind of hell”.


      Sulu knew what that hell was now. As an added irony, unless someone told Jhon what had happened, he would never know the pain the snowcat was going through. If he didn’t know better it felt like a giant paw pressed down on his chest, nearly crushing his lungs and heart. How could he even remain conscious under this level of pain?


      “Open the door, Sulu.” The voice sounded muted, but Sulu just could not deal with others right now. He just wanted, needed to be alone.


      “It’s Jhon. Please open the door.” Could it really be? Sliding out of bed, the snowcat nearly tipped over from the atrophy in his legs. He really needed to move again so he didn’t become a vegetable, but right now he didn’t care. After undoing the bolt, lock, and un-propping the chair from under the handle, the entranceway did reveal his now-ex lover.


      If he felt so terrible inside, the nightcat reflected in on the exterior. It would take a few days for spells to completely re-grow his missing teeth, so for now it just looked like he was a small child and they had just started to break through the gums. Clots lined his nostrils, and from what the snowcat could tell the bones of his muzzle had probably been cracked. A bruise could barely be seen beneath his right eye. Since he didn’t wear a shirt, the male could see the thick bandages wrapped around his shoulders, waist, and chest, with only small swaths of black spotted fur visible between the sections. Another bandage concealed his left wrist.

    


    
      The only reason Sulu noticed the last injury was due to his gaze. The second he confirmed who it was, the snowcat could not look the male in the eyes. The soft look of budding love would not be there, and most of all, he did not want to see the person he cared about the most to see him cry. The nightcat’s paws moved to rest against his waist on either side, a nose touching his muzzle.


      Gods, why did he have to be close?


      Why did the snowcat have to take in his scent?


      “My brothers told me what my father did.” Sulu nodded silently, trying very hard to hold in the tears for as long as the other male stood in front of him. Those strong paws moved tighter around him, holding him so closely his head moved down to press into the other male’s bandages. Jhon’s voice sounded like he was smiling.


      “They know you love me, Sulu. They’ve known for years. Look at me. I need to know if they’re telling the truth.” If the snowcat looked up, he knew he would break, but he could not resist that voice. Keeping his eyes closed, the white-furred male leaned his head up. They were only about an inch apart in height, but Jhon always seemed stronger, taller, and more masculine than him.


      Lips pressed against his, so gently and loving the male could not resist but open his eyes. The other male’s were closed, but the feeling of his lover touching him again cause the snowcat to completely collapse into the nightcat’s arms. Why was he doing this? It hurt him just to be near the other noble, but somehow the kiss felt as though it was draining some of the pain out of him. As the nightcat broke the kiss, his lips parted a little to pant.


      “That felt like I should be doing it…” Jhon whispered, taking a step forward. Unprepared, the snowcat stumbled, surprised the other male could supported him despite his injuries. Another few steps and the back of Sulu’s knees bumped into the bed, which sent him on to his back.

    


    
      “A healer got my father patched up from your punch, but his last official actions will be today. The king’s stripping him of his title and land. He only has a few more days as Lord Cagun, before my oldest brother gets the title. He’s been un-disowned by the king.” Sulu took this all in, but kept his paws to himself. As much as he wanted to run his paws through the male’s fur, feel the muscles in his arms, touch him in any way, he needed to resist. Jhon’s heart was not his anymore.


      “When I try and remember anything about you, and the things my brothers said we did together, I have the memories, but it’s like a tailor cut out the image of someone and left only a hollow space. I know that person is you, Sulu, and I want you to know something very important.” He leaned down, wincing as he did so, to kiss Sulu again on the lips. Why was the nightcat being so nice, yet with no recollection of them together?


      “I loved you, I know I did, and I know you love me, and it hurts you to be near me with me not knowing who you are. I want to fall in love with you again, Sulu. I want to be with you, no matter the damage my father did to me. I know we were together before.”


      “Let me fall in love with you again, Sulu.”


      They stayed in each other’s arms for a very long time, the snowcat crying in Jhon’s arms from relief at some points, retelling tales from their childhood at others to help fill the gaps in his shattered mind. Lord Vashin came upstairs a few times just to peek in. He didn’t want to interrupt whatever was happening, so he left the two alone in the house. An emergency summons had arrived from the castle about two hours after Jhon went upstairs, calling all of the great noble lords to the castle for urgent news. The two males, alone in the snowcat’s room, should only have to deal with one crisis at a time.

    


    
      It took Vorel Freedsire, the Head Paladin of the Hopegiver, only a few minutes to explain the situation. Unbeknownst to the monarch, the Knight Commander, any of the noble houses, or the visiting King of Sacavuni, High General of the K’Mir Empire Takashi Ironskin had taken over the port city of Deaqiz, killing everyone in charge and effectively created a base for taking over the entire country. The armies would have to be summoned from every corner of the county; nobles would have to allow their militias off their lands, and every knight in the land would become a commander to lead infantry and cavalry to victory.


      “Now would be a very good time to retrieve your future wife, Sayii.” The wolfox glared at his uncle, wringing his paws together. He had no idea where Kyo had gone, but without his necklace to enter the palace, there was no way for the purple vulpine to let the crown prince know what was going on.


      “Now seems the best time to wait for something as explosive as me actually deciding on a wife.”


      “I think quite the opposite,” the older lupis responded, looking at him very seriously. “The city and nation needs good news and you finally settling down would keep the people’s spirits up. Go get her, and bring her to court. I will tell everyone to remain here.”


      “There’s something else going on, uncle. I…” The wolf’s features suddenly went very stern.


      “I don’t care what else is going on. Will it prevent the engagement?”


      “Not exactly, but…”


      “No ‘but’. I already called a mage to bring you to her lands, and then her and you back here. I expect to see you entering the main entrance hall by sundown. If you don’t, I will exile Kyo from this country. Go.” Frowning and very worried, the wolfox rushed off to meet the mages. He might not be able to stop Lady Sera, but he would not be completely apart from his lover. Maybe Kyo would have better luck.

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 11

      The Proposals


      
        
      


      Messages had been sent ahead of the crown prince returning with his potential bride; the entire court had to be gathered, even beyond the important dignitaries already asked to remain from Vorel’s announcement. The king knew this proposal was probably forced, but honestly he knew his nephew needed a firm paw to keep him in check. Lady Sera might be a conniving bitch, but she would be a very good princess, and then queen. Every noble within one hundred miles had shown up to witness this; none of them had expected Sayii to ever marry. A few of them knew he preferred males, but that never stopped a noble from finding a bride. The family line had to continue, after all.


      Jhon and Sulu lurked just a few feet from the king and queen, their tails covertly entwined behind them. Lord Cagun would be attending this particular outing, but it would be his last official action as leader of the noble family. Five of the nightcat’s brothers were standing nearby as well, all in their best suits. The eldest brother declined coming to this, instead spending these key hours at the city magistrate making sure his father could do no more future harm to anyone. His attempt to reprogram his youngest son’s mind through magic had been the final straw in their dealings with him – he would be a beggar on the street if they had anything to say about it. What no one seemed to notices was the absence of two very key people – Kyo Foxtrot and Princess Mina, disappeared nearly an hour before the crown prince’s expected arrival.

    


    
      Sayii arrived with the female noble on his arm, looking quite defeated. On the other hand, Sera looked as though she had never been happier. Both wore white garments, identical from the waist up. As they entered the palace, the female lupis smiled evilly at her near-prisoner.


      “Remember, Sayii, the royal guard can be called at any time from anywhere in the castle. Behave or your little violet friend won’t survive until Midwinter.” The wolfox smiled benignly back, throwing the noble off her guard.


      “He’s purple, and I am aware, my lovely rose. Try not to mention these things out loud or you’ll certainly attract attention.”


      “‘My little rose?’” Sayii didn’t stop smiling.


