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      Chapter 1 Pyronni


      
         
      


      Dunes change, but the desert always remains the same.


      Always shifting, always swirling,


      Yet remaining the desert still, ready for the traveler.


      - Words for the Vagabond, ancient felis text


      Vasani seemed to be falling apart at the seems. In the last year, the crown prince of the Vasani royal family had committed suicide, members of all three noble houses had either died or become expatriates, and High General Takashi Ironskin of the K’Mir Empire had successfully conquered most of the southern half of the country. He showed no signs of stopping until he stood in the throne room, a crown on his brow. Black flags still flew over every state-owned building for Crown Prince Sayii; the king had not been seen by the public since his nephew’s death.


      To top in all off, the commoners of the capitol, Eldere, had very few people to turn to. The paladins of the Hopegiver, having been informed of Ironskin’s advance, left the city only a week after the national tragedy. The people were not aware of it, but they sought a weapon powerful enough to kill the general. He was so skilled as a darkmage a normal sword would not even slow him down – they needed something so ancient and arcane it could kill a god. Four of the five holy males left the sacred building, all traveling in different directions for the three pieces it would take to complete the weapon. Each piece sat in one of three of the four Fonts of Creation – the Font of Light, the Font of Darkness and the Font of Death


      Vorel Freedsire, the Head Paladin of the Hopegiver, could not leave on his mission immediately. Making sure everything remained relatively normal in the capitol had to be left to Torr, and unfortunately, Midwinter approached. Though the journey for the weapon piece should be top priority, the needs of worshipers ended up being addressed first. With his husband, the paladin Rasvim, the lupis male headed southeast to see to the many needy in winter. Mier, a massive canine nearly immune to magic, headed southwest to recover a piece from his original homeland. The last piece, on an island chain far to the west, would take much longer to recover. Those islands, home to the nezumi, rested far from any major port city, and since the black rats of the island did not trade or entertain relations with the other nations, most merchants did not even know how to reach them.

    


    
      The last paladin, en route north, didn’t like traveling. He’d escaped the Dark Isles as a teenager, stowed away on boats and traveled between many cities to reach Vasani and had never planned to return to his place of birth. He liked living in a city, eating regularly, having choices in where he ate, and being in a position of authority as a religious figure. He could help the poor of the city, heal the sick, and most importantly to him, not put up with the stupid rules of the other chapels. His church, the largest in the city, granted him special permission to ignore others in positions of authority. He liked slipping unnoticed into other chapels and getting back things they’d stolen or disappearing into the slums for a few hours and coming out with an artifact thought lost. It was both mentally and spiritually rewarding.


      The city of Pyronni indicated the end of Vasani. Just to the north of it lay Oya, the land of the vulpines and currently in the middle of a war between the noble houses. If the paladin expected to make it through the snow-ridden pass in one piece that separated the two countries, he would need supplies. There would be no waiting out this snowfall – it wouldn’t melt until late spring or early summer. According to a few of the state officials here, once he left the northern city limits, he would be on his own for the three days it would take to make it through the pass. Now the only thing left was bartering.


      “I told you I’m not paying more than a few silver,” Acton stated, putting his paws on his hips. The mouse stared down the lupis merchant across the counter from him, waiting for the male to get the idea. This might be the only city on the path into Oya, but this wolf should know better than to try and cheat a paladin of the Hopegiver, especially one who had once been a very successful thief. He knew how much things were worth.


      “Sir, I cannot go any lower than the marked price. They are very difficult to come across in this area of the country.” The rodent snorted, not bothering to cover up his knowledge. The emblem on his chest should be a clear indication of his intelligence, but apparently this merchant thought him quite the opposite.


      “There are literally hundreds of mages capable of writing out these very simple protection spells for nighttime camps. I need them, and if you keep this up, I’ll report you to the merchants’ guild here.” Now the other male gulped – the mouse had him. Without another word he accepted the much smaller amount of money in the paladin’s paw for the scrolls. The white-furred male could cast very few spells, so anything to help him would be very useful in the next few weeks. Another one of his traveling companions peaked over one of the many high shelves of books, a skinny lion felis who wore far too little for the chilly climate. Luckily, his strange magic protected him from the elements.

    


    
      “Need anything else?” Acton asked, cracking his knuckles nonchalantly as the merchant bowed his muzzle in defeat. The cat lifted a very expensive gilded mirror, smiling and saying with his eyes ‘I want this a lot, and I want you to pay for it’. The mouse scowled and the mirror disappeared.


      “Essentials, Sven. Clothes, food, scrolls, and weapons count as essentials.”


      “But…”


      “No.” Rather than spending the few minutes it would take him to convince the effeminate male just how a mirror would not help them make it halfway across the world, he tucked his protective scrolls into one of the pouches on his belt and left the store. The felis could prance between the aisles, fawning over the overpriced baubles, but the paladin had better things to do right now. He hadn’t seen Gix, the black-furred nezumi of their group, since yesterday morning. Where had he run off to? Acton’s clothes protected him from harassers, but the same could not be said for his comrades.


      Another few minutes and he found the rat hiding in the corner of one of the more popular taverns. Since entering the city, the male hadn’t left the dim lighting of a bar except to swiftly move to another area with copious amounts of alcohol. It wasn’t that he disliked being in this city – nezumi just attracted a lot of attention. Very few existed in this country, and the rat especially caused every scholar or curious commoner to want to touch him. Being a paladin, Acton garnered a certain level of respect; a random rat did not.


      “Go away,” Gix huffed once the mouse tracked him down, downing what was probably his tenth or eleventh beer. The holy male scooted into the booth next to him, shooing away what few onlookers had followed him in here. Acton pulled the rat’s empty glass away from him, leaning over to whisper in his ear. It might look benign, but the mouse also very casually placed one of his paws over the male’s most-exposed dagger. It rested on his right thigh, ready to be pulled any moment.


      “We need to get going in the next few days. Can you resist stabbing anyone until then?” The rat glared at him, but Acton could see the twitch of a smile on his muzzle.


      “No promises. I think I found us a way north, though.” He inclined his muzzle at a group of lupis sitting on the opposite side of the tavern, all wearing chainmail suits of armor. Many of them prominently displayed weapons as well, but it looked to the mouse like a few of them had never been off their farms; the slight glint of uncertainty nestled in more than one pair of wolf eyes said more about their situation than anything else.


      “Mercenaries?” A very large number of gold-for-hire soldiers entered Oya from every border each year in hopes of making a small fortune working for one of the warring noble houses. The rat smirked.


      “Yah. They’re taking the pass tomorrow morning – we can travel with ‘em if we help fight off any bandits and the like.”

    


    
      “Did you tell ‘em I’m a paladin?” Unfortunately, many commoners outside of major cities still held a negative attitude toward the holy warriors. A cleric might be in every city, but a paladin would only be summoned for severe religious transgressions or to destroy an evil coven. Naturally, not many of those instances occurred, so the old ideas of a templar, a powerful religious warrior working against what people want, still rang true to the uneducated.


      “No.” Gix’s ears twitched in amusement. “You can do that before we leave. Try not to mention Sven’s anythin’ but a toy.” Acton wanted to respond sarcastically, but he understood the precaution. The lion looked like a harem slave, especially considering how small he was and the very skimpy clothing he wore; currently his garments only amounted to a loincloth, sheer silk pants, and a vest more appropriate for the desert. If the lupis found out what he really was, there would be trouble. Even if the paladins put up with a few sidelong glances every now and then, Sven would have to flee should his secret get out.


      The felis, so charming and effeminate, was a darkmage, one of the rarest types of spellcasters. If he lost control of his power, he could, and had in the past, drain the life energy or even destroy the souls of everyone around him. Acton, preparing for this journey, had done a little research on the subject. Most of them received their powers through evil pacts with demons or devils, but unfortunately, the cat had inherited it from his parents’ wicked decision. He would live with the curse his entire life unless he found the specific demon the contract came from and killed it or fulfilled the terms of the bargain.


      “Oy!” Acton snapped his head around, staring at the group of mercenaries. One of them was holding up a glass of ale, motioning toward the only spare area in that corner. The mouse rolled his eyes at his companion, making sure to slide as he got back up. For the wolves, he seemed liquid, his tail lashing like a predator, his leather armor clinging to his body to make him look like an assassin. Might as well make a good impression, he thought, and from what he’d seen making his way this far north, no one turned down a warm body at night. He missed Mier, his Wolfen paladin lover who had been forced to travel in a completely different direction, but sometimes he needed someone to keep him warm in this hellish winter, and Mier had told him he’d didn’t mind. Gix and Sven stayed together most nights, even if it was just platonic. Either way, teasing these males would be fun.


      Picking out who he guessed was the leader of the little mercenary band, he pushed past the others and, as though nothing was strange about the action, sat down in his lap. The wolf chuckled, slipping his paws down to grip the mouse’s thighs. In the dim light of the tavern, no one outside of this corner could see what he was doing or could overhear his whispers. Getting on their good side now would definitely help in the future.


      “What’s your name?” Acton whispered, leaning in close enough that he could smell the tavern’s stew on the male’s breath. The wolf playfully snapped at him to establish his dominance, but the paladin wasn’t a lupis. He didn’t need that, nor would he respond to such behavior from someone other than Mier.

    


    
      “Jin, sweets. Aren’t you a tiny little thing…” The paws slid up his sides, up his chest, down to his belly. The look in his eyes told the mouse he’d never caressed someone in skintight black leather. Though normally the armor would restrict him, the mouse had spent a small fortune enchanting this set to let him move freely.


      “I’m not tiny, lad. Where ya headed?” Those paws stopped moving when they came back to his thighs. It would be better if he pretended he hadn’t already been briefed on the group. Feigning ignorance, oddly enough, would much more likely convince these males to trust him.


      “Up into Oya, tryin’ to find us some work.” Acton let his smile grow a but wider and settled down a bit more so the canine could feel his weight. He wasn’t some little tart to be played with. There were quality muscles under his armor.


      “Need some more to…” one of his paws casually sunk down to grip right next to the male’s groin. “…keep you lads company on the way north?” The wolf didn’t seem to know how to react to such a blatant suggestion.


      “Uhhh…” several of the other males made approving noises. None of them had probably ever been with a mouse, and the idea intrigued them.


      Sweeping his right paw, one of the other wolves scooted over as much as he could away from him. Acton squeezed in between the two wolves and drained one of the unmonitored glasses of alcohol. It was a bit too bitter for his taste, but it helped establish him in the group. All of these males probably came from the same small village nearby, decided farm life wasn’t worth the time, bought armor from the same blacksmith, and trekked to the nearest large city. They had no idea what would happen when the crossed the border, or just how bad war could be. They only saw the prospect of a mercenary’s wages and the glory of killing vulpines they’d never met.


      “Who else is comin’ with ya?” Acton smiled and pointed at Gix. One of the males growled under his breath.


      “He’s not that bad, lad,” Acton cooed. The leader smirked, even though several of the other males started to make noncommittal noises. “Just give ‘im a chance. He’ll warm up if you’re nice to him. I’ve got one more too – and here he comes now.” All the dozen-or-so pairs of eyes turned to the entrance to see Sven stride in. Many of them couldn’t resist licking their lips, pounding a fist on the table, or actually whistling and startling the small lion. Acton raised a paw and motioned for the lion to walk over. He looked nervous, but when he saw just how many large wolves were lounging around and patting their laps, he smiled. There was nothing the cat liked better than a strong male to play with him. From what the lion had told him, Sven had left twin lupis males in Eldere to come with him. These males would be just what he needed to feel better about this trip.


      “C’mere.” When Sven climbed into the mouse’s lap he noticed many jealous glances thrown at him. It was alright – they would have him soon enough.

    


    
      “When are we leaving?” the lion whispered, the end of his tail subtly sneaking up the lead wolf’s left leg. Everyone looked entranced by the twitching appendage.


      “Tomorrow morning, I hope. You have everything you need?” The felis smiled widely, suddenly falling over to land in the nearest wolf’s lap. Every one of the canine’s eyes went wide, especially when he turned around and stretched out so his legs covered another two laps.


      “I do now. We’re going with these lads?” He giggled when a set of paws rested on his slim chest.


      “Of course we are, and I’m glad you like ‘em. Lemme go make sure everything is set in the temple here. Make sure to get some sleep tonight.” After a very suggestive wink he hopped over the table and left his friend to the wolf pack. They wouldn’t hurt him – if nothing else, he could tell a person’s intentions quite well. They were just needy, and so was Sven.


      Walking out of the sizable market district, the mouse paladin jogged straight to the temple of the Hopegiver. It was always his first stop when he entered a new city, but so far, he’d only just stopped to introduce himself. Sometimes he needed a healer more skilled than him to get rid of a rash or disease he’d picked on the road or just a safe haven when he outran the guards. No one initially believed him to be a paladin of the lupis god of protection, both because of his race and his ebony leather armor. Slinkiness generally indicated a thief; he used to be one, but his past choices didn’t necessarily bleed into his behavior now.


      Upon entering the temple he tried to ignore the clerics bowing their heads to him. His title garnered him respect from these males and females, but he didn’t deserve it. This was not his church, even if they worshiped the same god. Things worked differently in every temple, so the mouse tried to ignore the clerics while he was here. They could complain all they wanted about his tactics or his dress; his god and Vorel told him what to do, not them. Without asking permission – he didn’t technically need it anyway – the paladin walked down a staircase just off the main worship room into the chapel’s vault. He needed supplies he’d used up on the road, ones no mage shop could produce. If no one threatened to attack him over taking what he wanted, he might just be nice leave a list of what he’d procured.


      Like most vaults, a thin layer of dust covered everything from the entrance in. Unlike other underground storerooms he’d been in, this one did not use unreliable torches or extremely expensive magical lamps to illuminate the area – instead, mirrors reflected light coming down from the staircase. It gave everything a very strange glow, but the mouse could move around quite easily without fear of stubbing a toe or tripping.


      Starting with the bookshelves, he yanked out three small books on necromancy, two on the K’Mir Empire, and one of the many tomes explaining the strengths and weaknesses of different types of spellcasters. They would eventually make it through the entire country of Oya, home to thousands of mages, and then the Dark Isles with their entire rat race of necromancers. Gix was the exception for the black-furred nezumi, not the rule. Stuffing them into his bag, he moved deeper into the vault. With his extremely acute hearing the mouse overheard an argument at the top of stairs, probably concerning him. Two or more clerics debating over how to deal with him would give him the time he needed.

    


    
      He then moved to a very well-organized rack of scrolls. Even if he did not possess the ability to cast most of these, one of the skills he’d picked up as a street thief was learning how to activate less powerful magical objects. Back then, scrolls or wands that made him silent or invisible were absolutely essential. Stuffing a few stacks of them into his bag, he then grabbed a wand he noticed hanging from the side of the previous bookcase. If he judged correctly by the weird crystals embedded in the wood and the writing along the length, it could create floating shields. These clerics wouldn’t need that anytime soon. Turning a corner, he casually slipped a few large gemstones into his pockets. Blue diamonds were hard to come by, and if he needed extra money, they fetched a fair price almost anywhere.


      “You stop right now!” Acton hadn’t been paying attention to hear the male come downstairs – he spun around, a dagger in his paw and flung out without a thought. Lucky for him and the cleric, it sunk in an inch deep into the wood shelf right next to the lupis’s throat. All the color drained from the wolf’s face.


      “You really shouldn’t sneak up on people.” It took the cleric a moment to regain his composure, long enough for the mouse to walk over and yank his dagger back out of the shelf and sheath it.


      “You can’t just…” He still seemed a little shaky, so Acton finished the statement for him.


      “Take what I want from the vault and leave? That’s where you’re wrong.” Rather than arguing with him, which could take up to the next morning, he shoved his arm into the bottom of his bag. The other male blanched, for good reason. To his point of view, the mouse’s arm had sunk nearly to the shoulder into a bag physically only large enough to fit his paw in. Digging around for a moment, he produced a tightly wrapped scroll with a broken seal. It indicated the letter had come from the ruler of Vasani, His Majesty King Silverway.


      “This says I can take what I want from where I want, and no one can stop me. You can keep it if you’d like – it won’t help me in Oya.” Trembling paws took the scroll from him, and no more complaints were raised. The lupis stood there silently, occasionally wringing his paws as Acton picked up a trinket here or a priceless artifact there. He didn’t take everything, of course – he only examined a few things to hear the cleric’s breath catch in his throat.


      He left with the vault only a fraction lighter, but with a very large group of clerics huffing and puffing over the few things he’s taken. This time he decided to be only a little bit mean – he left a sealed note with the list of things in his bag written on it with the tavern owner once he arrived back, to be delivered in the morning. Let them stress out for a few hours. Sven had disappeared from the ground floor, along with most of the large group of lupis mercenaries. A few were still around, but they appeared dead to the world from too much drinking. After another quick mental checklist that he had everything he needed for the dangerous pass, he climbed the stairs to the second level. This mouse needed sleep.

    


    
      At dawn Acton woke up, donned his armor, and went downstairs to grab some warm bread and a glass of milk before they felt. Any respectable tavern would put out something for their patrons to have in the morning, both to invigorate them or help soothe a terrible hangover. All but two of the lupis were already down there, eating quickly, when the mouse sat down and reached for the nearest pitcher of warm milk. Gix sat down opposite him only a minute later – he must have gotten up when he heard the paladin moving. Sven pranced down about ten minutes later, right as the mouse was planning to go upstairs and shake him awake, supporting the last two wolves. Whereas the lion looked remarkably awake, as he had every morning since they left the capitol city, both of the other males slumped down into chairs without opening their eyes and felt around for the nearest form of food on the table.


      “Get any sleep?” Sven grinned and chugged down a glass of milk. There must be something in his magic that stopped him from feeling hangovers or needing to sleep more than a few hours. Even after food and a few glasses of milk the final mercenaries still looked half-dead.


      Lucky for the three of them, the mercenaries thought ahead and did not bring horses with them. The creatures would only serve as a hindrance, especially if the snow was as deep as the mages kept saying. It only took them trudging an hour out of town to see that everything predicted was true – there was so much snow it reached the mouse’s chest. Sven had to climb on his back so the cat wasn’t swallowed by the drifts. Gix, in his own fashion, came prepared a bit differently for this situation than everyone else. The wolves grumbled and shoved through the snow; the rat strapped strange, sturdy, wide nets to his feet that only made him sink down an inch. Acton guessed they dispersed his weight so he didn’t break the snow’s crust.


      “I got ‘em from a lapin,” he explained at the first strange glance. As long as he took wide, exaggerated steps, he remained several feet above everyone else. That came in handy when the first wild snow hare streaked across the open snow – the rat pulled out a shortbow and killed it with one shot. Even if it made Sven comment he might vomit, the nezumi slit its throat, skinned it, and yanked off the flesh with his bare teeth. Blushing, Acton accepted a few of the meager, bloody strips. Both of them enjoyed the taste of raw meat, even if the white-furred male tried to deny it most of the time. For now, food was food.


      The first day passed without incident. Around nightfall one of the wolves stumbled on an isolated cave with a rocky outcropping above the entrance so it would stay clear if another storm came around. It may not have been technically big enough for the fifteen of them, but when they all squeezed in and pulled in close, they could sleep with a warm body on either side. This was the main reason Acton was secretly glad they didn’t mind a male invading their personal space. Sleeping alone in a bedroll would be very unpleasant this time of year.

    


    
      A storm started to pick up the third day, but didn’t produce enough extra snow to slow their already miniscule progress. At this rate, it could take them a week to make it to Byridge, the Oyan city that formed the vulpines’ only passage south. Like every vulpine city right now, there would probably be two or three armies fighting over it, so they needed to get in and out as fast as possible. Messing in noble problems would only get him killed. Lucky for them, when the snow picked up at midday, they found another cave to huddle in and for the lupis to curse whoever brought this on them. Acton knew better than to yell about the actions of any god, so he just exercised to keep his blood moving while they complained.


      By the fifth day Acton hoped they were still going in the right direction. The storm had not let up one bit, and they had decided as a group to keep going despite the weather. Dying in a snow-filled pass would only be marginally better than freezing to death in a cave, waiting for the snow to magically disappear. Bandits would be stupid to be out in this weather with them, so at least one of their major concerns could be ignored. When the wind started to blow so loud they couldn’t hear each other, the group decided to take another break in a cave. It took them a lot longer to find one large enough, especially after two of the lupis collapsed. Acton could heal them, at least enough to keep alive, but he needed someplace to keep still and concentrate.


      Once they entered the new cave, the mouse had the distinct impression he was being watched. The lupis leader looked just as nervous, so Acton guessed his feelings were not exclusive. Someone or something else kept appraising them, probably deciding whether or not they would taste good. Rumors of dragons and other nasties in these hills were not exaggerated – the city was called Pyronni after an old word meaning “fireburst”, for a reason. Dragons burned portions of the city down on a regular basis. As they traveled deeper into the cave – this one sloped up, getting them away from the harsh wind – the sensation only got stronger. Several of the lupis started taking off their near-frozen armor.


      “I’d keep that on if I were you.” Just as he spoke, something round flew out of the shadows to the left of them. When it hit the hard stone floor, smoke billowed out in all directions. The mercenaries started to cough – it smelled like rotten eggs and burned the nose as it dispersed. Worst of all, the intense odor made the mouse’s eyes start to water, effectively blinding him to whatever was going on around him. Mumbling on his back – Sven whined, a very un-catlike noise.

    


    
      “There’re a lot of ‘em, Acton.” The mouse kept his eyes closed, preferring complete darkness to the smoke. A few pained grunts and bodies started hitting the floor – he needed to think fast.


      “Anythin’ distinguishing on ‘em?” The lion gripped him a bit harder, but still leaned forward. After a moment, he sounded both confused and nervous.


      “They’ve all got necklaces on. They look like the pawprint on your armor.”


      Perfect.


      Acton reached into his bag, yanking out one of the only personal items he’s thought important enough to bring with him from Eldere. It was a holy symbol made from platinum, a wolf’s pawprint engraved on one side. This would take a little more magic than he liked using, but considering the situation, he would need to concentrate.


      “Don’t move.” He relaxed his body, thinking only of accessing the tiny connection to his god. The Hopegiver would protect him from opportunistic mountain folk, especially ones who knew the lupis deity. For now, he needed to forget Sven’s sharp claws that had punctured through his shoulder armor and were now digging into the mouse’s flesh from his fear, forget the burning smoke, forget the pain in his frostbitten feet and paws. These mercenaries needed his help, and he wasn’t about to let them die. When his eyes opened again, white lightning lined them and his paws. Bolts shot out in random directions, yelps of surprise, not pain, reaching his ears. His power would not hurt the scared and blind wolves, only their attackers.


      “I am Acton Sadisle, paladin of the Hopegiver, and you will cease this attack at once!” He let out a roar of righteous fury, the sheer energy crackling over him destroying the smoke. Sven blinked, making the black fire covering his eyes disappear before anyone noticed. Three more lupis were collapsed on the ground, bleeding, but what also appeared before him surprised him even more.


      Twenty white-furred vulpines crouched on the ground, their paws in the air, holy charms held high above their heads. They stared at him with wide eyes, awed by the presence of a paladin. All were probably smaller than Rasvim, one of his paladin allies from Eldere, but they compensated by draping in thick furs and strapping javelins to their backs. The three males with bloodied spears set those weapons in front of them and rested completely prostrate on the ground.


      “We are sorry, paladin. We did not know these lupis were protected by you,” the apparent leader answered in the vulpine language. The same one scooted forward and placed his paws, complete with a charm, over his booted feet. “Please do not judge us unworthy.” Wanting to stay theatric the rodent placed one of his paws on the male’s forehead, his magic snapping at the fox but not actually harming him.


      “I have found you worthy. Your tribe may rise.” Though he’d never seen one of these very rare vulpines up close, he knew them from his paladin studies. Vulpines rarely worshiped any deity but the Wing Goddess, but the snow tribes all paid homage to the Hopegiver exclusively. He never thought a group of them would be this close to a city, especially within a few days of travel. All the snow foxes stood up, most of them looking quite chastised. Now that the hard part was over, he dismissed his very powerful-looking magic. It only looked like it could kill someone – all he knew how to do well was heal, though the foxes might have been stunned by the random shots.

    


    
      “We will bring you to our lodgings, great paladin.” As one they turned, hopping up on one of the larger boulders. It was then Acton realized they’d moved it inside to allow the white-furred foxes the jump on intruders. Smart, but it had probably taken them days to move such a massive hunk of stone. He needed to take care of everyone before they followed – it was his duty.


      “Drag the other two bleeders over here, and the two that passed out,” he ordered, standing over one of the slowly bleeding mercenaries. The very scared wolves obeyed him, depositing their comrades at his feet. If they were to keep moving in the morning, now would be the best time to get them all in top shape. As the lupis backed away from him, probably scared of his power, the mouse shoved magic out of him. This was no time to be subtle or to ration his limited abilities. Lives were on the line. The two who didn’t actually possess any injuries woke up first, jumping up at the lightning crackling over their armor and passing back and forth between the five males on the ground. The next three only took a few more moments to groggily open their eyes and mumble, still lightheaded from the blood loss. After that was done, the rodent steeled himself for the climb up those rocks. Most of all, he needed to ignore that dizzy feeling that resulted from overextending his magic power. If he passed out, no one would be able to help him.


      When they reached the top of the giant boulder, the foxes were waiting, motioning for everyone to follow. Though the mercenaries looked completely untrusting of the petite males, Acton knew better. Faith kept people in line, and since he worshiped the same god as these vulpines, they would welcome him with more warmth than if he had been a fellow vulpine.


      After about another ten minutes of smooth stone – a path weaved between the large boulders – they came to a small circle of tents constructed from stitched-together furs. All of the vulpines started shedding layers of clothes when they got closer to the tents. It was still cold, but when they mouse walked past a shining line carved into the stone, suddenly it shot up to the temperature of a comfortable spring day. There was at least one fire mage amongst them, then; permanently changing ambient temperatures took someone with a little fire magic. When tiny paws moved to help him take off his armor, Acton sighed. He didn’t need to be treated like royalty, just not stabbed.


      Most of the foxes stripped down to their loincloths, giggling and flirting with the lupis. The vulpines didn’t speak Common, but gentle touches, nuzzles, and kisses broke the language barrier. Acton had one male and one female specifically delegated to assist him in any way they could, so after he got more comfortable, the mouse asked for some place to sit down. He wanted some place quiet, away from these mercenaries, and much more specifically, away from the noise.

    


    
      The foxes tried to follow him into the tent allocated for him, but he remained very polite in keeping them away. There were piles of furs in here too, and he dived in, wrapping layers and layers around him. He needed to calm down and stay away from these foxes. They only wanted to serve him because of his rank – he had no right to take advantage of their awe. Furs, probably from yaks, closed in all around him. They kept him warm but did not lead him into temptation. He hadn’t wanted to mate with the wolves outside either – they were not nearly dominant enough to control him, but these foxes were just the size he liked to be on top of. Especially the presence of females would be problematic; he hadn’t been with a female since moving in with Mier, and he missed the company.


      Someone entered his tent, stumbling over his cocooned form and yelping. Fearing he’d hurt one of the little foxes, Acton peaked his head out to see Sven sprawled over him, looking concerned.


      “Are you alright?” The lion nodded, pulling at the pile of furs, burrowing in even faster than the mouse had. Before he could complain, the small male was against him, nuzzling into his neck and purring. Acton rolled his eyes – the felis had dozens of males and females out there to play with. Why did he have to come in here?


      “Can I stay here for the night?” His voice sounded so sincere that the rodent couldn’t help but smile. Sven couldn’t hide his emotions very well.


      “What’s putting you off? All the lupis playing with the snow foxes, and there’s no room for you?” The smaller male nodded, blushing, but still scooted in a bit closer so their two bodies pressed together at all points.


      “I just want to sleep tonight; it’s been a tough couple of days. Can we just….cuddle?” Trying not to laugh – Sven seemed the last individual to “just cuddle” – he slipped his arms around the thin male. He’d abandoned his sheer pants and his vest somewhere outside, so only trimmed, soft fur caressed the mouse.


      The other male’s paws even didn’t slip down to play with him, instead remaining around his waist as the lion settled down to sleep. Acton could deal with this. He could still have peace this way.


      The next day, due to “a great paladin blessing their village” the snow foxes agreed to escort the entire group through the rest of the pass. They all soon quickly realized why the vulpine didn’t have a problems moving quickly through the normally quite dangerous pass; most of the caves cut into the pass interconnected. In the first few hours of hiking over relatively even stone, they only had to venture out into the blizzard once. Even when they needed to brave the snow, the foxes could easily lead them to the next entrance into the web of caves. When they stopped for a quick lunch – several more wild rabbits had dared venture near them, and the foxes were better hunters than any of the mercenaries – the leader of the lupis approached Acton.

    


    
      “If I’m guessin’ what the foxes said, we should be in sight of Byridge by afternoon.” The paladin nodded. They didn’t want to start a fire, so instead the fire mage in the foxes’ group gave each skinned animal a quick blast.


      “If there’re armies up there, which one should we go to?” They hadn’t thought about it? With six of the seven noble Oyan houses fighting over the country, Acton would’ve guessed these lupis would have given it some consideration. After he swallowed the hunk of meat in his mouth, he gave the male an incredulous look.


      “Do you have any idea what any of the noble houses are fightin’ over?”


      “I know they pay a lot, and that’s all I cared about. Now I figure it might matter who we work for, since we’re all goin’ to the same one.” The mouse took a deep breath to resist punching the other male in the nose. This was the first thing you did as a mercenary: decide who you would work for, and for what reasons. Money was, of course, a priority, but making sure you didn’t do something outside your comfort range should be a close second.


      “There are six noble houses fighting over the country, three of which could be near Byridge at the moment.” The lupis sat down in front of him, since they still had a few minutes before they needed to continue moving. “The three you’ll have to deal with are House Peridot, House Bronze, and House Diamond. House Diamond’s the biggest, but only because they have about a third of the country under their control. They’re really proper in combat, and most of their soldiers are mages, so you might not be able to get in there.” The leader shrugged, but kept listening.


      “House Bronze’s soldiers keep getting killed, so they hire a lot of lupis mercenaries. That might be the best bet for you, but sometimes they send legions into Vasani to get supplies.” The wolf gulped – that might stop him from joining that noble family’s army.


      “House Peridot probably would be your best bet, then. They pay well, they’ll treat you like a member of the army, and most of their soldiers are mercenaries. Tell your buddies that’s where you’re going before we keep moving.” He nodded and stood back up, giving the paladin a thankful glance before returning to his comrades. Acton didn’t want any of them to get killed, but they had chosen the life of a mercenary. Honestly, he doubted they would make it to summer.


      The fox’s predictions ended up being quite accurate. About an hour before nightfall they all climbed out of another cave, and judging by the slope down from their current position, they had exited the area between the two countries and officially entered Oya. Though snow still covered the ground, it wasn’t nearly as deep as in the pass. A few miles in the distance, a walled city stood with large masses of tents a bit further away on three sides. Acton sighed – he was right. There were three armies fighting over this city, and they needed to get into the city proper to find transport north. He didn’t want to fight a vulpine army, even if he could walk through it without harassment. They might not honor his religious position.

    


    
      The mercenaries all started down the slope excitedly, but the paladin and his allies took a moment to thank the foxes for their time. They had probably never been in the city, so going near it would not be in their best interests. Slave traders were always looking for rare males and females to sell to rich Sacavuni merchants; these vulpines should stay hidden. Sven and Gix gave the males and females trinkets in return for the escort. None of them would most likely ever see these foxes again, but it was always good for passerby to remember them in a good light.


      As they approached the city, Acton made a mental note concerning the flag flying every few feet at the top of the city walls – a blue standard with a large green stone in the middle. House Peridot controlled the city for now, and had held it long enough to establish a guard force and declare their control. Soldiers could hold the city indefinitely, but flags flying showed the people were not rebelling against them. Most of the residents of Byridge probably didn’t care who controlled the city as long as the rulers didn’t restrict trade.


      “What brings you to this city?” One of the guards asked when they reached the south gate. The leader of the lupis explained they were here to join House Peridot’s army, so the guards let them in without futher question. However, once Acton stepped up the guards, the vulpines physically tensed.


      “What do you need…nezumi?” The paladin swept out an arm to include Sven and Gix, both trying to look inconspicuous beside him.


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter 2 Byridge


      
         
      


      The vulpines have emotions,


      But it is against their culture to show them.


      Maybe if they kept them out in the open like us,


      They would be less likely to kill each other.


      - lutrin traveler


      Acton hit the floor with a dull thud, nervous-sounding guards yanking him very roughly to the nearest set of wall-hung manacles. They might not have wanted to chain up a paladin, but at the moment, they didn’t have a choice. Once the actual iron restraints held him still, the spells began to weaken. He got in one more kick before they backed away, looks of confusion on most of their muzzles. They knew the symbol of the Hopegiver, and therefore, he should not be in prison. Unfortunately for the mouse, they feared their commander right now much more than him. Sven and Gix followed him down, but they had the good sense not to fight back. The lion ended up on his right side, and the rat a few dozen feet away. Only one other figure could be seen in the shadowed opposite end of the room, and from what the paladin could tell he was asleep.


      “You just had to hit him…” Gix muttered, twisting in the chains as soon as the guards disappeared, trying to get his slender wrists out of them. With no luck after a few seconds, the rodent hissed and settled down, looking irritated.


      “I don’t plan to stay here, Gix. Now calm down.” The mouse took a deep breath.


      His lockpicks were always in a pouch on his belt, just in case something like this happened. Vorel had explained it to him before leaving Eldere: everyone assumes paladins of a lupis god are lupis. As a white-furred nezumi, everyone assumes he is a con artist until proven otherwise. It only took a moment of wiggling and getting his paws closer to his belt pouches before he was standing up, rubbing a bruised shoulder with one paw and unlocking Sven’s cuffs with his other. With the lion free and looking concerned for the mouse’s health he moved over to get Gix out of his bonds. As he reached for the cuffs, they came undone in his paws.


      “You’re not the only one who can save us, Acton.” The rat snaked his tail up into the mouse’s vision to show the end of it. The paladin had thought the end of his ally’s tail had been broken in a fight, or crushed under something heavy. This close, he could see the minute ridging scarred into the flesh – a perfect lockpick, and one guards could never take from him. He’d heard of some thieves doing this, but never seen one up close.

    


    
      “Let’s get out of this damned city before these mages get to us.” Since the paladin knew a thing or two about prisons, recently on either side of the bars, he guessed there would be two or three more doors, and up to a dozen guards they’d need to move through. He didn’t want to kill anyone if they could avoid it. Gix got to work on the door out of the cell – lucky for the three of them, the city appeared too short-staffed to post guards here – the person still sitting in the far corner made a noise. Acton turned to look at him just as a few clicking noises sounded and he stood up. If he could escape all this time, why didn’t he? The strange male took a few steps up, revealing his ancestry and appearance.


      Stranger than either nezumi in the room, the final prisoner was a dragonkin. Brilliant off-white scales covered his entire form, from his strong muzzle to his thick, powerful tail. Wings sprouted from his back powerful enough to carry him into the sky. A tight shirt covered the top of him while leather pants clung to his muscular legs. What intrigued the paladin most of all was his particular…uniqueness. Twinges of black fire swirled around the tips of his fingers, his eyes, and out of the corners of his mouth with each exhalation. When he approached the paladin, the mouse felt the urge to knock him unconscious. It wasn’t his appearance or his stance; his magic felt unnatural, something a paladin should stop from existing. He got the same feeling when Sven lost control of his power.


      “I’m not about to attempt to leave this city alone, paladin. Is it just the three of you?” Acton nodded automatically as the male motioned for Gix to move aside.


      “I’ll get us out of here a lot faster, Gix.” He must have heard the paladin mention the rat’s name earlier. As soon as the nezumi stepped out of the way, the scaled male twitched his paws. Black fire immediately engulfed them, and when he punched the air, the swirling flames jumped to the hinges and lock of the cell door, melting them off the steel and causing the door to fall inward. He caught the door before it banged against the stone floor. After gently setting it down, he stepped aside to allow the newest jailed males to exit first.


      “Let’s get going, lads.” Somewhat confused, the paladin tried not to pay attention as the strange male appraised the three of them.


      Taking out the next few guards proved fairly easy. None of them paid attention very well – Acton guessed they were just strong commoners hired on a daily basis – and knocking them out from behind seemed almost too easy. Their new comrade followed silently behind them, placing a paw over each of the guards’ muzzles as they stepped over them. According to him, a quick, silent spell would keep them asleep until tomorrow. Every lock could be picked now that they had time, so no need for the newest male to shoot off any more of the doors. Once they left the building, the mouse pulled the group of them into a nearby alley.

    


    
      “We need to find out what’s going on here before we leave,” he whispered. Even as he spoke, the dragonkin seemed to shift in and out of focus against the stone wall behind him. Why had he been thrown in prison?


      “That’s simple, paladin,” the fur-less male began, cracking his neck, “House Peridot took the city a few weeks ago, and now House Diamond and House Topaz are trying to get it back. You ever dealt with vulpine armies?” All three members of the nezumi’s group shook their muzzles – they knew better before now than to get involved in a civil war. In response to their reaction, however, the male chuckled.


      “Then you’ll need my help gettin’ out of here. The foxes here rely on wizards more than other armies. It’ll take a few…unorthodox tactics. That fine with you, paladin?” Acton took a deep breath; he didn’t want to kill anyone in his way, just keep heading north without being chased all the way to the ocean.


      “Only if you don’t kill anyone.”


      “I can arrange that. By the way, name’s Kit.” Rather than offering a paw or even a bow as an introduction, he simply walked past them into the street.