      “Don’t you like my name for you? It means you’re pretty, but I normally wouldn’t dare touch you.” Without another word and the lupis’s victorious mood deflated, they entered the king’s throne room.


      Though the center of the room had been emptied of every living soul, the shadowed areas between the columns on either side seemed packed with courtesans, nobles and merchants in their finest clothing. The royal and noble walked into the silent, massive hall, the king and queen directly opposite them. Sayii did not see his cousin, but he doubted she would be present for something like this; Mina took every option to avoid court functions. She wouldn’t be able to in a few years when his aunt began trying to marry her off as well, so she should enjoy herself while she could.


      “Welcome back to court, Prince Sayii,” his uncle called out, drawing any eyes that hadn’t already been on the two to them.

    


    
      “I am happy to be back, Your Majesty.” Even he had to call the king by his proper title; to do otherwise would be disrespectful. The lupis leaned forward, smiling in a way that told his nephew he knew what was going on.


      “I have heard many interesting rumors about your trip to the young courtesan’s mansion. Do you care to confirm or dismiss any of these?” The wolfox took a few steps more into the room, letting go of the female on his arm.


      “I’m afraid I will have to confirm at least one of them. Sera…”


      “…will not be remaining in the capitol.”


      Everyone, including Sayii and Sera, focused their collective vision on the still-open doors to the throne room. Two figures seemed illuminated by a third, much larger one. As the group walked in, bypassing the crown prince and female noble, many courtesans gasped in awe or surprise. Kyo Foxtrot seemed to be leading the other two: Princess Mina, astride the back of a stunningly beautiful equine. The creature, so white it made everything else around it seem dull, skirted away from Sera when she tried to touch it, entranced by its wonder. A single thin horn jutted from its forehead.


      “I am sorry for interrupting, Your Majesty, and for removing this unicorn from the Royal Forest without your permission I must apologize.” the fox said, dropping to one knee and prostrating himself before the monarch. King Silverway nodded, the corners of his mouth twitching in amusement.


      “And what brings you to this joyous occasion, Kyo Foxtrot? As I recall, you were banned from the palace some time ago. As this is a public event, the ban does not apply, however…” The vulpine stood back up and motioned at the princess. The young lupis looked very pleased with herself, like a cat presenting a freshly killed rat.


      “I know of Lady Sera’s plans today, but I must interject. I do not think she is worthy of becoming queen of this country. I have irrefutable proof that will disbar her from courting Crown Prince Sayii of Eldere.” Though no one actually spoke out, a flurry of whispers, sharp inhales, and gasps erupted throughout the spacious hall.

    


    
      “I need only have the noble lady commit ten seconds of her valuable time and a single action to my test. Should she pass, I will say nothing else on the matter.” Without missing a beat, Lady Sera started the dialogue.


      “What test, fox?” Disdainful noises now joined the whispers; Kyo’s request was not unreasonable, and he showed perfect manners in this sort of environment.


      “A very simple one, Lady Sera. I humbly ask only that you pet the unicorn and show you have no ulterior motives and that your purity cannot be brought into question.” The king cleared his throat, drawing the fox’s attention back to him instead of the flustered female lupis.


      “What will this prove, Kyo Foxtrot?”


      “I know I may not be the expert on such matters, but any druid or scholar of nature can confirm what I am about to say.” This admittance of humbleness seemed to pull the entire court to his side, angry gazes actually beginning to flash at Sera. “Unicorns, as you may already know, will only tolerate the touch of the innocent. This includes children…” The fox smiled at Mina, who had begun to dismount, “virgins, and the pure of heart. I am afraid I am none of the above, so I had to borrow the princess to coax the unicorn out of hiding.” Several females in the room giggled; Kyo waited for them to quiet before continuing.


      “I put forward to Your Majesty that Sera wishes only to become royalty in Vasani, rather than truly loving Crown Prince Sayii. Also, I wish her to prove her purity to everyone present – it is written in the laws of Vasani that a female may only marry a member of the royal family if she is a virgin. This is the simplest test to prove if any male has ever shared her bed.” Sera snarled, startling those closest to her.

    


    
      “How dare you!” she roared, “How dare you accuse me of such things! You are nothing but a lowly commoner, only allowed in this palace because you lift your tail for the crown prince! You have no right…”


      “He has every right, unfortunately for the both of us, Lady Sera,” the king interjected, silencing the uproar caused by the noble’s accusation against Kyo. “Anyone may call into question the rightful acceptance of a potential suitor to the royal family. If you did not fear falling from this court’s grace, then you would not be reacting so strongly. To be fair, I would prefer my nephew take you as his bride, and if you are forcing Sayii into this engagement, I will personally break every connection you have to him. If not, you have nothing to fear.


      “I, as monarch of this nation of Vasani, order you, Lady Sera, to pet the unicorn.”


      Now the female seemed genuinely afraid. Sayii strode up to his uncle, smiling ear to ear as the female lupis seemed to weigh her options. Pulling off her gloves, she wrung her paws together, looking sidelong at the unicorn still standing benignly in the center of the hall. It whinnied lightly, scraping one of its golden hooves across the stone floor, sending sparks out in a light shower. She took a step towards it; the creature turned its massive head, staring at her with one gold eye. Reaching out a paw, she ran her claws through the long, nearly metallic fur. The unicorn seemed to shy away, but did not react until Sera actually touched it skin-to-skin.


      Where her paw touched seemed to sear the animal’s hide, the smell of sizzling flesh permeating the room. The unicorn screamed, rearing up and kicking at the air. Sera fell backwards, crying out as the creature lifted up on his back legs, its eyes rolling around in its head. Though she seemed terrified, Sayii laughed mercilessly, walking forward and physically dragging her away from the unicorn, staining her clothes with the dirt on the floor.


      “Seems like you’re more of a bitch than even I thought. There’s gotta be a lot of vindictiveness in you to actually hurt that thing. Get up and get out.” She still seemed in shock, but answered all the same.

    


    
      “What?” He let her go, letting the wolf regain her balance on her own. Looking down at her own paws and then at the unicorn, she seemed unable to comprehend what had just happened.


      “I said leave. I’m not marrying you, ever.” Now her mind went back into gear, a scowl disfiguring her face.


      “You better or I’ll…” Sayii wouldn’t put up with this manipulation any longer; he backhanded her, ignoring the shocked gasps from their noble audience. He knew he hadn’t struck her hard enough to leave a mark.


      “Or you’ll what? Lie to have Kyo executed as an assassin?” Someone hidden in the columns actually fainted from this news, two other females diving to her aid. “I’m sick of letting you control me, of you toying with the life of the person I actually love, playing with him like he’s nothing but a pawn. I love Kyo Foxtrot, and there’s nothing you can do to change that.” Not lessening the intensity of his glare and crossing his arms over his chest, the wolfox stood his ground. Sera shakily turned to the king, still sitting on his throne, and ran to his feet, dropping to her knees and folding her paws over the lupis’s feet. It was the ultimate gesture of begging, but it did not pull at the monarch’s heart. The older wolf looked at her coldly, gesturing at the doors out of the hall.


      “Did you not hear the crown prince? I believe he asked you to leave the court. It would be rude to disobey, as irritated as I am at this current turn of events.” With a last look of desperation at the king, she began to cry, rushing from the room with her paws over her eyes. The unicorn pranced out of her path, actually stretching its neck to snap at her. The burn on its flank had already begun to heal, the creature’s magic ceasing the pain and beginning to repair the flesh in a matter of seconds.


      “What is in your paw, Kyo?” The fox seemed confused, but then apparently realized he still held the red stone given to him in the forest.

    


    
      “I was told this would prove everything I said was truth.” He walked up to the king’s throne, dropping to one knee before approaching and presenting the orb to the monarch. His eyes wide, the king picked it up out of the purple fox’s paws.


      “That it does, Kyo Foxtrot. If you had told even the slightest of lies while holding this, it would have shown bright enough to illuminate the entire room and blind you.” The vulpine looked surprised, but still walked back to the center of attention. What the stone truly was didn’t concern him – it proved he wasn’t lying.


      “Now for what I intended to do today,” the wolfox declared, walking back out into the middle of the room. The unicorn actually approached him, pressing its long face against the male. Sayii gave it a few half-hearted pets along the nose, keeping his focus on another entity in the room. Several courtesans made awed noises, since the creatures rarely tolerated the presence of males. If the male could touch it, it showed he had only the purest of intentions at the moment.


      “Can you come here, Kyo?” The tone seemed to be very soft, but the fox knew an order when he heard one. The performer walked up to the crown prince, suddenly very self-conscious as the sounds of his steps echoed around the room. All of his bluster and confidence from before had faded as Sera ran from the hall; just how purple he looked made him stand out even more here. When he stood beside the larger male, the wolfox pulled him close.


      Sayii kissed him then, so tenderly he stopped worrying about how everyone around him reacted. He placed his paws on the other male’s waist; it felt just the first night in the palace, he an awkward performer and the prince an experienced and enchanting royal. Whenever they kissed it took him back to that performance and his first connection with the wolfox. They would be together for as long as they could. When the crown prince broke the kiss, the fox followed his eyes as the other male upturned one of his paws, revealing a simple silver ring.

    


    
      “I never want to be with anyone but you.” The vulpine didn’t resist as the band slipped on to his left ring finger – it fitted him perfectly. The male had probably checked his size while he slept. “I never intended to marry Sera, whether or not she tried to get rid of you.” He kissed the fox’s paw, right on the ring. “I’ll protect you and be with you forever.” The wolfox kissed him on the lips, holding him around the waist like they were dancing. No need to worry about court intrigue now. They had each other.


      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” No one heard Queen Saphir except the king, and he could not resist but to comment.


      “Unfortunately, the prince is not kidding. Apparently, even though I explained to him his duty in life is to pursue a wife, even though I threatened to ban the performer form the palace if he did not obey, and then did actually exile the vulpine from the palace grounds, he will not bend on the idea of marrying and settling down with a flamboyant fox.”


      “You knew about the whole situation, kept it from me, and still somehow the prince ended up with the person he wanted after you and Lady Sera trying to stop him?” The bluish-black lupis looked at her husband, smiling despite the situation. “I’m impressed.” However, the king did not share her bemusement over the situation.


      “He still needs to follow his duty as crown prince, Saphir. He cannot just marry whoever he wants and think the people will go along with it.”


      “It doesn’t really matter,” the female answered nonchalantly, tapping her trimmed nails on her throne’s armrests. “The people really do not want him on the throne, and Mina is much more willing to become monarch. It might have taken him over twenty years, but what the Commoner’s Council said did come true. He’s planning to marry a vulpine and make…” she paused, “…adopt little red-furred babies. According to the laws of Vasani and the United Churches of the Hopegiver, he has refused to take a wife. Doesn’t that make him ineligible to ascend to the throne? Isn’t that right, or have I misspoken?”

    


    
      That statement actually broke through the king’s professional façade he put up for the court and made his eyes go wide. How in all the hells and heavens had that not occurred to him? Sure, he’d learned the sacred laws connecting the royal family to the Hopegiver, but why would something so pertinent not occur to him? If Sayii would turn down the crown, he could do whatever he wanted with whoever he wanted. They would have to talk after everything calmed down a little bit.


      “By the way, love,” the queen commented, “what is that orb?” King Silverway looked down at the flawless red stone in his paws, thinking about what this being back in the castle meant.


      “This is the Sphere of Ultimate Truth, one of the ancient artifacts of the royal family. The ruling king is supposed to present it to the people every time he makes an announcement that affects the people. It would prove whether or not a king was truly making decisions for the good of the country.” Saphir looked confused.


      “I have never seen it before, and I have always been there when you make such speeches.” King Silverway looked down at his lap, wanting very much that he could lie. However, the irony of the stone’s presence was that its past could not be shrouded or elaborated upon.


      “Prince Avio took it with him as a sort of revenge when he fled to Sacavuni. This proved he is not only alive, but near the palace.”


      Even after Sayii pulled Kyo from the throne room, ignoring everyone throwing questions at them, something else seemed to be going on as the king turned over everything in his mind. One of the oldest minor nobles present kept raising his voice at a large bruin trying to remain in the shadows.


      “I know you’re who I think you are, sir.” The bruin shook his muzzle, looking between the ancient lupis and Knight Jeanne Smithy, who looked just as confused as the bear did.

    


    
      “What is wrong?” the lupis king asked, summoning silence instantly. The large male’s eyes moved to the monarch. He appeared much more nervous than a simple misunderstanding would make him.


      “This noble has not left me alone since I arrived with Jeanne. He seems to have me confused with someone else.” The older wolf stomped one of his feet on the ground like a child.


      “I know you are lying to me, bruin! Your name is not Vance! I saw you perform fifteen years ago in Oya when I was visiting a friend!” Just to make the old male quiet down, the king look at the bear. He could tell this was a subject the male truly did not want to discuss, but he doubted that once this ancient male started, he would stop any time soon.


      “Who do you think he is, Lord Rint?” The wolf looked at him, apparently very perturbed at the entire situation.


      “He is Varnasio Shertoni, the greatest composer of the modern age! I saw him on stage outside of Primsii! I was so moved I cried it front of my wife, and she told me it was unbecoming of a noble to be moved to tears by a simple singer!”


      No one moved, no one spoke. If the surprise proposal by the crown prince did not cause a ricochet around the world, this little piece of information could very well do just that. The massively popular composer had supposedly committed suicide some years ago, leaving one of the largest troves of music to ever come from a single individual. If he was here, right now, and breathing, the entire world of music, performance, and the nobility’s love of music would be completely upturned.


      “I hate to ask,” the king began, noticing no one even whispered right now, “but are you Varnasio Shertoni?” The bear bowed his head and closed his eyes, as though ashamed of his upcoming statement.


      “I am.” Holding up his paws to stop the onslaught of ecstatic cries, the king spoke out.


      “Everyone here believed you to have committed suicide some years ago.”

    


    
      “That’s because I did.” More calls came out, but the lupis silenced these as well so the bear could elaborate. “The person who inspired my work died, and I slit my wrists. My brother brought my body to a priest, who traded his soul for mine. He sacrificed himself because he thought the world would be better with me in it.” Though a shocked silence stood for a few moments, it was actually Jeanne who broke it by squealing like a child and embracing the large male.


      “I knew you were special…” she mumbled, the king only noticing it because of earlier lip-reading training. “I knew you weren’t just a bartender.” When she kissed him, many of the courtesans turned away, but one in particular seemed very interested in the situation. If Silverway remembered correctly, Sir Knight Theo Smithy was the young female’s father. He walked up, putting a paw on the bear’s shoulder.


      “Go ahead and ask her, Vance.” Though the female looked confused, the bear kissed her and pulled something from one of the numerous pockets of his suit. In his massive paw rested a disproportionally small ring set with a plethora of tiny stones.


      “Marry me, Jeanne.” She looked shocked at first, probably from the sudden statement and the support of her father. Not wanting to have someone interrupt this, the king kept his paw up to make sure everyone stayed silent. Jeanne looked between the two males a few times before answering, appearing worried more than ecstatic.


      “Of course I’ll marry you Vance, but with the country invaded, I’ll have to go lead troops soon. We won’t be able to be together.” The bruin smiled, slipping the beautiful ring on to one of her fingers before answering.


      “Who says I won’t be with you? I can carry a sword as well as anyone else.” They kissed, their eyes closed, the knights present letting out hoorahs and whistles. Nobles and merchants alike may care a lot less about a knight getting married, but the more martial members of the audience treated this as a much more joyous occasion than the prince’s announcement or the revelation over a dead composer. One of their own, and one of the only living female knights, would be happy for the rest of her life. It didn’t hurt they all probably figured they could get a few free drinks out of the situation.