      “Time to cause some distractions.” As the other three males stepped out beside him, Kit’s whole body tensed up. In an instant four small orbs of black fire shot out of his chest and floated across the road into a building. Another few moments and smoke started to billow out of the shuttered windows.


      “Magical fires start a lot faster. They’ll need to hurry if they want to save everything in there.”


      “What’s in there?” Gix asked. The male smiled widely, revealing many sharp teeth and a thin, snake-like tongue


      “The army records. Let’s get going.”


      The four males moved as quickly as they could, jumping between alleyways and in the shadows of carriages, trying to find a route back to the city walls. Their main obstacle kept being the density of soldiers – the closer they got to the walls, the more there seemed to be. Twice Gix ended up having to knock someone out who noticed them before they yelled for reinforcements. The rat always reacted faster than the rest of them. No members of the little group were vulpines – they stuck out far too much to simply travel down the streets like they belonged there. Without any armor designating them as soldiers, they also could not legitimately ask anyone to assist them out of the gates, and there didn’t look to be anywhere they could scale the wall. Archers were positioned every few yards, so they would be spotted even if they waited until after dusk. What could they do?


      “Stop right there!”


      Acton, Gix, Sven, nor Kit could react fast enough to the guard who just appeared around a corner. None of them heard him approach, making the paladin guess he was one of the first city guard they’ve come across actually trained to avoid detection. Gix threw a dagger, but all that did was cause him to yelp in pain and yank a signal whistle from under his tunic. Three blasts emanated from it before the paladin could reach him and jump up to kick him in the side of the muzzle. Footsteps could be heard down each nearby road. They need to move – now. A scream made him turn around, pulling two of his magic-draining daggers from his belt. He’s gotten them a few months ago, but now they should come in handy.

    


    
      Sven knelt in the middle of the road, a crossbow bolt jutting from his left shoulder, the wound bleeding profusely. Black lightning crackled around the wound, as though a hole had just been made in a magical dam. That electricity started to move out across his body, soon coursing down each of his arms and jumping to his chest. Acton had only seen this once, in the Hopegiver’s chapel when a protection spell incorrectly attacked the lion. Guards were closing in from two sides and he could see a dozen others with loaded crossbows. If he didn’t get out of the way, this could prove very painful for all of them.


      “Get control!” Gix yelled as he was forced to jump out of the way of a black bolt of electricity. It didn’t seem the felis could though, since the lightning suddenly turned to fire and engulfed him. Before he exploded – he’d been told by the petite male he could kill everyone around him – the paladin rushed to Gix and tackled him. Hopefully the closer they were to the ground the less they would be burned with unholy fire.


      Sven’s magic exploded, sending guards flying back from him. Acton could feel the flames licking at the back of his armor, but he still needed to look up and see what was going on. Kit could be killed, and the way he figured if Sven didn’t clam down soon the entire district could be taken out. The dragonkin probably couldn’t get him to relax, and from how it looked the bolt would have to come out of him and his wound closed before he would stop panicking. Sven hated pain, hated being in danger, but on a trip like this it would probably happen more than once. Looking up, something very strange was happening.


      Rather than dodging behind the nearest heavy thing, Kit stood right next to Sven’s crouched form. The magic pulsed out in every direction, but it didn’t even sear the scaled male’s clothing. Flames licked at his face, but they didn’t even alter his smile. After a few more seconds of panicked guards, crossbows succumbing to the fire and discharging in random directions, the male leaned down and placed a paw on the back of the felis’s neck. He closed his eyes, the black magic coursing over to his body and wrapping to fit around his extremities. How was he doing that? Once the fire completely left Sven’s body – he collapsed down onto the cobblestones, breathing shallowly – the power around Kit collapsed and solidified into long blades jutting from the top of his wrists.


      Once the blades formed, Kit disappeared from Sven’s side, instantly reappearing a few feet away in the midst of all the panicked guards. He sliced across them; from what the paladin could see, no blood was spilled, but the guards cried out in pain and collapsed, clutching wherever the blades passed through. What were the weapons hurting? Surely not every one of these soldiers possessed magic. Yet still he leveled an entire street full of soldiers in a matter of moments, creating a path for them to escape through. Acton yanked Gix up off the ground and rushed to Sven. Now was their chance, and he didn’t want to waste it.

    


    
      Yanking the crossbow bolt out, Acton shoved some healing magic into the male. Now wasn’t the time to conserve – they needed to move quickly. The lion shakily stood up, looked around, and snapped his fingers. Black electricity formed around his paws, though not nearly as strong as before. It seemed Kit could drain the magic out of others and use it as his own. It might also be the fact they were both darkmages, but no time to worry about it right now. He ran, gripping the lion’s arm with one paw and Gix’s with the other. No time like the present to get out of here while everyone was still disoriented. At a full sprint, they made it down two more streets before more guards appeared, this time with someone on a horse in front of them. That vulpine must be important, seeing as he wore a coat decorated with numerous medals and a rapier on his belt. The flimsy swords weren’t worth anything for infantry lines, so generally only strategists wore them for visual effect.


      “Halt in the name of House Peridot!” Acton didn’t recognize the male, but he’d be damned if a single fox on horseback was going to slow him down. Pulling a small ceramic ball from of his belt pouches, he threw it at the mount’s hooves. It flashed and let out a loud cracking sound, scaring the creature into rearing. The whites of its eyes shown, but the fox was able to wrap the reins around his wrist and grip the animal with his knees. Apparently the beast wasn’t just to keep him above the rest of the soldiers. The delay got the four of them around the group, Kit leading the way. One slice hit a vulpine in the throat; he went down and stopped moving. It would normally be the paladin’s duty to stop and heal the male, but they were in danger of their lives. As he saw it, these males attacking him didn’t deserve his help at the moment.


      There was the city wall – just in time. Many of the positioned archers had turned due to the commotion and seemed ready to shoot them down. Two of them took the initiative and fired; one of the arrows missed Acton by a hair, while the other grazed his left arm. Gritting his teeth, he noticed the portcullis for this gate had been lowered since his incarceration. Even if he didn’t have two people unused to scaling fortifications – he only guessed Kit wasn’t the athletic type – it would make them vulnerable to an arrow in the back. Just to provide a little extra insurance, the mouse pulled the wand stolen from the Hopegiver’s temple stores and lit it off. A small, clear shield appeared in front of him, but he guessed it would only stop a few shots. Lucky for his spine, the dragonkin rushed past him to the gate first.


      Without even slowing down, the male turned to smoke and passed right through the magically reinforced iron. When the rest of the small group skidded to a stop in front of the imposing gate, Kit reached back through the barrier, presenting an outstretched, vaporous paw. The look in his brilliant green eyes, which for some reason stood out even in his hazy form, told the mouse he knew what he was doing. Not waiting for the commander to catch up, Acton gripped the ethereal appendage. It immediately felt like he couldn’t or didn’t need to breathe, but still he stepped forward and hoped he didn’t bruise his nose on the cold metal. Feeling his body pass through the gate was not the most pleasant thing he had ever done, but now was not the time to be concerned with how good it felt. He rematerialized as quickly as the smoke had come. They needed to survive, and this seemed the best way.

    


    
      The next two came through almost as fast, and as the four of them scattered, running zig-zag so they wouldn’t be taken down by arrows, the gate started to rise. Guards must have rushed to the cranks to allow the group of soldiers still following them to move out of the city. If the army caught them out here, something bad would definitely start happening. He could hear at least a dozen horses behind them now, and no one here seemed to trust his position as a paladin. It wouldn’t save them, and for once in the past few years, entering the chapel of the Hopegiver appeared to be the wrong decision. As they crested one of the small hills surrounding the city, something that might just save them appeared at the base of the hill.


      A contingent of House Diamond’s soldiers camped on the other side of the hill – they must have escaped the city out of the northern gate. Acton hadn’t been paying attention to the direction they’d been running, only that they needed to get away. This noble army would help them, especially considering who was following him. When they reached the bottom of the hill and still hearing the horses rapidly approaching, the mouse yanked his holy symbol out of one of his many pockets. He honestly hadn’t thought he’d need it unless they came across members of Takashi Ironskin’s army, but now looked like a very opportune time to create some flash. Calling to his magic and hoping this worked, he summoned a holy image around him. Magic coursed down his arms and legs, across his chest, and covered his head in less than a second. To those who viewed him, a fiery image of the Hopegiver engulfed him. Now for some theatrics.


      “I am Acton Sadisle, paladin of the Hopegiver, and I demand quarter!” His voice boomed in all directions, causing the horses behind him to suddenly halt their progress and roll their eyes in panic. The animals didn’t know how to deal with a touch of the divine, and fortunately, he also heard a few feral dogs whine behind him as well; one of the soldiers thought to bring attack dogs with them, apparently. The pseudo-enemy soldiers now only fifty yards before him stood up as one, grabbing for weapons and shields. Hopefully, their primal instincts as soldiers included respecting people with more authority than them.


      As the paladin and his companions skidded to a halt at the base of the hill, Sven actually tripping and falling on his face, soldiers met them on both sides. His divine semblance must have helped with something, since the House Diamond soldiers had not drawn their weapons yet. He could only keep this spell up for a few moments longer, and if these newcomers chose to attack, they would probably die unless something very impressive happened. Sven shakily stood up, the lightning still crackling over his paws. One of the better-dressed vulpines pushed through the males and females to stand only a few feet away from the white-furred nezumi.

    


    
      “Greetings, paladin. May I ask what is going on?” As the officers dismounted behind him, the agile male thought quickly. There were two darkmages with him, and if Oyans reacted as negatively to them as Vasani citizens did, getting them protected would be more difficult than anything else. When one of the robed mages noticed the shadowed blades still protruding from Kit’s paws, he looked intrigued rather than scared. The mouse could use that later.


      “I have been unlawfully detained by House Peridot within the city of Byridge. I will not abide such treatment for any longer. Assist me, House Diamond, and I, along with my companions, will be at your service.” He wasn’t about to say out loud right now he needed to keep moving. It could wait.


      “Of course we will assist you, paladin of the Hopegiver,” the apparent commander answered, causing his soldiers to draw their longswords in unison. The House Diamond soldiers outnumbered the paladin’s pursuers by about three to one.


      “He is a prisoner and will be returned to Byridge immediately!” The commander behind him stomped forward, but did not make it very far. Acton kept his attention on the vulpine in front of him, knowing if he was stabbed his visage spell would protect him from anything too serious. It didn’t sound like the House Peridot leader understood one of the basic rules of combat: always know where your enemies are. He could hear, and knew without looking back, that Gix had decided to interfere. Several shocked looks focused behind him – this seemed like as good a time as any to make sure no one died.


      Gix stood behind the scared vulpine, a serrated dagger splitting the brushed fur on the male’s throat, the rat gripping the other male’s wrists behind his back. Judging by the fox’s reaction, he didn’t even know Gix was behind him until the blade touched his skin.


      “Sorry Acton, but I’m not in the mood to be between two armies.” The rat smirked, showing off yellowed teeth. This would definitely play to their advantage.


      “Well, Senilo, it seems you’re in a bad position,” the House Diamond leader commented, readjusting his shield so it sat more comfortably on his arm. “It would appear to me these…former prisoners do not take kindly to your actions. Why don’t you order your soldiers to retreat before my coat ends up covered in your blood?” Senilo looked to the left and right, appearing as though he hunted for someone, anyone in his range of vision who could get him out of this compromising position. When no one stepped forward, he mumbled something.

    


    
      “Speak louder, commander. I ain’t no paladin, so don’t think I’ll be nice.” Gix’s nose was right against the fox’s slender muzzle. The blade nicked the slightest amount, causing a slight trickle of blood to seep into his fur.


      “Re…re…return to the city, immediately.” Most of the soldiers moved much faster than would be appropriate, but to be fair, Senilo probably wasn’t the nicest leader if they abandoned him that quickly. Even the enterprising soldier leading the hunting dogs escaped.


      “Now, Senilo, it looks like I’ve captured you.” The House Diamond leader stepped past Acton, patting him on the shoulder along the way. “You can take down the spell, by the way. Everyone’s impressed now.” Acton leaned over, placing his paws on his knees as the flames dissipated. He would be shaking if not for his fervent desire not to show how much those powerful spells took out of him. As far as these males should be concerned, he was a powerful divine conduit who could judge them all.


      “Soldiers, if you don’t mind, bring General Senilo Peridot, fifth son of Duke Peridot, into custody. He will serve as a very powerful bargaining chip. Now, Sir Paladin, I am Lieutenant Taviv Tanner of House Diamond. Care to walk with me?” Sven and Kit both retracted their magic as the fox turned around, motioning them to follow. Like most vulpines the mouse had met besides Rasvim, one of the Hopegiver’s paladins, this leader remained as professional as possible in public.


      As they walked into the sizable encampment, Acton received an update on the area’s current situation. House Peridot had only taken the city recently, and because they knew better than to face House Diamond’s vastly numbered soldiers on a battlefield, they had simply enclosed themselves in the city and hoped to wait out their opponents. House Diamond’s armies knew how difficult it would be to flush their adversary out of a well-fortified city, so they just decided to wait until the border city’s citizens rioted from lack of food. With House Bronze on the other side of the city, it was only a matter of time before someone broke, and it wouldn’t be House Diamond. In fact, the soldiers had been delayed here so long they had the time to go hunting and foraging for real meat and vegetables, rather than relying on tasteless field rations. The way it looked, the paladin and his comrades didn’t need to worry about what they would eat for the next few days. If he could weave a believable tale, he might even be able to make sure he didn’t spend his time in Oya sneaking through the entire country in the dark.


      General Senilo was carried – several of the soldiers had taken it upon themselves to tie him, dangling, from a sheared tree branch – to one of the holding tents, but the other four were steered toward a large pavilion tent. It must be the center for strategy in this army; Acton could sense the fireproofing spells on the thick fabric walls. When they entered, the mouse smiled at the relieving atmosphere. A vulpine servant boy was pouring tea into five glasses. Another kept moving cloth partitions for the tent, creating isolated sections for sleep or relaxation.

    


    
      “Now, Paladin Acton Sadisle, may I speak with your group out of the earshot of my soldiers?” He waved at the cushions placed on the floor. The mouse waited for his other comrades to be seated before he settled between Gix and Taviv. After taking a sip of his tea, the soldier appraised the group. Even the paladin knew full well how strange a group they made, especially considering their impromptu inclusion of a dragonkin darkmage.


      “Where are all of you headed? Mejor? Juva? Shin-se?” Though the nezumi felt he could tell this leader the truth, it would be better not to be entirely complete on the subject.


      “Mejor – I have business overseas, and these are my traveling companions. Allow me to introduce Sven, Gix, and Kit, a prisoner of House Peridot who escaped with us.” He pointed to each of them in turn, gobbling as much of the bread and meat that he could reach. Working magic always made him ravenous, and it wouldn’t be seen as rude, since the two darkmages were just as hungry as he was.


      “Then you are in luck, paladin. House Diamond currently holds the entire central swath of Oya, so you should be able to travel north without an issue. I can even arrange an escort if you desire.” Acton swallowed the hunk of pork in his mouth before answering. No need to accidentally spit on his semi-savior.


      “That won’t be necessary. We made it all the way from Eldere to Byridge without a problem. As long as we can obtain some sign of goodwill from your commander here, or one further north, to stop every enterprising soldier from arresting us, I think we will do just fine.” Taviv smiled, the first time he had done so since coming to the paladin’s rescue.


      “I am the acting commander for the next few days – our general decided to play hero and ended up with an arrow in his throat – so I can prepare writs of transport for the lot of you.” Someone kept rustling behind one of the curtains, causing the male to continue. “Ammy, you can take the plates now. I think our honored guests are satisfied.” Acton tried to resist flushing with embarrassment, but it was somewhat of an achievement that between the four them they’d cleared an entire table of food without realizing it. The lieutenant never even touched a crust of bread.


      Before they separated for whatever the other males wanted to do for the rest of the day, Acton pulled Kit aside. The dragonkin did not looked confused or offended – the paladin could guess he knew where this was going.


      “We can get you to the border, but you’re on your own from there.” Kit smirked at him, flexing his wings slightly to slow his excitement.


      “I don’t think so, little paladin. Your felis friend is extremely dangerous, and if he doesn’t get training from a real darkmage, he’s bound to explode. I’ll leave when I think he can handle the power without needing to lash out.” Without another word, the scaled male turned away from him and left the tent.

    


    
      Acton spent the next day helping the soldiers of House Diamond recover from wounds or improving their quality of life. One of the males’ minor wounds had become infected; the healers here could not spare the tonics, potions, or magic except for something serious. The puncture in the vulpine’s shin had quickly become just that, and without the paladin’s ability to burn away the disease and close the wound, he might have lost the entire leg. After that was done, he yelled at the clerics present for a few minutes. They needed to understand that in a war, every wound could kill.


      Stagnant water could easily be purified, along with a few sacks of grain gone moldy. The mages stayed occupied asking Sven and Kit questions about their abilities, where they had originated, and whether or not the foxes could see examples. Though Acton knew the lion wasn’t very receptive of questions about his magic, the other male practically gloated. The mouse never got close enough to hear what the dragonkin was saying, but judging by his gestures and the near-constant cocky smirk on his face, Kit loved showing off his skills. Gix must have hidden somewhere, seeing as though the entire day the white-furred nezumi never even caught a glimpse of him.


      About an hour after dusk, the mouse returned to the commander’s tent. Unlike his comrades, who though could be put to use, weren’t paladins, he had been given quarters with Taviv. Gix, Sven, and Kit would all share a tent about twenty yards closer to the edge of the encampment. The fox leader was already there, wrestling with a bottle of wine. He’d abandoned his expensive-looking clothes from earlier, instead opting for a simple long tunic that could serve as nightclothes and would still keep him decent. Despite his best efforts, the cork shoved down in the wine bottle was winning.


      “Here.” Acton walked over and snatched the wine from the male’s paws, reaching with his spare paw for one of his less-used weapons. A slender stiletto slipped from the inside of his thigh, the edges barely visible in the dim light. He rarely got to use it anymore, but it was best for the dispatching of bothersome guards without leaving a gaping hole. It only took a stab and twist to uncork the very floral wine. Rather than giving the bottle back, the mouse took a swig and filled two glasses in the vulpine’s paws, originally on a nearby table. The other male looked shocked the paladin would drink straight from the vessel.


      “What?” Acton commented, wiping his lips with the back of his glove. “I wasn’t always a paladin.”


      “Most in Oya are. They’re born to it and never act like a normal person.” He passed one of the two filled glasses to the mouse – it only stayed full for a moment. Alcohol was a luxury, one the white-furred male left in Eldere. A glass of beer here or there always came with dinner, but he couldn’t drink any decent amount just in case he needed to escape an inn sometime at night. After another glass was poured, the paladin took a seat on one of the two beds. Even if it was just an hour to relax, it would be quite nice. Two more glasses of wine slipped down his throat. His vision going the slightest bit hazy, the male unbuttoned his armor. He’d be sleeping here, so it shouldn’t be a problem.

    


    
      “Another?” the fox asked, shaking the wine bottle to indicate another glass or two still waited in it. Acton set his glass down, nodded, then peeled off the rest of his armor. It always felt like a challenge to get his pants off; the leather clung so perfectly to his skin. The vulpine, sitting next to him now as he refilled the glass, blushed.


      “I should go…” The male practically launched himself from the room and stepped behind one of the partitioning curtains. Acton chuckled – the fox lieutenant must not being used to other males being comfortable in the company of others. He knew vulpines preferred to cover up everywhere but in the bath, so a male suddenly stripping nearby must be quite a shock. Lucky for the mouse, though, Taviv left the wine bottle in his rush. Now he could really have some fun.


      Acton assumed his three comrades had all been crammed into the same tent, but that was not entirely true. One of the larger tents normally assigned for prisoners was only being used at the moment for storage, so a few of the soldiers had been nice and cleared it out for them. After throwing their packs on the floor, the three males decided to pull as many of the cloth dividers as needed to give all of them their own personal space. This one had even been enchanted, taking prisoners in mind, so the partitions carried spells to mute voices on either side. Sven assumed these existed so those captured couldn’t conspire to escape, but he hoped it would give him some private time to talk to Kit.


      The dragonkin wasn’t the first darkmage the lion had ever interacted with; he was just the only one he’d ever heard of who actually wasn’t ashamed of his power. As Sven understood it, every darkmage received their unholy magic either through a pact with something nasty or inheritance, if their parents possessed such a contract. He’d “been born in black fire”, as the mage saying went; his parents never completed their end of a bargain with something evil, so the magic ended up being passed to him. They’d been able to teach him how to slightly control it when he was little, but when he got angry or scared the power still lashed out. Kit didn’t seem to have that problem – how did he do it?


      Peaking around the divide between their two rooms, the felis couldn’t help but lick his lips at the male turned away from him. Kit had taken off the majority of his clothes, leaving only a loincloth. His scaled, tough skin was absolutely covered in tattoos, strange symbols and runes creating a base for the designs around the lines of his form. Tightly-packed spell words, the kind mages used to keep something confined, lined his spine, travelled down his arms, legs, and tail, and completed with small circles around his throat, wrists, and ankles. They looked almost like hematite jewelry burned into his skin.

    


    
      “You can stop oogling and come in, felis. I’m not gonna bite you.” Embarrassed, Sven stepped into full view. He wanted to figure out how the spells worked, what they did, and how the male didn’t set things on fire. Standing a few feet from him, he tried to read the text along his spine, but it was in a language he’d never seen before even from the few mages he knew in Vasani. The dragonkin turned around, revealing another set of lines. These formed a “V” below his throat, creating a line of spells down the center of his chest with another tight circle of runes over the center of his chest. A line journeyed down from that design to his loincloth.


      “Whatcha need lad?” Sven suddenly found his throat very dry. This male was undeniably attractive, however strange and alien his appearance was. Muscles practically jutted from his arms, chest, and abdomen. His thighs were strong, shaped, proved he could catch anyone he pursued. His jaw reminded the feline of a lupis; it created a strong profile, one reminiscent of a king. Without fur to obscure any of these traits, the male could hide nothing that made him a fine masculine specimen.


      “I was…um…” The cat’s tail curled around his waist as he cast his gaze down. Why did he always turn to mush around attractive males? The dragonkin walked up to him, his large, bare feet coming into the male’s vision. He smelled like a mix of sweaty male and leather – two things Sven loved.


      “Curious over the ink?” Without warning the other male lifted one of the lion’s paws, placing it on the smooth scales of the male’s abdomen. The runes moved around at the contact, clearing the space where the fingers touched. Fascinated, Sven started to move his paw around, just to see if the spells kept avoiding his fingers. They did.


      “What are they for?” he whispered, entranced. One of the dragonkin’s paws closed around his wrist, moving the paw slightly to the left so one of his fingers brushed on the spell lines. Black sparks shot from his finger into the line, as though the strange words pulled the magic out of him.


      “The bindings control the magic for me. It’s why I don’t explode like you do.” The felis blushed, but knew that was true. He needed to learn to control it. If he didn’t, one of his friends could be killed.


      “Where did you get them?”


      “In my homeland, the J’Shen Empire. It’s even further to the west than the K’Mir Empire.” When he pressed his entire paw against the male’s smooth scales, the runes slid over his paw, as though they didn’t know his body wasn’t part of the dragonkin they had been painted on. The binding spells started seeping up his arm, causing the felis to jump back. Once he broke contact, the spells looked like they had when Sven first peeked at them.


      “They won’t hurt you, kitty. They just want to control your magic too. C’Mere.” Still blushing, the petite cat stepped up and let the dragonkin place his paws on the male’s white-furred belly. His paws were warm, but Sven couldn’t help but shiver as he watched a dozen or so runes jump to his skin and disappear.

    


    
      “These’ll help. If you lash out again, they’ll make sure you don’t hurt anyone.” Before he could react or thank the dragonkin for his help, the male pressed against him, his scaly paws slipping around the lion’s waist.


      “Now, kitty, tell me – why are you all flustered?” Gods, the warm breath on his face as he looked up was not helping the situation. Not everyone in the world would casually play around with a male, and he didn’t have the foggiest idea where the J’Shen Empire was or how they treated those that preferred males. Mages occasionally talked about how some dragons couldn’t even tell the sentient races apart, let alone gender. One of his friends had even told a story once about a dragon that kidnapped a male felis traveler, thinking him a blessed virgin on the way to his cave. Once the two got back to the dragon’s horde, it took until the creature pulled off the male’s clothing prior to eating him to realize his mistake.


      “It’s nothing. I just…” He wanted to touch this male, to run his paws over the strange, white scales, to explore him in ways that required sheets over them and the lamps dimmed. Would he let him?


      “Just what?” It was then the dragonkin sniffed hard, lashing his tongue out into the air. It looked so much like a snake, but still somewhat sexual. Then, he smirked.


      “Ah, I see.” Could he smell the cat’s desire in the air?


      The dragonkin stepped back, pulling the male along with him until he fell backwards to sit on the edge of his impromptu bed. Rather than dragging a mattress from one of the commanders’ tents or settling for a bedroll, the male instead gathered as many spare blankets as he could find and fashioned a wide nest. Sven ended up in his lap, a strange sensation between his thighs. Normally by now, a male’s arousal would be pressing against his fur, but he felt nothing. Did this strange male prefer females? As the lion moved around, getting more comfortable, teeth nipped at his throat. He shivered, the male’s paws sliding down to caress his thighs. He only wore a loincloth and some jewelry at the moment, so nothing would prevent the male’s claws from raking through his fur.


      “I can taste the need around you, little kitty. Why don’t you just come right out and say it? I told you I wasn’t gonna bite you.” As he said the last sentence, teeth scraped against the cat’s left shoulder. Words always left Sven at these times, so instead of stumbling through a few awkward statements, he instead reached a paw down to try and find the male’s arousal under his loincloth. When his fingers, rather than stumbling across a sac or a slowly growing member, slipped between two folds of skin into warmth, he jerked back and jumped up, shocked beyond belief.


      “You’re a female!” Panicking, and hoping any residue on his fingers wouldn’t be permanent, he turned to leave. Rather than sounding angry or irritated, the dragonkin chuckled.

    


    
      “You’ve never been with a dragonkin before, have you?” Maybe not, but Sven had been with a female – once – and he knew what went on down there.


      “Come back here. I assure you, I’m as male as they come.” Arms guided him back to bed, and as he sat back down in the scaled lap, the other male pulled off his loincloth. Revealed was a slit, nothing like a female’s sex. Poking out of the center of it was the tapered head of a male’s arousal.


      “Everything’s internal. You can only see it once it starts to rise.” Strong paws moved the lion to the dragonkin’s side and softly leaned him back until he rested in the sheets. The male climbed over him, leaning down to huff across his neck. It felt so predatory and controlling Sven blushed.


      “I take it as you’ve done this before?” The cat nodded, settling down a little bit more so his legs would not cramp up, not matter where this went. Tiny purring noises already occasionally escaped his throat. The sounds caused the other male to smile and reach down to peel off Sven’s loincloth. He didn’t resist, even moving his tail somewhat to help the garment disappear.


      Now that only jewelry wrapped around a few parts of him, the dragonkin slid his whole body down. His muzzle soon rested against one of the felis’s thighs, warm breath tickling against Sven’s white-furred sac and sheath. Already the cat could feel his arousal growing in his sheath, but nothing showed at the moment. It generally took his shaft a few minutes to completely rise, but once it did, it would not go back down until he climaxed a half dozen times. Being a felis had a few advantages. A tongue lashed out at his sheath, the dragonkin’s strangely-shaped appendage flicking at it so quickly and lightly it almost felt like a tiny whip. Each time the tongue impacted his skin, it slid up or down a tiny amount to leave warm saliva.


      The very tip of Sven’s maleness appeared out of his sheath – Kit’s tongue wrapped around it, encompassing the underside of the head of his maleness. It started to twist back and forth, like a piece of silk purely designed to tease him. It hurt, but in a way that told the felis it just felt too good. He kicked, trying to make the dragonkin move his tongue from such a torturous position, but paws gripping his thighs to restrain him. His back arched as the thin appendage started moving faster. Pleasure made him see stars, made him want to both beat the other male senseless and hope he never stopped. Never had someone done this to him; every male he’d been with didn’t have such a thin tongue to be able to.


      Kit kept speeding up and slowing down until Sven’s eyes started to water. A few pushes didn’t dislodge the male, and even his panting and hushed pleading would not move the dragonkin. The rest of his shaft escaped from its covering, but it didn’t seem Kit wanted to pay attention to the rest of him. He could feel his entire maleness reach complete hardness, his spines lifting off of his flesh. The area just below his glans was the only part of his shaft that didn’t have spines, so nothing impeded the dragonkin at the moment. Just when Sven was about to punch him in the head to stop this pleasure/pain, the male jerked and slipped the cat’s entire arousal into his muzzle.

    


    
      Rather than simply bobbing up and down on it like most males would, the dragonkin instead started sucking as hard as he could without moving his muzzle. His lips tickled at the very base, pulling the edges of the felis’s sheath into his mouth as well. The head of Sven’s shaft pushed against the back of the male’s throat. Powerful waves of pleasure exploded from his shaft to his brain when that damned tongue dove deeper into his sheath, licking across the parts of his shaft that no one ever reached. When paws spread his thighs, letting clawed fingers begin to explore the sensitive skin behind his sac, he wondered how he’d survived this long without a dragonkin on top of him.


      The paw between his legs started scratching the underside of his sac, making him realize just how full they were. He climaxed three or four times a day – why was he so needy now? Had the merciless teasing done it? All thoughts left his mind when the tongue retracted from his sheath, instead twisting around his length and squeezing. It was almost identical to a paw grabbing his maleness that he growled, suddenly knowing his climax would be on him in the next few moments. Thought and questions didn’t matter right now. Only the tongue, warmth, and strange caresses did.


      His first climax of the day exploded out of him, his back arching and his claws digging into the nearest sheet. He muzzle fell open in a silent cry as he eyes squinted shut. The powerful sucking muzzle around his length only sped up as a minuscule amount of seed escaped his body, far less than the amount of pleasure tingling down every extremity seemed to indicate. He never came very much, but this one just seemed like a disappointment. As he slumped down into the nest, temporarily satisfied, the dragonkin pulled off of him and scooted up.


      “I’ll need a little more than that, kitty.” Sven blushed, but still moaned when teeth scraped at his throat. Such a dominant gesture always made him content.


      “More?”


      “Think of it as payment for me teaching you to control your power. I have…” Something poked against the lion’s rump – the head of the male’s shaft smeared precum right above his tailhole. Sometime in the last few minutes, he’d ended up with his rump higher than expected. “…needs this time of year. There’s no female around, but you’ll do just fine.” A scaled paw traced his side, making him tense up. He hated being tickled. The other paw slid between his legs, keeping his thighs apart.


      “You’re small, smaller than most females I’ve seen. I like the strange ways you move.” One of the dragonkin’s claws nicked the sensitive skin at the base of his tail; he squirmed and caused the other male to chuckle.


      “You’re very cute…” It was a word the felis heard often, but generally as a way to coerce him into sex, not afterwards. The shaft below him moved a fraction lower, pressing against his ring. It wouldn’t hurt him, but still being mated would leave him sore.

    


    
      “I want to take you as my female. After I’m done, I want to treat you like I would a female in my homeland. Will you let me?” The strange, thin tongue kept flicking at his face, but something like this needed a little bit of thought.


      Since leaving Eldere, Sven had spent most nights during their travels with Gix. The rat never complained about his effeminate behavior or commented on how sexually needy he was. Having a male about his size hold him and mate him quietly, secretly, may not be as satisfying as a full nights’ romp, but he liked it. The dragonkin’s dominant personality would probably stop Kit from sharing him with another male, especially one so close. How would Gix react? Would he be angry? Right now he didn’t really want to think of the far future, not with an aroused male on top of him ready to play. So, rather than worrying about everything, he just nodded and rested his head back, exposing his throat. Teeth locked around it for only a moment, not biting down. This was just to show who was dominant.


      Kit moved his hips forward an inch, letting the head of his shaft penetrate into the smaller male. Rather than suddenly stretch him out, like any other male would, the head actually just slid in. Confused, the cat squeezed down, feeling the end of a maleness inside him, but without the flare evident from every shaft he’d taken. The dragonkin grunted, nipping at his chest.


      “Don’t.” He relaxed again, letting more and more of the male enter him. The shaft only thickened slightly past the first few inches, something very strange for the lion. It also possessed a very odd curve, like it was meant to curl inside him rather than rearrange his insides. Both of the scaled male’s paws held his thighs up so his legs would stay out of the way. The rest of him was supported, but it still left him feeling a little exposed. Normally he liked to hold on to his own body, so if he wanted to let go he could. A sigh from the dragonkin and he bottomed out – Sven forgot to breathe.


      The strange curve in the dragonkin’s shaft did not make mating less enjoyable. Instead, when he completely entered the smaller male, his maleness stabbed the lion right in the prostate. For a moment, it almost felt like he would climax again. The male didn’t move back at first, keeping the pressure on Sven’s insides. After a few moments where the felis almost felt like he would pass out from the constant stimulation, Kit pulled back about an inch. The intense feelings were lifted, but only for now. The other darkmage started rocking his hips back and forth, only about an inch at first, but that still almost sent the lion over the edge. Even the nicest males couldn’t get the right angle for proper mating the first few times – that sort of accuracy took practice with the other person. Kit didn’t need to take the time, didn’t need to worry about missing the other male’s special places. His maleness let both of them enjoy the act more than anything else would.


      When Kit truly got going, shoving back and forth from just the head of his shaft within the cat to burying his entire length, the feline didn’t know what to do. As soon as the male sped up, he couldn’t help but climax all over himself. The powerful thrusting during his afterglow made him hiss, but the dragonkin never slowed down. He probably understood that sound wasn’t always a negative one, or his own race did the same thing. It also didn’t take him very long to recover for another climax, especially in this situation, so his sac twitched with a third load in less than ten minutes. Already the fur over his belly was sticky with his seed, but it didn’t feel like the dragonkin would be finished anytime soon. Only during these periods, where he had just come off a climax and was waiting for the next one could creep up on him, could he concentrate on the male above him, rather than on his own body.

    


    
      White, gleaming scales glinted above him, sweat flinging off on to the sheets and into the lion’s fur. Kit’s square muzzle rested open, the male panting quite hard. He looked determined, rather than floating in enjoyment like the cat. His tail swept left and right in tune with the flexing and relaxing of his powerful wings. When he sped up again, this time shifting strategies to grind into the male for a second each time he bottomed out, Sven knew the male was getting close to climaxing. He could hear the male attempting to retain purchase on the fabric floor, his nails ripping gouges in the thin fabric. Another climax started to build up in his groin – no more attention could be diverted worrying about his partner.


      The dragonkin let go of his hips, instead bracing a paw on either side of the smaller male and moving as fast as he could. Pleasure shot up his spine as his prostate was pounded brutally, so hard in fact he didn’t know why he wasn’t in pain. No male before could even brush it with every entrance, yet Kit practically punched it with his maleness each thrust. Large spurts of precum occasionally forced their way out of his shaft, landing as far up as his collarbone. He wanted to hold off long enough for the scaled male to finish, but it didn’t look like he’d been able to. With so much direct internal stimulation, he couldn’t control his pleasure.


      Right as he reached his peak of pleasure, a very smooth paw wrapped around his arousal. Since the muzzle, nothing had touched him, so the sudden stimulation overrode the feelings inside of him. He needed to climax – right now. As though on command, his balls pulled up close to his body. The paw on his maleness, lacking the pads of the canine and feline races, glided up and down the flesh as though lubricated. His spines lifted straight up from his skin, but they did not impair the dragonkin. Sven’s legs seemed to lift on their own, giving Kit just a little bit more room to move.


      When the first spurt of seed burst from the lion’s maleness, the dragon hilted inside his lover and remained still. Sven could see the many muscles in the scaled male’s chest and abdomen come into relief and his wings shot out to their full wingspan. The warmth of male essence filling is bowels overtook him – he reached up, digging his sharp claws into the other male’s chest. His toes curled, like they always did when he came hard. Kit lurched down and gripping the lion’s throat in his jaws, biting down hard enough to cause pain. He wasn’t just a lover or a darkmage student – Sven was a submissive male, to be controlled by the male above him.

    


    
      Though this climax lasted longer than the ones before it, it still felt as though it ended far too quickly. Kit pulled out before he completely finished, his last spurt of seed marking the male’s upturned rump. Rather than just leaving it there to seep into his skin, the dragonkin scooted down and lapped the seed from his chest, belly, crotch, and rump. The thin tongue even dove into his stretched hole once, making him jump. It felt so strange to have such a flexible object up there. Once the majority of the seed had disappeared from his white and tan fur, the dragonkin scooted back up to slide his tongue over the lion’s lips.


      “We’ll start working on channeling your magic tomorrow.” He pulled the lion on to his side, wrapping his arms and wings around him. Even if Sven wanted to roll away, the multiple appendages wouldn’t let him. For tonight, he could just drift off what a sore rump and a temporarily sated carnal drive. Gix’s concerns could wait as well.


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter 3 Mejor


      
         
      


      Of all the natural races,


      only the nezumi have split into two species.


      One in darkness, and one in deeper darkness.


      Which one is which?


      – Anonymous


      The four males left three days later hoping to avoid any more awkwardness or demands from the House Diamond soldiers. Lieutenant Taviv provided the paladin and his companions with official writs of transit through any territory currently controlled by the soldiers’ allies, letting the mouse avoid having to smack someone guarding a city again. Right now, the House held stakes in the capitol, one week north, and a swath of territory giving them a trade route to the port city of Deaqiz. If Acton followed the national road as quickly as possible they just might survive without another major interruption. It didn’t look like darkmages were as feared here, so the mouse had one less worry. Also, lucky for them, the roads had been cleared of snow.