    


    
      Jhon leaned against the windowsill in his room, the only one facing the palace, wincing as his snowcat lover undid the last layer of his bandages. His ribs and shoulders might still hurt, but he wasn’t about to continue hobbling around like a cripple. He needed to work through the pain, learn to overcome it. Without the memories of pain he would not be able to deal with something worse in his future. Even if he wished only to live in perfect bliss for the rest of his life, he knew the odds of never feeling high levels of physical pain again were very unlikely.


      “Better?” Sulu whispered, his paws slipping around the male’s waist, just holding him, caressing his fur. As wonderful as the male’s scent was, they needed to figure out what the future would hold. Even with Lord Cagun neutralized and soon completely powerless, there would be many others to question his judgment, stare sidelong at him, or call the snowcat offensive things outside of earshot. He already felt close to the other male, sure he would completely fall for him again soon. For now, though, other things needed to be taken care of.


      “Very much.” Purring seemed to vibrate through his entire upper body. Gods, the only thing the other felis wanted was to be close to him. Could a lover be any more devoted? Even with Sulu helping to recover his memories, he still could not actually recall a single event involving the male. The snowcat must care so completely for him he didn’t need the other male to be at the same level.


      “I love you.” Jhon nodded at the statement, letting the spotted male lean against him, hold him, caress fingers through his fur. He knew that – it wouldn’t change the situation.

    


    
      “Please Jhon, please let me stay with you.” Concerned, the nightcat turned around, gripping the other male’s arms so his hold would not be disrupted. When Sulu’s paws rested around his waist again, he let the male continue. Jhon could see the desperate needs in his eyes, that the desire to stay here, with him, was all the male really wanted.


      “Of course you can stay with me.” The nightcat kissed the submissive male as gently as he could, feeling as much as sensing the relief washing over him. He knew the fear passing through his brain – that without the lifelong connection between them, the black-furred male would not want to be near him.


      “I wanted to wait to do this for you until later, but I guess now is as good a time as any.” Sulu looked him in the eyes, unsure and faithful all at once. The nightcat kissed him gently on the lips, feeling him melt. It would take time, but he wanted, needed to stay with this male. Only this handsome snowcat completely understood him. After causing the male to relax, he took him by one paw.


      “Come with me.”


      Passing by Jhon’s very concerned brothers, who had been treating him like something precious that would break from the slightest touch, the two felis grabbed travelling cloaks and escaped the noble’s district completely. Following the cobblestone thoroughfare to the larger temples, Jhon led his lover past them all. The snowcat kept making confused noises, but did not actually attempt to slow down or ask any questions. Even if he wanted to, the black-furred male would not be able to hear him over everyone so frantically rushing around the temple district in search of answers about the invasion. The king had not made an official statement, only an announcement, so clerics became the impromptu destination for fact-finding.


      Sulu tried to ask what was going on after they slipped through the third alleyway, but Jhon would not respond. The snowcat’s grip never slackened, the male practically being pulled along until they reached a very nondescript back entrance to a large building. The door bore the normal holy inscriptions of cleansing, protection, and wards against thieves, but other than that, no holy symbol indicated its affiliation. When Jhon knocked lightly on the wooden door, a voice from somewhere deeper in the building responded almost immediately.

    


    
      “I’ll be right there…” When Sulu looked at his lover, the nightcat only smiled, resting a paw on the other male’s lower back.


      “Just wait. I’ll explain everything inside.” Without another word the door opened, a male cheetah felis motioning for them to step inside quickly. Jhon pushed the other male in as fast as they both could reasonably move considering the nightcat’s recent injuries. A cramped staircase led down, unlit except for a lantern somewhere near the bottom. Sulu looked worried, but still walked obediently down between the two felis.


      When the reached the bottom, the snowcat made a very confused sound, like the candles in a room had very suddenly been snuffed. Though the room they ended up in was fairly spacious, most of the floor had been taken up by a magic circle. Painted in silver-saturated holy water, even Jhon could not pick out all of the hundreds if not thousands of miniscule individual spells worked into the inscription. Rather than being empty on the inside, more holy words had been inscribed in a complex pattern on the worn stone.


      “What’s this for?” Sulu mumbled, bracing against the wall so as not to touch the enchanted ground. Light shone from the runes so brightly no other illumination was needed.


      “I wanted to give you something no one else could. I planned this before we went to Lady Sera’s lands, but it wasn’t ready until today.” When the cleric started rolling and pinning the sleeves of his robe up, the snowcat got suspicious.


      “What did you do and how much did it cost?” Dropping his cloak next to the stairs, the nightcat walked over to the other male and grabbed his paw.

    


    
      “The cost doesn’t matter, Sulu. Just have faith in Yue, and in me, to give you something no one else can.” The white-furred male looked at him as the gears started to turn. Yue was the archangel of artifice and creation, and one of the only minor deities who would regularly grant blessings to non-clerics.


      “If you two are ready, Lord Vashin and Cagun, I can begin.” The nightcat nodded, pulling his lover to him. When the male looked about to protest, Jhon kissed him, holding him close, letting him know through his touch, through his lips he should trust him.


      “I’m going to need the both of you to undress, if you don’t mind.” Sulu blushed, a very uncommon gesture for him. It seemed since joining with the nightcat his normal level of exhibitionism had completely disappeared. Without saying a word Jhon undid the clasp for the other male’s cloak, letting it fall before kissing him on the neck.


      “Just relax, and let the priest do what I paid him for.” Taking the male’s throat in his jaws, the nightcat quickly pulled off his button-up shirt and slipped his pants off his hips.


      “Just listen to me, Sulu – this is something I planned from before what my father did. Please trust me.” He whined, a sound not heard very often from a felis. Jhon picked up the male’s legs one by one, pushing the discarded clothing aside with one foot. Holding the other male, the nightcat smiled until the noble’s blush became deeper and the snowcat undid Jhon’s trousers. Once they were both nude, the mage motioned for them to step into the magic circle.


      “How much did this cost, seriously?” Jhon smiled at his lover, his mate, kissed him on the shoulder, pulling him down to lie in the middle of the elaborate design. He felt the other male jump at just how warm the magic had made the floor. Their bare fur touching, Jhon pressed his lips against the snowcat’s nose.


      “It doesn’t matter. Just relax.” Now they were as close as they could be – their legs entwined, able to feel each other breathing, feel the heartbeat of the other. One more confused glance and Sulu closed his eyes, snuggling and nuzzling in the noble’s arms. Breath tickled beneath his chin, but when the mage started to speak, the nightcat kissed the other male on the top of his head and smiled, keeping his eyes shut.

    


    
      “Yue, Seraphim of Artifice and Creation,


      Hear one of your faithful servants,


      Calling for you to bless these males,


      With the greatest gift you pass down to mortals”


      The runes and circle started changing colors, switching from a pure white to gold and silver, the colors attributed with Yue. Sulu shivered, but did not move from the nightcat’s arms. A few more paw movements and the cleric continued.


      “The sacrifices have been made,


      The circle drawn as you have proclaimed.


      Every rune in place,


      Every holy symbol copied without mistake.”


      “Come forth, Yue, and show this nightcat and snowcat your power.”


      With their eyes closed, the felis felt instead of saw the vague presence of a female lion felis entering the circle. Delicate white wings protruded from her back, but her presence did not cause the cheetah cleric, or the dozen witnesses hidden in the shadows, to cry out in fervent devotion or shock as all other gods would. She kneeled, placing an out-of-focus paw on each of the relaxed males. The contact made even Sulu, images of cultists and sacrifices flashing through his mind, to subconsciously relax. When she spoke, it was the voice of an academic, not a vengeful deity.

    


    
      “Know this gift only I can give,


      And none, not even another god,


      Can take it from you.”


      Jhon gripped his lover close, feeling something being pulled from within him, another thing from the snowcat limp in his arms, and back out to the female above them.


      “Blood of my blood,


      Flesh of my flesh,


      Become blood of your blood,


      Flesh of your flesh.


      This I grant as Yue, the Creator.”


      Everyone in the room squinted their eyes shut as the circle flashed brightly, the sudden light making Sulu dig his claws into the other male’s chest. A few cries from the shadows informed the two felis of their onlookers. Jhon lurched up, pulling the snowcat up with him, and glared at the only visible cleric as soon as the blinding light faded. Sulu looked a bit too relaxed given the situation, but the nightcat figured he would come back to reality eventually.


      “You told me no one else would be down here,” he grumbled, trying to focus his eyes on the area he knew the sounds had come from.


      “They insisted, Lord Cagun. This is the first time the spell’s ever been cast outside of Yue’s domain.” He held up his paws in surrender. “You must understand the significance.” Jhon sighed, letting it go for now. Helping his lover to his feet, the snowcat stumbled a bit before blinking a couple times and steadying. The nobles helped each other dress, both feeling as though they had just woken up. As the snowcat looked bewildered from the entire situation, the black-furred male set him down on the steps.


      “Stay here for just a moment, and you’ll see why we came down here.” Without elaborating the nightcat walked back to the center of the room. The holy water on the floor had shifted, gathering and coalescing into a ball in the exact center of where the slowly disappearing circle had been. In another instant a bundle of rags rested there, which Jhon scooped up very carefully. Walking back over to his very confused-looking lover, the male flipped over a tiny swath of the cloth.

    


    
      Cocooned in rags rested a tiny felis cub. White furred except for tiny black spots forming in his fur, the child stared at the two males with huge blue eyes. Like a snowcat, he possessed the puffy pseudo-mane around his throat, comically large due to being so young. Unlike the white felis, however, the rest of his fur was much shorter than would be needed in a cold climate. One of his arms had gotten loose, tiny fingers reaching for the stunned snowcat. Sulu shook as the baby came to rest in his arms.


      “You’ve told me many times how much you love taking care of children, how much you missed the days when your sister was little.” The baby kept insistently reaching up, as though expecting to be picked up and held.


      “I don’t know what to…” Jhon kissed him on the side of the neck.


      “Don’t say anything until after he starts crying and demanding to be fed every few hours. I hope you don’t mind me moving in with you to help take care of him.” Sulu nodded absentmindedly, snapping his muzzle to the side when he realized exactly what the other male had said.


      “Why so soon? I thought you said you wanted to wait until you could get your share of Lord Cagun’s money.” Jhon smiled wide, kissing his lover again.


      “This is why I needed to wait – this ritual cost me my entire share of the Cagun fortune, except for a pawful of gold pieces.” Sulu looked legitimately concerned, but didn’t interrupt him. Jhon slipped a silver band from his finger that in his haste and worries that snowcat had not noticed.

    


    
      “I used that to travel and see my mother. This was hers, and I want you to have it. It’s been passed down from mother to daughter for eight generations in my family. When I told her I preferred males, she gave it to me ‘for when I found that someone special’. My eldest brother left before she could give it to him.” Sulu started to cry, but did not resist when the band slipped on to his left ring finger.


      “It fits…” His shaking seemed to startle the baby. It temporarily remained silent, however, as though understanding the seriousness of the situation.


      “That’s an old enchantment. I know I loved you, and I’ll love you again. The Caguns have enough sons – I want to be Jhon Vashin.” Another kiss and both of their attentions diverted to the baby, having started to make very demanding noises to be fed.


      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter 12

      The Paintings


      
        
      


      The backlash of Sayii’s very public proposal soon ricocheted through the entire city. When the news that the crown prince had proposed to a male spread to the people, dozens of higher-ranked relationships entered the public eye. Apparently many males, who believed they had to hide their lovers from their friends and families, saw Sayii’s actions as liberating. A visiting Oyan merchant walked into a bakery in the slums, proclaiming he wanted to marry the baker’s daughter. Even the head of the Royal Court Guard informed the king of his Domesticas Felis husband, secretly married months before.


      Nothing would deter the young wolfox from his plans. Kyo had left the palace to spend time with Vance; the crown prince gathered all of his friends to help plan the upcoming wedding. Jhon, Sulu, the servants who knew him best, and a few of his friends from the city formed a circle around him, debating over colors, which paladin would lead the ceremonies, and who would be on the guest list. Someone knocked on the door to the large sitting room as they planned, not bothering to wait for acknowledgement before entering. King Silverway strode in, shocking every servant to stand and bow.

    


    
      “Hello uncle,” Sayii called out, the smile on his muzzle only growing.


      “We need to talk, without your little entourage.” The king turned to the servants, glaring at them until they instinctively bowed again and rushed from the room. Jhon and Sulu looked at each other, motioning for all the city folk to leave. The two felis followed them out.


      “I need something from you, Sayii.” The king turned to one of his nephew’s bureaus, sliding open a drawer. Carefully lifting out a circlet, shining with its own light and twinkling with dozens of exquisitely cut rubies, the monarch held it in front of his nephew.


      “I don’t wear that, it’s not mine…” It was true; in his entire lifetime, the crown had never touched the prince’s brow. Every court function, every royal presentation, every trip to a foreign capitol, the wolfox always refused to bring the precious accessory with him.


      “It is yours, Sayii, and it is why there have been so many problems with Kyo Foxtrot. I know you understand politics, Sayii. Do you have any comprehension of the repercussions of you, as crown prince of this country, marring a vulpine?” The male sighed, clasping his paws behind his back.


      “Of course I do. That’s not going to stop me though.” King Silverway set the crown down on one of the numerous tables moved into this room for planning.


      “The Commoner’s Council thinks riots will tear this city apart. Several of the members swore to leave with all their assets to Sacavuni, causing this city to lose dozens of magical defenders. We don’t have that many, Sayii. If they leave, we’d be vulnerable to attack from General Ironskin’s armies.” The younger male sighed, stepping back and looking forlornly at the crown. After a moment, his gaze became much more determined.


      “I want to be king of this country, and make Kyo Prince Regent.” In the case of a royal female winning the crown or a male who preferred the same sex, their consort would be referred to as the Prince Regent. In general, a king overrode a queen, so an honorific had to be assigned.

    


    
      “You can’t. You know the laws of this country, Sayii. Even if you wanted to, the agreements with the paladins of the Hopegiver would not allow it. If you marry Kyo Foxtrot, you surrender your right to be king.”


      “No I don’t.” the monarch took a deep breath – this would be a bit more difficult than he hoped. Already the people did not want a wolfox on the throne, and they definitely would not tolerate a vulpine.


      “And what will you do, change the laws of Vasani?”


      “Not exactly.” The prince motioned at his bed, waiting until the king’s eyes fell on the piles of parchment strewn over it.


      “I am going to break the connection the royal family has to the Hopegiver.” Without thinking the lupis backhanded his nephew, scorn in his eyes and across his muzzle.


      “You are a fool, Sayii! The divine right of a king is the only reason the people obey us, the only reason they allow their sons and daughters to join the army! Without it, we are nothing more than warlords creating obedience through brute force!” After the wolfox adjusted his jaw to make sure he could continue to speak, he bore his teeth.


      “That was a thousand years ago, and everything about this country has changed. We no longer think the Wolfen are savages, or that females have no place in battle. We used to kill babies who were born with magic, and now there is a mage school a day’s ride from the capitol! The Hopegiver’s rules only further stop this country from changing. My father thought the same things, and that doesn’t make what he said wrong!” The king’s voice rose, concerned voices calling out from the hallway.