      Once on the road, Acton could not resist but to ask why Kit had been imprisoned. The answer surprised him – the dragonkin had been arrested not for a crime or implied treason, but for refusing to take a side. From what he explained, once a house took over a specific village or city, they attempted to draft everyone in the area to the army. Those who refused to serve would either be imprisoned or sold into slavery. Normally this would be an abhorrent practice, but the houses all got away with it by telling Sacavuni or Juvan slave traders that they were convicted criminals. Kit, not caring which house controlled Byridge or the rest of country, attempted to escape during a roundup. He was forced to use up most of his dark magic in his attempt. That was why he needed to tap Sven during their escape to be able to truly help with anything. A few blasts at doors didn’t account for much magic, and according to Kit, he still nearly passed out doing that.

    


    
      Gix looked increasingly irritated throughout the first few days, snapping whenever the mouse asked him a question or playfully threw snow at him. Normally the rat would be jumping around just as fervently, but something must be on his mind. Maybe he kept thinking about his old friends in Eldere, but he’d chosen to come north with Sven. The darkmage had been spending most of his free time on the road in Vasani with Gix, but if Rasvim was to be believed, the lion never stayed physically with one male for more than a few weeks. It looked like he’d moved on from the nezumi to the dragonkin.


      Sven and Kit stayed almost attached as they worked north. The scaled male kept attempting new control exercises with the cat each time they came across a moving target or a boulder when they stopped for a meal. Bare stones along the road were easy, but every now and then, the dragonkin would notice a feral rabbit speeding, exposed, across the snow, and urge the lion to fire a blast of magic at it. Most of time, he missed or blew the creature to pieces, but the two times he ended up being successful the first week of trekking resulted in a very tasty meal. According to Kit, these lessons would stop him from losing control and exploding at anyone in the near future. Acton hoped this was correct – he didn’t want to have to treat his armor again after a good singeing. The holy spells writ into the leather could not take significant burning from unholy magic without becoming ineffective.


      Rather than explore the capitol, Pyronni, for new goods and something pretty like Sven wanted, the four males skirted the massive city entirely. Just like Byridge, multiple noble houses were fighting over it and they would only be safe in whatever area House Diamond currently controlled. The local strategic commander met them about an hour outside the city, breaking the letter’s seal and reading the writs of transit aloud to the other soldiers present. Whether or not he chose to act this important and official didn’t really bother the paladin – the day before nearing the city, he’d carefully removed the seal to make sure the letter read like he wanted. A few wordings needed to be changed, but nothing too serious. No reason to leave something that simple to chance. Besides, seals were easy to put back into place.


      None of the four of them really wanted to visit Thirdeye, the holy city home to the Oracle, located about a day northwest of the capitol. That female nearly tore Acton’s chapel apart several months ago, including wanting to kill Sven and throw Gix to the city guard. As they passed the fork in the road that would let them continue north instead of west, Kit spit on the ground right where the road split.


      “For the Wing Goddess, may she not interfere in our travels.” The other males looked shocked, including Acton, so the dragonkin explained.


      “Water’s scarce where I’m from. It’s a blessing to spit.” Shrugging his shoulders, the white-scaled male flicked his tongue out to taste the air and kept walking.


      It took another week and a half of hard travel – it started to snow again – for the four males to see the ocean. The last two days of the nation’s northern road to Mejor followed the coast west, allowing those from these villages to bring goods faster to the port city. Acton stopped in these when they could, both for better food than trail rations and a mattress to sleep on. If someone needed to be healed or a disease cured, they could help. Somewhere, Kit had learned how to wrap wounds and pick out which herbs would relieve pain, so he could help with some of the minor issues. Clerics were getting scarcer and scarcer in small towns recently; the multiple armies kept drafting them all.

    


    
      As much as Acton worried about the imminent interference of opposing armies, the mouse could not help but smile when he first laid his eyes on the walled port city. Though he’d never been this far north, a trading port would contain everything he really wanted at the moment – some exotic food, a place to relax for a few days without someone demanding a healer, and someone to play with. With Mier so far away – and not particularly caring who he slept with – he could find a strong male. Sven was far too small for him, Kit’s scaly form looked so alien, and other nezumi never had never appealed to him, so that left Gix out.


      Paying the entrance tax at the gate only elicited complaints from Kit – he apparently did not understand that the few silver pieces they surrendered repaired the slightly slanted roads that prevented flooding and kept the guards paid. Keeping to the right side of the road, and the paladin chuckling when Sven kept stumbling at the several-degree angle, he tried to track down a well-to-do inn. At least in this country, he refused to stay in any temple of the Hopegiver. They would expect him to participate in services.


      After failing to track down an inn where their throats wouldn’t be cut in the night, the group voted to start with a little shopping. Odd goods always drew Sven, so they trotted down to the markets. Unlike many cities, where shops might occupy about a fifth of the area inside the walls, Mejor’s markets sprawled out from the docks and only stopped at the walls. The local noble’s home rested about a mile from the city limits, so the only other official buildings that weren’t designed to sell merchandise or for potential customers to live in were the city magistrate’s offices. Residents of Mejor paid most of the taxes for the country, and right now, they went to House Diamond.


      The felis darkmage somehow tracked down the only stall on a road of food stalls carrying swaths of dyed cloth; Acton could only sigh as the male twirled different colors around his body, holding other pieces of cloth around him in front of a large mirror and turning left and right. Sven spent more money than would probably be appropriate on wraps, but to be fair, he really needed to cover himself rather than relying on magic to keep warm. By the time they escaped that booth – by dragging the lion away – the other three of them really needed a few drinks. Turning a corner to one of the jewelry lanes and hoping they could keep the felis in their hold, someone called out from one of the stands.

    


    
      “Acton!” The mouse tried to figure out where the voice was coming from. With so many stands, it was very difficult to distinguish one male or female from another. Yet he knew he’d heard his name, and it wasn’t that common except on the Dark Isles. A very tall, thin male in robes a few sizes too large rushed out from behind a stall selling rubies.


      He was a brown-furred Domesticas Canis, much taller than even any wolf the paladin had met. His massive, square jaw possessed jowls that looked like the male needed to carry a handkerchief wherever he went just to make sure he didn’t drool on anyone. Both his large paws clamped down on the mouse’s shoulders, gripping him so tight the male felt his bones creak. The male’s robes billowed out when he stopped, almost enclosing the nezumi in folds of fabric. He smelled very strange: a mix of herbal tea, musk, and sea salt.


      “I haven’t seen you in years!” He was slightly bouncing up and down, shifting his weight from the heels of his feet to his toes.


      “Gany! What in all the gods are you doing this far north?” They embraced, the mouse trying to contain his elation as much as possible. Ganimedione Wavewalker, or Gany for short, was the first person he’d met after stowing away in ships to get off the Dark Isles. He used to own a shop on the Crescent Isle, the home of his people, and lucky for the then-runaway spoke his native language fluently and was able to help him get the rest of the way to Vasani. Since then, the paladin had figured the male had continued business as usual.


      “I brought my business here. You’d be surprised how much I sell, what with all the warring nobles and traders coming through here.” As soon as he let go of the smaller male, Acton turned to his comrades and introduced everyone. Here was his free ticket – the easiest way off the main continent would be tapping an old friend for one ship in his merchant fleet. A few years ago, he’d been one of the most affluent merchants in the world. Successful trading could only have increased with multiple wars going on.


      “Why don’t I bring you around town, lads?” With one paw on the paladin’s shoulder, he swept an arm to indicate the rest of the city. “I can leave the stall with the gemcutters.” The look in his eyes told everyone present he really did not want to go back to his stall with an old friend nearby.


      “Sure,” Kit answered, gripping Sven by his right wrist. Pulling the reluctant lion away from the shiny trinkets, the five males escaped the gem-sellers road. There were so many other sections of the city to see, so many other types of goods to appraise. Expensive trinkets could wait.


      Gany ended up being an excellent navigator for the city. He knew which alleys to avoid, which food stalls favored other merchants or paladins, and most important, where to get the best deals. Everyone assumed the cheap sellers would be near the center, but here in Mejor, the cheapest stores were the few with stone buildings directly adjacent to the docks. Their owners normally only dealt with sailors in port with very little pocket money, so they knew better than to overcharge for essentials like blankets or stew. After a hearty meal and some pleasant conversation, the Domesticas offered to let the four males stay at his manor. It seemed he owned almost an entire city block along the western wall. Once he transferred to this city, he bought up an entire swath of property, tore it all down, and built a mansion to match his old one on the Crescent Isle.

    


    
      Acton split from his friends after lunch, leaving them to continue exploring while he caught up with an old friend. Sven immediately pranced back into the heart of the markets, hoping to track down one of the stalls his friends hadn’t let him stop at. It carried the metal and polished stone bangles he really liked to wear. They clacked when he walked, especially if he put some effort into moving certain ways. Hopefully they wouldn’t be sold out by the time he got back – a large group of males and females had been crowding around it earlier.


      As he passed by one of the alleys they’d gone through earlier, a paw grabbed his arm and twisting it behind his back. Before he could cry out, another paw gripped his muzzle shut and yanked him into the alley. He still didn’t have control of his magic – if he panicked, he could burn the markets down. Roughly he was dragged deep enough down the alley that sunlight didn’t touch him anymore. Another second and he was against the wall, the paw on his muzzle relaxing enough for him to speak.


      “What does he have?” His attacker was Gix, a very strange looked plastered over his face – some sort of a mix of rage and depression. Normally the rat kept his emotions internalized, so this was a very disturbing sight. When he didn’t answer immediately, Gix shook him hard enough to disorient him and rattle his brain.


      “What….does…he…have?” Sven had never seen his friend like this, almost crazy over something so small. It was just sex – why did it matter?


      “Nothing…” he answered quietly, trying not to vomit from the jostling.


      “Then why?” Gix shoved him back against the wall against, pressing against him, biting clean through his left ear. The pain shot straight to his brain, but even as the fear was rising in him, he didn’t feel his magic rise up with it. Were the few spells the dragonkin had placed in him working?


      “It’s nothing, Gix, really…” That did seem to calm the nezumi down, as he unhooked his teeth from the male’s ear and instead slipped his muzzle down, nuzzling against the cat.


      “Then why haven’t you even looked me in the eye since we picked him up?” Sven couldn’t deny that charge – Kit was attractive, powerful, and able to help him keep his magic in control, the only part of him that scared away potential lovers. He’d been thoroughly charmed by the dragonkin.


      “I just…got distracted, alright?” Holding the felis up against a dirty alley wall wasn’t really going to help the nezumi’s case, but he wasn’t about to mention that.


      “Please, Sven…” Lips pressed against his throat, the paws holding him relaxing enough for the darkmage to calm down somewhat. Why was he suddenly being affectionate, jealous, and worried all at once? Sven could almost smell the need on him. He’d never acted like this. “Please, don’t leave with Kit once we get back from the Isles.”

    


    
      “Why does it bother you so much?” He tried to push the rat away, but he wasn’t known for his physical strength. The male stayed put. Gix pulled his entire body close, his claws digging into the lion’s shirt.


      “You don’t understand.” The male’s small nose slid into the top of his shirt, making him shiver from the sudden chill. “I know you’re a darkmage, and it’s hard for you to find someone to be with, but…”


      “But what?” What could make him act like this? Why was this such a big deal?


      “I need you, Sven. Please, don’t leave me. I’ll do anything you want. I’ll support you while you get your magic in order, just…please.” Pushing the male back – and this time it worked – he kissed him on his nose.


      “Don’t act like this, Gix. I promise I won’t run away with a flying scaled male to a fantastic land with no water. He’s just really, really, really good.” Yes, the lion was smitten with the dragonkin, and at the moment he didn’t really have strong feelings for the rat, but right now he wanted to make his friend happy. He felt he would get over his attraction for Kit eventually.


      “How good?” The look of pain and anger was gone from the male’s eyes, replaced with a tired-seeming optimism. Sven held up his paws to indicate size.


      “This good.”


      The two males escaped the alley a few moments later, the rat’s tail occasionally whipping against the other male’s thighs. The lion sighed, entwining his fingers in between the rat’s just for a little extra support. Maybe being entranced by the handsome dragonkin had been a bad idea, but he could worry about it later. Right now, spending some time with the rat wouldn’t hurt anything.


      About two blocks down the road, they came across something the felis hadn’t seen since leaving the border cities – mercenaries. At least, he thought they were mercenaries, the way the mixed group of felis and lupis were dressed and standing. It also didn’t hurt his assumption that none of them bore a herald or something else to indicate they were tied to a particular noble house in Oya. To be fair, he was using the color of the soldier’s tabards to tell them apart, but still – this small army did not match anything he’d seen so far. Once the leader, a very intimidating-looking lupis female, noticed the two of them, she stepped forward. Not wanting a confrontation over the fact the lion and rat were holding paws in this country, he pretended not to notice until she was so close it would be rude to ignore her. Odd for this country, she addressed him in Shach, the felis language.


      “Can I ask you a few questions?” Gix looked sidelong at her, but the feline could do nothing about what language she chose to address him in. His only tactic would be to respond in Common and hope she took the hint.


      “About?” The rat gripped his paw a bit harder, understanding this might not turn out pleasant. However, the female only smiled benignly and switched to the universal language.

    


    
      “We’re tracking a fugitive across this country, and haven’t been having much luck. Mind looking at some information and telling us if you’ve seen ‘im?” Mercenaries would be a bad word to describe this group – the lion started debating freelancers or bounty hunters in his mind.


      “Sure.” Pulling a scroll out of her cleavage and causing the cat to make an unpleasant noise, she unrolled it toward him. What greeted him did not make the lion feel very good.


      The scroll depicted an artist’s rendering of a muscular dragonkin, colored with chalk to indicate white scales and covered in black tattoos. The writing beside it, carefully penned out in four different languages, explained a long list of thefts, murders, assaults, and acts of borderline treason. The reward at the bottom of the page was also staggering – it could house Sven and all his friends for the rest of their lives, on top of giving each of them a hoard of gold coins to roll around in like a proper dragon. At the very end of the page dripped six different seals, and though he didn’t recognize any of them, he bet the female knew what they stood for.


      “What are these?” He pointed at the seals, trying to show nothing on his face but the normal curiosity and slight uneasiness of being asked about a criminal. He’d never been good at lying, but hopefully she understood not everyone had a clear conscious and would let him walk away.


      “They are the official seals of all six of the noble houses currently in Oya. Even though they are all fighting against each other, this dragonkin has either stolen or murdered someone connected to each faction in this country. This gives us authority to travel wherever we need to find him.” Swallowing something very heavy in his throat, the darkmage decided a believable lie would be best, especially considering how nervous he was.


      “I think I saw him in the outer markets.” The female turned to her comrades, muttered something in a language he didn’t speak, and they started moving in different directions. Once the majority of the group was out of sight, she turned back to him.


      “Thank you for your help.” Before he could object she slipped a small sac of coins into his paw. Though he didn’t really want to take her money, she stepped past the two males before he could give it back to her. However, once she too was out of sight, the rat leaned closer to him and placed a paw over the newly acquired cash.


      “I know where to bring this.”


      “I really don’t like...” A quick, discreet nuzzle and the rat started pulling him down the crowded market street. Apparently he was not allowed to object, and after a few quick corners, he stopped mumbling for the male to slow down. It didn’t hurt his shoulder to be pulled this way – he just preferred to know where he was going. After about a dozen streets and hundred stalls moving past them, they came to a stop in front of a plain-fronted tavern with a fading sign dangling above the door. Once the felis moved around so he could get a better angle, still attached by his paw to the rat, he read it aloud.

    


    
      “‘The Angel’s Sanctuary’. Sounds like every other bar in town.” His comrade shook his muzzle and started toward the door. Sighing, the cat had little choice but to follow.


      Stepping into the tavern, Sven couldn’t help but feel like it wasn’t anything special. A grizzled Wolfen worked the bar and a few vulpines helpers walked around, serving only three very drunk males in the far corners. Why would Gix drag him here, to a place even locals didn’t seem to fancy? Despite his concerns, the black-furred nezumi walked up to the barkeep and smiled. He tapped the bar very softly, looking back at Sven.


      “What?”


      “Put a few coins on the counter,” the rat whispered. Feeling stupid, the lion pulled the drawstring on the small bag given to him. Once the lamplight reflected on the twenty-or-so coins, the cat couldn’t help but let a weak smile split his face. They were platinum, and more than enough for him to do whatever he wanted today. This tavern would just be the first stop in a day of fantastic shopping. Carefully he lifted out one coin, and after noticing they were minted with the face of the Sacavuni king instead of the last Oyan one, he placed it on the counter. Since the death of the last king here, each noble house had started casting its own money. Sacavuni and Vasani currency was much more reliable. Once the Wolfen took a cursory glance at the coin, he inclined his muzzle at a staircase beside the bar. Sven had guessed it led to a wine cellar, but once Gix pulled him along, he noticed it instead headed up.


      At the top of the narrow, rickety staircase, a completely different environment met him. Comfortable-looking padded booths lined the walls with absolutely no tables in the middle, giving room for attendants to bring drinks and food to the occupied areas. Another staircase across the room that probably led downstairs to the tavern’s kitchen showed slim vulpines and lutrins moving swiftly to bring steaming trays up and empty ones down. In each booth, two or three males sat close to one another, nuzzling, whispering, kissing. Though the room was well-lit, the lamps had been covered with sheer red covers to allow less harsh lighting.


      “What is this?” Gix turned to him, kissing him gently on the cheek.


      “It’s a bar one of the foxes told me about back in Eldere. It’s not alright for males to be with other males in this country, so there’s at least one bar in every city that lets ‘em.” One of the lutrins stopped in front of the two males, dressed in only a loincloth and smiled as he bowed.


      “Welcome to the Angel’s Sanctuary, friends. Want anything in particular? We have many different types of seafood, stews, meats...” Sven couldn’t help but interrupt him at the prospect of fresh shellfish and a pouch full of platinum.


      “Lobster tail.” The otter smiled at him and turned to the rat, waiting for him to speak. It only took the black-furred nezumi another moment.

    


    
      “Pork.” The sleek male bowed again and pointed to one of the few empty booths.


      “Go ahead and take a seat there. I’ll bring everything to you in just a few minutes. Would you like to try the house drink?” Both males shrugged, but Sven had never found a mixed drink he didn’t like.


      “I’ll try one.” Once the male stepped out of the way, Sven made his way to the indicated circular booth. Unlike most booths in taverns that were remarkably plain and just really there to provide a backing so some drunk soldier couldn’t topple over, these felt wonderful as he scooted in and across. Gix followed him, and as soon as the two males were settled, a clawed paw discreetly rested on the lion’s thigh.


      “This is nice...” Even the tables didn’t smell like the normal bar mix of bad beer and cleaned vomit – instead, what he guessed was rose oil drifted up from a small burner in the middle of the table. The rat’s slim muzzle nestled against his neck. Hot breath tickled against his fur; for now he wouldn’t move the other male. If Gix was being so gentle, so nice, and so open, the lion would not fight against it.


      As the drinks started to appear – the “house special” was a mix between a bunch of different alcohols from around the continent and lemon juice, so it looked like weak tea – Gix pressed up close to him. Lips gently nibbled at the side of his neck or his shoulder while he started drinking. After the first one, which was quite strong despite its look or taste, the rat next to him shifted around until he could comfortably remain pressed against him. His slim tongue occasionally tickled at the cat’s ears, but he didn’t really mind. As much as he liked being between the sheets with a strong male on top of him, gentle kisses were even rarer.


      “I really do like you,” Gix whispered, placing one of his previously roaming paws over the cat’s spare one. Twitching his ears, Sven wasn’t sure how to respond. The rat was sweet, but relationships weren’t something he had much experience in. Once someone got him on all fours, nothing else developed beyond a purely physical connection. When they’d spent a few nights together in the Hopegiver’s temple in Eldere, the rat hadn’t even propositioned him. Not until they’d been traveling together for a week did the male even mention they sleep in the same bedroll, just to keep warm. Sex evolved from there, but it wasn’t a dominant-submissive situation like he was used to. The rat wanted him to be his equal, even if the lion remained on bottom by choice.


      “Here you go lads.” While lost in his thoughts, the lion’s food had arrived. Two steaming lobster tails, already split open to reveal the succulent meat, rested in a shallow cast-iron dish. Before he could pick up the fork left for him by the attendant, Gix fished the tail out of the slightly boiling broth and picked out the first section of tail meat with his fingers. Sven blushed as the male lifted it to his lips. As he took it from the offering fingers with his lips, a question appeared in his mind. It could wait until the rare and delicious meat finished melting on his tongue. Since leaving Sacavuni, he’d missed the very expensive luxury. Finishing off the first tail from pieces offered on the tips of Gix’s thin fingers, he asked what he couldn’t resist after the incident earlier today.

    


    
      “Why were you with Mier?” The rat paused his feeding, nuzzling against the lion’s face. It was something felis did, and as far as he was aware, most races preferred nuzzles in public to other forms of contact.


      “I wasn’t really ‘with’ Mier,” he answered after a few bites of his slowly cooling pork. “Mier always wanted Acton, and I was as close as he could get in Vasani. I liked him, but it was all matin’. Once he got the mouse, we stayed friends. Why were you with those wolves in Eldere?” Blushing, the lion didn’t comment when the rat nipped at him playfully. After he lost control of his magic in the Temple of the Hopegiver, he’d been forced to sell his apartment so the scared commoners couldn’t track him down and set his house on fire. Two of his friends, a set of very attractive twin lupis mages, offered to let him stay with them if he spent as much time as they wanted in their beds. Sure, it made him feel sort of like property, but it wasn’t a feeling he really minded.


      “Same, I guess.” Finishing their meals with little more conversation, they left a few coins on the table as a tip to the staff. The platinum coin would cover everything else.


      Making their way back through the markets, Sven stopped at every stall he’s seen earlier with pretty necklaces, heavy bracelets, or other trinkets that served no other purpose than to make him look pretty. Even a few earrings caught his eye – his ears had been pierced years ago, and if he really wanted to reopen the three holes in each ear, he could. Gix followed him silently, eventually helping him carry a few of the larger parcels when he came across a silk trader. For his patience, the lion bought him some kabobs on the way back to Gany’s booth. Even though the dog was nowhere to be seen, his staff directed them to an upper-class inn. They could find their paladin ally and the merchant tomorrow. Right now, Sven wanted to try something pretty on in front of a large mirror to stop the questions that kept popping up in his head.


      Power coursed through Kit as he stepped through the wall slightly after dusk, making sure not to let the spell fade prematurely. To a passerby in the afternoon sun, he was a swirl of smoke in an alley. Even to a mage, who should technically be able to realize he was more than the result of fire, he was nothing but a wisp passing through. This was one of the best parts of being a darkmage; mages could not necessarily detect him, unless they trained specifically to do so. On top of everything a mage looking for demons or a demonic pact would not find him. In truth, he had not been entirely honest with Sven.


      Rather than making a contract or inheriting this “curse”, the dragonkin had found out about this particular kind of magic through a book he found while rummaging in a secondhand store. It took him almost a decade to track down a mage in Juva who could teach him all the spells required to manifest this type of magic, but eventually he’d been successful. The runes kept moving for a very simple reason – they were alive, constantly shifting based on his pulse, breathing, and physical energy levels to optimize how much power he could produce. Unfortunately, if he overextended, the spells faded for a few hours and he was left feeling nauseous. If all went as he planned, they would eventually absorb into his flesh and give him the power he desired without the excessive contact with demons or devils.

    


    
      Fading in and out of another few buildings brought him to one of the places he needed to be – a vulpine wizard’s shop about two-thirds of the way in from the city wall. He’d detected some objects he needed, and with all his money seized by House Peridot, those objects could just disappear. He rematerialized right next to the pertinent shelf, grabbing a ring, two bracelets, and a necklace. Each would help him store more magic power, except the necklace. It would help him stay in a smoky form for longer.


      “What do you think you’re doing?” He knew the shop owner would be the only one in here, so he reacted before the male could lift protective spells around himself. A single blast of black flames went right through his chest – he dropped without the dragonkin looking up from what he was doing. He really needed to leave before the stench of burned flesh started to cling to his clothes.


      Returning to a vapor form, Kit left the building with his new belongings in a belt pouch. They didn’t work when he was in this form anyway, so there really wasn’t any need to wear them. Rushing city guards could be heard down a few blocks – he must have triggered an alarm spell on becoming solid in the building. There wasn’t any trace of him in the building. Enchantments on the soles of his feet stopped him from leaving tracks or scales where he went; they wouldn’t find any physical or magical trace of anyone extra in the building, except a dead, burned mage with a hole in his chest. They would probably surmise a spell had gone wrong. Once the building was out of sight, he returned to his physical form.


      Four more blocks he walked, keeping a cloak he’d picked earlier today tight around him. Though his size or scale color would not necessarily give him away in this port city, his muscular, solid tail and wings definitely would. Other things needed to be fetched in this city, and right now would be the best time. If he understood Acton correctly about just how far away the Dark Isles were, the dragonkin wouldn’t be in a real city for at least two months, if currents allowed them to move quickly. He could always fly and catch up to the ship – his spells could sustain his body for weeks at a time – but there was no guarantee he would find even a war galleon in the vastness of the ocean.


      Once he reached the heart of the city, the male shifted back into his ethereal form. Not knowing how money would be treated overseas and seeing as his homeland did not use gold or platinum as a currency, something else would be required in case they needed to negotiate for lodging, food, or their lives. Most of the time gems would do quite well, but just in case of something stranger came into play, he needed an entire plethora of options. One shop he’d seen earlier had most of the objects he could think of that were used as money in a few other countries.

    


    
      In the next store he pulled a few memory orbs – small, magical devices that contained information on everything from angels to fairies – off of shelves and into his pack. Soon they were joined by several different small pouches full of magical powder. This residue, the result of disturbed magic circles or broken enchanted weapons, would fetch a large pile of platinum coins later if they weren’t needed on the Isles. Now he just needed the divining orb he’d sensed upstairs. No need to be disturbed.


      Without making a sound, he shifted back into a smoky body and floated up the stairs. He couldn’t just float up through the ceiling, so for now the dimensions of the house would restrain him. The stairs would have creaked if he were physically touching them, but for now, nothing could be heard. A faint inkling in his stomach remind him of two things – first, his magic was beginning to be overextended, and second, he really needed to get something to eat. Both would only need to wait another few minutes. At the top of the stairs, he floated through the upstairs until he entered the far room.


      If ever a mage’s study could be stereotyped, this room would be it. Bookcases completely covered two of the walls, some of the books glowing softly in the dim moonlight from the open window. A very cold breeze blew in, but did not wake the single, snoring form curled up in a single bed in the corner. Just to the right of the bed stood a mahogany stand with a perfectly round glass globe atop it, somehow balancing perfectly on the polished surface. From here, it looked like it was full of dark smoke. If he wanted to bring it with him, the best bet would be to disable any thematic and dramatic spells on it. The easiest way to do this would be cutting off the source of every alarm. Returning to a solid form, he summoned one of his black blades.


      He stabbed his right arm down right into the mage’s throat, hearing the male’s breath cut off just as quickly. His weapons may not leave actual physical damage, but if he stabbed somewhere essential, the person still ended up in the afterlife. One mage finding out he was taking what he wanted was enough for the night – this one would not interfere. His magical senses told him the alarm spells were dissolving. They could not function without someone to alert. Carefully picking the globe off the table, he tried to access the magic in it. Something prevented him, and with his luck, it would be a divine protection spell against darkmages. They took a lot longer to crack. For now, he slipped into a compartment in his pack padded for breakables and made his way downstairs. He didn’t need to turn back to smoke to get out – the spells that kept the doors and windows magically reinforced had gone with the mage. Even if the city decided to investigate his death, there was no lethal wound or weapon. What could they prove?

    


    
      Finally, the dragonkin needed something in case of trouble on the seas. Pirates and mutinies still happened, and he would not be deterred from his goal of getting to the Dark Isles by something as unruly as some mischievous crew on or off his boat. It would take a bargaining chip larger than one even a powerful darkmage could create with a few arm waves and fire. Something powerful enough to stop anyone from questioning him if things went south fast. He could only think of one thing that had that kind of power – a knotted wind.


      The object stood as one of the most expensive things a potential buyer could find on the open market. To a casual observer, they were nothing but slightly vibrating pieces of rope with equally spaced complex sailor’s knots. If a very careful, educated person undid even one of the knots, gale-force winds would be released to help pull a vessel in the correct direction at borderline dangerous speeds. If all the knots were released at the same time, a waterspout could be summoned capable of tearing even the most dangerous war galley apart. It would take him until morning to find the knotted wind, but they would keep him safe more than any armor.


      Teeth locked into the back of his neck as soon as the door closed. Acton went limp in the large arms wrapped around his chest, making sure he didn’t collapse onto the hardwood, polished floors. Gods, he wished he hadn’t run into the Domesticas Canis right now, when he really needed some time with another male. Back on the Crescent Isle, he’d lived with the lanky dog for several months. Then he’d been too young for a relationship or even some experimental playing. Now, they could do whatever they wanted without fear of reprisal or judgment. He was sure of his wants and desires, and they would not wait for him to get back to Mier.


      In seconds the mouse felt his pants slip from this thighs, paws neglecting his crotch for now. Even if the dog wanted to be with him, he would at least start slow. He wanted to enjoy it, and getting the mouse all worked up first off would not help him prolong anything. How did he know what he wanted? During their walks before reaching his home, Acton had not mentioned his preference for males now or his connection to Mier. A draft shot between his legs and he didn’t care about how the male knew, only that he did. He wanted this, and he was not about to say no with his private time severely limited over the past month. Only when the group of them would decide to stay in an inn or their nights with House Diamond could he even think of pleasure.


      Gany suddenly lifted him up with the mouse’s pants at his knees, hoisting him into the dog’s arms. One of the male’s arms hooked under his knees with his other supported the paladin’s shoulders. Instinctively Acton nuzzled into the male’s chest, inhaling his unique musk and thinking of the safety it implied. Never when he’d stayed in the male’s home had he gone hungry, no matter how unruly or borderline paranoid he would act. Even though the dog had wanted to be with him, he kept it to himself until the day Acton had departed for Vasani. Just as the mouse was walking on to the boat, Gany suddenly admitted to wanting to be with the future holy male, begging him to stay so they could form a real relationship. Scared of the implications of such a coupling, he’d rushed on board. Though he’d felt bad about it, now he could make up for it.

    


    
      They climbed at least two flights of stairs, Acton keeping his eyes closed in the folds on soft fabric. He trusted Gany more than most people. He wouldn’t hurt him, do something the mouse didn’t want to, or trick him into something he’d regret. How he knew he was still like that the mouse couldn’t place, but still, he allowed the other male to carry him, going around two more corners before the dog paused to clumsily open a door. Warm air hit him – there must be a lit fireplace here. With a few more steps the dog gingerly placed him down on something soft. Judging by the strange way he sunk down into the stuffed comforter, he could guess it was filled with the softest of down.


      “Can I?” Why was he asking? Acton’s trousers were already pulled down halfway, and since the male’s fingers were so thick he’d pulled down his loincloth with them. His sheath, already plumping, and his balls, full from so many days left unrelieved, were plainly visible. Already he could feel the familiar stirring in his loins. He wanted this, and the male should be ready to give it to him. Just to prove his point, the mouse lightly placed his booted feet against the male’s chest.


      “Take ‘em off for me.” It wasn’t a request. Gany obeyed, unlacing the massive things and throwing them aside in a few hasty pulls and grunts of exertion. His pants left almost as quickly, leaving the mouse only clothed from the waist up. Acton could not help but chuckle when the dog glanced down at his filling sheath and blushed. He wouldn’t be able to resist the paladin’s body, even if he wanted to enjoy this as long as possible. Gany untied the hefty knot in the belt holding his robe up. Rather than help, Acton stretched out, placing one leg on either side of the still-standing male and arching his back, lifting his arms over his head. Panting reached his ears.


      “Sir, will you or your guest need anything?” Though the mouse did not have a problem being exposed around strangers, it appeared the dog did. He visibly jumped, yanking his robe together to cover more fur than had been exposed before they even entered the building. Smiling and peaking around his old friend, Acton noticed a plump male vulpine standing benignly in the doorway in the gray robes of a servant.


      “Umm...bring up the fires...and a bottle of wine from the cellar.” Gany kept shifting his eyes from the servant to the hallway, ordering him nonverbally to leave as quickly as possible. Smiling, Acton sat up and stretched up to look over the tall male’s shoulder. Until then the servant had not looked at him, but when the paladin caught his gaze, the servant nodded acknowledgment.

    


    
      “Could you get the fireplace up in here first?” A smile told the fox not to worry about his master’s irritation or startled nature. The fire here was lit, but smoldering quickly into darkness. If all of the mouse’s clothes were going to disappear, he wanted to be warm at the very least. As the servant disappeared temporarily to gather more firewood, Acton kissed his old friend on the throat, reaching down to break the male’s powerful grip on his own robe.


      “I’m sure they’ve seen you nude before, Gany.” Even after he slipped the cloth off the dog’s shoulders, he looked very uncomfortable. Not wanting to ruin the mood, Acton kissed him again, this time on the side of his neck. He twitched, but still did not relax.


      “Have they ever been in here at night, or after you got out of the bath?” He nodded, looking concerned. It seemed it had never occurred to him that they might catch glimpses of him outside of his comfort area.


      “It isn’t proper...” A single finger on his lips silenced the dog. Acton didn’t care about what was or wasn’t proper. He would not let something as small as societal norms get in his way. Just to prove his point, he peeled off the rest of his armor, throwing it aside and lifting up his jaw to expose his throat. Gany growled, taking it between and jaws and pushing forward. Finally, the mouse had gotten the male’s drive to mate him override his worries over how his servants saw him. The mouse was on his back again in an instant, the nearly silent fox getting the room warm temporarily forgotten.


      One of Gany’s paws traced down the smaller male’s thin belly, reaching his groin and thighs without pausing. The blunt claws traced through the white fur, tickling on either side of his sheath, testing just how sensitive he was. Gany didn’t know it yet, but it took a lot more than a little teasing to get him ready for anything real. Once that paw slipped a little further down, one large finger pressing behind his sac, the mouse sighed in contentment. He wouldn’t need to do anything here – the lanky male wanted to explore his body more than just mate him and be done with it. With that one finger pressing in, massaging against a spot that would help get him aroused fairly quickly, the dog pulled down his trousers with his other paw. For some reason, he felt the need to wear additional clothing under an already-heavy robe.


      Once both of them were nude, and Acton heard the door shut behind the now-busy servant. That also triggered the dog to lie down completely over him, licking across his throat. It made the mouse shiver, but not resist him. He liked being controlled by a larger male, so why should he stop now? The dog’s other paw lifted one of his legs, letting his massaging paw journey a little lower to press just above his tailhole. He breathed faster when the thick digit probed, pressing into the ring. Getting stretched out would need to be his first priority – being ripped open by a canine knot did not sound like a good idea. The first third of the male’s finger pushed past his ring; he winced, not used to such sudden actions without oil anymore. Only the first few times he’s been with Mier did they work without something slick to make everything easier.

    


    
      “Are you alright?” The dog’s finger pushed in to the next knuckle. Acton nodded, but the tiny squeak he made did not go ignored. The digit pulled out, leaving only a small ache in his rump.


      “I’ll grab something...” Gany rolled off the bed, his thin tail waving back and forth behind him like a banner. It reminded him so much of one of his old pets in the city, he reached out, grabbed, and pulled, throwing the male off balance. He tumbled back down on the bed, letting out a yelp that would probably have drawn the servants if they didn’t know the mouse was already there. Even before he completely landed the paladin jumped up and around him, landing in his lap and holding him up by his shoulders. Even with the vast difference in weight, the lithe male could still hold his old friend.


      “You don’t need to.” Both his paws ran down the canine’s thin chest, making sure to dig his claws in just a little bit. He didn’t whimper or whine, instead just panting and smelling a bit more like he needed to mate. Most canines built scent up as they got more heated, letting the other person know just how close they were to climaxing; he would smell more and more aroused throughout the night until he spilled his seed. Both of the mouse’s paws gripped the male’s sheath and sac. Now Gany whined – he apparently liked that. Though the male’s sheath had already begun to fill, none of his canine arousal could be seen. Acton traced one of his fingers along the lip of the male’s sheath, just to see if he would react. The dog jumped, trying to thrust into the white-furred paw.


      Acton had him. As the dog started thrusting up, his maleness slowly escaping his sheath, the mouse kept a firm pacing with him. When his body moved up, the smaller male’s paws moved with him, not giving him something to thrust into quite yet. When he moved down, attempting to get more resistance, the male made sure to keep up with him. His muzzle lolled back, his hot breath panting past his lips. He braced back on his paws, his mind completely on the two small paws playing over his sheath. Within moments a few inches of Gany’s maleness could already be seen, along with a bulge forming inside his sheath. If he didn’t do something about that, his friend would definitely rip his sheath. He let two of his fingers slide down the male’s flesh, tugging the rest of his sheath down past his forming knot.


      Gany whined very high as the white-furred male started stroking the entire length, feeling the flesh harden enough for him to really start to play with it. He wasn’t nearly as large as Mier, but he did possess impressive length for his size. His maleness matched the rest of his body – long and thin. Not including the knot, the mouse could wrap both his paws around the length, though his fingers and thumb overlapped. After giving the length a few healthy squeezes, causing the larger male to let out a few pleasured yelps, he started sliding one of his paws up and down while his other paw tickled the insides of the male’s thighs. It looked like he didn’t know how to deal with this; he would start by madly thrusting up into the mouse’s paw, but then attempt to scoot back when the tickling paw hit a sensitive spot.