      “Do you have any idea what divine right means? We are the only monarchy left with it, Sayii. In the last thousand years, there have been thirty kings and queens of Vasani, and not a single one has ever been assassinated. Sacavuni is on its fourth dynasty, and the last divine-right king of Oya gave that up when he sacrificed his soul in a demonic pact! We have stood this long because the Hopegiver favors us, grants us his blessings to rule this country! On top of that, you don’t know anything about your father’s life, or what your father wanted! I do! What he did cost him more than anything else and you are putting you life just as much as Kyo’s on the chopping block!” He really wanted to strike his nephew again, but it would not help the situation.

    


    
      “Tell me the truth about my father – all of it – and I’ll give you the crown.”


      Both males breathed heavily, the weight of the suggestion in the air. For a split second, the lupis actually considered it, but he did not want to give the other male any more facts that would help his argument.


      “He can explain it to you himself, if ever he chooses to come back to the palace. You need to listen to me, Sayii – do not break the established order. Too many people will destroy this country over it. Do you understand me?” Sayii frowned, reaching for one of the piles of papers.


      “I know what’s going to happen, but that doesn’t change the fact it needs to be done. When I become king, with Kyo at my side, I am going to change how this country works. A lot of people agree with me – changes need to be made.”


      “Jhon and Sulu are not ‘a lot of people’. Yes, you marrying Kyo may change how such things are treated, but you cannot simply spit in the face of tradition. Listen to me, please.” He grabbed his nephew’s paws, completely serious in his delivery.


      “Something very bad will happen if you don’t listen to me. You need to understand that.”


      “I’ll take my chances.” Pulling his paws away from the monarch, the young wolfox narrowed his eyes and walked out of the door. He had planning to do.

    


    
      Somewhat irritated at Sayii, King Silverway still could not ignore his duties as a king. Just going upstairs to try and talk some sense into his nephew made him late to his meeting with the Commoner’s Council. Though normally there would not be such a meeting today, the council had decided they needed to call an emergency session to discuss the “Sayii and Kyo issue”. By the time the lupis reached the entranceway heading into the normal meeting room, he could hear the males and females already arguing loudly.


      “…we cannot allow this to happen, Madame Counselor!”


      “And what do you expect us to do about it, Counselor? Just let this occur, without a single complaint?”


      “I expect you to know what is worth fighting.” On that note, the king signaled to guards to open the doors for him.


      “And what is worth fighting, if I may ask?” Everyone immediately silenced and stood, waiting for the monarch to take his seat at the far end of the table before speaking again.


      “We were debating our…” the lupis seemed unable to settle on which politically correct phrase he would use, but decided quickly, “…displeasure with the crown prince’s decision on his future spouse.”


      “You are not the only one irritated at the decision, Counselor.” Every eye immediately focused on him – they probably did not expect him to agree with them. Now that he had their attention, he started explaining.


      “I have been warning him for many months not to let this performer, Kyo Foxtrot, become forefront in his mind. He knew he needed to take a wife, but he disobeyed my orders as much as your wishes. He is also extremely intelligent and knows full well what he is doing.”


      “Is he aware of the laws he is breaking?” one of the older males asked.


      “Of course he is, but that is not going to stop him. He plans to change the laws that would prevent him from giving his vulpine fiancée the title of Prince Regent.” Many of the representatives let out cries of outrage, but silenced when the king pounded on the table for silence. “I do not like this either, but my threats have fallen on deaf ears.”

    


    
      “Do not bless the marriage,” one of the females suggested. “If you refuse to allow the marriage, he will have to wait until he is king to override you.” King Silverway shook his muzzle.


      “I could do that, but there is actually someone who can override me.” Several males scoffed, so he explained. “The Head Paladin of the Hopegiver, who will actually bless the marriage, is married to another male. It is protected by the church and by law, so I expect him to support the prince in his endeavors. Vorel, just as I do, knows this as a very bad decision, but will not stop my nephew.” Eight of the counselors stood up, looking determined. Seven of them turned to look at the one closest to the door, a very old lupis who had been on this council since King Silverway founded it.


      “While you were absent, my colleagues and I discussed the situation. We have decided that until you deal with your wayward nephew, we will no longer be attending the Commoner’s Council.” Four of the males did not look at him as they left, but at least the other four had the decency to look ashamed as they exited.


      “Anyone else have a problem?” Two more lupis stood and left. Only half a dozen counselors remained, including the only felis on the council.


      “May I say something, Your Majesty?” the cat asked, a lynx from the slums. Of everyone here, he was the poorest and also the only one Sayii had appointed. Most of the lupis were also merchants or entrepreneurs, but this one depended on the gold pieces given for serving on the council to feed his family.


      “I don’t think His Majesty needs someone else disagreeing with him, Ioï.”


      “Speak,” the monarch ordered. The lynx cleared his throat and cracked his knuckles before starting, causing the male sitting next to him to make a disdainful noise.

    


    
      “I think you should let Sayii do what he wants. It might turn out badly, but he needs to realize repercussions can happen.” The king nodded, standing back up and frowning. Everything kept saying the same thing – if the prince wanted to do this, he would deal with the mistakes.


      Most royal marriages took weeks or even months to choreograph, plan, and solidify everything from the food to the venue to the guest list. At Sayii’s request, however, most of the more complicated aspects of the ceremony had been cut out. This would be closer to a union of two commoners than one of a crown prince; the wolfox would not even wear his circlet during the proceedings. That might irritate his uncle, but it proved something significant; this was not the marriage expected of a crown prince. It only took two weeks to get everything prepared and everyone who wished to attend up to speed – most of the Commoner’s Council would not be attending, yet diplomats from every nearby country had arrived. Both males would, of course, be bedecked in the finest clothing they possessed, including a small fortune of borrowed jewelry. On top of that, Sayii wore the standard sword and dagger of a soldier. Even if he was ever only ceremoniously in the military, it would show his connection.


      Pacing in his rooms the morning of the ceremony, the wolfox jumped when the door opened to his quarters. A vulpine entered, dressed in finery and looking very pleased with himself. It took Sayii a moment, but his muzzle broke into a grin as he realized who it was.


      Kyo, rather than going with something flashy or flamboyant, had decided on a suit in various shades of red to set off his purple fur fantastically. Every bit of fur visible seemed to glow, somehow helping the fox to stand out even more than if he wore the shimmersilk suit from the Fall Festival. Very little of his fur could be seen, though – between a high-collared shirt, a vest, jacket, gloves, trousers, and almost knee-high boots, the wolfox could only reach out to caress his muzzle. Though the strands seemed softer than normal, Kyo playfully batted the paws away.

    


    
      “I just came to see if you were getting ready. You have half an hour until the ceremony. I’ll see you in the throne room. Don’t be late or I think everyone will kill you.” Even with his uncle’s disapproval, he still permitted this marriage to happen in the palace and be blessed by the Head Paladin of the Hopegiver, Vorel Freedsire. With a swish of the fox’s tail, he strutted away, closing the door behind him.


      Sayii made it down to the throne room only a few minutes later, surprised by how many guests there were; the list he, Jhon and Sulu had written seemed much shorter than this. One of the individuals the wolfox did not recognize approached him, shaking his paw quite firmly.


      “Glad to finally meet you, Your Highness.” The white-furred mouse spoke with a city accent, yet wore the insignia of a paladin. “All of the paladins of the Hopegiver are here to give their blessings to you. Our leader should have told you already, but…” The mouse glanced to the side, motioning for the crown prince to pay attention. Vorel, who Sayii had met several times before, stood socializing with a few of the nobles, apparently showing off a very embarrassed fox pressed close to him.


      “His lover?” the wolfox asked, walking with the male as they entered the room.