    


    
      Before the Domesticas Canis could really get heated up, Acton slid down on to his knees at the end of the bed. Between all the dog’s movements, it left him very unbalanced, so the mouse could easily pull him to the edge with his legs completely off the sides. Now the nezumi could really have some fun. His lips were only a few inches from the male’s arousal – he could almost taste the precum seeping from the slit. He flicked out his tongue to collect it, savoring the bittersweet, nearly clear fluid. Gany tried to thrust up, but Acton didn’t let him speed this up anymore than the mouse wanted to. He firmly placed both his paws on the male’s thighs, keeping him still while he let the head of the male’s shaft enter his mouth. A shot of precum landed on his tongue – he was ready for something a bit different.


      Making sure to keep slow so the dog didn’t climax too fast, the mouse slurped the first few inches of the shaft in front of him. The maleness followed typical canine design: a nice, angled head and a shaft that thickened as he went further down on it until it reached the knot. He was able to fit the first half in his mouth and let one of his paws grip the rest of it. Right now Acton didn’t want to finish the male off, instead just get him nice and slick. Instead of bobbing like he would normally do to get the male off, he just held still, letting his spittle build up and slide down the blood-red flesh. He kept trying to push up into the mouse’s mouth, but the paw around his shaft stopped anything out of the paladin’s control. A few seconds of this and high-pitched whines pierced through the air. The overheated dog just wanted to hump the mouse’s muzzle, but the paladin wanted something else entirely. Acton’s fingers were beginning to be soaked with spit. Now he could let the dog take over.


      As the mouse pulled off, paws slipped under his arms and yanked him up. For a moment he felt his entire weight suspended in the air; another moment and he was in the male’s lap, a jaw locking around his throat. He wanted this, but knew better than to just let the dog’s libido take over without adding a little something slick to the equation. The maleness shoved up against his rump, letting him know the dog would not wait any longer to enter the smaller male. Precum smeared through his fur – he relaxed in the male’s hold, feeling paws grip his rump and pull the cheeks apart. The tip of the head found his hole. Now he just needed to remember to breathe.


      The head and first inch penetrated him without much resistance, but that did not stop his breath from catching in his throat. He’d almost forgotten how good it felt to be taken by another male, to be controlled by one. Claws dug into his flesh as the arousal went deeper, forcing his insides to rearrange to accommodate. It hurt – it always did for the first bit – but he could ignore it for now. Gany wasn’t nearly as endowed as Mier, so at least the pain would not last as long as with the Wolfen. Now the spittle wasn’t helping him; it couldn’t lubricate him enough to help the rest of the shaft. His fingers must be soaked with it, but for now, he needed to bear it. A male inside him was what he wanted. Gany would stop if he felt he was hurting the mouse too much.

    


    
      Teeth dug into his throat harder, threatening to pierce the skin. Another inch entered him, then another, then another. He was long, but still it only took him about a minute to bottom out. The knot, already fully formed, pressed against his ring. Gods, this hurt between the maleness, claws, and teeth, but he needed it right now. A paw left his rump, moving back around to his arousal. Rough pawpads pulled at his flesh, trying to get him off as quickly as possible. Acton panted, moving one of his paws down over Gany’s to stop him from moving so quickly. If he climaxed before the the dog, he would not be able to get the other male off. The teeth left his throat, Gany licking the tiny new wounds. The tongue moved up to lick across his lips, his face, and his ears as the canine started to pull back out. The extreme sensitivity of his ears stopped him from noticing just how much it should hurt when the dog pushed back in.


      Slowly – very slowly – Gany started moving in and out of the mouse’s tailhole. Just to make sure he understood just how far Acton wanted to take this, the paladin curled the last half of his tail around the base of the male’s knot, creating a light pressure to urge him to tie. The white-furred male expected to spend the night here, in the dog’s arms, a maleness inside him, just like he did back in Eldere. Even as much as Gany wanted to take him quickly, he at least understood going slow at first would definitely stop either of them from finishing too quickly. The mouse already felt like he could climax any moment, but he needed to hold off so the dog could tie. Why hadn’t he taken care of his needs over the last few days?


      Even concentrating to stop it from happening, his climax hit him right as Gany started to speed up. Seed shot out across the dog’s chest, the first few globs of cum hitting his lips and cheeks. His tongue lapped out to taste them, the days without alone time causing many more shots than normal to soak the male’s fur. The arousal in him had stopped moving, letting him squeeze down on it without the issue of it slipping out. He nuzzled against the male as his shots slowed down, the sheer pleasure overtaking him as both his maleness pulsed and a tongue gently bathed his ears. Mier always did that after mating – it made him feel protected. It must be normal for canines.


      Acton collapsed in the Domesticas Canis’s arms, shaking from the exertion of such a powerful orgasm. He squeaked as the dog’s erection slipped out of him, unspent, shots of precum smearing his fur even more than he was already. He hadn’t orgasmed, and the mouse knew from experience with his Wolfen lover how needy the canine should be, but he didn’t react as though he absolutely needed to climax right now.


      “I need to take care of you...” the mouse whispered, still panting very hard against the lips nibbling on his ears. They parted for only a moment so the dog could coo at him.


      “No you don’t. I want you to feel good, Acton.” Another kiss on each ear made the mouse instinctively relax, but he still felt he needed to give the dog pleasure. His needs had overwritten everything he wanted to do – he wanted to be tied to the male and to wake up with his friend inside him.

    


    
      “I wanted you to tie to me,” he whispered, blushing. Gany just smiled and kissed him again, this time on the lips. He could taste his own seed.


      “I can still do that, if you stay relaxed. I didn’t want to keep moving – I knew I’d hurt you.” Acton nodded, letting the dog roll him over on the bed so he was on his side. Gany laid down beside him, cuddling up close and lightly gripping the back of his neck in his teeth. One of his paws gripped the mouse’s chest while the other journeyed to the paladin’s rump. He could feel the paw moving, but it wasn’t touching any part of him; it took him a moment to realize he was pleasuring himself. The tip kept bumping against the base of the nezumi’s tail, smearing even more of his fur with the scent of the dog.


      The mouse jumped slightly when the male pushed back into his tailhole, ignoring the shot of pain as the entire length and knot popped in past his ring in one thrust. Without the extended mating, the soreness wouldn’t kick in until the next morning, nor would the oversensitivity from the spraying of his seed. He barked very loudly, a sound unbecoming of the normally very quiet merchant, the warm feeling of spurting seed filling the smaller male. This way he could still wake up filled with a male, enjoy the strange sensation of seed leaking out of him. The dog’s claws dug into his chest, holding him close as he shook. After a few more moments, ragged breath parted the fur on the back of his neck.


      “Now sleep.” With a last couple of nuzzles, the dog settled down to sleep. It took Acton a little longer, but soon his spent form drifted off as well.


      Acton woke up from the knot pulling out of his rump, something warm and soft rubbing against his sore tailhole. Lips brushed his cheeks as the towel left, the warmth of another male against him leaving temporarily and creating a swath of cold entering the sheets. He curled up, but that didn’t stop the dog from leaning over him and smiling as the mouse rubbed the sleep from his eyes. Why did his old friend have to be so nice? He could hear servants moving around behind them – it seemed the dog had lost his need to be clothed in front of people who knew what he looked like nude.


      “I have a meeting to attend with some of my employees, but I’ll be right back up, alright?” Acton grumbled as he rolled over, the soreness emanating from his rump the only consequence he needed to worry about at the moment. From what it looked like, Gany was still obnoxiously awake early in the morning. The dog rolled away soon after that, grabbing for some of his clothes from the night before. After his robes was securely tied, he padded out into the hallway. This house was new enough to not include an attached washroom. Rather, it was probably down the hall with real running water instead of the need for servants to carry buckets and buckets of heated water upstairs. His temple might have large bathing pools, but spells kept those moving and clean. Public baths took months of construction and a paladin or cleric to make sure they remained sanitary.

    


    
      He drifted off a few times in the next hour, not bothering to find clothes at the moment. Whatever was going to happen in the next few days could wait. The journey would take about six weeks if weather held for this time of the year. Would Gany be willing to let him borrow a ship strong enough to resist pirates, and inclement weather?


      “I’ll have everything ready by the day after tomorrow.” Acton was looking up at the ceiling when the Domesticas Canis came back into view, a smile breaking the line of his face.


      “Ready for what?” Gany climbed up on top of him, straddling the male and leaning down to lick over his nose.


      “You told me you needed to find a ride back to the Dark Isles. I found you one.” If Acton could have sit up, he would have. Instead, he reached up to hug the lanky male around the waist.


      “And where did you find me one of those, Gany?” Another kiss on his lips and the mouse started to feel bad – the merchant really was being sweet to him, for no reason other than that he was here.


      “I’ll take you.” Now the rodent really did need to sit up, shoving the dog aside and jumping out of the very comfortable bed. Though he was still sore, excitement filled every inch of him, not giving room for pain. How in all the hells and heavens did the Domesticas pull that off? His old friend reacted more slowly, stretching out a kink in his leg before getting up to stand next to him. Acton barely came up to his shoulders.


      “I told everyone who works for me in this city to be prepared to take over for me. I have a few ships to help move ore and gems from the Crescent Isle to Mejor. One of ‘em isn’t in dry dock getting repairs, so we can head to the Dark Isles as soon as you and your friends are ready.” He’d almost forgotten about his other friends in his ecstasy over someone helping him with something for once.


      “They’ll be ready when you are. Do I need to do anything?” Gany nuzzled against him, sharing breath with him, kissing him across the neck.


      “Just stay in my rooms, and tell me what that tooth is.” Acton didn’t notice it anymore, but a finger lifted up the fang resting in the hollow of his throat, suspended on a piece of twine. It made him think about his connections back home. That piece of Mier, given to him to connect the two forever, told any Wolfen who saw it that he loved his fellow paladin. Sure, the tooth grew back, but it might as well be an engagement ring. In their talks yesterday he’d mentioned his comrades, but chosen to omit just how close he and Mier was. However, if the dog was going to get him to the Dark Isles with no questions asked, he didn’t need to know the whole truth.


      “I knocked it out of Mier’s muzzle once in a fight.” A chuckle answered the statement, so he just smiled in return and started collecting his armor. They needed to get everything together for such a long journey.

    


    
      Oddly enough, the dog had everything already set up for a long journey by the time the mouse bathed, dressed, and was presented breakfast by one of the cooks. The bottle of wine ordered last night had made it upstairs, but it must have appeared while the two of them were busy. It would make it on the boat, but for now, he just wanted to make sure everyone understood what was going on and how they needed to handle everything. Gany probably thought if he traveled with them, he could convince the paladin to stay with him. Once he got all of his companions in one room, he shut the door and placed one of his more useful tools around the door handle. To anyone else, it was just a plain silver bangle. To a crime lord or someone with confidential information, it created a magical shield to stop eavesdroppers.


      “I need to make sure everyone understands what we’re getting into,” the mouse started, making eye contact with his three comrades in turn. Gix looked impartial, like he always did, Sven legitimately concerned, and Kit excited. The dragonkin was the only one of them who seemed anything but mildly panicked and worried over making it to a set of islands ignored by most of the world.


      “We’re going to the Dark Isles much sooner than expected. Gany is bringing us all the way there and back, and its not gonna cost us anything.” The two darkmages both looked surprised, but Gix narrowed his eyes.


      “You slept with him.” It wasn’t a question.


      “That’s not the point, but I need all of you not to mention me and Mier. He thinks I’m single, and I want him to keep thinking that way.” Gix hissed.


      “You’re playing with him. He’s sweet for you, and you’re using him to make sure we make it across the Inner and Great Seas without a problem.” Above everything, the mouse valued his friend for his honesty, even in a situation like this.


      “I know, I know. I’ll tell him the truth after we get back. Just please, for the sake of getting to the Dark Isles, don’t mention it?” All three nodded understanding, Gix at the very least doing so begrudgingly. He would make it up to the rat somehow.


      Two days later, all four of them stepped up the plank on to a very large merchant vessel. It could definitely withstand anything but a hurricane, especially considering the many reinforcing spells the mouse could sense. It was probably one of the strongest ships in the port at the moment, and one of the sturdiest in the entire sea. Strong vulpines continued to load supplies into the lower decks as Gany stepped up behind the paladin and draped an arm over his shoulders. Gix sent him a scathing look, but for now, Acton ignored it. They needed the dog, and if he could both enjoy himself and get a ride to the Dark Isles, he was not going to ruin anything. He’d done it with females in the past – why should now be any different?


      As his comrades escaped below decks to make sure they could claim the best available rooms before the crew did, the nezumi noticed a small shrine set just below the navigation wheel, or whatever they called in on a boat; he’d never pretended to understand the many unique terms used on a the water. The shrine, however, definitely intrigued him. Why would a merchant vessel of all things contain a shrine for religious worship, especially above decks? He’d heard of clerics spending time at sea and carrying such things with them, but this just seemed strange. Slipping past a few of the sturdy fox crew, he knelt next to the stone effigy.

    


    
      It was a shrine to Yataa, the gods of storms, carved from mother-of-pearl. Small indentations could be seen where gems once sat, but over it remaining out in the open for many years, enterprising soldiers had pried them out for a few quick gold pieces. Acton touched a few of the glaring holes, thinking about the terrible things that would happen to someone if they tried something like that in Eldere, or even on the Dark Isles. Most males and females he knew took religious idols very seriously. Though it mildly pained him to do so, the nezumi pulled a small pearl from one of his belt pouches and set it in one of the larger sockets. It didn’t fit perfectly, but for now, it would do.


      “I like it.” He jumped, looking up to see a very scruffy Domesticas Canis in farmer’s clothes. Since no one else reacted to the sudden appearance, it looked like the individual had chosen only to appear to him. Acton recognized the god as the same one from the idol, even if he was dressed much more simply. The new dog knelt down, placing one paw on each of his soldiers. The paladin could feel power attached to him, but it did not enter or overtake him.


      “You understand that all gods are important, even the ones like me, who don’t control entire races or countries. Though most do not even bother to give me another glance before going out to sea. You know I can summons storms to kill anyone I want, right?” He did know that, which was one of the reasons he’d pulled out that pearl. It was always best to hedge his bets.


      “Know that, and only because you’re on this boat, will I make sure nothing gets in your way. I hope you can find what you are looking for, and stop High General Takashi Ironskin.” With a wink he disappeared, leaving the paladin with a lot to think about. Why was a god so grateful for such a small shrine, and even more important, if Yataa wanted the general killed, why wouldn’t the god just interfere?


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter 4 The Dark Isles


      
         
      


      On the ocean, only Yataa can assist you.


      Unfortunately, most seafarers think he can’t help them,


      That such a minor deity is not worth their time.


      Until a storm destroys them, of course.


      – Domesticas Canis quote from the tome, The Codex of Lightning


      Once they got underway, leaving Mejor just after daybreak, Acton tried to decide how he would spend his time. Normally, most of his day would be spent chatting with Gix, exercising, or making sure his combat skills were up to par. Without the problems of potential bandits or monsters out in the wild, he really didn’t need to worry if he could always throw a knife right into an attacker’s jugular. Normally meditation would be an easy respite, but he’d never been good at it. All the ideas of inner peace and spiritual understanding never sat well with him, so he would just have to find some other way to procrastinate away the hours. Of course, he knew Gany would be more than willing to help him waste away some of the excess time.


      After talking to a couple of the crew, the mouse realized just how ignorant most vulpines were of the major gods. In Oya, though temples to every major god existed, very few foxes chose to frequent any of them but the Wing Goddess. Several of them believed completely incorrect ideas about the Hopegiver, including a rumor that he’d run into a couple times traveling around the country that every paladin of the lupis god preferred males. Provided, four of the five paladins in Eldere did currently prefer males, but the foxes needed to understand it was not a requirement. When all of his fellow paladins met every five years in the Head Chapel of the Hopegiver, he tended to find out what most of them liked. The last time they were all there, of the hundred or so paladins, only a dozen liked males more than females, and of those, all of them were married to fellow paladins. There might be a few more added to the ranks in the last two years, but he would bet the ratios remained the same.

    


    
      Sven and Kit spent most of their time practicing controlling the lion’s magic. Like many merchants with large amounts of money, one of the rooms below decks had been set aside for mages to conduct scrying rituals or influence weather patterns. This single room could not catch fire, nor could magic blow the walls apart and sink the entire vessel. It also did not take up any valuable cargo space – rather, it rested closer to the captain’s rooms – so the crew never minded it as long as the dragonkin’s yelling did not wake them up. Acton would describe Kit’s teaching tactic as intimidation: if the felis made a mistake, the scaled male would scream and beat his wings a few times. For his own sanity, the mouse avoided the entire hall.


      A few days out of port and everything started to get into an easy routine. The crew kept the boat going, only asking the paladin, darkmages, or black-furred nezumi to assist if someone else became injured badly enough to not take their normal role. Even though the paladin could heal them, most of the senior crewmembers demanded he save his magical healing for an emergency. A broken arm did not need immediate attention – as long as spells were cast to stop infection, the sick vulpine could just do something in the kitchens for a week or two. Acton stayed out of the crews’ way most of the time; there was no reason for him to be up in the ropes or trying to make sure the canvas sails stayed in place.


      Even after Gix’s complaints over his tactics, the mouse could not resist but spend each of his nights with the merchant. Waking up with a knot lodged in him could only be a positive thing, but just how nice the dog was being would definitely turn out badly at the end of their journey. Kisses and licks lulled him to sleep, then woke him up in the morning. Gentle whispers of how special, soft, and cute he was would only cause him to blush. The poor, misguided male did not realize what the mouse’s necklace entailed or just how entrenched he was with Mier back in Eldere. He liked the dog, to be sure, but there was no more room in his heart for someone else, as sweet as the merchant could be.


      Sven was not fairing very well either. From what the paladin could tell, he was spending equal nights with the dragonkin and the black-furred nezumi. Sometimes, the mouse overheard arguments between the lion and the other darkmage, but oddly enough, never between the cat and the rat. He guessed Gix wasn’t nearly as possessive as most, but that the other male in the strange triangle could not stand the idea of one of his lovers taking time for someone else. The lion needed to figure that one out for himself – Acton was not going to get involved in a situation, that should he decide to take sides, would end up with him getting stabbed.


      One morning, Acton woke up to the rough tug of the larger male’s knot pulling out first instead of a whisper or lick. He jerked completely awake, hissing and reaching to grab the male back. A quick smack on the rump or his deflating knot would teach him not to do that again.

    


    
      “We need to wake up, love.” Acton winced at the word, but let it drop for now. Something must be going on if the canine did not want to cuddle before starting to move around.


      “What’s goin’ on?” The sheets flew off the bed as the dog started hurriedly dressing, one corner of the sheets stuck in his waistband. After tugging it back out, the mouse rolled off and grabbed the male by the tail.


      “We have a problem. The crew woke me up – put on your paladin gear instead of the nice clothes you’ve been wearing.” A cold feeling settled in the male’s chest. A mutiny would be the only thing that could have happened overnight, and without a crew to bring them further north, they could be stranded. His armor slipped right over his fur, along with his enchanted gloves and boots that stopped other people from hearing him approach. Once every weapon was also in place, he pressed both his paws to the symbol on his chest. The holy inscriptions around it began to glow, making lines of power appear from the center of his chest to his shoulders, down his arms, and creep around his torso to support his spine. This pretty little enchantment would only last a few minutes. It better be useful.


      Both of them left the room together as Gix came out of his room. Glaring, the rat let them pass and pointed to the darkmages’ room. Acton knocked hard, letting the heavy breaths he could hear understand other things needed to be taken care of right now. They would be a minute, so maybe he could take care of whatever was happening on the deck. Strangely, he did not see any crewmembers as he made his way up two decks to the one below the deck. Taking a deep breath and making sure the stilettos at his wrists would come out when he needed them, he pushed open the door leading to sunlight.


      Nearly the entire crew stood in lines on the deck, a mix of new felis and lupis walking between them. Most of them had sparks or small icicles floating around their paws, proving whoever had boarded them preferred magic to swords. They were distinct advantages – more resisting attackers could be incapacitated per mage. However, he noticed none of the vulpines from his ship were on the ground or injured. Did the captain simply surrender, or was everyone under some sort of magical constraint?


      “Someone better explain what’s happening.” Two of the mages turned to the paladin, but did not raise their paws to cast anything. At least they weren’t jumpy little pirates. On seeing his glowing armor, the scruffy felis doing the appraising nodded.


      “Your ship has been commandeered, paladin of the Hopegiver, by the Griffin Rampant. Certain stores and specific members of your crew are hereby our property, and will be transported to our ship without resistance.”


      At that moment, Acton weighed his options. If he really wanted to, he could probably take out the vast majority of the mages without an issue and get the ship back on track in a matter of minutes. However, many of the crew would probably be killed in the crossfire. Dodging spells was something he was very good at, but no one else except maybe Gix would survive. The darkmages would help him, however they could. Then again, finding out whatever was going on might be preferable to do first. If this was just a normal pirate excursion, trading something valuable that they would not find by simply searching the ship would work. He heard Sven and Kit come out of the door behind him. Secretly, he hoped they could tell what was going on before doing anything. One of the pirates saw them and turned away from whispering with his comrades.

    


    
      “Guests of this vessel, I must ask you to remain there. This vessel has...”


      “I don’t care,” the dragonkin interrupted, pulling something out of one of the pouches on his belt. From what the mouse could see, it was just a piece of rope with a few knots in it. What was he thinking?


      “I’d recommend against that, Kittrai Snowdance.” One of the many lupis pirates stepped forward. She reminded Acton of one of his associates back home – someone he made sure never to anger. Her stance and stare told the male that she wasn’t there just for riches or a crew to sell into slavery. This wolf had a mission. However, despite her very serious nature the white-scaled male did not look perturbed in the least.


      “I’m going to count to five. If your mages don’t get back on their boat and leave me to continue where I’m going, I’m going to start taking apart this knotted wind.” The wolf blinked, but still answered in a steady voice.


      “You’re bluffing. That would cost you more than your bounty’s worth, and you’d kill your comrades.”


      “Wait.” Acton took another step away from the door, making sure he showed there weren’t weapons in his paws. Right now, some serious negotiation needed to happen. If Kit let an entire knotted wind out here he would kill the dragonkin himself, but where he’d acquired a bounty more intrigued the paladin at the moment.


      “Why does Kit have a bounty, and how did you find us?” As far as the mouse was aware, scrying this far out to sea should be virtually impossible without something personally tied to the target. The female grinned, showing off teeth unnaturally filed to points.


      “That dragonkin is wanted for over a dozen robberies and murders across Oya. He’s very unlucky that he’s one of the only dragonkins on this entire continent, so I could target him in Mejor. If it wasn’t for the clear weather, I might not have been able to catch up.” Silently cursing himself for pleasing a god of weather, the nezumi shifted his weight to one foot, ready to spring somewhere safe in case the knotted wind did get taken apart. Very little would survive, but if he got lucky, he wouldn’t suffer any permanent injury.


      “I don’t plan to be executed in Oya. Sorry, lass, but I’m still recommendin’ you leave while you can.” As he spoke, he loosened one of the knots in the small length of rope. A sudden gust billowed out the sails; the paladin could see several ropes snap from the sudden stress and the entire ship lurched. Almost everyone remained completely upright, except for Sven, who collapsed with a yelp. Acton yelled over the wind at his now-questioned comrade.

    


    
      “Loosen another one of those and I’ll kill you myself!” Sure, he couldn’t cut the rope without releasing everything stored in it, but he could probably get it away from the other male without much struggle. Gany was inching along the wall behind them, trying to move as far away from the dragonkin as possible without appearing to look like he was trying to escape. A nice male he might be, but no one claimed he was brave. Kit’s wings unfurled and snapped into position just to show off. One of his eyes glared at the mouse.


      “I’m not scared of a little wind, paladin. How about our attacker? Think she can fly?” Another knot loosened, but this one just filled the sails, keeping the ship moving far faster than would be safe. Acton could hear the wooden planks below him creaking from the stress; if those knots completely came undone, it would tear the ship apart despite the magical reinforcements. The female, however, did not even wince.


      “You’d be surprised.” She lifted her arms until they were perpendicular to her body and scowled, the heaviness of powerful magic suddenly pressing down. If she cast something to save her crew, the rest of them would be sacrificed. Just in case, Acton slipped both the stilettos from his wrists and braced them between his thumb and forefinger. He hadn’t practiced pinpoint throwing since getting on this suddenly dangerous ship, but if he missed the lupis’s major arteries, he would probably still graze her windpipe or something. From now on, he needed to make sure not to slack in his exercises, no matter how comfortable the situation might be.


      “Put it away, Kit, or I’m going to take it.” Nothing seemed to affect the dragonkin’s confidence, and to be fair, he was the one with all the advantages at the moment.


      “I’d agree with the paladin if I were you.” Another figure appeared on the deck, causing Acton to drop both his daggers on the deck in surprise. Why did the gods feel the urge to interfere whenever it suited them? Yataa stepped next to the lead pirate/bounty hunter, leaning over to mutter something in her ear. Though his hearing was exceptional, the mouse could only pick out a few garbled syllables.


      “This Domesticas Canis informs me...” Acton’s brain shut down for a moment. How in everything that was real and imaginary did she not realize the male was a god? “...that he will interfere should you attempt to kill everyone on this ship. Looks like you lost your main bargaining chip for me not bringing you back to Oya in chains.” Rather than looking panicked, Kit just smiled wide.


      “I’d like to think Yataa, the god of storms and lightning, would only save those that favored him or paid homage to his name. He’s not a particularly loving god, lass. There’s just probably one person on this boat who he likes.” Acton almost felt like every eye was on him, but how would they know that it was a favor for him, rather than one of the crew who knew well enough to beg a god to not drop lightning on them? Kit did have a point, though – only a few of the higher gods actually cared about those that did not grant them prayers. The scaled male continued to smirk, holding up his weapon.

    


    
      “I’ll take my chances, bounty hunter.” On that note, he tugged both ends of the rope. All six knots instantly came undone.


      The first thing Acton felt was a sudden drop of air pressure that made his ears pop. He’d been in a few situations where that happened, and those times never turned out well for the buildings he was attempting to shelter in. Right after the low pressure feeling lifted, sudden gusts of wind hit both sides of the ship. Instead of causing it to rock, the vessel burst apart like a melon. The deck instantly sunk down two feet; Kit lifted up and threw the now-spent magical device down. One of his paws gripped Sven by the shoulder, and judging by the lion’s panicked squirming, the mouse didn’t think the cat really wanted to fly away. With his spare paw, the dragonkin swirled dark magic into what looked like a spectral canoe. That did concern him – they were still at least a week from land in any direction – but something else worried him more. Where did Gix go?


      Just as the flying male twitched his fingers and solidified his escape vessel, the only rat present jumped up and grabbed his ankle. He jerked down a few inches, snarling and kicking at his former ally. Why he thought that would work, the paladin didn’t know, but for now it served as a distraction. Now the paladin needed to act fast. Dropping to his knees on the rapidly sinking ship and putting his paws together, the mouse cried out against the panicking crewmembers and pirates.


      “Yataa, god of lightning, god of rain, god of water, patron of the seas, hear my call and listen!” The dog turned to appraise him, the only one still remaining stable and stationary on the deck, looked over at him and blinked a few times. His attention was on the mouse. Now he needed to make sure everything came out right.


      “In the name of all your blessed, I beg you, save the crews of these combined ships. I grant you two sacrifices, the first...” He pulled another dagger from his waist and deftly cut across his left palm. Blood splashed on the deck, oddly disappearing rather than soaking into the wood varnish. “...my own blood. The second...” he flicked that same dagger toward his traveling companions. It grazed Kit’s side and made him drop another inch and glare at him. A few drops of red blood made it off of his scales due to the wind, and these blinked out of existence as well.


      “...the second I grant you in the name of the one who challenges you. Bring us to the Dark Isles.” Yataa nodded at him and winked.


      “I think that’ll do for now, but be aware I’ll expect another sacrifice in the future.” In his rough paws appeared a shortbow, common for farmers to ward off predators.

    


    
      “Now go.” He leaned back, shot an arrow to the northwest, and whistled.


      Something surrounded the paladin, lifting him away from the wreckage. From what he could see – the magic around him was translucent – another layer swirled around his other three companions, and many smaller ones carried the different crews away. The paladin and his allies came together with a pop, while the two crews’ floating spheres began coalescing into a single large mass. They started to drift away to the south; the Shun Empire’s northernmost point sat about a week in that direction. Suddenly their bubble started speeding north, far faster than any ship could travel. At that rate, they could be back to dry land in less than a day.


      “As for the five of you,” the god began, entering the magic sphere without so much as blinking, “I suppose I can send you to the Dark Isles. Just be aware of something, little mouse...” Acton tried to turn to look completely at the deity instead of just out of the corner of his eye, but he couldn’t move his neck. When he tried, none of his extremities moved either.


      “I cannot help you on the Dark Isles, and neither can any other god. Your blessings as a paladin are finite, and should you expend them, you will not be able to gain the powers of your god again. Make sure you are prepared, paladin.” The dog floated up to him and patted him on one shoulder. From what he could see, Sven and Gix were stilling hanging off of Kit, and the dragonkin looked less than pleased at the turn of events. Acton just nodded somberly. He couldn’t see Gany, but he suspected the male might be right behind him.


      “I’ll keep that in mind.”


      “And as for you, dragonkin.” Kit’s swagger from before had deflated significantly at the appearance of a god. Yataa rolled his eyes like an exasperated parent. “You’re lucky I can’t kill you, and that I suspect you’ll be useful to Acton. Darkmages are tricky. Now, off we go!”


      The flight northwest was not pleasant. Yataa stayed within the bubble the entire time, but that did not stop the other five males from rocking around and slamming into another. The strange levitation from earlier only kept them inside the magic bubble, but no longer forced them to remain still. Wings batted the mouse’s face; he accidentally kicked all three of his allies in the face at least twice. Once Sven grabbed on to him and dug claws into his chest and back. It might not hurt too much, but it took him a very long time to repair enchanted leather. Though the journey probably only took about fifteen minutes, the paladin truly could not wait for it to end.


      All five of them were unceremoniously dumped on an ebony coastline of finely ground sand. After brushing off a flour-like dusting from his armor, Acton looked over at the god. For some reason, Yataa stood on the surface of the water just a few feet from them, rather than near them. When Gix noticed where the dog had gone, he lowered his ears in irritation. Kit was growling over one of his wings pointing out at an odd angle. Sven was sitting down and looked nauseous. While the mouse helped his own lover stand up – it looked liked the lanky male had broken an ankle when they dropped – Gix strode out into shallows.

    


    
      “Here’s your last bit of sacrifice, Yataa,” Gix cut his right palm, letting the blood drop into the water. He even squeezed out a few extra drops to emphasize his gratitude. Nodding, the god turned away, fading from sight after a few steps. Oddly enough, their packs floated over to the shore in the wake of the god. At least he realized their many magical objects and necessities would be of no use underwater.


      “Why do I feel so bad?” Sven moaned, shifting to all fours. He looked ready to vomit. The dragonkin beside the lion nudged his side with one foot, but he looked just as bad. Whether it was from the same source or because the dragon had screwed up one of his wings, Acton didn’t know.


      “All three of you are going to start feeling terrible,” Gix commented, stepping back on to sand and shaking the water from the bandages he kept wrapped around his feet and ankles. “That’s because it’s the Dark Isles.”


      “I feel fine, though,” Gany responded, testing his broken ankle to see if it could hold his weight. After a few winces, he gave up and started hopping.


      “You won’t, but Acton and I will be fine.” What was the rat talking about?


      “Explain.” Kit mumbled, now trying to stretch out his wing. Though Acton didn’t really feel like pitying the male at the moment, he could see a section of bone jutting out of the skin where a joint was supposed to be.


      “The weird magic here hurts anyone that isn’t a nezumi. It’s because gods created you – we weren’t. If ya think of it as sort of a protection against outsiders, you’ll understand.” Gany still looked completely fine after that explanation. It then occurred to Acton – the Domesticas Canis were not crafted by gods either.


      “Gany, you’ll be fine too.” He pulled one of the dog’s arms over his shoulders to help support him. The paladin might be six inches shorter than him, but anything would help right now. “Mages made your people.” A few hundred years ago, a large contingent of mages from Oya and Sacavuni got together and crafted the Domesticas Canis and Felis to stop slave raiding. Though slavery died down in the next few centuries, the races still existed and eventually moved to the Crescent Isle. After a moment, the merchant nodded somberly. He understood that only Sven and Kit would have issues here.


      “We need to find an entrance into the underground tunnels the white-furred nezumi form between the islands. I don’t want to stay on the surface.” Gix yanked two daggers from his sides and turned away from the beach. Acton did not know where on or in the islands the font could be, but for now, they needed to get out of harm’s way. If they remained on the surface, a couple things would definitely happen. First, he could already smell the sulfur vents that cropped up along most of the outer islands. If they ventured too close to one of those, they could all suffocate. Second, the black-furred nezumi sent out patrols over most of the islands in search of food or solitary white-furred nezumi. Acton did not want to have to kill a patrol to stop them from informing someone of their presence.

    


    
      After about an hour, they absolutely had to find a path underground. Gany’s ankle started to swell; Kit’s balance was being thrown off by the damage to his wing. Though a frown never left Gix’s face, the mouse could see the determination in his eyes. He didn’t want to be here as much as the paladin, but they had a mission. Acton never asked the male why he’d left the Isles, but then again, anything that forced someone to leave their homeland would be very personal. When they found somewhere to rest for a few hours, he needed to know. Nothing should be kept a secret right now. If something was going to get in their way, everyone needed to know.


      Something caught the mouse’s eye – a slight irregularity in the ground’s pattern. The black, sharp rocks here generally left very little detail for any of them to notice, but one of the rocks about ten yards from him jutted out just a little more than the ones around it. If he was lucky, that would lead underground and to a white-furred nezumi settlement. Of course, if it was where he grew up, one of the few mages there would be able to detect the font. Unfortunately, he did not remember what the surface specifically looked like above his old home. Carefully setting Gany down on the ground, he pulled off his gloves. He’d need the extra grip if this one worked the same way he remembered.


      Carefully running his fingers along the edge, he found the only two sections polished smooth. Taking a deep breath, he grunted and jerked the entire block up. He almost fell backward, but luckily Gix grabbed the other side and stopped him for toppling over with a crushing weight on his chest. After that was carefully set aside and revealing a narrow, dark opening, the paladin rolled his backpack off his shoulders and started rooting through it. He did not see well in darkness and doubted any of his allies except Sven could. Perhaps the dragonkin’s dark magic would let him travel without issues, but since he had not mentioned it, the paladin might as well assume the worst. There it was, carefully nestled in a protective roll of cured leather hide – one of his essential traveling objects. Pulling the thin metal rod out, he gingerly stepped down into the hole.


      Once nothing could be seen, he tapped the rod against one of the walls of the tunnel. Light instantly burst from the end of the magical object, more than enough to see a few yards down the tunnel and at least give them a warning someone was approaching. Sven and Gix jumped down right after him, but the dragonkin just eyed the other four males.


      “I can’t get down there with this,” he growled, pointing at his broken wing. Not wanting any more delays, Acton motioned for the male to lean down. Once the wing was within reaching distance, he touched it with one finger to shove just a little smidgen of healing magic into the scale male. Rather than completely making him feel better, it just caused the bone to slip back into the skin and any infection to stop from forming. Now, he could fold his wings back up and get down with the rest of them.

    


    
      Once they started walking down the tunnel, the paladin started noticing small symbols carved in the stone. Many of them may have been in his native language, but unfortunately, he’d voluntarily forgotten the vast majority of the written version. He bet Gix could read them, but each time he turned to focus on one, he noticed the rat would always look in the opposite direction.


      “I need to know what these mean, Gix.” The other nezumi sighed and made a few paw gestures to show he was working on it.


      “They’re warnings for black-furred nezumi from the surface. Some of ‘em are simple ‘wait’, ‘caution’, that sort a thing.”


      “What about the others?” The thief pointed to one line of symbols as the rounded a corner. It looked like there were three other side tunnels they could take.


      “These’re instructions of how close we are to several white-furred nezumi villages along the way. One’s about a week away, another about a day, and if we take the far path,” he pointed one finger at the tunnel entrance they could barely see, “we should come across one in about two hours.” Acton tapped his magical torch against the wall again – it sputtered out every hour on the hour.


      “Why would the rat tribes care about that?” Only the mouse’s tribes called them that, but at least there was a cosmetic reason.


      “They need that information when they search for slaves.” An awkward silence followed the statement, but at least the mouse understood. Nearly every civilization enslaved another weaker tribe, culture, or race. It should not surprise anyone present, seeing as the felis country, Sacavuni, still pays slave raiders in bring in new catches and the practice only became illegal in Vasani in the last few years. White-furred nezumi were only one of many weaker cultures below a stronger culture. In this case, they were geographically lower as well.


      Another few minutes of trekking through the rapidly cooling tunnels and the mouse started recognizing things. Whether all the underground passages looked the same or he was being nostalgic, he wouldn’t know until they reached this supposedly close village if it was his birth village. He vaguely remembered coming out on one of the southern islands, letting himself be captured, and then being shoved on to a ship for sale to a foreign land. When he reached the Crescent Isle he could easily get his chains off – he’d practiced with complicated locks at home just to make sure they wouldn’t pose a complication – and went in search of somewhere else to live. Being on the new island produced almost as many problems, though, so he was somewhat curious to see what was happening in his first home. About ten minutes from when they should have seen the village, the tunnel abruptly ended in a sheer wall.


      “What’s going on up there?” The tunnel had become much more narrow as they continued, so Kit ended up at the very end of their train. Only the most honest answer came to mind.

    


    
      “There’s a wall.”


      “No there’s not. All I can see is more tunnel.” What was going on? What was the dragonkin seeing that the paladin couldn’t?


      “Duck.” When the mouse looked back, he could see black fire around the male’s eyes and more starting to appear at the edges of his muzzle. Just in case this worked, he made sure to pull the dog behind him down as well. Sven and Gix knew well enough to duck when they felt magic. After everyone was down, Kit parted his lips and let forth a thin line of black lightning. When it hit the wall of rock, the entire surface started to ripple like a pond after a pebble is thrown in. Another moment and the ripples grew more rapid.


      The wall disappeared.


      “Did any of you think it was an illusion? That’s the easiest way to hide a city.” When the other four males looked at each other, it seemed they were all thinking the same thing: hiding a city with magic would be completely unnecessary. Why would someone use mages to do something completely complicated when soldiers could serve the same purpose? Sighing and shaking his head at the advances his people must have made in the past decade, he knocked the magical torch again. They needed to keep moving. If he guessed correctly, there were only two or three good smacks left in this thing until it died for good.


      As soon as they passed the next corner, Acton knew they were approaching his village. Familiar cuts in the stone reminded him of playing with weapons as a little kid; he played in a pool of standing water they passed as the tunnel widened. There were lights in the distance, but he knew they needed to be obvious. If even a single sentry suspected them of being a black-furred nezumi patrol, the area would shut down, everyone would go into hiding, and as far as they would be aware, it would be a ghost town.


      “State your names and business,” someone called out from the darkness about a hundred yards from the city. Acton froze and made sure to stand directly in front of Gix so they would know who was leading the group.


      “Acton Sadisle, here in the name of the Hopegiver. My allies are Gix, Sven, Gany, and Kit. They are here to assist me.” An answer did not immediately follow, but when the mouse took another step forward, he heard the clicking of a crossbow.


      “Stay where you are. We’ll tell you when you can move.” Hearing shuffling, he assumed the guards had sent a messenger down to someone who could confirm his identity. However, after about a minute, Kit stepped up to him.


      “I don’t feel like waiting for these little mice to figure out that we’re not gonna kill ‘em. You can wait here, but I’m just gonna go tell ‘em myself.” When he tried to push past the paladin, he probably felt a slight pressure. There was a reason for this – Acton didn’t want to see how much the dragonkin was going to argue, instead pressing a dagger quite firmly against where he assumed the male’s genital slit would be. Even if he’d never been with a dragonkin, he’d seen a few in the baths on Crescent Isle. Just to emphasize his point, he spoke low enough that no one else could hear, but the male would still understand every word.

    


    
      “I know what I am doing, and if you don’t listen to me, I am going to start carving everything you enjoy out of your body. If and when we get into the village, you’re also going to tell me why an entire ship of bounty hunting pirates would risk seizing a ship with a paladin on it to come after you. Is that understood?” He didn’t trust himself to move, so he just inclined his muzzle the slightest amount. Acton didn’t move the blade. They stayed liked that, one in the control of the other for about a minute until the same voice called out.


      “Our scouts recognize you. You may proceed.” He could hear a few other white-furred nezumi approaching from behind, but he wasn’t about to let anyone else know. Once he did heard Kit jump from the new males and females passing, he slipped Gany’s arm over his shoulder again and started moving. They needed a healer who didn’t have to conserve divine magic.


      Many of the white-furred nezumi in the village came out to meet them as they crossed the alarm circles that provided the last line of defense. Children peaked out form behind their mothers’ dresses; younger males looked up at him with wooden weapons in their tiny paws. Many of them looked very frightened when they noticed Gix walking behind him. The older males, already trained as soldiers, probably knew what the symbol on his chest meant. If they were lucky that would tell them the rat was not someone to fear, but instead at the very least tolerate him. Kit and Sven would be less of a challenge – no one would have seen either of their species before. The mice probably just wanted to talk to them and learn about places they’ll never see. One of the older female members of the tribe stood near the town square; due to the entire village being underground, a glowing statue in the center signified the time of day and provided illumination for the immediate area.


      “I am glad you have returned to us, Acton Sadisle.” The elder gripped his wrists and leaned up to kiss him on both cheeks. Especially for a mouse, he was exceptionally tall. This ancient leader he didn’t remember, but then again, he’d left as a teenager. Village politics hadn’t concerned him.


      “Please come with your friends to the community hall. You have much to tell us of your travels, and the god that favors you.” One bony finger poked the center of the Hopegiver’s symbol on his chest. At least someone here knew what he’d chosen as his way of life. As she turned, her rough voice reminded him just how tense the situation should be.


      “Your rat friend will not be harmed, as long as he understands we allow him into our village because of you.” Gix sighed, but Acton could bet he understood what was going on. A white-furred nezumi could not simply walk into a village on the surface, after all.

    


    
      Entering the hall reminded the paladin of his home temple back in Eldere – the walls were high and smooth, columns supported the ceiling, and the heavy doors let the entire building be treated like a fortress if the need arrived. Most of the village had moved ahead of them, taking seats in the many pews on either side of a central path that led to a slightly elevated platform covered in runes and magical spells. Those could be used by any mage with rudimentary training to detect undead soldiers, black-furred nezumi patrols, or innocuous things like newly uncovered sources of freshwater or to amplify their voice. Right now, no one stood in the magical circle. From where everyone else was loitering, he assumed they wanted him to speak.


      “Paladin, if you could, please explain your purpose returning to the Dark Isles. As I recall, you left in search of something to add to your life.” Spots had been left in the front pew for his companions. Both Kit and Gany really needed to see a healer – why did this matter night now? Couldn’t it wait until morning? As though reading his mind, one of the present elders spoke up.


      “Do not worry about your allies, paladin. We will see to them as you address the village.” The entire group reached the head of the building. Acton helped his merchant friend to his seat, smiling at the healer that approached him and started moving his paws in gestures to relieve pain. Now was the time to get help from the village, if he could. Someone might already know where the Font of Death, the specific Font of Creation on these islands, waited for them. Taking the stage, the mouse steadied himself. He hated leading prayers, especially for those who did not really want to listen to him. Even without paying attention, Acton still knew parents wrestled with children to get them to remain still and antsy soldiers who would prefer to be doing anything else. The magic in the circle entered him and settled in his throat; time to begin.


      “I am sorry everyone had to be pulled in here, but I did not return simply for a reunion. I am here on a mission in the name of the Hopegiver, to destroy High General Takashi Ironskin.” Neutral stares met him from everyone but the elders. One of them nodded and spoke out to clarify his statement.


      “Takashi Ironskin is a powerful darkmage and necromancer from the far continent. His power is far beyond that of any black-furred nezumi here, so much so that when the scryers search for any approaching necromancers, they must look away from him or be blinded.” Many shocked exclamations followed, but it did give him the level of interest he needed.


      “To be able to defeat General Ironskin, I need to reach the Font of Death. I know it is somewhere on the island chain, but not specifically where. After my comrades and I recover from our journey here, we will need a scryer to assist us in finding the font.” One of the males sitting behind his friends stood up and cleared his throat. When Acton focused on him, he breathed an inner sigh of relief on seeing Gany slump down, relaxed. His pain was gone, and the healer moved over to finished what the paladin had started on Kit.


      “What does this font look like? Do you have anything that connects you to it?” This complication did occur to the mouse, but unfortunately, the answer was not a positive one.

    


    
      “No on both counts. All I know is the font is an incredible source of magic power. If I am guessing correctly, it will be simple to detect.” Several of the townsfolk started scooting toward the end of the pews. They realized this was a job for the mages in town – it didn’t concern them. Whether the elder mice heard or sensed them moving around, one of them still spoke up.


      “Everyone else may leave. Do not worry yourselves over the needs of our guests.” That was a very nice way to tell everyone to leave the paladin and his friends alone. Once the vast majority of the villagers escaped the hall, Acton stepped down from the stage to make sure everyone was back to normal. He’d never trusted healers that weren’t clerics he personally knew. After assessing everyone’s wounds and checking to see if Sven’s discomfort had been checked – nothing could be done, and now that the dragonkin was healed, the same thing was happening to him. On top of the nausea the two males were feeling, they could not completely contain their magic. Traces stayed present around their eyes and paws, occasionally causing tiny spouts of flame to burn their clothing.


      “We do need you to explain a few things to us, Acton,” one of the male elders commented, noticing the expulsions of magic at the same time the paladin did. “Such as why there are two darkmages with you and a rat.” Gix had the good sense not to hiss or glare. Sven, however, looked very confused.


      “Why does our magic matter? I thought there were necromancers all over the place here.” The mouse sighed – he’d forgotten to explain some of the main differences between the two types of nezumi.


      “The rat tribes are the necromancers, Sven. There’s never been a white-furred nezumi necromancer in the history of the Dark Isles.” Most of the elders nodded agreement with him. He didn’t want to bring up the occasional rogue tribe member who killed a roaming spellcaster and took their spellbook. Self-taught mages were much more dangerous than any roaming rat in search of corpses to reanimate.


      “Oh.” Now he settled down and let the paladin speak. Acton turned back to the small collective of elders, pointing with a finger each to Gix and Sven.


      “The felis and black-furred nezumi are my friends from where I live now – Eldere in Vasani.” Two of the males in front of him nodded; they knew rudimentary geography through books handed down from elder to elder, originally purchased from merchants who used to visit the islands. Now he shifted his focus to Gany and Kit.


      “ Ganimedione Wavewalker – Gany – is one of the people who helped me survive after leaving the Dark Isles. Kit is training Sven as a capable darkmage so his power does not injure those around him.” Though these were all true statements, he could no help but feel uneasy at the dragonkin’s presence now. The Dark Isles were known worldwide as a universally dangerous place for outsiders. Why would someone travel to such a place just in the name of tutelage? Most of the elders turned to leave,

    


    
      “If you vouch for them, then they are welcome in our village. We will call for the scryers within a day’s travel to make their way here. Until then, let my son lead you to one of our empty homes. Will it be a problem if all of your allies rest with you?” Truly, he would like private space, but he could not expect such in a place like this.


      “Of course not. As long as all of us can rest – let me just say the journey here was less than pleasant.”


      About five minutes later the five males entered a small house. He’d been told the original owners had died during a cholera outbreak a few months ago; no one had gotten married since then, so the building remained vacant. Sleeping here might prove problematic, as there was only one bed large that could fit three of them if they cuddled, but other amenities were carried in after them. Extra sheets from public stores ended up at the end of the bed for them to fight over. A bathtub was set in one of the side rooms – Gany would not fit into it. Acton kept smelling something unpleasant when he walked past one of the walls near the door. By his guess, the wall was rotting from the inside out. All of this could be fixed if he had the time and divine power, but if Yataa was to be believed, the Hopegiver would not be able to hear him here. No need to worry about comforts.


      Once food was brought in for the group, the mouse gripped Gix by one wrist and indiscriminately tugged him so he would walk away. The rat looked irritated at being pulled away from any form of nourishment, but did not resist as he was half-dragged and half-escorted into the side room and the door shut after him. Just to make sure no one interrupted, the paladin wedged the one chair in the room under the doorknob.


      “I need to know something, Gix.” The black-furred nezumi kept his gaze on the ceiling, but still answered him.


      “I know what you need to know, but it doesn’t leave the room.”


      “And what is that?” The rat looked at him, and it was then the mouse noticed the color of his eyes had changed to a cool gray. When did that happen? It occurred to him it might just be being back on the isles – he’d felt ready for just about anything when they’d be deposited on the beach, but this was strange.


      “Where exactly I came from on these islands, and if that can help you find the font. That about right?” Not entire sure how to respond to such a direct statement, the paladin nodded. This information could be vital, but he knew it was something the male did not share.


      “Please, if you know anything that can help...”


      “I do, but it doesn’t leave this room. If it does, I’ll kill you.” If being a thief for a couple years had taught him anything, it was that they didn’t joke around when it came to threats. There were no threats in the life of a rogue – only promises.

    


    
      “Fair enough.”


      “Then I’ll tell ya where the Font of Death probably is. It’s in Chi’tanka.”


      In an instant, even without the rat explaining anything else, the paladin knew where they needed to go. Every white-furred nezumi was told from a very young age of the deadly center island, where all the necromancers across all the islands came from. Somewhere in the massive emerald building on the center island, the great spellcasters lived, looking down on the villages, supposedly plotting how to capture new slaves or freshly killed bodies to test new spells on. Why hadn’t it occurred to him before? Where else would someone build a tower to train necromancers in than on top of an insanely powerful magical font? Now he felt very, very dumb. He moved to unblock the door, but two paws instead gripped his arms and pulled him back away.


      “That’s not all you need to know, Acton. There’s probably gonna be problems once we get into Chi’tanka.”


      “What kind of problems?” Something wasn’t sitting well with the mouse, and since he generally trusted his instincts, this would be very bad news.


      “My father’s one of the Thikk.” Now a headache started to pound right behind his eyes – this expedition to an already dangerous area just became much more complicated. The Thikk was the council that controlled all other necromancers on the Dark Isles and helped develop new spells and expand access to necrotic magic.


      “Why’d you leave the Isles then? Shouldn’t you be set for life?” Gix clicked his teeth, something nezumi only did when they were nervous or very worried. Did the rat think he was going to judge him?


      “I don’t have any talent – I wasn’t born with the gift, and I tried to learn to do magic from books for years. I’m no good at it, and that doesn’t go well here.”


      “What happened?” The black-furred male rarely showed weakness, but Acton could tell he was legitimately scared right now. He didn’t want to talk about this, but it needed to be addressed, for the sake of their survival. Nothing could be kept in the dark.


      “He tried to kill me.” Gix tilted his neck in just the right way to show a very thin scar between his jugular and windpipe. If that wound had been a hair off in either direction, he wouldn’t have survived. “It’s a good thing for me his paws shake.” A few more twists of his clothes and the mouse was presented with a dozen other very old scars, all looking like they were made with the same thin weapon. “I got out a the buildin’, bleedin’ to death, when one a my friends from the outlyin’ town – there’s buildings outside the school – got me bandaged up and on a boat. I almost died on the way to Vasani, but the cap’n liked me, so he whipped the healer ‘til he patched me up.” Now he couldn’t resist. Whether the rat liked it or not, Acton wrapped his arms around him. He could hear non-committal noises of disapproval, but still he held him tight.


      “You’re gonna smother me...” A near squeak escaped his lips when the paladin pressed lips into the very long fur that covered his neck.

    


    
      “I’m not going to hurt you, and neither is anyone else here.” The rat tried to shove him away, but the male should know just how strong the paladin was. They’d trained together before reaching the pass between Pyronni and Byridge.


      “I know that...”


      “No you don’t, or you would have stabbed Kit by now. You were thinking Sven would hate you for it.” Teeth nipped at his shoulder; the mouse understood that even if he was right, that was up to the rat.


      “I’ll deal with him later. Let’s just get to the font and get off these islands.”


      “Fair enough.” Letting the other male go, Acton kicked the chair aside and out of the way. There was food to eat.


      After the one lamp they’d been given ran out of oil and they’d drawn straws to see who won the bed, Sven curled up on the floor, thinking. He didn’t care where he slept, but if he had to share he space with a male, he felt that male should want to be there. So instead of fighting over the lumpy mattress, he’d let the other males enter a raffle to see who could be least uncomfortable. The floor wasn’t too bad – he’d slept on it a lot before buying his apartment in Vasani. Being a harem slave to the king of Sacavuni had worked out fairly well for him, until his magic started to manifest again a few years after landing the gig. Unfortunately, he accidentally killed another slave in the palace and needed to escape before the king had him beheaded. After all that, a floor was the least of his worries.


      He could hear someone else approaching, but didn’t feel like rolling over to see who it was. Feet stopped right next to him, one bare foot poking at his side. He didn’t move, so the other male must have decided he was already asleep. Huffed breath told him the male was moving down to cuddle up against him, and seeing how chilly it was in this underground city, he wasn’t about to complain. Acton probably cheated at the straw-pulling game anyway so he and Gany ended up on the bed together. That way, he would fit snugly in someone’s arms and sleep in peace. The smell told him it was Kit moving under the sheet he’d stolen. Though the dragon had been getting very possessive and angry lately, he needed the body heat.


      “Figured you’d be up in the bed,” said a whisper in his ear. For some reason the dragonkin’s tongue always flicked out when he was aroused or wanting to be. Sven guessed he did it intentionally, but without bringing it up in conversation and possibly appearing ignorant, there was nothing he could do about it.


      “I didn’t see the need.” He could feel warm breath against the back of his neck, but right now, he really felt no need to release his seed. The odd mental pulls between Gix and Kit seemed to be killing his sex drive – on one side there was the the rat who wanted him for more than simply some hole to put his seed, and on the other the dragonkin who could make him cry out in pleasure as many times a day as he wanted. Neither of them had started a fight over him yet, but he felt the tension when he left Kit’s company to be with the nezumi, or vice versa. Gix wanted to be with him, but guessing for what the scaled male really desired gave him a headache. Right now, though, both of them could wait until they were off these damned islands that made him constantly feel like he’d eaten a pound of spoiled fish. Kit nuzzled against him, huffing in the way that told the cat what he wanted.

    


    
      “No.” He couldn’t think of a simpler answer, but it always felt like the other male did not understand subtlety.


      “Fine,” an irritated whisper responded. “Be cold.” The dragonkin rolled away, grumbling over the situation. Sven didn’t care right now – he needed to find out something, something that might come in handy later. The majority of gods might not be able to help him here, but he knew one powerful figure that would not ignore him. As much as he hated doing this, right now it was necessary. Closing his eyes, he sent out a mental call.


      Xastirannot, I need your help. Hoping for silence, a very mellow voice answered in his mind immediately.


      What are you doing so far from home, little kitty? Not wanting to answer questions like that, he cleared his mind of other thoughts except what he needed. The devil his parents had contracted could see into his mind, so he needed to concentrate. If Rasvim knew he could do this, the fox would hate him. He’d protected him when the temple had found out he was a darkmage, and now here was the felis, talking with the demon whose curse he carried.


      I need to know how to hurt necromancers and darkmages with my power. A very jolly laugh met his request – it was a response he’d never heard from the creature.


      That is very simple, little kitty. Seeing where you are, I will give you this knowledge for free. I don’t like the nezumi. They don’t have the stomach to make deals with people like me. Five seconds of searing pain followed, like a brand on the back of his skull. He was careful not to emit a sound; the last thing he needed was Kit to break his concentration. Once it passed, he knew the information was there, and if he needed it, the actions would not be an issue. He wasn’t truly scared of the necromancers – Acton could probably smite most of them without an issue. The lion really needed insurance against Kit, in case the male decided it would be in his best interest to fight back against anyone else in their little group.


      The next morning Acton awoke to groans. The odd pain from being on the Dark Isles had not dissipated from Sven or Gany, and with their wounds healed, the pain only rose to a higher level. Never would healers use up their precious resources to relieve pain if there was no wound causing it; the two would just have to suffer until someone could find a set of pain-relieving mushrooms that wouldn’t cause hallucinations. If the paladin was lucky, most of the scryers from nearby would be here already. He needed to know what sort of protections the school had, and how difficult it would be to reach the Font and gather whatever weapon part was in it.

    


    
      Once the paladin got his armor back on and some leftover food from last night in his belly, he made sure to wake up everyone. Just in case the scryers turned against him, he needed everyone awake and aware so they could escape without a hitch. Mages were finicky folk – he could easily offend them in a real or imaginary way.


      “We are glad you are awake, Acton Sadisle,” one of this village’s elders commented as he entered the community hall. Three new males and a female sat on the rise at the end of the room, all with their heads bowed and eyes closed. All wore the same cream-colored robes, showing their magical aptitude to anyone on the Dark Isles. In front of two of them rested large ceramic bowls. They were probably etched with runes on the inside to facilitate scrying, then filled with water as a reflective medium. He could barely see what the other two used, but from the silvery glint on the floor, he guessed quicksilver. It was much more dangerous than water, but as the mouse knew, it was one of the few metals that conducted magic well. With even a small amount, a spellcaster did not need most complicated instruments or apparatuses for spells that pertained to scrying, creating barriers, or enchanting weapons. It also cost an astronomical amount of gold pieces and could soak into the skin if not handled properly.


      “They are having trouble piercing the magical protections on Chi’tanka. Three of them suspect the Font of Death is most likely there.” Acton nodded, but did not want to reveal he already knew that little bit of information. If any of these elders knew his rat companion had been withholding information this entire time, it would not bode well for either of them. Besides, being a scryer did not mean they could figure out if he was lying.


      “That would be my guess. Gany agrees with me as well – if a large source of powerful of magic exists here, it will be near or under the rat school.” The elder looked at him sidelong, but continued speaking. She was probably trying to guess why he would take the advice of the Domesticas Canis, but she could keep wondering. He hadn’t actually talked to the dog about it, but she didn’t need to know that.


      “These are every scryer within a day’s journey. Of course, they will need to return to their homes as soon as possible. Specific targets help scryers – what do you need with this font?” Lying would only delay him now, so he might as well come clean.


      “There is a piece of a weapon inside the font. We will need to reach the font, close enough to pull the weapon out, I assume.” Another sidelong glance. Acton only wished he was making this up.


      “Then let me give this information to them. I hope it will help.” As she walked very slowly over the the mages, making sure to step carefully so as not to bump them, their bowls, or the quicksilver left in designs on the stone, one of the male elders turned to him. White-furred nezumi villages receive very few visitors, so his entire group would be garnering a very large amount of fascination. Once everyone else started moving, they should expect curious children and adults alike to question them about their homes and their people. Oddly enough, Gix would probably be the focus of most of the attention – after all, a black-furred nezumi that did not want to kill or enslave them was something they would probably never see again.

    


    
      “May I ask if you have married yet?” Both his ears twitched in response. He hated answering questions like this, especially due to his...unique relationship with Mier.


      “Not technically.” Though his eyes were telling the older male to drop the subject, like most older members of any society, he did not take the hint.


      “There’s no such thing as ‘technically’, Acton. Are you or are you not married?” Two of the other elders swiveled their ears to hear his answer. Mentally he kicked himself for having to deal with his own people and for finding his own tribe. Everyone in the world just had to know his business.


      “With all due respect, elder, it is none of your business.” He looked offended, and to Acton’s dismay, the two elders who had been eavesdropping now turned to fully look at him. One of them quietly commented, just loud enough for the paladin and the ancient mouse next to him to absorb.


      “If he does not wish to reveal his personal life to you, Eli, he does not have to.” With an added sarcastic tint to his voice, he added, “You daughter does not need to be married to every male that passes through to village.” Blushing furiously, the first elder huffed and started toward the large doors out.


      “Thank you,” Acton breathed, letting his savior know just how much he didn’t want to talk about this. It wasn’t anyone’s business who he chose to sleep with. The other elder, however, just smiled and walked over to him. Lifting up on his toes, he responded in a very even voice, to let the paladin know he did not judge.


      “I have left the islands before, paladin, and I know a Wolfen fang when I see one. I would recommend you put it back inside your armor.” Panicked he looked down; for some reason, when he’d put on his armor, the present from Mier had ended up on the outside. After tucking it back under his leather tunic, the elder turned back around, as though nothing had happened. It was good to know not everyone cared what he did. A very clear voice rung out from the rise at the end of the room – it could not have come from any of the elders.


      “Come here, Acton.” They must have found something important if they weren’t going through the elders to speak to him. Keeping his expression neutral, the paladin moved to the edge of the rise. He did not want to disturb the instruments either.


      “I think we have found the least dangerous way for you to enter Chi’tanka.” Acton noticed the word ‘simplest’ had not been mentioned. His sarcastic side could not resist.

    


    
      “Sewers?” The male addressing him looked legitimately surprised.


      “Are you a scryer?” Just to make sure it was still there, the mouse took a swig from the flask on his waist. He needed it.


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter 5 The Font of Death


      
         
      


      Sometimes, life throws a chance your way,


      To change how everyone, everywhere lives.


      For a paladin, this is how they live.


      For the wicked, it is how they die.


      – The Codex of Faith, Chapter Eight: “Destiny”


      “You know,” Gix commented, wading down after the paladin into the chest-high muck, “I plan to make you pay for this.” Getting to the central island had taken the majority of the day, and if his guessed were right, it was mid-afternoon when they first found the entrance down into the sewer.


      “I know, I know,” Acton answered, letting Sven climb up on his shoulders so he didn’t drown in whatever unpleasant liquids made up this disgusting sewer. His legs still ended up being coated, but at least he’d chosen to wear long pants now. It always seemed to be sewers – for some reason, no matter how intelligent the leader was or how secure a building supposedly ended up, no one ever though to post guards or cast extra protection spells on the wide, easily accessible tunnels beneath their fortresses. It took the paladin actually sneaking into the Vasani palace to prove to the king something needed to be done. King Silverway figured everything would be fine when the mouse had first mentioned it. Then to prove his point he’d made it all the way to the royal vault without anyone noticing.


      “I’m glad I thought about this ahead of time,” Kit mumbled, leaning over and hissing at his own feet. A black mist surrounded them, and when he stepped off the ledge, he walked on the surface of the sewage. Gany glared at him.

    


    
      “Can you cast that little enchantment on others?” The dragonkin looked back at him, having to lean down a bit so the rough ceiling did not shave the scales off the top of his head.


      “If I could do that, we would all move much faster out of this filth.” Walking through sludge wasn’t the fastest transit, but at least they would not be killed before reaching the inner sections of the building.


      After learning about the sewer entrances and having a few more drinks than was really called for, the scryers had been able to use their magic to view a distinct path into the fortress-like school. The highest source of magic, all four scryers reasoned, would probably be the font, and if they were to be believed, it could be accessed through one of the lower levels. Numerous necromancers would stand against them, but between a paladin and two darkmages they should have a legitimate chance of getting the weapon piece and getting back out. That was, of course, if they were lucky. Having Gany with them would only be a burden, and without any form of magic, Gix could do very little other than get in a few good stabs. He would still probably prove useful, for no other reason than as a cover.


      “Can your magic chance your color? You’re very obvious.” Gany poked Kit in the leg with one blunt claw to make his point. The other male rolled his eyes, but still let a few more sparks of dark magic shoot from his fingers and into his chest. His scales immediately darkened to a shade very close to volcanic ash.


      “Better?” The dog nodded absentmindedly, trying to make sure he did not slip in the muck and accidentally get any of the stuff in his mouth. Kit kept stepping very carefully as well – Acton guessed if he lost his footing on the water, he too would end up half-covered in filth. Balancing spells he had used as a thief did the same thing, but they instead let him walk on walls or tread over dangerous spell traps without triggering them.


      A few dozen more yards and the filth rose another few inches, leaving Acton and Gix submerged in the stuff nearly up to their necks. If his eyes were working right, though, he vaguely could make out a platform leading up and out of the muck. A minute later and the sewer floor started sloping up, letting everyone but Kit know early that their disgusting trek would be coming to an end. His chest was out of the muck, then his waist, then his legs. Once his feet touched dry land, the mouse started shaking as much sewage from him as possible. Bringing waterproof blankets or shawls from the white-furred nezumi village would only have left evidence of their existence. Every pack and pouch he possessed had been magically protected against heat, cold, or water, just in case he needed to carry things like maps or potions in them. The rest of him, however, was not so lucky.


      “Where to now?” Sven whispered, climbing down off of him. Before Acton could answer, the lion placed a paw against his chest and unsheathed his claws. Magic in a form between fire and lightning jumped to his armor. In an instant, the slush still clinging to him froze as though a sudden frost had hit the entire sewer. The now-very-chilled substance flaked off like the top layers of a good pastry, leaving his armor clean and stench free. The paladin had never seen a spell like that, but before he could ask, the male moved over to Gix and Gany to do the same thing. Once everyone didn’t have a trace of runoff on them, the felis answered the unasked question.

    


    
      “I don’t like to be dirty. If the necromancers smell the sewage, they’ll know we’re here.” Now that he could look at the cat close-up, he noticed the traces of magic from earlier had grown to engulf his paws and eyes; only each pupil could be seen.


      “Are you alright?” Sven shook his muzzle, but did not answer. The pain from being on the islands must be getting worse, if he couldn’t completely suppress his magic. He might normally have a little fringe of magic here or there, but while wading through the sewage, the paladin noticed a few shots of power burning fumes rising from the substance.


      “We need to keep moving,” Gix whispered, holding up one finger to summon silence. Everyone instantly quieted; if anyone knew how to move around unnoticed through a necromancer’s school, the rat would be it. As they started walking, the paladin noticed the other nezumi made no noise as he moved. Sven was light enough that his steps didn’t echo loudly, but the dragonkin a yard behind him was worrying. Not only did his feet heavily impact the ground, but that sound traveled down the hallway to him.


      “Can you lift off of the ground? You’re too loud.” Kit snorted, but still unfurled his wings. The male never wore anything that restrained those appendages, and thankfully, he started hovering with only a few swishing noises that could be explained as drafts.


      As they continued making their way into the actual structure, something kept nagging at the back of Acton’s mind. Kit had followed them across Oya, to the sea, and then on to the Dark Isles, without a single complaint or concern. No one could be that nice – even Sven, one of the most selfless people he knew, can’t take this level of stress without bitching about the little things to compensate. Gix griped a lot, but the mouse shouldn’t be too surprised; to come with them, the rat had been forced to sell his flat in Eldere. When they got back, he would need to sleep in the Temple of the Hopegiver until he found a new place to live. He would need to confront the dragonkin about it after they got the piece of the weapon.


      Gix held up his paw as the rat stepped up to a corner, flicking his other wrist. Acton could see something shiny in his spare paw, but it only remained there for a second before that paw flung whatever it was around the turn. A gasp answered the weapon, followed by the sound of someone hitting the floor. Another fling and another body hit the ground; as soon as the paladin heard the sound, his nezumi ally walked very calmly around the corner.


      “We’re good.” When Acton followed him, he noticed very thin darts in the sides of the black-furred nezumi’s necks. Neither of them were bleeding, but the darts could not be pulled out without a healer nearby.

    


    
      “Poison?” If they were being paralyzed, their lungs would stop working in a few minutes. The only basic rule of infiltration needed to be upheld; they could not be noticed. Dead bodies generally attracted a lot of attention.


      “Knockout. They’ll be up in about three hours. That should give us more than enough time.” Nodding, Kit’s feet touched the ground again. After the last corner, something soft had been set down on the floor, muffling their steps. When the mouse leaned down to inspect it, he was surprised to feel a plant similar to moss. Sven and Gany both pulled off their shoes to revel in something that wasn’t rough stone. Also, very surprisingly, the terrible stench from the sewer could no longer be detected. The rat with them did not look surprised.


      “It keeps the air clean. Put your boots back on – the floor’s gonna change to tile as soon as we get further away from the sewer.” The two enchanted males sighed at the same time, setting their boots back down and stepping into them. Everyone would like a little lightness right now, but they needed to get down into the center of the school and back out. No time for frolicking in a plant.


      Soon they came across a narrow set of stairs, leading up. The strange moss lined the first few steps, but ceased far before they reached the top. They did not spiral or even turn, so the paladin assumed they were probably used by slaves to bring sewage down. No magically protected pipes or troughs had lined the path so far, so he guessed everything unsavory traveled in sealed bins down here to make sure infections did not spread. Voiced could be heard ahead, muffled by something heavy. Once they reached the top of the stairs, a very heavy door could be seen with light steaming out through the cracks between the frame and door.


      “We’re outside the kitchens, I think,” Gix whispered, leaning up to place one tattered ear against the door. After a moment, he motioned for Acton to approach. Once he was in the same position, he could make out the controlled chaos that equated to every kitchen serving a large mass of people. The one in the Hopegiver’s temple got the same way during meals, mainly due the the astronomical amount of food the church gave to the poor. No single voice could be heard over anything else. That would come in handy – this would be the perfect place to enter the building proper without anyone in particular noticing. However, they might put up a fight. He’d need to stop that. Reaching into his pack, the mouse pulled out one of his favorite and most expensive toys: a sunbomb. About the size of an orange, it glowed from the many runes painted on the surface.


      Months before going on this trip he’d procured a precious handful of the very scarce weapons, originally intending to use them against the Oracle’s guards should they piss him off. Not only did they blind and burn anyone living within twenty feet or so of wherever he threw them, but they absolutely destroyed undead touched by the light within them. It could fit in the palm on his paw and kill a room full of his enemies. If he used this one now, he’d only have three for the rest of the fortress. Getting inside needed to be their first priority.

    


    
      “Everyone move to the sides. Now.” The stairs did not immediately end at the door; instead, a small landing on either side gave the workers in the kitchen room to leave items to be brought down later. Only a few bins of pealed vegetables and stripped animal carcases rested there now, giving the other four males more than enough room to squeeze away from the door. Just to make sure none of his allies would be hurt, he made sure they remained out of where the magic would still burst through the door. Once everyone was safe, he cracked the door. The handle was heavy, but seemed designed for a white-furred nezumi to open and close. Almost as soon as he got it opened enough to throw the weapon, a voice called out in his direction. No eyes met him, but one of the larger cooks – a black-furred nezumi, like everyone else in charge here – had stopped chopping. Two small baskets sat next to him on the counter, with a larger one on the floor containing what looked like entrails, fish heads, and stacks of delicate bones.


      “Come take these fish, slave.” Taking the pause as a sign, he gently rolled the ball into the room and shut the door behind him. Immediately he stepped aside to where his dog ally stood – the male’s arms hugged protectively around him. This would not be pleasant.


      No sound immediately followed the trigger, but a very bright flash did emanate from the edges of the door. The hinges creaked – it wanted to break, but the divine explosion did not create enough blasting force to destroy anything heavy. No sound emanated, but the mouse knew why; if anyone’s muzzle had been open at the time of the flash, their throats would be burned and they would be struggling to breathe. He hadn’t seen any white-furred nezumi in there, but if there had been, they would be harmed just as indiscriminately as the cooks. The smell of cooked flesh started to reach them. Sven gagged, Kit flicked out his tongue to taste the air, and Gany held him tighter. Curiously, Gix did not react at all. He probably expected something like this to happen, and seeing how he’d left this place a long time ago, the mouse doubted he felt pity. After half a minute, the paladin stepped back up to the door, tentatively opening it enough for him to step through.


      In order to keep his calm and his determination, the white-furred nezumi made a point not to turn over any of the bodies. Blood did not cling to any surface; the power of the weapon would just burn everything, and for those that had been completely blown apart, the burned skin and flesh that made it out would mix in with the soot that coated most the walls. The cook that first addressed him no longer existed – seeing as he had been at the forefront of the blast, parts of him had probably hit every nearby surface. A dozen or so other cooks lay on the ground, none of them breathing. He knew the scent of charred bone as well; just like he’d guessed, the black-furred nezumi used undead servants for simple tasks that did not require conscious thought, like chopping vegetables or cleaning pots. Everything else remained intact, except a pantry door that had come off his hinges. He could hear movement and breathing behind it.

    


    
      “I’ll get it,” Kit commented, but the paladin placed a paw on his shoulder to stop him. If anyone had survived his weapon, it would be up to him to deal with it. Walking over to the pantry, he slowly moved the door out of his way, making sure to keep a paw free in case he needed to draw a weapon.


      A white-furred nezumi crouched in the middle of the pantry between two large bins of potatoes, his head down and his paws over his ears. His tail was what had alerted to group to his presence – it was slapping between to two crates, causing small fruit to fall out with each hit and bounce off the floor. He wore only a gray slave’s tunic and a leather collar. When Acton took another step into the pantry, the male spoke very clearly.


      “Please sir, I know I am not allowed in the pantries, but my master asked for something sweet before dinner. Please don’t hit me.” He was shaking, but the paladin could see a few wrapped candies right below him.


      “I’m not going to hit you.” When the male looked up, he actually fell backwards on to his tail and yelped. Before he could get up, Acton walked up to him and put a finger to his lips.


      “Listen to me before you get up.” The smaller mouse’s eyes told the paladin he had the male’s complete attention. Though getting the weapon piece was their first priority, he would not lose this opportunity.


      “I want you to gather every slave you can find without arousing attention and get them down to the entrance to the sewers. Tell their masters the cooks need more help in the kitchens. Tell those slaves the same, so they can collect as many as possible as well. I will be back in there in less than two hours. Do you understand?” The male nodded slowly, still shocked by another mouse in charge and in armor.


      “Then wait here. I will tell you when to come out.” Leaving the pantry and making sure to put the door back where it belonged, he turned to Kit. The dragonkin was leaned over one of the intact bodies, his black fire slowly creaping over the entire corpse.


      “What are you doing?” He did not look over, instead finishing whatever he was doing and standing up. The black-furred nezumi body jerked, but then stood up, looking as though nothing had happened to him. Whatever damage had been done to the front of him had been removed by the darmage’s magic. Acton guessed it was just an illusion, but if it was, he couldn’t see a fault in it.


      “I’m going to reanimate as many as I can,” Kit commented, pointing to one of the other pantries. “We need to get the other ones in there. If they keep moving around making things and no one comes in here, we can keep this up for at least a little bit.” Surprised at the male’s ingenuity, and secretly glad he would not have to store every body, he waited for the dragonkin to lift the majority of the intact bodies. Only two remained – they hid those in the pantry behind sacks of flour. Once they’d gotten back to their simple duties, Acton called out for the still-hiding mouse. He cautiously stepped out of his hiding place, keeping his eyes on the ground.