      “His husband. Vorel and Rasvim married a while back, but didn’t want to make it public then. Because of you and Kyo, they decided it wouldn’t hurt. Hells, it might have been because Mier and I aren’t worried about what people think anymore either.” The male pointed at the largest figure in the room, a Wolfen about nine feet tall and in full plate. Of all the blessed, he was the only one in armor. Sayii couldn’t resist asking the big question.


      “How does that…work?” The rodent smirked, patting the prince on the back.

    


    
      “Very carefully. You might want to intercept a few of these commoners before they find your little vulpine. It seems the city folk came anyway.” It was true; nearly every commoner representative had chosen to attend, even after proclaiming their displeasure. Very few could resist free high-quality food. Of course these males and females would not approach him, but they still walked around, talking with others and appearing pleasant.


      “Sayii.” He turned around, smiling as one of his friends from the city approached. The lupis, large and muscular, used to share his bed, but they parted on good terms. He might be significantly older than the wolfox, but that did not stop them from having a little fun. Their time together had also been some of the only occasions Sayii had tried out females. They shared a few, and though the wolfox had enjoyed it, he’d decided males were more fun.


      “Glad to see you again, Theo.” They embraced, the knight careful not to muss either of their clothes. The male’s voice dropped to a whisper, as though afraid of eavesdroppers.


      “I’m glad you’re finally settlin’ down, love.” Normally he tried to mask his thick city accent, but seeing as they’d been around each other naked these formalities could be ignored.


      “A lot of people keep saying that. Is it that strange?” The wolf smiled wide, showing off his very pointed teeth.


      “Of course it is, lad. You never seemed the type to stay with one lad for very long. I was prolly your longest before this fox, and we was only together for a few months.” Ignoring the strange glances thrown his way, the knight leaned down and kissed him on the cheek. “Try not to screw this one up, alright?” Blushing and feeling inadequate, just as he always did around this powerful male, Sayii kissed him back.


      “I don’t plan to, no matter what anyone else thinks. I love ‘im, and I could care less what anyone else thinks.”


      “That’s the ticket.”


      After they parted and ignored questions about their familiarity, the crown prince tried to make it to a food table. Rather than spending hours after the ceremony socializing and drinking, potentially doing something embarrassing, everyone would simply disperse once the marriage became official. Food, and absolutely no liquor, could be found at long tables on either side of them room. About fifteen minutes before the ceremonies began they would be carried out by servants to give the guests some place to sit. Right as he picked up a peeled shrimp in his gloved paw, someone else approached him. Sighing internally, he popped it in his mouth and hoped they would give him a moment to eat.

    


    
      “Your Highness…” That did not bode well. Of all the guests here, only members of the Commoner’s Council would call him that.


      “How can I help you…counselor?” He was correct; a lupis he did not recognize, dressed in a blue suit and with far too many gold rings jammed on to his fingers, frowned at him. For some reason, he insisted on wearing a cologne that smelled like spoiled meat.


      “Do you really think this will change how things are done in this country, Your Highness?” Rather than smacking the male as he would really like to do, the crown prince forced a smile and picked up another shrimp.


      “I sure hope so. Can’t have people like you retarding the growth of an entire country.” Anger only passed over the male’s face for a moment before he regained control.


      “I expected as much. How do you plan to convince the Commoner’s Council of these ‘changes’?” Now the wolfox’s smile didn’t need to be forced.


      “I won’t need to. Don’t you even know what your council is?” The male’s facial expression did not change, so Sayii elaborated, feeling proud of himself for looking up this little caveat a few days ago.


      “You’re just an advisory council. You don’t and never have had any power whatsoever. Think on that, and realize I can kick you off that council anytime I want to. Enjoy the shrimp.” He turned away from the wolf, cracking his neck. Even if he couldn’t yell at all of the conservative males in this city, he could at least explain to one how little his opinion mattered.

    


    
      “Glad to see you’re behaving,” a voice said from his side, a gloved paw passing him another shrimp. Sayii kissed his lover, smiling at the tiny flashes of purple fur visible when the male stretched his arm out. The sleeves of his jacket were a bit too short.


      “You really should have gone with that little suit with the shorts.” Kyo playfully pushed against him, sticking out his tongue. Stepping to the side, intent on the fox’s tail, Sayii vaguely heard a clicking sound somewhere behind him.


      Kyo’s entire body jerked, his muzzle open in shock. The crown prince’s eyes widened as he reached for his fox, the unsharpened end of a crossbow bolt jutting from his chest. Blood blossomed from the wound in the morbid semblance of a flower, the vulpine falling into the other male’s arms. The wolfox gripped the bolt, yanking it from the fox’s heart, screaming for a healer. There were four holy males in this room – why weren’t they doing anything? A wolf paw entered his field of vision, trying to shift the prince’s hold away from the wound.


      “I can heal him,” a strong voice ensured the wolfox.


      “You will not,” someone else interrupted. Sayii looked up, his uncle standing over him, no emotion evident on his face. “You will not heal Kyo Foxtrot, Vorel.” The wolf looked dumbfounded.


      “You cannot expect…”


      “I do expect,” the king interrupted again, narrowing his eyes into a dangerous expression, “I expect you to obey your monarch. If you heal him, I will exile you and your husband from this country.”


      “Uncle,” Sayii pleaded, desperately trying to stop the blood flow. Unless someone interfered, Kyo would only last a few more moments. He had already begun to cough, a mist of blood appearing beyond his lips with each exhalation.

    


    
      “No, Sayii. I warned you that I would not, nor would anyone else, tolerate a vulpine in the royal family. You would not listen to me, and this is the result.” Kyo’s eyes closed, a look of utter confusion on his muzzle. The wolfox would feel the other male’s breath slowing, his heartbeat nearly disappearing. Someone was screaming near him, Sayii recognizing the voice of the counselor he had just insulted. When he looked up, his vision clouded with tears, the wolf had already been restrained by two of the palace guards. A fired crossbow rested on the stone floor.


      “You should have prevented this marriage, King Silverway! I would not have had to do this!” Sayii’s uncle stared coldly at the male, inclining his muzzle for the guards to remove him from the room.


      “Help me, Vorel!” The paladin looked very forlornly at him, as though he had been magically restrained.


      “I can’t, Your Highness. You know that.” Gods, why wouldn’t these people save the only person he loved? A crash and someone jumped over two of the onlookers, the white mouse from earlier pulling off his gloves.


      “I can.” As magic coursed around his paws, Sayii heart skipped a beat. Would one of the paladins assist him? Vorel moved faster than the mouse, grabbing him by the back of the neck and attempting to physically restrain him. The lithe male twisted out of the hold, landing on his feet and lunging for the collapsed fox. As he got closer, the wolf paladin punched him in the back of the head. His eyes unfocused and he fell to the ground, his spell dismissed.


      Kyo stopped breathing.


      There seemed only one option, one that would let him be with the fox and be able to ignore all of these court restrictions. Drawing his dagger, he ignored the cries of the wolves surrounding him, deftly slicing through his own throat from the jugular to the carotid. The sudden pain could not compare to the ache in his heart, to the loss of the person he loved. Keeping his gaze locked with the king, the male who caused this, the male who knew this would happen, did not prevent it, and would not help him fix it. As he slipped out of consciousness, he steeled his soul against the healing magic almost immediately poured into him. He would not live without the only person he truly cared about.

    


    
      The room erupted into chaos as nobles scattered from the sudden activity. No one seemed to know how to react to what just happened, except the head paladin of the Hopegiver. He advanced on the king, pushing passed the frightened nobles before being stopped by the guards. They knew he normally would not openly attack the monarch, but seeing the rage in his face, they were not about to take any chances. As the lupis paladin wrestled with the guards, he watched the king exit through a back door. How could he let his own nephew die? How could he threaten the paladin with exile for saving a life?


      Shoving past the guards, he rushed through the same door and followed the male down several corridors and up a flight of stairs. Almost losing him around a corner, he heard a door shut and rushed to it, kicking it open. The wolf stood here alone, his back to the door even as it opened. This was one of the most used rooms of the palace – the attached balcony was where the king addressed the public.