    


    
      “He’s really small...” Sven commented, causing the white-furred nezumi to looked up in surprise. Once his eyes set on the lion, he looked very confused and turned his gaze back to the paladin.


      “What’s going on?” Before the taller mouse could answer, the lion spoke up.


      “We’re here to help Acton smuggle all of the slaves out. Go on ahead before us – we need to finish spelling the rats here.” He twiddled his fingers, causing a few sparks to jump out and dissipate in the air. The mouse jumped, but still let out a weak smile. He bowed quickly before rushing from the room, taking a door out the paladin had figured only let to another storage room. When he turned around, Gix had blended in with the reanimated rats so as not to startle the slave.


      “Are we good now?” The black-furred nezumi dropped the carving knife he’d been playing with and pulled his serrated daggers back out.


      “I think so.”


      They left the kitchen, continuing as quickly as possible through a half-dozen new corridors before reaching another set of stairs, these leading down. With Kit off the ground and everyone else remaining quiet, they passed twenty or so doors without anyone coming out to investigate. Once they headed down into what the mouse could only assume would be the catacombs of the structure, he started to notice something very strange. No matter which turn they made or path they took, they did not see anyone. Even when Sven tripped on a step, cried out, and tumbled down half a flight of stairs, no one came to investigate. What was going on? Someone, anyone, should have noticed when slaves started to disappear. Loud noises always caused some people to walk out and see what was going on.


      After carefully stepping down another three flights of stairs, they came to a very wide landing. Here, runes had been carved into the stone walls and floor, some of them glowing softly from the magical powders they were drawn with.


      “Hold on,” Gix whispered, walking up to the beginning of the spells. He pricked one finger with the end of his dagger, letting a drop of blood spill on to each of the runes on the floor. Once that was done, he poked another finger – the first wound had begun to close – and flicked drops to the ones on the walls. As they were hit, the glowing ones faded and the dull ones began to glow. Once every rune had been hit, the rat turned around.


      “They stop slaves from going downstairs and messing around with things. They’d alert the necromancers if Acton walked down, though I think the rest of you would be fine.”


      “What’s down there?” The paladin could guess, but Gany had been the one to ask.

    


    
      “The necromancer’s archives, the advanced practice rooms, and the Thikk. There shouldn’t be anything else magical in our way.” Everyone held a breath, but it didn’t surprise the mouse. Everything else had ended up difficult – why should the last obstacle before their goal be any different? Now that the protection spells were down, Acton took point. Just as a little insurance, he pulled another sunbomb from his pack. He wasn’t experienced enough as a paladin to repel an entire room of undead, but his toys could. Then again, if the Thikk was as powerful as the stories told to him as a child indicate, they might all end up as shambling corpses. Might as well take out a few of them along the way. Two more floors down and they came to a very large iron door. The sturdy hinges and multiple locks told the mouse it was probably designed to hold uncontrolled undead in the room, rather than save anyone in there from unprovoked attack. None of the aforementioned locks were thrown right now, so he could only guess what was happening. Taking a deep breath, he opened the door.


      Immediately, the paladin knew something was seriously wrong. The door opened to a large room, the floors seared, scarred, and burnt from spells missed or gone wrong. He could tell this must be the training room, but not a single budding necromancer could be seen. At the mage school in Vasani, casters new to certain spells could be found in the room appointed for such experimentation at all hours of the day and night, so this turned all his internal alarms on. There would only be one reason none of the students or teachers were here – they knew the mouse and his allies were already here, and wanted to spare their students an unfortunate encounter with them.


      “According the the scryers,” Acton started, trying to keep the nervousness out of his voice, “we’ve followed the straightest path to the Font of Death. They mentioned a large room like this, and beyond it, then a smaller room and the font.” At the far end of the room, two wooden doors waited for them, one marked with a very large plaque. Once they crossed the room, Gix hissed very low.


      “This is not going to be easy...” He pointed at the sign with one of his daggers. “It says “council in session.” The entire Thikk is going to be in that room.” Now Acton sighed out loud. Nothing was ever easy.


      “I guess we’ll have to manage.” The mouse turned to the speaker – such a statement surprised him, considering it had come from Sven.


      “We all need to be ready for something very big.” Immediately following that statement both Sven and Kit tensed their upper bodies. Black lightning burst from their skin, crackling up and down their arms and jumping across their chests. Even in this situation, the mouse could not help but smile. The dragonkin must be training him quite well if even their protection spells could be cast in sync. Sure, the electricity around the scaled male was much more impressive, but the principle remained the same. Gix cracked his wrists to make sure he had full flexibility. Gany flicked his pack off his back and reached in, his entire thin arm disappearing. With a concentrated look on his face, he pulled out a cat-o-nine-tails. When he gave it an experimental flick, what looked like snowflakes flung off each edge. He then pulled out a dented buckler and strapped in on to his other forearm.

    


    
      “Everyone good?” All four other males nodded, Sven looking very nervous. His merchant friend would have been in combat situations before, but this was probably the lion’s first. After this, he would probably be considered a seasoned veteran. Making sure his throwing arm was free, the mouse opened the door that would bring them to the Thikk.


      The next room was almost as big as the previous one, but it lacked the damage caused by spellcasters. A single figure stood in the center of the room with eleven other males and females behind him, all wearing matching black robes trimmed in silver. The most prominent male held a round glass ball toward them. He did not appear angry or upset at their appearance, instead standing benignly and waiting for the five of them to enter the room. Once Kit stepped into the room, shutting the door behind him, the rat spoke out very clearly.


      “The Thikk has been waiting for you, Acton the Paladin.” He could tell the orb the male held was used for divining – it sounded like eyes had been on them for quite a while. The black-furred nezumi continued, a very neutral tone in his voice.


      “You are quite tenacious, little mouse. We never thought a white-furred nezumi would actually work to enter Chi’tanka. I would like to commend you on your success.” His tone did not change, but he let the sphere go. It floated a few inches above his paw. “Your choice of allies is very...curious. Of all things, bringing two darkmages and one of our kind with you into this place. Again, I must commend you.” The paladin took a few steps forward, trying to discern everything else in the room. Lamps had been placed strategically to leave the majority of the room in shadow. For each step he took, the black-furred nezumi matched it away from him.


      “However, we cannot allow you to take the power of the Font of Death with you.”


      “I’m not taking the entire thing, necromancer.” The other male smiled and pointed back toward the rest of the waiting rats.


      “Then you have a fundamental misunderstanding of how the font functions, paladin.” The other members of the Thikk parted to create a path toward the back of the room. Acton couldn’t really make out anything, except some form of dark fire.


      “Bring you and your allies back with you, paladin.” After shooting Gix shot a glare at him, the Thikk necromancer continued. “No member of the Thikk will harm you, nor will we surround you or force you into the font.” The five of them carefully walked deeper in the room, Acton making sure to track how each of the necromancers moved. At the first sign of trouble, the weapon in his paw would be thrown. As they approached the fire, the mouse could not help but whistle.

    


    
      Rather than something to keep the council warm, the fire actually chilled the paladin when he stepped up to it. The flames weren’t technically black – they changed colors, varying from black to gray to an unnatural shade of purple, then back through the cycle. Everything emanated not from a source of fuel, but a tunnel down deeper into the ground. When Acton leaned over to look down into it, making sure not to let the flames lick across his armor, he could see what looked like a quarterstaff levitating near the center. Could that be what he had been sent here to find?


      “Our most powerful scryers determine the weapon you see is the source of the font’s power.” He’d been told the weapon rested in the font, not that it created it. To be honest, he trusted the necromancers on this point. It was their area of expertise, after all. Kit stepped up next to him, glancing down before addressing the rat.


      “So what does the font do, anyway?” The necromancer motioned for the group to move back before answering.


      “We draw power from it, which is why we will not allow you to remove it from Chi’tanka. Both the necrotic summoners and darkmages can seek it power, and with...”


      “Wait.” Kit stepped up to the black-furred nezumi, his eyes telling the paladin he’d caught something very, very important in the last statement. “What does it do for darkmages?” The rat smiled, motioning with one paw at the dragonkin and the other at the font.


      “It imbues power in any that learn to access it. Necromancers and darkmages alike can double or even triple their magical abilities.” Kit smiled back.


      “Is that so?” Turning to the paladin and lifting his paw, the dragonkin shrugged his shoulders.


      “Sorry Acton.” A large shot of black fire exploded from his paw, heading straight to the mouse’s chest. They were too close for him to dodge effectively. Squinting his eyes shut, he tried to summon protective magic to stop the dark magic from killing him.


      The fire burned through the front of his armor without slowing, eating the enchanted leather like nothing but cloth protected him. He could feel the unholiness of the power, both blazingly hot and sickeningly cold at the same time, searing the fur off his chest. Everything started to move slower, but the destruction of his flesh did not follow. For some reason, the magic paused right before it bore into his flesh and killed him. When he looked down, the fang resting right above his sternum was glowing, preventing the magic from entering his body. Another moment and a high-pitched noise emitted from Mier’s gift as a single crack appeared on the surface – the dark bolt funneled into the crack, dissipating as quickly as it had been launched. Not sure what had happened, the mouse just stared out at the dragonkin.

    


    
      “Well...” Kit commented, looking a little perturbed, “That’ll take a little more.” No one moved from the entire shock of the situation. As soon as Kit started to summon another bolt, a look of concentration on his muzzle, the mouse sprung into action. Before he could finish another attempt to kill him, the paladin stepped forward, balled up his spare fist, and called for his god. Whether or not the lupis god could hear him, holy fire still engulfed his paw. He swung, punching the scaled male in the throat. The impact made him gasp and lose whatever deadly magic he was creating.


      “I’m taking the weapon, necromancer, and I won’t have you or my own damned traveling companions getting in the way.” The leader shrugged, motioning to the other necromancers as Kit struggled to breathe.


      “Then we will stop you.” As a whole, the rats patiently waiting in the background began to move forward. He needed to stop them, and stop them fast. Right as the group began to conglomerate around them, casting spells for protection or to make his face melt, he threw the sunbomb to his right side. Unfortunately for that entire half of the room, one of them chose to reach out and catch it, probably hoping to neutralize its power. He rolled away from what was about to become an even more dangerous area.


      As the first sunbomb exploded, incinerating half a dozen necromancers, the mouse felt something that could truly come in handy. Concentrating for only a moment, he confirmed it – the thing that separated the talking necromancer from his allies. Just in case he pulled out the small platinum disc he used as a holy symbol. Rolling to dodge a spell, he needed a second to focus if he wanted to get this right. He’d never done this before, but he trusted Vorel when the lupis told him what the Hopegiver had blessed him with. The still-alone central necromancer was spinning his paws in front of him; Acton could hear something moving from the shadows. Some of the spellcaster’s undead minions must be in this room, and if he didn’t move quickly, they would prove problematic. Right as he made it to the front of the rat, the paladin sent a prayer out, not to his god, but to the holy symbol in his right paw. The male before him moved to snap at him, but the mouse was faster. He slammed his right paw against the male’s forehead and shoved out some magic.


      “Begone, undead!” Pure holy fire exploded from the symbol, a look of shock only appearing in the black-furred nezumi’s eyes for a fraction of a second before his face disintegrated. The paladin had shoved as much of that particular power into the necromancer as he knew how, feeling grim satisfaction as the power coursed from his soul, down his arm, and out through the conduit in his paw. He couldn’t move even if he wanted to get away, but that’s what he got for using his magic on an undead – bad things happened. The rat collapsed as the fire faded, leaving little above the spellcaster’s shoulders but the burnt stump of his neck. It was then Acton noticed he was sweating. Doing that was exhausting, but there were still six necromancers left to deal with before he could relax.

    


    
      As he turned from the rat’s corpse, something very strange was happening. Without something big to take this group out quickly, they’d had the time to call forth a few of their controlled undead. He counted three walking skeletons and four slow-moving but strong corpses – all probably once white-furred nezumi – trying to bring down Gix and Kit. He couldn’t see where his lion ally had gone, but right now, the controllers should be his priority. Just by physical power the rat and dragonkin could get away from their attackers, but if the necromancers actually started casting some unpleasantness, they wouldn’t be able to survive. He couldn’t use a sunbomb with his allies so close. Guess his old days as a thief would come in handy.


      Since he was little, the mouse had made no noise as he walked unless he wanted to. The necromancers, too focused on mentally ordering their undead servants, calling more to their assistance, or preparing spells to slay his friends, did not notice as he made his way behind them. The first took a dagger between his two higher ribs, collapsing one of his lungs and making him double over. One of his friends noticed the attack, but didn’t have time to respond. Acton slit his throat as he dropped the first caster, stepping to the side to avoid the arterial spray. Without a windpipe, he couldn’t very well continue that spell. The third grabbed his upper right arm and hissed. Pain shot straight to his brain; he could ignore it for now. His other paw was empty at the moment, so he pulled another dagger from his hip and flicked it over at the female. She was too close to dodge – the very thin blade lodged in her right eye. She screamed, letting go and giving him the opportunity he needed. Deftly he slit her throat just like the last one.


      With his upper arm throbbing, he suddenly realized the sound in the room had significantly decreased. When he looked up from wiping the blood off on to his leggings, the mouse noticed the other three necromancers had fallen already. His bet was on Kit’s magic, but when he took a glance around the room, he immediately made sure that dagger remained still.


      Kit was holding Gix up by his throat at arm’s length, ignoring the claws yanking off chunks of his scales. He was far enough away from the rat’s legs that kicks wouldn’t be effective. The dragonkin, rather than looking at his captive, was staring at Acton.


      “Now Acton,” he began, giving the only remaining black-furred nezumi a good shake, “if that weapon piece is going to make me a better darkmage, I’m going to take it.” When the paladin took a step forward, the scaled male shook his muzzle. “If you come near me, I’ll snap this little rat’s neck. I know he’s not your greatest friend, but frankly, don’t you have to protect the innocent?” The mouse could see shadows gathering around Kit’s feet – he’d seen him teleport before. Could he get away from here without an issue? Kit lifted his other paw up, showing off a mix between black fire and lightning completely engulfing his paw and lower arm.


      “My magic is much more powerful on this island, paladin, so don’t think you can stop me. I just don’t want to have to put forth the effort to kill you.” With the rat still secure in his outstretched paw, the male casually walked down to the Font of Death and reached his engulfed paw into the fire. The paladin could see his scales burning off, but the male ignored the pain and a moment later had the strange pole in his paw. As soon as he yanked it completely from the fire, the magic spewing from the hole in the ground disappeared. The mouse could hear crashes above them – other things besides the casters must be supported by necrotic power. As the male walked away, flapping his wings to remove any blood that had caked on them, something shot out of the floor in front of him. Acton couldn’t tell what is was, but just as fast a dark flash of energy shot up at the dragonkin. He cried out, staggering back and losing his grip on Gix. The paladin rushed forward, trying to get to his friend before the dragonkin recovered.

    


    
      “Leave him alone!” Someone rose out of the shadows, power lashing out of them to burn the dragonkin wherever it touched. Another moment and Acton could tell who it was, but that didn’t really make him feel better, especially when he reached Gix. The dragonkin’s paw was still gripped around his throat, but the entire arm had been severed just below the elbow.


      “I said....GET BACK!” Sven yelled, completely materializing out of the floor. Dark magic completely covered and traveled through his body, causing him to become almost translucent. Rather than the blades that normally jutted parallel to his wrists, he gripped shadowy scimitars in both of his paws. With a swing Kit was flung against one of the far walls by a sudden pulse of magic; Acton heard at least three different bones snap as he impacted. As he hit the ground, the scaled male grimaced and summoned another blade. They had dissipated earlier while combating the undead.


      “How in the hells...” He didn’t have a chance to continue the assault on the paladin’s friends. The lion moved so quickly forward Acton couldn’t track him; in a blink he was in front of the dragonkin. Kit jerked – the smaller darkmage’s two blades were lodged above and below his heart. Just as quickly he yanked them out, stabbing again, this time in his lungs, again across his throat. Gix could get the severed arm off his own neck. Acton rushed to his friend, putting arms around him from behind. Even though he could see right through the cat, he could still grip him fairly well, and luckily the fire did not burn him. As he yanked him away from the scaled male, he could see some distortions across his face. It took the mouse a moment to realize his small friend was crying. Remembering something from Eldere, he whispered in the male’s ear.


      “Calm down, Sven. It’s alright, Sven. Everything going to be fine.” As he spoke he slowly moved the two of them away from the disconnected dragonkin. Unlike when they were in Byridge, the blades had left very obvious wounds in the scaled body. His head remained on his neck only because of his position against the wall; blood flowed from every wound, but at such a sluggish rate the mouse assumed the blades cauterized as they killed.

    


    
      “C’mere,” Gix mumbled from behind him, free of the paw around his neck. Though he was stilling rubbing his throat, and would probably sport a bruise for a while, the rat still put arms around Sven.


      “Let ‘im go, Acton, I got ‘im.” When he did release the cat, he slumped down, the black fire fading down to barely cover his skin. A few splotches of bare cloth or fur could be seen, and as he shook, the power continued to recede. Something suddenly occurred to the mouse, something he did not keep quiet.


      “Where’s Gany?” Both Sven and Gix looked at him. Their glances told the paladin they had no idea and that they figured he had been on top of situation. Fearing the worst, he turned back toward what was left of the necromancers. He didn’t have to look far. The Domesticas Canis – or at least what was left of him – rested just behind the line of slaughtered black-furred nezumi spellcasters. He must have started moving around them, trying to find a better point of attack, when Acton had thrown the sunbomb. The mouse could find some sections of his torso, one arm, and the lower half of his legs, but nothing except for his whip was completely intact.


      Silently he started gathering the largest pieces, trying to pull his mind away from the task. Many of his friends and comrades had died before he’d become a paladin, but they knew the risk when they traveled with him on heists or into the most dangerous parts of Eldere. This dog, one of his oldest friends, only knew the mouse needed help and had followed him into this dangerous necromancer stronghold, purely on the idea that the paladin would be with him once the weapon was recovered. Even if the merchant suspected the white-furred nezumi might have a lover or mate back in Eldere, he never asked. With nothing but Acton’s newfound preference for males, somehow the canine had pulled the idea of a long-term relationship out of it. Should he have corrected him? Told him about Mier or what the fang around his neck really meant?


      “I’m sorry for bringing you here.” He wasn’t, but he felt like it needed to be said. As terrible as it sounded in his mind, Gany had been nothing but collateral damage. Taking a breath, he recited the only prayer he could think of that would make sense. Maybe it would help, maybe he would end up being stripped of his powers for this. Either way, Gany deserved it


      “May the Red Prince, god of commerce and contracts, bring you peace, Ganimedione Wavewalker. May everyone you’ve ever loved meet you in the afterlife...” he paused, feeling the context of that as a tightness in his throat, “and may you have peace everlasting.” Trying to remain strong, especially considered that he didn’t know whether or not more necromancers were coming, he placed his holy symbol on top of the dog’s torso. He didn’t want his friend’s – lover’s – body to be controlled by these people. As a last step of cleansing, he fumbled around in his pack for a bottle of holy water. Once he found one, he poured over what was left of the male. This way, he could rest.


      “We need to leave, Acton.” Looking up from his ministrations, the mouse nodded at the now-calm felis and rat. They leaned on each other, both injured, but nothing serious. With just the three of them, escaping would be easier. For now, though, he needed the weapon piece. Acton stood up and turned toward the decapitated dragonkin, placing a paw comfortingly on Sven’s shoulder as he passed.

    


    
      “He’s was the first person you killed, wasn’t he?” The felis nodded, looking like he could start crying again any moment.


      “First on purpose.” Having that type of magic sounded like more trouble than it was worth, but since it wasn’t his choice, terrible things must happen more often than not. Walking past them, he trotted over to Kit’s corpse and pried the weapon piece out of his clenched paw. He heard a few of his finger bones break, but he was dead. It’s not like he noticed.


      Now that he could get a better look at the thing, he noticed something very intriguing. Though runes coated the surface, they all seemed to be shifting toward one end. Also, it was almost far too heavy for him to carry. As he turned toward the rest of his allies, something happened with the staff. As the last rune touched the end of the staff, a globe of white light appeared, about the size of his head. What was going on? Power was filling him at the same time, as though the weapon could grant him the replenishment he needed right now. He’d used up the vast majority of his magic killing the lead necromancer. With this magic item in his paw, he felt like he could cure an entire epidemic.


      “Let’s go.”


      “What about Kit?” Sven had been the one to ask it, but Acton wasn’t about to extend his pity to a dragonkin that tried to kill his friends.


      “Let the necromancers have him.”


      Leaving the main room, they could hear more black-furred nezumi coming down the stairs to the training room. He also noticed something very odd that must haver happened while they were fighting the Thikk – the magical globes hanging from the ceiling that lighted the corridors and rooms at regular intervals had gone out. Looking back at Sven, the lion mumbled. His eyes were suddenly rimmed with black flames that, for some reason, the paladin could see in the darkness. However, he could not see very well in the dark, and before he very embarrassingly tripped over something, the lion took point. Scared calls in his native tongue told the mouse the necromancers could not see either. Weren’t there simple spells that let any mage see in the dark?


      “They can’t cast magic,” Sven muttered, turning around to grab Acton by the wrist. As soon as the felis touched him, he could see as well as if the area was bathed in sunlight. Four black-furred nezumi in mage robes loitered down the corridor from them, moving their paws and chanting. Every few seconds, one of them paused, looking confused. Now would be their opportunity. Twisting so his fingers entwined with those of the darkmage, he leaned over and whispered in his ear.


      “Grab Gix.” Fumbling, Acton watched his ally grab the last of their group. The rat jerked at the sudden touch, but after a few blinks, he noticed the robes males blocking their only exit out of here as well. Still, they kept trying to do something, and whatever it was, they needed to make sure the necromancers were not successful. Gripping the paw he held tighter, the paladin rushed forward. Even moving this quickly, and practically dragging two other males, he did not make enough noise for the confused rats to notice him. They didn’t need to be killed – instead, the mouse knocked the one on the far right upside his skull. The other three, frightened by the sudden attack in the dark while they were helpless, scattered. Getting out the last door proved easy enough; the males didn’t bother to lock it behind them.

    


    
      As long as the paladin remained touching Sven, he could see perfectly well. That also meant he could remain in front, keeping the feline between them. Gix kept grumbling with snide comments that he always ended up last in line, but still, they hopped the stairs much faster than it had taken them to sneak down. Back on what he guessed was the ground level, the paladin took a quick glance on down each side of their current position. A few rats loitered, feeling along the wall to make their way without the magical lamps. Once they turned another corner, they could see some skeletons in torn clothing waiting at the end of the corridors, but from what the mouse could see, they weren’t moving. Did taking the weapon piece de-animate everything in the school? If so, this would be remarkable easy. Once of the rats at the end of the hall turned to him, wearing large, glowing spectacles. Acton guessed a moment before the black-furred nezumi spoke that the device let him see in the dark.


      “Get them!” For a moment, the paladin felt the need to draw a weapon, but the undead behind the rat did not move. He motioned again – still nothing. Baring his teeth, Acton calmly started stepping forward. The closer he got, the more panicked the rat looked. Taking the weapon at least helped with something. Right before he’d be in swinging range, the stranger hissed and jumped back, stumbling down and away from them.


      The rest of Chi’tanka appeared just as chaotic. Spellcasters could not even channel the easy enchantments to let them see in the complete darkness. Skeletons and zombies, most crafted from the bodies of mice, remained stationary in the hallways. Some even collapsed as the necromancers tried to physically force them to move. The kitchen staff, reanimated by Kit, remained stationary as they passed by them to the staircase leading down to the sewer. Just to feel better about the entire situation, Sven knocked down a few.


      Once they reached the entrance to the sewers, many more mouse refugees than they expected were waiting in the corridor. White-furred nezumi were crammed in so tightly – some of them even already standing in the sewage – that it took the mouse some key pushing and shoving to make it to the chest-high filth. Most of them might have to swim in the muck, since many of them wouldn’t be tall enough to wade. The only mouse he’d talked to waited for him at the beginning of the stone ramp, smiling weakly and holding up a few waterskins above his ears. He hadn’t stepped all the way into the muck, which was a good thing; he might drown.

    


    
      “I think almost everyone in Chi’tanka is here. Is that good?” He looked eager to please, but being a slave, that should be expected. Taking the lead, Acton waded into the muck. Before he could say anything, the staff in his paw broke the surface of the sewage. It started to glow, magic sparkling around it. Staring at the weapon, pulses of white light started emanating in all directions. Each one changed the color of the filth, lessening the stench, dissolving bits of food and decomposition, and replacing everything unclean with clean water. As everyone watched, astounded, the sewer transformed to a completely clean river.


      “How did you do that?” Gix asked, now taking his opportunity to enter the water. It even remained warm enough to let everyone stay comfortable as they moved. Most of the mice moved away from his as he stepped up, but did not look as afraid as they normally would. They probably trusted Acton not to bring someone dangerous with them.


      “I...don’t know.” Oddly enough, it was Sven who answered the paladin’s confusion.


      “It’s a super-powerful holy weapon, right? That can kill powerful darkmages?” Acton shrugged. That’s what the Oracle told him, anyway.


      “I guess so. But it’s just part of a weapon, and it was giving necromancers power before. I figured it was just, like....a weapon for spellcasters.” His rat ally smirked.


      “I think I get it.” The paladin motioned for the slaves to start entering the water. He wanted to hear the answer, but also for as few people to overhear as possible. The splashing and eagerness of the mice to escape would cover their voices as effectively as anything else.


      “Go ahead.” The slaves kept moving forward, the three males caught up in the midst of them. Once they reached the exit of the fortress’s sewer, they would only have to cross a narrow straight to make it back to the islands where his people could find their families again.


      “It’s been soakin’ up the magic here. There’s a lot of dark magic here, so the weapon’s just feedin’ off all the power the necromancers weren’t usin’. When it got a lot, it started spitting it back out for the mages to use.” Shrugging, the paladin lifted the staff so he could rest it across his shoulders. The weight kept pulling at his arms. As he shifted it around, Gix continued.


      “The mages forgot how to get magic the old way, so they were just pullin’ power out of the weapon piece. They’re either gonna re-learn out to do it the old way, or not have magic anymore.” Acton smiled despite what had happened over the last few hours.


      “Let’s hope they can’t raise bodies for a while.”


      Rather than going back to his village, the paladin and his allies left the large group of white-furred nezumi at the first coast. He wanted to leave as soon as possible, and stopping to savor victory in a town would only use up a view days he didn’t want to spend. They needed to get the weapon piece off of the isles before a group of black-furred nezumi decided they would fight for it. Having obliterated the Thikk probably caused a lot of chaos, though. Once they reached the outer coast several hours later, the mouse stepped off the black sand beach and sent up a prayer.

    


    
      “Hear me, Hopegiver, and help the three of us return to our home. We have completed the mission passed down to us through the Oracle, and wish only to bring the piece of the Light of Creation we have recovered safe home.” An image appeared almost instantaneously in front of him of the lupis god.


      “Ahh, so you have.” One ghostly paw reached out at him, touching one finger along the length of the staff over his shoulders. “The haft is the simplest of pieces.”


      “The haft?” Irritation filled the male. He’d infiltrated a necromancers’ school and fortress in search of the least important part of a weapon? It might have purified the sewer, but how could such an insubstantial piece be worth everything that had happen over the last few weeks? Sensing his displeasure, the god spoke again.


      “The haft empowers the holder, Acton Sadisle. Without it, whoever brandishes the weapon could not hope to have the divine connection necessary to blast back undead forces or disconnect a darkmage from his power.” Sven gulped behind him, but the god still continued. “As a paladin, you can cleanse water, but not to the scale needed to purify a cesspool like the one you entered. The haft allowed that.” Both of the deity’s paws came to rest of his shoulders. He smiled at him, making the mouse unnaturally happy. It was like finally receiving a parent’s approval.


      “Now back to my first chapel with you, paladin, and may you and your allies get the rest you deserve.”


      They were gone from the Dark Isles, leaving nothing but a bare seashore and a cloudy sky.


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter 6 Eldere


      
         
      


      When a god comes down to Bestira,


      They do so in one of two ways.


      Either to interfere or to live a mortal life.


      Should they choose the latter path, their children can change everything.


      - Codex of Fire, Chapter Eight: “The Lives of Gods and Angels”


      After the departure of the other paladins, Torr and Mhegan were left to run the First Chapel of the Hopegiver. Though they could definitely keep the staff catering to the poor and the clerics healing the excess poor, making sure everyone retained a positive attitude was proving more difficult. With four of the five paladins missing without explaining their mission to those in the city, many assumed they had abandoned a country under siege. High General Takashi Ironskin had begun his advance north two weeks after Vorel and Rasvim left. That wasn’t helping anything either. Just to bring everyone’s stress level further up, Torr had not been back to the chapel since early this morning, and it was the holy day. From what Mhegan remembered from the snowcat leaving early in the morning, he needed to make sure King Silverway was doing better. Since the crown prince’s suicide, the monarch had been drinking himself to death. With the paladin’s help, he’d started breaking the habit, but it took large chunks of time out of the holy male’s week.


      A cleric would have to run the services today – the female snowcat did not feel up to the challenge. She had been irritable and testy for the entire week, partly due to the level of stress and partly due to what was going on inside of her. Shortly after arriving at the chapel, she’d started vomiting up every meal. When Torr worried about her, she convinced him it was just food poisoning. The female snowcat could hopefully hide a pregnancy until it started to show. Loose shirts or gowns would keep it hidden even longer, at least until her breasts started to get larger. The paladin would definitely notice that when it happened.

    


    
      “Are you alright without an escort?” One of the spare clerics commented to her as she moved toward the main doors. Already dozens of poor were here, and if she didn’t leave soon, they would want her opinions on things. She might know as much about the Hopegiver’s teaching as any cleric here, but she saw no reason to reveal that just yet.


      “I will be fine.”


      “You have been ill several times over the last few weeks...” The snowcat really didn’t want to have this conversation.


      “I’ve recovered.” Just to emphasize she wasn’t going to wait around, she waved at some of the city folk entering the chapel. They smiled and veered toward her and the cleric.


      “I’m sure these fine citizens would like your time.” Before even more complaints could be raised, she escaped.


      Walking around town helped the cat make sure everything was still moving smoothly. The sellers and businesses that could escape from Deaqiz helped expand this merchant district beyond its previous confines – now a second small market district functioned along the main thoroughfare for the temple district. Most of these males and females kept to the simple sales like food or trinkets, preferring that in case something new happened here. After moving past those, the snowcat noticed more and more city guard on the streets. Riots flared up every time Takashi Ironskin made an advance, especially if that advance cut off a trade route or destroyed a large farm. Unfortunately, the tactician knew the easiest way to stop an army would be to cut off food supplies. Already hundreds of Vasani soldiers had deserted.


      Once she reached the wealthier section of the merchant district, the snowcat started looking around for one of her favorite shops. Now that all of her nausea had passed, she kept having a craving for one of the few foods still imported to the country. If she remembered correctly, it was called “coffee”. She’d been able to find it in street stalls before it was officially announced General Ironskin was moving toward the capitol, so most of the more affluent merchants had fled to Oya. It must be a terrible sign when rich lupis flee an invaded country for one in the middle of a civil war. There it was – a small shop with a large sign in front, painted red with a steaming mug of something. An older wolf ran the place; he currently was trying to move a very fat pet cat off the windowsill.


      “I swear I’ll tell your owner on you.” The feline just looked up as though issuing a challenge.


      “Don’t hurt him, Rivv.” The male turned around to smile at the approaching snowcat. He didn’t move around very well, but always took the energy to ward away as many of the “entitled” pets as possible. Normally there were a dozen beggars near his shop too, but it looked like the other shops had called the guard on them. Rivv always gave anyone who looked poor enough a free meal.


      “Your friend told me you would be coming by today. I’ve already put out the fruit bowls, but I’ll start brewing again.” Confused, Mhegan peaked past the store owner to look inside. Only one customer sat at a table, and from what he could tell, it was some sort of felis.

    


    
      “Thank you...” To make sure everything remained private, she casually slipped a platinum piece into his coat pocket as she passed. He didn’t answer her bribe with words, instead simply shutting the door behind him and pressing a finger to the bolt. She could feel a spell activate, not only giving them privacy here, but stopping anyone outside from hearing what was going on. It was why this building remained between the high-class shops – the spells protecting it could stop riots from even damaging the expensive glass windows. There were only four tables and sixteen chairs, but most of the time only one or two people would be inside when the spells were on. Now that they were in the shop, the owner hobbled over behind the bare counter and knocked on the wall connecting the back of the shop to the sitting room. Someone must be in the back, since a voice answered the knock.


      “What?” It sounded like a young male. Rivv answered him with a smile still across his muzzle. The brevity must be standard.


      “One pot, three cups, and some pastries. What do we have fresh?”


      “Blueberry, mulberry, and orange.” The snowcat suddenly realized she could use something to eat. She held up one finger, then three; the sign language helped speed everything up.


      “Bring out a batch of blueberry and orange ones. Make sure they’re warm.” He turned to lean on the counter, running his fingers along the spine of a small lizard that rested on the counter. When Mhegan looked closer, she realized it was a reddish dragon small enough to sit on her shoulder that kept eying the one other individual in the room. Keeping her emotions in control, she turned to her “friend”.


      A very attractive male cheetah felis sat in one of the few chairs, working to open a pomegranate. The fruit would normally stain fingers purple for days, but the juice somehow stayed in the rind for this cat. Even though it was still somewhat cold outside, he wore only the sheer garments of a Sacavuni sex slave and a few gold bangles; only his loincloth could not be seen through. Odd to the female wasn’t the male’s garments – the fact he was wearing this many clothes was something of an achievement – but that the store owner did not comment about his apparel.


      “You shouldn’t be out in the cold,” the felis stated, popping a few pomegranate seeds into his muzzle. Sighing, Mhegan took a seat opposite him with her back turned to the counter.


      “You don’t know anything about pregnancy, Eros.” The male was the archangel of sexuality, and she wasn’t about to take advice about a female’s body from him. Sure, he mated with females, but the aftermath wasn’t really his topic of expertise.


      “I know enough about what you are doing here.” He passed the fruit to Mhegan, but she declined. She hated anything too sweet.

    


    
      “I’m aware how this will turn out.”


      “Are you?” He let the silence hang there for a few moments as a young lupis set the plate of pastries down between them. She didn’t need to be polite now, so the felis immediately grabbed one dripping blue syrup with one paw and one topped with a caramelized orange section with the other. In seconds she’s eaten half a dozen. After taking a breath and swallowing, she answered the other cat.


      “How did you even know I was coming here? Are you watching the chapel?” The cheetah shrugged his shoulders like the accusation didn’t bother him while he bit down on one of the blue ones. A steaming liquid blueberry landed on the table, but he didn’t seem to notice. Once he licked his lips, the male smiled.


      “All six of us are watching you. You think we’d let you frolic around here without knowing what you were doing?” The felis looked over her shoulder at the counter, quickly followed by steps moving further back into the store. Now they were truly alone, except maybe for the small dragon still idling on the counter. Once the steps moved far back enough that normal statements could not be heard, Eros’s tone suddenly became much more serious.


      “You shouldn’t have done this, Israfil.” She glared at him.


      “My name is Mhegan as long as I remain here, Eros. Don’t test me.” The angel was not afraid of her, and his tone changed to one much more challenging.


      “Every day you do, temples start to crumble, clerics lose their powers, and enchantments from your power fade. Already three of your temples have crumbled. The priests there do not have the power to rebuild it. I know of at least forty clerics how have turned from you, since their power continues to fade. I have been told of a plague that struck a village in the Shun Empire, and the healers there could do little. You are the archangel of charity. You need to return to your rightful place...”


      “You know I can’t, not until...” She placed a paw over her belly, suddenly feeling the life inside her much more prominently. Until it left her, she was anchored here. Eros’s tone changed, something closer to pity.


      “You can terminate the pregnancy, Israfil. If you don’t, you know what will happen to the child.” She could see a tinge of sadness in his eyes. She still remembered what had happened some two hundred years ago, but the male still voiced it. Sometimes, it still hurt him.


      “You know just as much I do that every god’s first child becomes a martyr. Mine helped found the current Sacavuni dynasty. The Wing Goddess’s ended up burned at the stake, but helped create the position of the Oracle. The Hopegiver’s twin sons are still running around this country, and something very terrible is bound to happen to them any time now. If you let this child be born...” he stood up, placing both paws on the table, “...you are going to create something the world doesn’t need another of.”


      “A martyr?” Just talking about this made her want to strangle the deity in front of her. He inhaled deeply, then exhaled.


      “A hero.” Not wanting to continue the conversation, Eros left when the snowcat did not respond. As soon as he opened the door, Rivv walked out of the back with what she’d come here for. The scent almost made her jump up and snatch in from his paws, but he was old. She doubted he could take that sort of shock.

    


    
      “I’m sorry your friend couldn’t stay.” He sat down opposite her, followed by the younger lupis at his heels. He sat down as well, silently setting the three glasses down and beginning to pour out the dark beverage from a ceramic teapot. While he worked, the small dragon from the counter flapped over and landed on his shoulder.


      “Your familiar?” Mhegan asked, causing the male to jump and spill a few drops. The older male next to him just chuckled.


      “He’s been here for about a week now. I don’t think he understands my process.” After sipping the drink and quite glad for the warmth and richness, she smiled at both of them. For now, she could ignore the angel’s words.


      “And what process is that?” Rivv pointed at the now-cooled pastries in the middle of the table.


      “He needs a useful skill before I’ll help him learn more spells. Being a mage won’t make him money in this city – baking pastries and brewing coffee will. And I hope everything is to your liking. You are Gren’s first customer.” Just to make sure the younger male understood how good they were, Mhegan continued to eat even if they were cold. After finishing the first mug of coffee, both lupis stood up and retreated back into the kitchen. The snowcat made sure to engulf every scrap of pastry on the table before standing back up. Once she did, the entire room suddenly shifted at a dangerous angle. What was going on? Before she could ponder the situation, blackness overtook her world.


      However much time passed, she didn’t know, but her eyes opened next to find her back in her room, bundled up in a very thick blanket. The pressure of another individual sitting on the bed immediately let her know what had happened – she must have passed out in the shop and been carried back here. When her eyes focused, she couldn’t help but feel ashamed. Torr’s paws were on either side of his head, massaging his temples. He’d already taken off his armor and tunic, showing off the very large scar in the center of his chest. Since the Hopegiver had resurrected him, the snowcat bore a mark on his chest from High General Takashi Ironskin’s killing blow. For some reason, the god could not remove it. When he looked at her, the cat could see the worry across his face.


      “Why didn’t you tell me you were pregnant?” A blush immediately exploded from her ears to her throat. His healing magic shouldn’t let him see that; as she understood, only a cleric could figure that out. Before she could voice this, though, he answered her.


      “When Rivv called for a healer, one of them checked if you were injured. They could feel the child inside you. These are sorts of things you need to tell me.”

    


    
      “Why?” The word left her before she thought about it. Torr gave her a sour glance, but answered in a steady voice.


      “Because it can only be mine, and I’ve always wanted children.” Before she could react he leaned over and kissed the sheets right above her belly. “If you had told me, I would have made sure everything would be taken care of. How long did you expect to hide it?”


      “Until I started to show.” Even as she pushed the sheets down to sit up, Torr moved to climb over her. As she sat up, lips pressed against hers. She’d wanted to keep everything a secret. Now that she knew he wouldn’t overreact like the archangel had, maybe everything would turn out just fine. The male snowcat’s muzzle moved back, letting the female breathe again.


      “I need to head back to the palace – the only reason I left was because you collapsed. Want to come back with me?” She nodded; seeing the monarch would make her feel better.


      After making their way to the castle grounds, the female snowcat could tell the level of tension would not lower any time soon. Entering the palace gates, she noticed the new additions built in after the head paladin heard about Takashi Ironskin’s advance. The spectral guards that Vorel had summoned some months before did not need rest or relaxation, but since the Minister of War did not trust the magical creatures, he kept the full guard up at all times. Those males and females appreciated the ghostly guards; they never talked, but they also never strayed from their positions for gambling or liquor. The summoned creatures would remain until Vorel turned them back off again. Walking past the wall and waving at a few of the living guards, Mhegan pulled her coat tighter around her. Though she didn’t feel temperature that often, a good blast of cold could cut through everything she wore.


      Entering the palace these days took a little more than simple striding into the main castle. With the Shield of the Palace in place, only those cleared by the Head Paladin of the Hopegiver, members of the royal family, or the Captain of the Royal Guard could safely pass into the main building. Anyone else who tried to pass through the barrier would find it as strong as a brick wall. Torr fell into the “cleared” category, and as long as he kept his paws on the female, he assumed she would be safe. Her origin protected her, but he didn’t need to know that.


      Once they entered the castle proper, they made their way quickly through the main areas and up to the higher floors. From what the commoners were saying, King Silverway had not been taking audiences from anyone except the most prestigious of international guests. Torr, as the acting Head Paladin of the Hopegiver, could move as he pleased. Wolfen and lupis guards nodded at him as he passed, but shot questioning glances at Mhegan. She’d never gone past the main rooms, so her accompanying the paladin would come as something as a shock. Even with the knowledge that they wouldn’t stop her, the glances of guards that could very easily not only overpower her but cut her half made her very quiet.

    


    
      A servant opened the doors from the inside as the two snowcats approached the king’s private rooms, letting them in without a word. Besides three servants that were busy either cleaning the first room or moving dinner plates out of the way, the king sat in a black robe trimmed with ebony lace, sipping a glass of what the female assumed was whiskey. It had gotten more popular over the years in Vasani, especially amongst the nobility.


      “I am sorry I needed to leave, Your Majesty.” The middle-aged lupis looked up, smiling weakly at the paladin. Even though he might be just a paladin and the other male a monarch, Torr gently pulled the glass out of the king’s paw. “Sir, we talked about this.” The monarch nodded, standing up and patting down his robes even though nothing clung to them.


      “I know, Torr.” As he spoke, every servant silently made their way over to the exit and left before he continued. Once the door was closed, the paladin continued.


      “What’s the news with Ironskin? The meeting with the strategists took place while I was gone, correct?” After casting a forlorn glance at the glass taken from him, King Silverway sighed. Looking at Mhegan, then back at the paladin, the female could tell what he was about to say wasn’t pleasant.


      “He made it another fourteen miles north today. At this rate, he’ll be in the capitol in less than a month.” Mhegan could not help but speak up after that statement.


      “Aren’t the healers and turners in the army helping with anything?” Those were commoner’s terms, but they referred to those clerics specifically chosen in military units to keep soldiers alive and since Ironskin’s armies mainly consisted of undead soldiers, about half of them shifted to only pushing back the reanimated soldiers with divine magic.


      “Sometimes, but most of them have been strengthened by the general’s power. Even the older clerics can’t turn the big ones.” Sighing, the king turned back to the table. The servants had only left one thing on the surface – a large parchment, rolled shut and secured with a small piece of string. Quickly the king yanked the twine off, flattening it out and presenting a very detailed map of Vasani, complete with some topographic detail. Once it remained still for a few moments, tiny flames appeared over the thick parchment, some black and others red. Judging by the positions and how the black points also converged within the walls of the capitol, Mhegan guessed they were the Vasani army. Once everything materialized, King Silverway pointed to a large conglomeration of red flames about halfway between Deaqiz and Eldere.


      “Here’s the majority of Ironskin’s army, at least the undead ones. He’s being smart – leaving the Chosen soldiers that don’t really want to work with him anyway in the cities he moves through.” Torr turned to her.


      “Do you want to stay here for the tactics discussions? It might take a while, especially once the war minister shows up.” Mhegan had only met Sir Guy du Surai, the Knight Commander and acting Minister of War once, but that did not mean she disliked the lupis male. She just hated listening to conjecture and debating over possibilities. Things would happen no matter what they debated over.

    


    
      “I can walk back to the temple by myself. It’ll be...” She sensed something – an entity that shouldn’t be here. The mage school strictly controlled summoning, and because of that, certain things could only be called in protected areas. Whatever it was, the evil feeling made the fur on her neck stand up. She looked over at Torr – the paladin didn’t sense it, but still noticed her troubled reaction.


      “It’ll be what?” He smiled warmly at her, but now something else had her attention.


      “Fine.” She silently left the room, and as soon as the door was close behind her, she started running. It wasn’t completely materialized yet, and if she hurried, she might be able to stop something bad from happening.


      Once she left the palace grounds, the bad feeling intensified. It felt like it was coming from the Temple of Hopegiver. Was one of the clerics being stupid, or a mage worshiper bringing in a pet that was setting off alarms? Turning a corner into the temple district, she nearly toppled over when one of the lupis from the slums barreled past her. Everyone seemed to be vacating every temple on the street, and now she could see why – the defenses for every chapel she could see were going off. Lights and loud noises exploded from every window and door; the large stone doors for her new home had summoned the chains apparently designed to hold something still. From what Rasvim had told her before the fox paladin left a few weeks ago, they triggered at anyone that violated the central tenants of the Hopegiver, like a darkmage or demon.


      Though the chains would prevent anyone else from entering the building, Mhegan strode through them and could now see what what going on. Acton, Sven and Gix had all returned during her trip to the palace, but something was seriously wrong. Both the nezumi stood over their lion companion, trying to lift him off the ground. A magic circle glowed beneath him – it was the source of the unpleasant feelings in the snowcat’s mind. From what she could assess, magic rooted him to the tiled floor. The other two males’ pulling might as well be futile.


      “Get back Mhegan!” Acton might be yelling at her, but the magic seething from the floor suddenly grew brighter, and a paw appeared right next to Sven out of the floor. The mouse’s anger could wait. As soon as that the creature’s entire lower arm was visible, it bent and gripped the floor. The magic circle faltered as whatever it was lifted itself up, revealing another arm and torso in a single intake of breath. The paladin present pulled out a dagger, but dropped it in shock as the creature completely rose out of the floor, stood, and smiled.


      It was a demon, and a damn powerful one. Of the more common races, it most closely resembled a tall lupis with blood-red fur, but the similarities ended there. Sharp horns nearly as long as Mhegan’s forearm jutted from its – his – forehead, ending in tiny black flames. He was not facing the snowcat at the time, so she could see the many small spines that erupted from his spine and continued down his tail. His claws remained untrimmed, long and dangerous with a few more sparks of ebony fire. Bat-like wings flapped in the air, keeping him about an inch off the ground. Even as he spoke, steam rushed out of his nose and lips.

    


    
      “Did you honestly think I would give you such power without a price, my little follower?” The lion, still on the floor, visibly shook. None of those three males could vanquish something that powerful. Even Acton would be killed if Mhegan didn’t act fast.


      “You promised...” The demon kicked the lion in the gut, breaking the magic bindings and sending him sliding all the way to the podium where clerics would perform the service. A few of his ribs had probably cracked in the process.


      “You were foolish to believe me. I think I’ll take what I can find here.” The circle below him retracted into a disc about the size of a dinner plate, radiating heat. Now, with the demon distracted trying to bore down into the vault, she could interfere. Hopefully everyone would listen to her needs afterward. Acton lunged at the creature – it knocked him away with one swipe of a paw. Though he did not collapse, the mouse knew better than to try that again. Gix did not even attempt combating against the demon. He seemed to know better.


      “Get out of here.” All three males and the demon turned to stare at Mhegan. To be fair, she did not look intimidating, but the evil entity was about to learn something about entering places he didn’t belong. The unholy creature, held out an upturned paw to her, a mocking gesture of peace.


      “I suppose you are going to stop me?” Once she stood only a few inches from the outstretched paw, she gripped his forearm with strength he did not expect. The demon tried to swing her around, but he suddenly found his body was not under his control anymore. Even his muzzle could not open, though she could see the muscles in his neck trying. Just so he could be scared, she released control of his mouth.


      “What are you? A goddess?” He tried to pull away again, with no success. She gripped a bit harder, and white fire exploded across his arm. The fur, flesh, and bone all instantly burned to ash, with the fire creeping up the extremity while he howled in pain.


      “No.” She rose her other paw, pressing a single finger to his chest. He could feel the searing holy power even more now. “I’m a pissed off pregnant female with a lot of power.”


      As he exploded from the sudden powerful burst of divine energy, Acton noticed something that disturbed him. He had assumed Mhegan was nothing more than a somewhat attractive snowcat the paladin Torr had rescued, but now doubts filled his mind. In the moment between the creature dissolving and the power fading from the female, he could see giant feathered wings behind her and a bastard sword floating beside her. Nothing remained of the demon after the magic disappeared; even the focused circle no longer remained, but a deep gouge in the tile showed it would not be forgotten for a while. Still wearing a serious expression, the snowcat looked at the paladin and two other males. While Acton had been distracted, Sven had crawled up beside him.

    


    
      “Don’t tell Torr,” she commanded, breathing heavily. Calmly walking out of the main worship room, the snowcat left the present paladin with a lot of questions. All of the clerics had the good sense to leave earlier, so only the mouse and his companions witnessed that display of power. Only one thought kept flashing through Acton’s mind.


      What the hells was she?


      

    

  


  
    
      Part Two: Mier


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter 7 Deaqiz


      
         
      


      To explain the Chosen is very simple:


      They are arrogant. They are manipulative.


      They are backstabbing. They are wicked.


      And they love their children.


      - Acheshin Hern, Former Head Paladin of the First


      Three more undead soldiers flew away from him – Mier never needed to use up divine magic to toss these around. Armored reanimated soldiers might be a menace against an unarmed populace, but a Wolfen in full plate armor with a battleaxe was another story. Still, they kept advancing on him as he tried to make his way closer to the Hopegiver’s main temple here. Even though he’d skirted Ironskin’s armies on the way to this city, making his way into the city proper did take a little violence. Once he announced himself as a paladin of the Hopegiver with a stance of non-interference at the gate, the Chosen soldiers let him pass. However, his divine power triggered several alarms, so a contingent of undead soldiers had been summoned and were now attempting to force him out of the city.


      “You know...” Someone said behind him as he crushed two skulls together and watched the undead soldier’s armor lock together, forcing them immobile, “If you just run to where you’re going, they won’t follow past about a dozen blocks.” As he swung to knock back one of the last remaining skeletons, the Wolfen turned to see who was talking to him. Even though the lupis looked a bit younger than would be appropriate, he wore the vestments of a cleric. If Mier remembered correctly, the symbol on his chest was the holy symbol of Yataa, god of storms. As a port city, the temple to that god would be very prominent here.


      “Fine.” Punching the last reanimated soldier clear through the abdomen and severing his spine, leaving the skeleton little more than a pair of skittering legs, the large male rushed down the street. As he dropped to all fours, many of the city folk and soldiers alike turned to stare. Even in his paladin armor, an eight-foot-tall canine barreling down a wide lane garnered attention. Though he’d never been to this city before, the scent of burning herbs caught his attention after rushing through a few sections of the city. Taking a side road, he stood back up to his full height. Just as the cleric has predicted, nothing else chased him once he moved deeper into the city. Now he could see the spires for some of the larger temples; the Temple of the Hopegiver should be near the center.

    


    
      To make sure the people did not revolt against him, High General Takashi Ironskin made certain concessions with the temples of Deaqiz. He needed this city as a starting point for his campaign north, so if the commoners fought against him and diverted his resources, time would be wasted. First of all, as long as the clerics did not attack or attempt to turn his undead soldiers, they could continue functioning as though nothing had changed. He even would not ask them to heal the Chosen soldiers under his command or quarter anyone against their will. If what Vorel had said was true – and he trusted the lupis with his life – the Hopegiver’s temple here should still be well-stocked to help him get to Wolfen Valley. He did not heal well, so potions, holy water, and bandages were a must for him to carry everywhere. On the way south from Eldere, he’s used up almost everything.


      No matter where the temples were built, every single one of the Hopegiver’s chapels looked just like a smaller version of the one in Eldere. Two clerics stood outside, speaking to each other while a few Chosen soldiers idled a dozen or so yards away. The felines noticed him first, but they did not react. His breastplate told them there was a reason for him to be here. Even though he made a lot of noise when he moved, the holy males were so enthralled in each other they did not address him until he moved to pass them. One of them blinked, suddenly noticing the giant armored male beside them.


      “Mier!” He moved to grasp the Wolfen’s paw, confusing the paladin.


      “How do you know my name?” Both clerics looked at each other before smiling.


      “You’re the only Wolfen paladin of the Hopegiver, Mier. Of course we know who you are. Come inside!” All three males stepped into the chapel. Something immediately struck the canine as strange – not a single member of the poor waited for food or a cleric to look after them. Only two paladins and a cleric waited in the main worship room, all looking like they had nothing much to do. Bored clerics were something the male had never seen before; the slums in Eldere produced dozens of males and females who needed services every hour.


      “What can we help you with?” The wolf still held his arm, but Mier wasn’t about to shake him off. Wolfen did not have the same personal space issues most races exhibit, so having a stranger on his arm did not bother him.


      “I need a few healing supplies. Bandages, potions, those sorts of things.” Since he did not carry a pack, all of his belongings needed to fit in his belt pouches. Besides that, his greataxe caught on anything else against his back. Once when he was helping a group of soldiers practice, his weapon caught in his leather practice armor. Ripping apart his own armor could be entertaining, but in a real fight that would be problematic. That was the main reason he wore only full plate armor – his weapons couldn’t catch in it.

    


    
      “We will find whatever you need, paladin. Just wait up here.” The other cleric left, but the one still holding on to him pulled him further into the temple. Other holy males greeted him, asked him about the current trends in Eldere, or simply what he thought about how Ironskin’s invasion would continue. He didn’t really have anything to say to them. The giant canine didn’t keep up with trends, and as far as he was concerned, General Ironskin would probably be stopped soon by the Vasani army. No matter what the Oracle or king thought, Mier didn’t believe the general and his armies would make it all the way to the capitol. The royal family hadn’t been overthrown in a thousand years. Why would this be any different? After making his way to the upper floor of the temple and being introduced to most of the senior clerics and paladins, the Wolfen heard a commotion back near the doors.


      “I am not here to harm you!” someone yelled, followed immediately by a crash. Mier decided not to work his way back downstairs. Instead, he moved out of the prayer room he’d been speaking with a cleric in and hopped over the balcony. If he did it in his home temple, he could do it here. As soon as he slammed down onto the marble ground floor, wincing at the strain on his ankles, he pulled the greataxe from his back. No one threatened his temple.


      “Let me go!” Two clerics feebly tried to restrain a Chosen as he attempted to walk deeper into the chapel. The muscular feline did not have any weapons out, but still, no one wanted to take any chances. For anyone unfamiliar with the race, they might mistake the large cats to be felis, but several things separated them. First, they did not have the many tribes of the felis and instead all retained white fur with light blue stripes. Also, three stripes passed over their eyes, resembling slashes. All were also very muscular, with this one a typical example of his race. Once the male saw Mier, though, he stopped struggling. Instead, he simply spoke very loudly and very clearly.


      “Paladin of the Hopegiver, under the laws of the Codex of Faith, Chapter One, I call upon your assistance.” Both clerics let him go as the Wolfen stepped up to him. They probably figured Mier could rip the male in half. Though he held nothing against the male personally, his army was currently attempting to overthrow his country. Better to stay careful.


      “You know the laws, Chosen. Why have to come here, and why would the Hopegiver’s followers assist you?” The cat glared at him, but kept his voice even. He probably understood that the only reason the giant canine wasn’t physically throwing him across the street was because he hadn’t shown any aggression yet.


      “I am not here as a member of High General Takashi Ironskin’s army, nor as a citizen of the K’Mir Empire. I am here as simply someone betrayed who needs another to help them.” The K’Mir Empire was the land of the Chosen, and if this feline thought Mier would believe such a thing, he should begin rethinking his strategy.

    


    
      “What is it you think I will help you with?” He would not speak for the clerics here – though they all served the same god, they were not his servants. The Chosen looked at the clerics on either side of him, assessing the situation, before he knelt. Unlike most who took this approach, the male did not look humbled in the least. His piercing eyes still directly met Mier’s gaze. As he spoke, the Wolfen returned his greataxe to his back. He doubted he’d need it.


      “One of my family members has been kidnapped, and without help, they will be shipped back to the K’Mir Empire. I need others to help me get her back.”


      “Bring me a truth candle.” The feline blinked at Mier’s response, but still did not rise from the floor. Another minute and one of the younger clerics passed the canine a white beeswax candle that emitted a slight buzzing sound. Once the other male let it, a strange feeling settled over the entire room. Though this spell could not affect the Wolfen, he bet the Chosen before him would not be able to resist it.


      “Repeat what you just said, Chosen, and if the candle does not flicker, I will help you.” The male cleared his throat, frowning at the inquisition-like atmosphere. Even if this wasn’t completely necessary, it would let the clerics feel safer about the situation.


      “I require assistance to help save one of my family members from being shipped to the K’Mir Empire.” The candle’s flame did not so much as shift during every word, so the paladin quickly extinguished it and passed it back to the lupis on his side.


      “Then we will recover your family member. Where is she now?” He’d mentioned a female, so the Wolfen assumed a wife. No one would brave fighting against their own army for a cousin or other distant relative.


      “She is being held on one of the ships at the eastern end of the docks. The captain plans to leave in the morning.” Popping one of his shoulders, Mier bared his teeth.


      “Let’s get moving then.”


      As a Wolfen, Mier could not simply walk through any of the severely controlled districts of Deaqiz. Even if the gate guards would let him through, others near the administrative buildings and docks would not let him roam free. At least his fur was black, so after dusk they could move quite quickly. On all fours he rushed from one alleyway to another, not being noticed by the bored guards nearing the end of their shift. Just to make sure they could remain moving as quickly as possible, the Chosen clung to his back, his strong legs wrapped around the male’s middle. Though Mier could hear grumbling every time he took a corner too fast or stood up without warning, the feline did not complain too loudly. Having a feared soldier holding on to him did not really by itself help them remain hidden, but if someone asked, they had a cover; he was a Wolfen mount, and since the soldiers didn’t know much about other races, they might believe that. Once the docks were in sight, Mier motioned for the Chosen to climb off.

    


    
      “What’s your name?” The male turned to him, brushing some street dirt off his leggings. Unlike other soldiers, he preferred chainmail over half-plate or full platemail.


      “Trent.”


      “Mier.” Very few guards patrolled the docks – every country had already been informed of the city’s capture, so no merchant vessels who didn’t want to directly trade with Ironskin’s forces approached the port.


      “Point to the boat you need.” One sharply-clawed finger jutted out at the only galleon with armed guards on the deck. This might take a little more imagination than expected, but the guards would not notice them if the Chosen had the skills needed.


      “How’s your climbing?” Trent looked over at him inquisitively, as though he wasn’t expecting any ideas from the other male.


      “Decent....”


      “Then follow me.”


      The two males made their way around the rest of the ships, making sure not to journey too close to any source of light. If they did, someone on the boat might notice them and open fire. All of the males carried crossbows along with multiple bladed weapons on their backs and belts. Since speed did not matter as much here, the feline could follow behind him without issue. Once they reached the dock on the other side of the ship, Mier made sure to step as far back from the vessel as he could. When the Chosen looked at him strangely, the Wolfen suddenly rushed forward across the dock and jumped. Slamming into the side of the boat, he dug his claws into the wood and slid down a few inches. Once he could maintain a hold, Mier turned his head to the side and nodded at the Chosen still standing on the dock. The feline’s claws were sharp – this would be much easier for him. He rolled his eyes, but still jumped up right beside him. Now they could surprise the guards.


      Right before they reached the deck, Mier turned to the Chosen and smiled. He didn’t hunt that often anymore, so this was as close as he could get. Just to make sure the male understood what he wanted to do, he mouthed “stay”. The other male nodded; now was his chance to relieve some tension. Peaking up over the edge, he counted three guards in sight and two more he could hear pacing near the wheel and the back end of the boat. One of them was about to turn his way – now was his chance. Before the male completely faced him, Mier gripped the ship railing and heaved himself over.


      The closest males heard him hit the wood planks, but did not have the chance to react. As soon as he hit the deck he reached out for the first one. The others wouldn’t shoot at him with their ally in the way, and just to make sure, Mier threw the first Chosen into his closest ally. These males might be large compared to other non-Wolfen races, but he could throw them around just as easily. The third guard aimed his crossbow at the paladin – that wouldn’t do. He got the first shot off, but the bolt bounced off the canine’s breastplate. He didn’t like wearing a helmet, so if the feline had just thought to aim for his brain instead of his heart, he might have gone down. Advancing, he yanked the weapon from the male’s paw and punched him clear off the boat, breaking the opposite railing along the way. The last two guards were moving toward him, and it sounded like Trent was having some trouble getting over the railing. These Chosen just did not have the grace he’d seen from felis. The clicks of crossbows behind him told him the males decided circling around would be the best idea.

    


    
      “You shouldn’t be here.” They’d noticed Trent and apparently were much more worried about him now even as the large male turned to follow their movements. Now that they were distracted, the Wolfen very calmly placed a paw on the tops of each of their heads. Both tensed up, but neither had the foresight to keep an eye on him. He popped their heads together just hard enough to knock them out cold, sending them down on to the deck. As soon as they collapsed, Trent pulled out a dagger.


      “What are you doing?” He knelt beside the two bodies, moving their heads to expose their throats.


      “Making sure they don’t interfere.” Before the paw holding the weapon could descend any further, Mier grabbed his forearm.


      “No.” The Chosen looked up at him, apparently confused by his reaction.


      “We need to make sure they don’t raise an alarm.” Did this male honestly think Mier would let him kill two defenseless soldiers? Sure, they would prove a complication, but something like this could not occur.


      “If you know the Hopegiver’s teachings, you should know better.” After rolling his eyes again, the male moved to sheath his dagger.


      “You’ll owe me, paladin.” Not speaking his name probably meant something to the feline, but right now, Mier didn’t care. There would probably be more guards below decks. Walking up to the only door heading down, he pressed his ear against it. Very few noises could be heard, and especially confusing to the male was the lack of footsteps or breathing. No normal guard could maintain his breathing that well. Rather than waiting for someone to move up and inspect the deck, he stepped back and slammed his shoulder into the door. It instantly shattered from his weight – very few wooden blockades could stop him. Motioning for the Chosen to pass him, he waited until the other male started descending the steps before calmly picking what was left of the door up and setting it back in the frame after them. If someone on the docks saw an open door, they would be much more likely to investigate.


      No lanterns were lit once they moved passed the entrance, but the Wolfen could see perfectly in even the worst situations. Noticing how quickly the feline moved as well told him either the male could see just as well as he could or the Chosen already understood the layout of the vessel. Two more sharp turns and they came to a another door. Trent tested his weight against it and frowned.

    


    
      “This one’s barred.” The Wolfen nodded and swung around his greataxe. Instead of moving completely out of the way, the warrior in front of him simple pressed up to the wall and tilted his face away from the door. He understood this would be faster. One swing and his axe shattered the bar holding the door shut from the other side – a second and the entire blockade went flying into the room. Now, he let the Chosen enter first.


      About a dozen females and small children waited quietly at the other end of the room, most of their eyes wide at the sudden encroachment. Everyone wore non-military clothing, which instantly made the canine drop down to all fours so he did not look as intimidating. He might want to scare a guard, but this helpless group had done nothing to him. The door being thrown into the room rested on top of the largest Chosen here, and seeing as he was the only one in armor, the Wolfen assumed he was the armed guard. Many of the prisoners seemed to recognize Mier’s companion, but no one spoke up until he addressed them. The paladin did not understand the Chosen language, but he understood body language well enough to know Trent was asking about his family member. After a few moments, his companion roared frustration and punched the wall, causing many of the children to hide behind the larger prisoners. They all had chains around their ankles, but the links gave them enough movement to move a few feet around.


      “She’s not here.” That was in Common, so Mier could pay attention now.


      “Ask them where she’d be.” After making the wooden planks beside him take a few more hits, the feline translated to the prisoners. A few seconds of debate and the holy male had his answer.


      “They think she’s on one of the other boats.” His anger was understandable, but he remembered the armies that had invaded Wolfen Valley when he still lived there took prisoners as well. It did not make sense to separate prisoner groups, especially if they already all spoke the same language. Suddenly, he thought of something Acton did to find children hiding in the chapel.


      “Tell everyone to hold their breath.” While everyone quieted down, Mier hunkered down on the wooden planks and turned his head, his left ear pressing down on the floor. Having everyone stop breathing for a few moments would give him complete silence – just what he needed. Soft breathing could still be heard about ten feet from him, beneath the deck. As he slowly crept forward, not really paying attention as the Chosen prisoners moved out of his way, the Wolfen paused at a change in the wood pattern. Hooking a few claws into the plank, he yanked it clean out of the floor. It should reveal what remained of the bottom of the boat, but instead a small cubbyhole containing a young Chosen covering its face. A long dress told the paladin it was a female, but he’d never been good at guessing children’s ages. When the feline looked up, brilliant, entrancing purple eyes met him.

    


    
      “Move.” Trent shoved him aside to get to the child, and Mier wasn’t about to resist him. When the Chosen leaned over the opening, small arms reached up for him.


      “Daddy!”


      Getting away from the docks ended up being just as easy an infiltrating the area. Trent kept his daughter close to his chest, running as fast as he could to keep up with the Wolfen. Mier wanted to get out of harm’s way now, before the guard he’d knocked into the water could get to someone to help him track the paladin down. With being only about a three day’s trek away from Wolfen Valley, he wouldn’t be the only one of his kind here, but definitely the only one stomping across ships and throwing guards in various directions. Though they did have a few close calls, both of the males and their cargo made it back to the temple district without any serious problems.


      Once they were back at the Hopegiver’s temple, the clerics still stayed away from Trent. His grip stayed on the child in his arms, and before anyone could object, he hurried away to one of the private prayer rooms upstairs. Though the holy males here would normally have attempted to stop him, Mier held up his paws to let the Chosen pass. Most of the lupis watched him almost as often as the other male, not because they thought him dangerous, but because he had been a paladin much longer than any of them. He was not here to give advice – right now he just wanted to make sure everything would be alright with Trent’s child, so he followed the sound of the cat’s deep voice to the room he’d hidden in. Doubting the male would mind, Mier gently pushed open the door. There was Trent, on his knees, holding the female by her shoulders. The candles that would normally help him relax on the shelf behind him remained unlit and all the plush seats had been set aside.


      “Are you sure you’ll be alright?” His daughter nodded, a serious look across her face. The warriors tone had softened significantly from earlier in the chapel or even on the prisoner vessel.


      “Then I will ask the clerics of the Red Prince to help you.” When he looked over at the paladin, his eyes also carried a softness not seen until now. Before he could explain why he’d come up here – he needed to explain that the male could not remain in the temple much longer without irritating everyone present – the Chosen spoke.


      “I need you to help me get my daughter to the Red Prince’s chapel. They will help her.” The Red Prince was a god of inborn magic, honesty, and contracts, and due to an affinity for lawful exchange, his temples sometimes worked with those of the Hopegiver. Even if Trent was some sort of defector, the temple might not help him. Just to hear his full explanation, Mier stepped into the room, shut the door behind him, and sat down with an exhale.


      “What makes you think so?” As he explained, the younger Chosen clung to his armor, as though afraid of the paladin in the room. That was to be expected; most children found him intimidating the first time.

    


    
      “She is an inborn mage – that’s why the army wants to get her back ho...to the K’Mir Empire.” Tilting his head to the side, the Wolfen leaned in a bit closer. Even as they talked, the little girl’s eyes were changing color. Was that normal for a spellcaster?


      “There’re lots of mages...” As he studied the child, trying to figure out how to get her to stop clinging, she reached out and poked him in the nose. Automatically he huffed – she giggled. Trent rolled his eyes, lifted one of the girl’s paws to Mier’s muzzle, and pressed small fingers into his fur. Since he didn’t snap at her, the small feline apparently decided he wasn’t an animal. While her paws gently explored his face, having the good sense not to poke him in the eyes, Trent elaborated.


      “There are a lot of mages here, but not in the K’Mir Empire. One in twenty lupis are born with magic, but for the Chosen its about one in fifty thousand. I brought my daughter here when I first saw her power, but they sent the soldiers after her. They found her when I was out trying to find the Red Prince’s temple.” He shrugged, smiling slightly when the child started playing with the Wolfen’s lips. When Mier opened his muzzle to lap at her fingers, she shrieked playfully and jumped back. Trent’s smile grew a bit wider, but he still continued.


      “They wanted to make sure she’d be trained for the army to help conquer this country and the Shun Empire to the west. If they got her back there, she wouldn’t see me again, and be programmed like everyone else.” That got the canine’s attention.


      “Programmed?” The Chosen’s smiled shifted from amused to sarcastic.


      “You think all Chosen are born with their beliefs that the vulpines are arcane tricksters, the lapins nothing but childlike fighters, and the Wolfen monsters?” He pulled his daughter back to him, nuzzling against her when she stood up on her toes to whisper in one of his ears. She even cupped her paw to conceal her lips, stealing glances back at the paladin. Once she moved back down, the warrior chuckled.


      “She thinks you’re a big dog, like the ones trackers use to find deer.” This made him smile – that was a fairly common reaction from the children in rural towns he visited, especially since he rarely spoke. “Now she wants to know if you can help bring her where I need to leave her.”


      “Only if you tell me where you’re going from here.” The Chosen’s smile faded slightly, but the amusement in his voice remained.


      “I need to move away from her – they can track me, but part of her magic, even if she can’t control it yet, leaves her undetectable.” The Wolfen nodded and moved to stand completely back up. His ears were flattened by the ceiling.


      “Do you want to come with me to Wolfen Valley?” The words left him before he thought it over, but now that he considered it, having someone else with him could prove quite useful, especially someone who might be able to stave off attacks from any K’Mir Empire soldiers they ran into. The Chosen knelt there for a moment, considering, before he stood up with his daughter in his arms. Even on his feet, the male stared into Mier’s chest.

    


    
      “I suppose.”


      Without the chance of soldiers accosting them, they made it to the Red Prince’s temple across the district in only a few minutes. Unlike the god’s other chapel within the market district in Eldere, this one appeared empty of the normal money exchange tables and state officials explaining tact and taxes to new merchants. Even though this functioned as a port city, the statue of the lupis-looking god showed chipping and other signs of disrepair. Only one cleric sat at the base of it, and from the looks of him, no one had been in the temple all day. Once the Wolfen accidentally knocked over a pedestal topped with an empty collections plate, the cleric noticed them and jerked up.


      “How can I help you?” He sounded unnaturally excited, like this might be his only opportunity to speak to anyone today. Mier hunkered down so as not to appear like a giant monster. Even some educated individuals feared Wolfen purely due to their size. The holy male might notice the holy symbol built into his breastplate, but for now, Trent spoke.


      “We need to make sure a mage child is protected.” The cleric only blinked at the Chosen’s presence. When he didn’t answer, the warrior continued. “Under the laws of the Red Prince, a child possessing magic, willingly surrendered to the clerics of any chapel under the god of inborn magic, shall be protected and hidden if danger is imminent.” Again, the cleric only blinked. Mier shifted his weight from one foot to the other – how did this feline know so much about the different gods and goddesses of this country? The Wolfen thought only the First, the god and creator of the Chosen, was spoken of across the sea.


      “Let me call out the other clerics....” he seemed to say it to the air, since he never actually looked at the Chosen as he spoke and simply started wandering off toward one of the side corridors. The remaining canine and feline looked at his each other, but almost as fast a half-dozen lupis clerics in red robes appeared out of the sides of the temple. One of the females smiled warmly at the paladin and Chosen, motioning for the cat to approach.


      “My comrade explained. We will gladly help hide your child.” Though Mier thought everything would be finished at this point, Trent shook his head.


      “I need you to hide her from the K’Mir Empire’s soldiers – Ironskin does not concern me.” The cleric nodded slightly, her smile not fading. Trent’s daughter hid her face in her father’s chest, but did not resist when the cleric’s paws moved to lift her up and away from the older feline. With one last glance, she clung to the cleric.


      “Do not worry,” the wolf cooed to the child, then turned to Trent. “We will arrange transport for her to Eldere, to the chapel of the Red Prince there. Is that acceptable?” The Chosen nodded. Mier turned away from the group to give Trent a few last moments with his daughter, but the feline followed him immediately. When he turned to ask him, the cat’s expression remained steady, yet still answered his perked-up ears.

    


    
      “I don’t want to drag this out. Let’s return to the Hopegiver’s temple, and then I will go with you to Wolfen Valley. The less time I spend in this city, the better.”


      After picking up Mier’s supplies from the temple, the two males only made one more stop in town before continuing their way west. While the paladin waited outside, the Chosen entered an inn used for K’Mir Empire soldiers during leave. A few minutes later he walked about out, wearing a suit of armor that looked as though it had been carved out of some form of smoky crystal. A pack now rested heavily on his pack, but he carried the weight as though it didn’t bother him. Besides the daggers and longsword on his belt from earlier, he also now carried two bastard sword on his back. It took a skilled soldier to even carry that weapon in one paw, let alone one in each at the same time. Once they passed through the gates, the Chosen on his back and the paladin on all fours, Mier couldn’t help but ask the obvious question.


      “Why aren’t you in the army?” The male on top of him jumped off as soon as they were out of site of the gate guards, but it still took him a few seconds of silence to answer.


      “I’ve spent my entire adult life studying the teachings of every god and goddess I could find, especially the First. The problems I have with the military all center on their allegiance with Takashi Ironskin.” Thinking the allegiance had been to both sides’ advantage, the Wolfen perked his ears up and kept an eye on the other male. He didn’t pay attention to politics, but someone who viewed the new invasion from another side might help him understand why there were so many different opinions on the matter in Eldere. The one meeting with the king he’d gone to resulted in every member of some council throwing different ideas on how to deal with the invading army. Luckily, he didn’t need to respond to the statement for the feline to continue.


      “Necromancy is against the basic teachings of the First. The only reason the High Generals agreed to ally with him was because of the massive amount of soldiers he could bring to the front lines, and how intelligent of a strategist he is. At the same time they claim to follow the teachings of the First, they ally with a necromancer that not only reanimates the corpses of our enemies, but those of Chosen soldiers.”


      “That’s worse?” To be honest, the Wolfen knew very little about other deities besides the Black Goddess, the patron goddess and mother of his people. Trent nodded.


      “According to the actual religious teachings, we are created from the flesh and blood of the First – that means our bodies are sacred. It’s why you’ll never see a fat or lazy Chosen; most consider it disrespectful to our origin. When a necromancer reanimates a Chosen, it’s one of the worst things that can be done. Ironskin might as well be violating soldiers on the battlefield.”