      “How could you?!” Vorel yelled, shutting the door behind him so no one would interfere. He grabbed the monarch’s shoulder, twisting him around so the male could look him in the eye. What greeted him shook him from his anger.


      Though he made no noise, tears streamed down the king’s face.


      “How could I what?” he started, turning back away from the paladin and taking off his crown, rotating it in his paws. “I did what I had to as a monarch, not as a family member. The people would have rioted if a vulpine entered the royal family. I needed to protect my country.” He fell to his knees, setting the crown on the floor.

    


    
      “So you killed your nephew for your country?”


      “I killed my nephew for my country. I need you to do me a favor, Vorel.” The paladin didn’t really want to do anything for the king at the moment, but he wouldn’t walk out on him.


      “And what is that, Your Majesty?” Calling him that right now made bile rise in the paladin’s throat.


      “Make sure the two of them are buried in the Hall of Kings, together. I separated them because of my duty as a king – I won’t separate them in death.” Only the most prestigious members of the royal family were buried there; Silverway’s own father was not entombed within the lowest level of the castle. “Sayii is one of the bravest people I have ever known. He chose love over his country, knowing full well I would probably exile him. The least I do for him is make sure he is honored in death. Please leave me, Vorel. I need to compose myself before explaining to the commoners what happened.”


      “Yes, Your Majesty.” The wolf bowed and left the room, going back to collect the bodies still waiting in the throne room.


      Within minutes the entire city knew of the day’s events, and within hours news of the horrible tragedy made it to the furthest capitols. Every royal, knight, and noble’s flag was lowered, a plain black one replacing them. The king of Sacavuni refused to stay any longer, angered at the events and the court’s reaction to something as simple as a male marrying another male. The tiger felis might not have a husband, but he could take one if he wanted to and no one would kill him for it. Jhon and Sulu would only remain in the capitol until after the crown prince’s funeral – they would also be travelling to Sacavuni. They figured two males raising a child would be much easier in a more accepting nation.


      Vorel Freedsire delivered the eulogy for the prince on the king’s request. He could not speak through the entire oration, tears coursing down his face, his wife in a black dress beside him, trying to shield his behavior from the commoners present. He was a monarch, but for now he did not care who saw him show emotion. Sayii and Kyo’s bodies had been preserved through magic, so during the funeral they only appeared to be sleeping.

    


    
      The attendees each placed something in their caskets. Vance left a songbook; Sulu decided on a bottle of fine wine. Under many strange glances, Lord Vashin draped the fox’s shimmersilk suit over him. The commoners may have seen this as a waste, but no one else would ever wear it again, so why not? Jhon, not having known the vulpine very well, went with a black lotus flower for each of them. The flowers, infused with the primal magics of nature, would never wilt. They would remain as fresh as the day they were picked for hundreds of years, long after everyone forgot why these males had died.


      Commoners who had never met the royal family expressed outrage over the treatment of the entire situation. Unlike the Commoner’s Council’s assumptions, the people nearly rioted over Kyo’s slaying, not his potential ascension to the throne. It took the king declaring martial law to stop riots for the first few weeks. It didn’t help that an invasion had already started, but the people wanted justice. Once the lupis who fired the crossbow died on Traitor’s Hill, the capitol calmed down enough to allow normal operation again.


      About two months after the dual deaths, the castle opened to the public for Midwinter. Thousands of commoners poured into the palace, the first time they had been allowed in since summer. Organizers directed everyone around, but no one really needed to be herded. Every single individual moved as fast as they could to the portrait gallery. The announcement of two new paintings had been released several days before – no one would miss this opportunity.


      A few of the older males and females remembered the first new one, but had not seen it in many years. It was Sayii’s hidden treasure, the only painting ever done of his father and mother. With the enchantments, the people could even touch it freely and without complaints from the guards. Both of these portraits broke the normal rule of the gallery – in the history of the country, only painted kings hung here. A tiny plaque had even been placed under it, for the younger city folk who never knew either of the royals.

    


    
      His Royal Highness Crown Prince Avio of Eldere


      Brother of His Royal Majesty King Silverway of Eldere


      Princess Saya of Salyvi


      Servant of the Palace, Wife of Crown Prince Avio


      Though many males and females paid their respects to this one, the second picture brought much more attention. Several males and females started to cry viewing it, but that was not due to any gruesome or particularly tragic content.


      Sayii sat in his throne, one of his paws on the armrest, the normal expression of entitlement and swagger on his muzzle. His other arm gripped a bright purple fox leaning on the spare armrest; both wore the clothes from the Fall Festival, the wolfox in a very nice suit, the fox in his shimmersilk outfit. The fox’s expression, somehow captured so well without a living model, evoked love, innocence, and shyness all at once. A tiny smirk lit up his muzzle, telling the viewers he knew his position was somewhat inappropriate, but he wasn’t about to move. Neither wore shoes, but again, it only seemed natural – neither liked to be indoors. Another small bronze plaque rested here, a very sweet inscription left after the introductions for everyone to read. The king had found it on a piece of parchment in the wolfox’s pocket the night after his suicide. He figured it was something he would tell the fox during the ceremony they never reached.


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      His Royal Highness Crown Prince Sayii of Eldere


      Nephew of His Royal Majesty King Silverway of Eldere


      Kyo Foxtrot, Performer Extraordinaire


      Love of His Royal Highness Crown Prince Sayii of Eldere


      Sometimes, it doesn’t matter who you love,


      Or why you love,


      Or how you love.


      It only matters that you love,


      And that you love with all your heart and soul.


      The king stood beside the portrait, nodding to the commoners as they gazed. He did not need to talk to them, and in a black mourning suit, they did not address him. Only one male stepped past the invisible boundary formed by courtesy for the picture – a scruffy wolf with leaves in his hair. When he reached a paw up and ran a finger along the frame, one of the guards present moved to stop him, but the king motioned for him to stop.


      “Why are you here?” The commoners, so far oblivious to any conversation, focused on the unkempt male. His clothing matched the king’s, and if not for an inch of height and a slight difference in eye color they could have been identical twins.


      “I came to see the painting, Silverway, nothing more.” The commoners grumbled amongst themselves over the lupis’s familiar tone with the king, but no one dared speak out at the moment. Several many have noticed his uncanny resemblance to the first painting, but no one voiced it.


      “Why did you give Kyo the orb?” The wolf smiled, though everyone there could still see the pain in his eyes.


      “I wanted you to realize he meant no harm. He loved Sayii, you know.”


      “I know.” The new wolf unhooked a small satchel from his belt, holding it out for the king. Though he looked suspicious, the monarch still took it.

    


    
      “I heard he was sweet for a little fox performer, so I came back. Can you put this in his coffin for me? I don’t think I can do it.” Silverway nodded, waiting until the wolf stepped back into the stunned crowd to undo the simple knot in the bag’s drawstrings. His brother was gone, effectively disappearing just as if he had teleported away. A single item rested in the bag, a necklace with a peculiar charm. When the king lifted it into the bright daylight, the charm, a note normally notated in written music, glittered with miniscule purple gemstones. As it twirled lazily in midair, a sound emanated from the charm.


      A single, quavering note echoed through the hallway, an exact match of Kyo Foxtrot’s voice.


      Sayii opened his eyes, awakened by the smell of wildflowers and freshly cut grass. The soft foliage rubbed into the fur all over his body, making him realize he was nude. He was lying on his side, someone else in his arms, the smaller form breathing softly. The other male stirred, yawning and pushing against him.


      “Where are we?” the little fox asked, looking up to smile at the larger male. Sayii squeezed his love tightly enough to make him squeak. It didn’t matter if he protested now. No one could tear them apart again.


      “We’re together.”
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