    


    
      They kept walking for another few hours, the moon rising almost to its peak, until they came across one of the state-owned inns along the road leading to Wolfen Valley. Like every cheap inn sponsored by the government, it showed off the royal seal above the main entrance and a well-lit bar. It would only be a few more days west, but making sure they got significant amounts of sleep would help. He didn’t know how much sleep Chosen needed, but if they were anything like the felis, it would be much more than he did. Normally he only rested a few hours unless he’d exerted himself the day before, so when he stayed with Acton at the chapel he’d generally just listen to the mouse’s soft breathing until drifting off some time later.


      Dropping a few copper pieces on the bar, he noticed the lupis bartender paying particular attention to his companion. Though Trent did not look frightening to the Wolfen, now that he thought about it, a supposedly evil male from across the sea, covered in armor and weapons, would probably garner a few strange glances. Leaning over the polished bartop and smiling, Mier indiscriminately passed the wolf a platinum piece.


      “Don’t make a scene, and send a barmaid up with a tray of drinks and some food.” The male nodded, pocketed the coin, and turned back around to start on a few mugs of alcohol. Before any of the twenty or so patrons noticed the Chosen that had just strode in, the Wolfen took the key left on the bar and pointed to the stairs. The cat grinned, showing off an entire mouth full of brilliantly white, pointed teeth, and followed.


      Once they were in private, the paladin gratefully shrugged off the majority of his armor. He might not mind wearing it, but after so long in Wolfen Valley without the need for it, there was always the urge to remain as free as possible. As soon as his chest was bare, he let out a sigh of relief. They’d kept a brisk pace once leaving the city, so his thick fur was matted down with sweat. He couldn’t detect it, but the cat beside him snorted.


      “I can’t really say anything, I suppose.” He’d taken off his breastplate as well, carefully setting down the piece of armor as though it could shatter. His fur looked similarly soaked, but his torso also bore three massive scars, as though a large animal had slashed him clear from his left shoulder to the right side of his waist.


      “What happened?” The male shrugged as he carefully stripped off his pauldrons and bracers, baring his arms and even more scars.


      “You don’t go through training for the K’Mir Empure without picking up a few memories. Even though I didn’t eventually join the army, everyone has to receive basic training. Others are from some of the more...amusing fights I’ve been in.”


      “Amusing?” While both males sat down on opposite sides of the bed, undoing their leggings, the Chosen continued explaining.


      “Once of the firsts tests I was given during the military training was to fight against a young dragon a few hunters had picked up in the western deserts. I got me across the chest, and here.” When the paladin looked back, the other male male was pointing to a thin burn on the inside of his left leg. Both now sat only feet from each other, the canine in a loincloth and the cat in cutoff trousers and boots. A few yanks and the boots came off.

    


    
      “You can have the bed,” Mier commented, standing up to answer a knock on the door. A young female lupis in a simple dress was balancing a tray with four large tankards of what smelled like mead and another tray with two large steaks. Until now, he didn’t realize just how hungry he was. Taking both trays from her, he kept the door open to indicate she shouldn’t go anywhere as he set them down on top of the one small table beside the bed. While he walked back to talk with the servant, he could hear Trent start to drink.


      “I think we’ll need two more steaks at least.” When she looked incredulous, he turned back into the room to pull a gold coin from one of his belt pouches and flicked it to her. He never used to be able to do more dexterous motions like that until Acton started helping him. Once the female bit the coin, she smirked and shifted her weight to show off how slim her hips were. He pretended not tot notice.


      “Right away. Will your friend need anything?”


      “A drink that isn’t made from honey,” Trent called out, holding up the first empty stein and making a face. The wolf bowed and rushed back downstairs.


      “I think you scared her,” the Wolfen commented, turning back to reach for the only steak the cat wasn’t currently ripping chunks off of with his sharp claws. As they both ate in silence, the paladin was quite surprised at how comfortable the Chosen was becoming. When he reached over to grab another drink, Trent felt no issue with placing a paw on the canine’s thigh to stabilize himself. Outside of Wolfen Valley and Sacavni, he’d never met a male who did not exhibit a certain area of personal space. Once the holy male started draining his second stein, the lupis servant came back with another set of freshly-grilled steaks and a mug of something that smelled like a substance to clean wounds. Once Mier passed it, though, the Chosen smiled.


      “Finally, a drink with a kick.” Both clanged glasses together before continuing the night.


      The next morning when Mier’s eyes opened, he very much hoped Trent would not attack him. At some point after they’d both fallen asleep, the Wolfen had rolled over and wrapped his arms around the feline. The warrior, probably due to the alcohol, had even latched his claws into the paladin’s chest and cuddled up against him. He could feel him breathing, just like when Acton slept peacefully. Even worse, Mier had apparently even nibbled on the other male’s ears in the night. Why didn’t the cat just agree to sleep on the floor, rather than stubbornly comment he needed to sleep well too? The male in his arms stirred, causing the paladin to hold his breath.


      “You can let go of me.” The canine instantly rolled over and out of the bed. The Chosen yawned and arched his back to pop it before sitting up and starting to work a kink out of his thigh.

    


    
      “I’m sorry....” Mier began, but was cut off by a stare.


      “There’s nothing to be sorry about. I wanted to sleep in the bed too – don’t act like you consciously decided to grab me.” It was true that he hadn’t, but still, a male should be very uncomfortable about the situation. Once the other male stood up, he motioned at the paladin’s armor.


      “Get dressed. Don’t we need to keep moving?” With all tension in the room deflated by the Chosen’s nonchalant attitude, Mier silently started fitting his armor back on. If they kept moving, they would be in Wolfen Valley by the end of the week. It was good to know he couldn’t easily offend his new ally.


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter 8 Wolfen Valley


      
         
      


      From the Black Goddess, the Wolfen were born.


      Great canines, they retained more instinct,


      More understanding, more empathy,


      More caring than the other races.


      Is that why they love without question,


      without concern, and without guilt?


      - Lapin poet


      The more Mier talked with his Chosen ally, the more he realized how similar they were. Both of them had abandoned their original homelands in the name of a god; both chose to seek out those that believed similar to them. Neither of them chatted without reason, so Trent realized when the Wolfen said something on the road it was important. Even after explaining his mission in search of the Font of Darkness, Trent sounded excited over the entire prospect. Bandits might normally attack two males moving during the late afternoon and early night, but only very, very stupid ones would attempt combat against a Wolfen that stood nearly nine feet tall and a Chosen bristling with weapons. The two even came across a bandit camp the second day out, but the criminals scattered once the paladin howled playfully.


      The closer they got to Wolfen Valley, the fewer settlements and side roads the paladin saw. This was fairly normal – not only did the level of snow practically double a day west out of Deaqiz, but many country folk saw his people as barbaric. This would have caused some problems with the two of them, but the Hopegiver’s symbol on his chest procured him at least begrudged lodgings or food when they stopped. The sudden onset of winter kept most prey away from them, and even if they ran across a deer or something else large enough to feed the two of them, Mier felt somewhat self-conscious hunting in front of the other male. Even when Acton had watched him hunt once on a mission trip last year, he’d made the mouse gag; his normal benign demeanor shifting to that of a large predator scared even the most street-hardened people.

    


    
      About an hour out on the third day, Mier caught a scent. It wasn’t something that would normally garner his attention – the smell of blood was fairly common throughout the wilderness – but this was something freshly spilled. Veering off the somewhat-cleared western road, the paladin noticed a few splotches of red blood staining the snow near the tree line. Once he got closer, he needed to do something a bit strange to determine what the blood had come from. Waving at the Chosen impatiently loitering on the road to stay there he scooped up a small ball of loose blood-stained snow. Tentatively, he ran his tongue over the surface, feeling the flakes melt against his tongue. The coppery taste of fresh blood hit his tongue next, but it did not bother him. Swishing the taste around in his mouth, he took a moment to think it over.


      “What are you doing?” While he’d been distracted, Trent had walked up behind him. When he noticed the small traces of blood on his lips, rather than balking, poked a finger in the remaining snow still melting in the Wolfen’s paw. He also gave it a taste, smacked his lips and frowned.


      “I think it’s a female, but it’s not a race I know.”


      “Lupis.” How he knew that, he didn’t know, but for some reason the image of a female wolf popped into his mind as soon as the taste registered.


      “There’s a lot of blood here...” The feline pointed to four other splotches on the snow leading into the nearby woods – more blood than someone could lose safely. They needed to find her, and if she was alive, the paladin needed to make sure she survived.


      “She’s probably already dead.” Shrugging, the other male turned to move back toward the road, but the Wolfen huffed.


      “I can’t just leave her.”


      “You don’t even know who she is.” At least the feline had paused to answer him.


      “That doesn’t matter.” How could explain to this person, who probably only cared if his daughter lived or died, that they needed to find an injured stranger in the woods? As he was thinking, the warrior sighed.


      “This is a paladin thing, isn’t it?”


      “Yes.” That was sort of true – his paladin training told him to assist those in need, but even before joining his current profession, he’d tried to help those that he could. That might be why he took to being a paladin of the Hopegiver so easily. Now, he started following the blood deeper into the forest, not really caring if his companion followed. The feline could wait here if he wanted to, but he was going to find whoever was dead or dying.


      After about ten minutes of very carefully following the blood trail, the paladin came across a form wrapped in blankets. After gingerly pealing away a few layers of cloth, he pressed a paw against bare flesh. The female was still warm, but if the shallow breathing was any indication, she wouldn’t last much longer. He’d couldn’t see any wounds, but still he let some of his very finite healing magic trickle into her body. Her breathing suddenly became more rapid, and moving another section of blanket off, he revealed eyes slowly blinking back into consciousness. She looked up at him, focusing first on his face and appearing frightened, then noticing the holy symbol on his chest. It caused all the tension to disappear from her muzzle. Gently he picked her up – even with the weight of extra blankets, she felt far too light for an adult female.

    


    
      “Where am I?” her voice was strained, making her weakness still evident. Mier pulled her close to him as he made his way quickly back to the road, hoping The Chosen carried extra blankets with him. The Wolfen didn’t need them, but now this female required something dry.


      “You’re safe. Where are you from?” She didn’t respond for a few minutes as he rushed all the way to the treeline. Once he stepped back out into the fading rapidly sunlight, she responded.


      “Malorie Post.” It was the government-supplied station that separated Vasani proper from Wolfen Valley. Though mainly a military post, the last time the canine was there he remembered a few taverns for the soldiers and merchants to buy the rare metals off the few Wolfen that left the valley.


      “Then we’ll bring you there.”


      “We?” The Chosen, now standing next to him, looked down at the female in his arms and made a disapproving noise. Mier looked over at him, frowning.


      “She needs help.” The feline did not change his irritated expression.


      “Then heal her and send her on her way. She’ll only slow us down.” Looking between the lupis and the cat, Mier snorted.


      “It’s on the way.” He didn’t want to argue this. The wolf needed his help, and he was going to give it. Looking down at the female, he shifted her weight a little better so he could move at his normal speed. Contrary to his reaction, the Chosen followed him as he continued down the road. They needed to hurry. His magic could only help the female so much. If an infection had begun to grow in her lungs or she was frostbitten, a real healer would have to look after her.


      “Why are you helping me?” A voice called out from around his chest. Without slowing down his pace, the Wolfen responded.


      “Because I should.”


      Another hour and they could see the high walls of Malorie Post. Rather than stone, the outpost used the trunks of giant oaks sharpened at the ends to deter anyone attempting to besiege it. Wolfen had never assaulted anything around here, but the post had been built some years before the lupis actually understood how non-combative their neighbors to the west were. It took until one of the early kings met with some of the tribal leaders to stop the overall paranoia concerning the larger canines. Smoke rose up from some of the chimneys in the city despite the late hour, telling him someone at least was still awake. Hopefully they would know the female – he’d never asked her name before she fell asleep a few minutes out from where she’d been injured. Making his way to the gate, the soldiers on post jerked up from their card game to address him. Though they should normally be alert, bandit season was on halt until spring.

    


    
      “What is your business here, Wolfen?” Brushing the blanket from the female’s face, he held her out from his body so the guards could get a better look at her. One of them had the good sense to pick up a nearby lantern, then immediately drop it in surprise, knocking out the light but luckily not spilling oil everywhere.


      “Come right through.” They rushed to open the gate, two more guards jumping down from a narrow path supported on the other side of the wall. She must be someone important, since the two new males moved to take her out of his grip.


      “I’ll carry her.” He wasn’t going to debate it, and it was his duty to make sure she continued to remain safe. Both guards looked at each other, and it occurred to the large canine the female’s blankets were probably covering his holy symbol. No time to worry about that.


      “Follow us to the healer then.” He hadn’t seen a spire for a temple on his way to the gate – what did they have here that could help this female? The two guards walked in a straight line to one of the army barracks. Though he didn’t think bandages would help – when he’d tried earlier to move her blankets and see if she had any more wounds, she’d suddenly cocooned herself – they still swiftly entered the barracks to find a soldier bent over a table, dressed in leather bleached until it shown blazingly white. That would make him stand out on a battlefield; why would he wear such a thing? Once he turned from the table, though, the Wolfen could see white fire lining his paws.


      “Injury?” Again, the large male held out the female in his arms. Without moving more of the blankets, the new lupis tapped a finger to her nose. She stirred and the lupis male did not tap her again.


      “Lady Surai, you really should have taken a carriage. Some animals are desperate this time of year.” Mier thought he recognized the name, but the context did not come to him. Now he would relinquish the female, this Lady Surai, to someone else. Healers could always be trusted – their magic would not let anyone come to harm in their paws. The male motioned for Mier to set her down on another, cleared-off table. Once she rested comfortably, the lupis shooed him to the side.


      “Let me have space, paladin. I need to see what’s gone wrong.”


      Now that the Wolfen could spend a moment to study the healer, he noticed a few very strange characteristics. First, though he was only a few inches taller than a normal lupis, he was not lankly or disproportioned. He carried many muscles under his shaggy black-and-gray fur, so well in fact that the paladin stepped a bit closer so he could get a better look at him. Odd for this time of year, the male wore no shoes – his feet were digitigrade, like a Wolfen’s. Was he a small Wolfen or a strange lupis? It appeared that the other male noticed his curiosity, since he spoke to the paladin without turning to look at him.

    


    
      “My father was a Wolfen, my mother a lupis. Sometimes it works out. Can you please step back? I need to make sure none of these wounds get infected.” Without sneaking a peak at the female, passed out still and finally undone from her blankets, the Wolfen sighed and trudged back out of the barracks. She would be fine, and he’d gotten her back where she belonged. Now that he wasn’t worried about her, something else occurred to him. Where had Trent gone?


      “Get over here, Mier!” His traveling companion still waited at the gates, the guards stubbornly not letting him in even though the feline had remained behind him the entire way. Once he made it back to the gate and growled at the guards, they let the cat through.


      “We need to talk,” the Chosen stepped away from the gate, placing a paw on the canine’s upper arm to move him along. Once they were out of earshot and relative sight of the guards, the cat looked up at him, making a point to stare him straight in the eye.


      “I can’t just walk into cities, Mier. I’m a Chosen.”


      “I know.” The smaller male growled low in his throat.


      “No, you don’t. It not like you being a Wolfen entering a lupis city. You’ll get strange looks, or maybe a few off-color comments. My people are invading your country, paladin. Try not to leave me outside of a military post again. They wanted to sound the alarm, and the only reason they didn’t was because they could see me jogging behind you, without a weapon in my paw. Do you have something that would let me follow you without getting intercepted?” Thinking for the moment, the Wolfen reached into one of his belt pouches. It was a good thing he carried extras of just about everything.


      “Here.” Suspended on a heavy golden chain, Mier draped his spare holy symbol of the Hopegiver over the Chosen’s shoulders. Though the pendant set far too low on his chest, it would show he was trusted by the temples of the Hopegiver.


      “Good enough?”


      “Good enough.”


      After making sure everyone in charge understood the Chosen in the stone armor should not be shot at first sight, the two males stepped into one of the two open taverns. Everyone present, drinking or otherwise, gave the duo an appraising glance before returning to their activities. The bartender smiled at the paladin, neutrally stared at the warrior, and produced two more glasses. Before the Wolfen could pull out a few extra coins, someone else stepped in after them. Waiting for the other male to pass, the canine looked over when whoever entered placed a paw on his arm. It was the healer from earlier.

    


    
      “Thank you for bringing Lady Surai back here. Name’s J’Vul.” The paladin couldn’t help but frown at the name. It meant ‘bastard child’ in his native language.


      “Will she be alright?”


      “I sure hope so. Now feel free to celebrate.” The half-breed placed a gold coin on the bar and smiled, showing off sharp teeth that looked very much like the Wolfen beside him. Mier might as well, given that he still had another day before he needed to get to Wolfen Valley.


      “Celebrate what?” Though the Chosen was the one being grumpy, the healer answered in a very nice tone.


      “Midwinter, of course. It’s the longest night of the year tomorrow.”


      “Tomorrow?” Panic suddenly filled the paladin. Were his days off? He thought he still had two days left until the longest night of the year. Twisting around, he rushed from the building. He needed to be at the edge of Wolfen Valley the night of Midwinter, no matter what. Even as he sprinted through the gates on all fours, his mind intent on his task, he could not help but hear the heavy booted footsteps catching up to him. He couldn’t slow down here – the ridge along the valley would take him almost a day to climb.


      “You need to talk before you run off,” Trent said dryly, panting as he nearly tripped to keep up. The Wolfen only slowed enough that the other male could keep up without hurting himself.


      All through the night he ran, only stopping to hastily eat a few pawfuls of snow or grab something to eat that happen to come across his path. He could digest plants just as easily as any animal, and that came in handy when they stumbled across a few edible winter plants stubbornly trying to grow despite the foot of snow and low sunlight. By the time dawn broke, he could feel the ground rising up at an angle. Though the Chosen did not complain, Mier figured he did not like traveling this fast. They could sleep through the day – what happened the next night was more important.


      Climbing the outer side of Wolfen Valley the next afternoon proved difficult, especially since he needed to let Trent catch up every few minutes. It wasn’t a sheer wall, but the rising slope accompanied by the snow caused the paladin to bound forward in giant steps much more often than he actually walked. Several times he needed to double back and physically pick the Chosen out of a snowdrift. The cat didn’t like being picked up under his arms like a child, but it did keep him from dying of hypothermia, so he couldn’t really complain. Mier could see the top of the ridge by the time the moon started to rise – this would be well worth it.


      At the top of the ridge, the giant canine gratefully rolled over onto the narrow bank separating Wolfen Valley from the rest of the mountain range. In truth, the word valley was a misnomer; the home of the Wolfen was actually a gigantic crater, which according to the ancient stories of his people had been created when the Black Goddess first descended to the continent. The male could even see the opposite ridge at this height and everything in between – the fields of dark purple grass and grain, naturally that color from the strange minerals evident in the soil, the same ones that gave the Wolfen certain protections against magic, the few small permanent settlements built up by foreigners who found the area charming, and the School of the Sword and Staff at the northernmost end. It trained some of the most powerful mages in the world, but he had never been there.

    


    
      As the Chosen flopped down next to him, pausing on all fours to breathe in the thin air, the Wolfen started tracing his eyes across the ridge. What he was looking for wouldn’t be bright, instead much darker than the area around it. There it was – a void in the normal skyline only about two hundred yards from him. Patting Trent on his back, he waited for the other male to stand up before continuing across the ridge. This would be his only chance for quite a while, and he didn’t want to miss it.


      “What is that?” Even though he knew it was rude, he clamped a paw over the Chosen’s muzzle. They needed to be silent or the feline might scare away what he approached. This entity would only speak with him, and only because he was a Wolfen. As they got closer, the form could be seen, but it wasn’t alone.


      Looking down at Wolfen Valley was the Black Goddess, patron deity of all the Wolfen and the mother to them all. Though appearing like a Wolfen, being female set her apart from the rest of his race. She stood silent, a miniature example of the moon between her paws, tiny satellites rotating around it. About ten feet tall, the other figure on the opposite side of her looked dwarfed. Once he was close enough to make out more detail, he could tell the other individual was a male lupis, and when he got close enough to make out specifics, the scruffy-looking wolf smiled and shifted his glance from the god to him.


      “I think we have guests.” As the Black Goddess turned to him, the Wolfen could not help but kneel. Great eyes that depicted a darker sky than any out right now bore down on him, but the gaze did not focus on him like they had before.


      “I am glad you have come back, Mier.” The wolf stayed in the background as the goddess stepped forward, lifting the Wolfen up from the ground. He still only reached her chest, but that did not make him feel small. She was just much larger than him.


      “I am only visiting. I am on a mission.” Even if he did not look up at her, he knew she was no longer smiling.


      “I know, paladin of the Hopegiver. Then why are you resting on the ridge, waiting here to stand before me?” Now he looked up, looking his first deity in her eyes. He had abandoned her many years ago, but still she knew him as her child.


      “I wish to see the reincarnation.” Wolfen, alone amongst the races, never truly died. When they were slain, his people were brought back to life the next Midwinter by their goddess. They could not die of old age, so the only natural deaths that occurred were poisonings or diseases. The small glowing objects moving around the moon in the goddess’s paws were the souls about to be born.

    


    
      “Then watch. I have a few things to ask you afterwards.” Gulping, the paladin turned to the valley. This was one of the two things he’d rushed for, the other being a conversation with the Black Goddess. Their discussion could wait.


      Holding the small moon above her head, the Black Goddess turned back to where the paladin’s people originated. One by one, the small orbs shot off into the distance. Somehow, the Wolfen could still see them, even as they descended over a mile down the bowl of the crater to the ground. His Chosen ally stepped up beside him, looking confused.


      “What’s going on?” His lack of reverence almost angered the large canine, but the lupis chuckled quietly.


      “Don’t be surprised, paladin,” the wolf commented, stepping around the goddess as she worked. “The Chosen have a...different opinion of the higher gods. The First appears to the Chosen much more often than the other gods, so they are not as...overwhelmed by nearly omnipotent, powerful beings.” A finger pointed at one of the falling stars. To someone at Malorie Post or any other settlement in or near the valley, it looked like a meteor shower. “I’ve been trying to get here for a couple years, since as I hear, this doesn’t happen all the time.”


      “Only when a Wolfen dies.” After that comment, Mier tuned out the lupis. He wanted to finish watching his people being born. It only took a few more minutes for the last of the souls to travel down, and as the last one faded, each now a tiny, crying Wolfen child in the center of a tribe, the Black Goddess shifted her attention to the paladin.


      “Will you answer my inquiries, paladin?” He nodded – anything the patron of his people wanted to know, he would answer.


      “Why have you taken a white-furred nezumi as a lover?” There was not an answer he could give that would not irritate the goddess, so he decided on the absolute truth.


      “I love him.” The Black Goddess sighed, separating her paws from the small moon. It disappeared.


      “Why must it be a male?” Again, his answer could only be honest.


      “Because I do not control his gender.” The deity blinked a few timed before continuing. She was not liking his responses at all.


      “Is that why you abandoned your people, you home, and me?” Could he answer this in a way that would not anger the goddess? It didn’t matter – she would become even more displeased with him if he lied.


      “You abandoned me, goddess, not the other way around. You allowed my tribe to be destroyed, and without a tribe, I am not a resident of Wolfen Valley. It it why I agreed to leave with Vorel.” She stared at him, not speaking until the paladin felt she might just disappear without responding. When he respectfully knelt back down, she sighed.

    


    
      “I suppose I did leave your tribe to its own devices. It should not have surprised me when you entered the Hopegiver’s chapel.” She leaned down and kissed him on the forehead, making him feel forever like a her child. Whether or not he paid homage to her, she was still his creator.


      “Is there anything you wish me to answer for you, paladin?”


      “Anything?” One topic had been bothering him since leaving the capitol, but every time he was in an area where more intelligent folk congregated, he never thought to ask it.


      “You are still one of my people, Mier. I will grant you any knowledge you wish.” Taking a deep breath, he asked the question nagging at his mind.


      “Why do the gods not simply kill High General Takashi Ironskin?” A completely foreign sound reached his ears – his first goddess growled.


      “That is a very wise question, paladin, and one I can answer easily. However, the answer angers both I and many of the other gods.” The lupis beside her spoke up next, picking up where the deity left off.


      “The darkmages exist outside of the gods’ power, Mier. Their magic is older and deeper than any god or goddess in this world, so even the most powerful deities can do nothing against them. It is just an unfortunate coincidence that the general invading this country is one of the rarest types of mages. Only a few divine weapons can even harm them.” Nodding at the goddess, the untrimmed lupis stepped away from the deity. Trent eyed him for a moment, but did not speak to him as he passed. Before the wolf started down the ridge out of the valley, he patted the feline on the shoulder.


      “The Wolfen haven’t seen Chosen before. They’ll just think you’re a big felis.” When Mier looked back at his mother spirit, she was gone, but it didn’t matter. He’d seen what he rushed up here for. On top of that, he now understood why someone powerful didn’t just kill General Ironskin and be done with it. They needed the Light of Creation in order to destroy someone immune to everything else powerful. Of course, he didn’t know where the font here was specifically, but that shouldn’t prove difficult. With a mage school in the area, there should be someone knowledgeable on the subject. He thought he remembered that some Oyan noble ran the school, and if he was lucky, that person could point him in the right direction.


      “Are we staying with some tribe?” Trent asked, stepping up to look down into Wolfen Valley. Mier shook his muzzle.


      “The other tribes would not welcome me. We are going straight there.” He pointed at the stone buildings far in the distance.


      “To a castle?” The canine looked over at his traveling companion. Snow frosted his whiskers and facial fur, which somehow made him look even more like a normal felis.

    


    
      “To the School of the Sword and Staff. It’s a mage school. I think that will be the best bet.” Shaking his head around to get all the traces of snow from it, the Chosen popped his jaw. It was something Mier noticed his felis paladin ally Torr did when he was irritated.


      “You don’t know where this font you mentioned is, do you?” Mier shrugged. They would find it. Trent, however, did not seem pleased at the prospect of searching through an entire valley.


      “Why is the grass down there purple?” The moon was bright enough to see down to the ground, and even though the other male’s eyesight was not as good as the Wolfen’s, he bet everything would remain bright until clouds rolled in from the mountains in a few days. The canine did not smell any more snow on the way tonight.


      “The stone here makes everything purple. Makes magic not work.”


      “Then why is there a mage school here?” That was an answer he could give, and one that always made him smile.


      “To make everything harder.” Jumping down off the narrow ridge, the Wolfen felt the very thin coating of snow give way underneath him. This would be very fun.


      Grabbing his Chosen ally by the shins and hearing him yelp, Mier yanked Trent down on to the ridge next to him. Though his claws should normally grant him purchase, all they could do now was feebly grip pawfuls of snow. Both of the males started to slide down the steep inner walls of the crater, the snow providing a layer of padding over the smooth rocks walls. The faster they traveled, the colder the wind blew past them, and the more snow built up in front of them. Mier howled in excitement, despite the protesting yowls coming from beside him. Soon they were sliding too fast for the Wolfen to turn his head and check on his friend.


      “Jump!” Right when the ground level evened out, Mier hopped up into the mound of rising snow in front of him. It lessened the impact, as snow did not fall on the valley. What had accumulated on the ridge was only the edge of the snowstorms around the area. Though he stood up, brushed himself off, and smirked, when he looked over at the Chosen, the cat was nose-down in the snow in front of him. That had almost made him giddy – he used to do this every few days in winter when he was little.


      “I hate you very much right now,” Trent muttered, lifting himself up off the ground. Mier could hear a few of the cat’s joints pop as he stood completely, but the Chosen looked unharmed.


      “Was is faster than climbing down at least?” The paladin cracked his knuckles to dismiss the cold. It was the only part of his body that felt this extreme in temperature.


      “You can’t climb down. During the summer you can’t really get in or out without help.”


      “Then how do paladins get in or out when there’s a problem?” That particular memory made Mier smile.

    


    
      “Dragons always take treasure.”


      As they started walking across the violet grass, the temperature rose significantly. All year round, the valley remained a steady climate similar to that of Vasani or Oya in Autumn. Everyone who visited ended up being surprised, since they all expected the Wolfen to lunge through the snow on the tops of mountains. Actually, the only time he’d ever been affected by weather was during a trip to the desert in the middle of summer, and even then, he’s only needed to drink much more water than normal. The Chosen beside him, however, did not seem as able to cope to the sudden environmental change.


      “What in all the hells....” As they walked, he kept shoving claws under his neck guard. He already reeked of sweat.


      “Are you alright?” Trent rewarded him with a sour stare.


      “Can we stop for a minute?” Nodding, the Wolfen settled back, bracing the tips of his fingers on the ground. Even now, the smells and sounds of home were coming back to him. He couldn’t wait to hunt something here – deer outside of the valley just never tasted the same. As he waited, dreaming of meat not seared into ash and slightly purple from the minerals here, the Chosen hastily stripped off his armor and many weapons. In the last few days, the male had not removed it, so this was the first time the Wolfen was able to see the multiple layers of wool, silk, and cotton clothing underneath it. Immediately the male peeled all of those tunics and trousers, leaving him wearing only a loincloth and the Hopegiver’s holy symbol. All over his body, his fur was matted down with sweat.


      “From a desert?” Mier asked, trying not to admire how muscular the other male was. Though the paladin had no interest in him, he could not help but notice that even Vorel probably did not have as powerful a build as this male did.


      “Most of the K’Mir Empire is wastelands. Think toxic, incredibly hot and windy deserts.” He jerked the middle silk layer out from his discarded clothes, wiping as much sweat off his chest and legs as he could. Once he figured he was as dry as he could get, he re-donned his armor and weapons, leaving his clothes on the ground.


      “I’m fine now, I think.” The paladin smiled. Before the Chosen started walking away, the Wolfen collapsed completely down on the soft grass. This would serve just as good a spot as any.


      “What now?” Mier pointed at the grass.


      “Sleep until dawn.” Now Trent looked completely exasperated.


      “Then why did we rush down here in the first place?” Apparently the obvious answer did not occur to the warrior.


      “It’s warm here.” Sighing heavily, the Chosen plopped down next to him. It wasn’t like the Wolfen tribes would take them in anyway. This was as good a spot as any. Besides, he wanted to be completely fresh in case someone at the school objected to his presence. Closing his eyes, he reminded himself that everything could wait until tomorrow. He’d seen the Black Goddess, and Acton would not be back for weeks yet. The massive canine had already waited nearly three weeks after his lover left the chapel to depart on his own mission for a very selfish reason: he did not want to wait for the mouse to get back once he was done with his goal.

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter 9 The School of the Sword and Staff


      
         
      


      Negaticite may be one of the greatest discoveries in history.


      It can stop wizards in their tracks, kill darkmages,


      And most importantly of all,


      It saves the Wolfen from the greed all mages feel for more power.


      - Archduke Kite Amethyst, Headmaster of


      the School of the Sword and Staff


      Morning came harshly in Wolfen Valley. Unlike other areas, where the sun gradually rose above the horizon to let everyone become accustomed to the day, it felt as though it was night one moment and morning the next. Due to the mountains on every side of the valley, the sun burst into the sky like it could not wait to awaken everyone on the ground. The Chosen beside him hissed at the sudden intrusion, but the paladin remembered the odd nature here and flipped an arm over his eyes. He might want another hour of sleep, but making the rest of the way across the fields would take most of the daylight. With the combination of shorter winter days and the narrow space for the sun to pass over, they would probably only have a few hours to work with.


      Once he worked a few kinks out of his legs, the paladin motioned at his comrade. Over the last week, Mier had noticed just how much the feline hated mornings, and without something to wake him up like a hot meal, the male would not be able to talk coherently for at least an hour. So, for now, the two males traveled in silence, the Wolfen tracking the many scents that blew to his nose. Two different tribes were hunting to the west, but they would not pass across the canine’s path before they made it to the school. Most groups of Wolfen avoided the School of the Sword and Staff, partly due to the many overwhelming scents emanating from a school that focused on teaching complicated spells and the students who did not know how to deal with the natives. More than one young vulpine had mistakenly cast spells at a young Wolfen playfully scaling the walls. Even if the spell proved ineffective, the flash and how impressive the magic looked deterred others from approaching.

    


    
      “You know anyone at this school?” Trent asked after about an hour walking. Mier shrugged, not sure whether to shake his muzzle or nod.


      “Not well. I know one of the teachers, and the headmaster has been to my chapel a few times. I do not speak to them often, though.”


      “That would be a ‘no’. Do you speak to anyone very often?” He shook his muzzle now, smiling a little bit. It was true that he continued conversations with very few people. In truth, he only really liked talking with Acton. Of course, it didn’t help that Common was his fourth language after his own tongue, Luri, the lapin’s language, and Vulpine. At least his mouse lover could understand him in any of his extra languages. His noise picked up something fun – a doe venturing out in one of the wild wheat fields to graze. Time for some lunch.


      Trent had not smelled or heard the prey when the Wolfen veered to the left, dropping to all fours and increasing to the fastest he could run. The deer looked up, preparing to bolt, but unfortunately not soon enough. Mier leaped on to the creature, his jaws clamped around the back of its neck. Before it could struggle, wrench out of his grip, or kick him some place that would hurt, he bit down, snapping its neck and killing it instantly. Pulling off almost as fast, he licked his chops, trying to get rid of the blood before the Chosen caught up. The warrior would see the bite wounds, but the imagery would not be as disturbing without a blood-soaked comrade.


      “Here.” the feline presented a handkerchief to him, looking at the fallen deer. “So which parts do I get?” Rather than drawing a dagger or similar carving instrument, the Chosen merely pulled off his strange gauntlets. Unlike others Mier had seen, a Chosen’s gauntlets did not include covering for his fingers to give his sharp claws freedom to slash.


      “Take the legs.”


      Between the two males they finished off all the best parts of the deer. Mier claimed the liver, but the other male did not fight him for the rich organ – it was his kill after all. It helped the Chosen possessed more of a primal nature than the races on this continent, since once he ripped the skin off with his teeth, the Wolfen felt much more at ease with eating in front of him. Along the road, he’d kept to plants, but this definitely helped his mood. Tearing into flesh, if nothing else, let him anchor in the natural world more than any other activity. It seemed Trent felt the same way, judging by the gusto with which he swallowed mouthful after mouthful of bloody flesh.

    


    
      Once they left what was left of the deer for scavengers, the two males continued down the road with only a few trophies of their kill. Trent liked marrow, so he stripped what was left of the meat off both femurs, using his rough tongue to clean what was left, and tied both bones to his belt. The Wolfen would have preferred to break a few now and suck out one of the best parts of a fresh kill, but now wasn’t the time. The meal would keep them moving for the rest of the day, but if they wanted to get to the school before dusk, they could not stop again. Already the paladin could make out the many differently-colored towers inside the walls, each representing a different magic specialty. He didn’t know much about mages, but the ones in Vasani preferred to work where others wouldn’t interrupt them. These would probably be the same.


      The shockingly white marble walls of the School of the Sword and Staff stood twenty-five feet high, with small globes every ten feet that help maintain the zone that let the mages work. The headmaster here, a very skilled mage from Oya, designed an apparatus to allow magic to somewhat work within the school’s confines. The minerals still interfered, but no longer completely negated all arcane power. It was why attending the school was considered such an honor – learning even the simplest spells with the very earth fighting against them made a mage capable of nearly anything once they started adventuring or working for one of the guilds. This close, however, the Wolfen really wanted to sneeze. Dozens of different herbs, oils, and other noxious scents wafted from several buildings, but as long as he didn’t specifically enter those, he shouldn’t have to cover his face.


      “Take out the holy symbol,” Mier commented. The chain had ended up inside his ally’s armor this morning, but now it would be needed. Once the Wolfen could see it, he turned to make his way to the school’s entrance. There were no gates across a break in the walls to create an inviting atmosphere, but still the male suspected if something unsavory entered, enough of the teachers or more-skilled students would be able to successfully defend the area.


      Passing into the school, the Wolfen could feel every eye in the spacious courtyard turn to him. The multiple groups of practicing mages, most of them vulpines, stared at the giant canine as he walked up the clear central path. This school looked like a cart’s wheel from above – a central tower, home to the headmaster and some of the most advanced students, served at the basis for everything else. Nine cobblestone paths led out about fifty hards from that spire, leading to nine more towers all painted a different color. The wall sat another one hundred feet from the outer towers, leaving more than enough room for a few dormitories and more practice areas. It more resembled a military academy than a magic school, but there was a reason competition for spots here was fierce. Once they reached the central tower, Mier reached down and pressed a paw against a large blue stone sunk into the right side of the doorframe. For the vulpines it would be at a normal height, but he almost needed to stretch down.

    


    
      “Should I hide?” Trent said dryly, looking back at the fascinated students still entranced by the visitors. The Chosen was probably why the teachers chose not to approach and ask the paladin why he was here. The blue stone glowed, an irritated voice emanating out of it.


      “I’m currently teaching. If this isn’t important, I’m going to be very angry.” Kneeling down, the Wolfen spoke clearly into the magical stone.


      “I am Mier of Wolfen Valley, paladin of the Hopegiver, and I require the headmaster of this school’s assistance.” A pause followed, and when the voice returned, the irritation replaced with a much happier tone.


      “I’ll be right down. Step away from the door – it swings out.” Obediently moving back a few feet, Mier motioned for Trent to step up next to him. It would be better if the vulpine in charge here saw the Chosen first instead of being surprised.


      The door opened out, as promised, revealing a very different fox than the Wolfen had expected. Instead of the robes every educated mage wore, this vulpine preferred a set of full plate armor, so thin and flexible it did not restrict his movement. Most vulpines stood about five and a half feet tall; this one easily topped six. A rapier rested on each side of his waist, and from what the paladin could assess, the armor concealed as many muscles as it did magic. A large platinum disc had been set in the middle of his chestplate just like the holy male. However, this one was not the wolf’s pawprint that depicted the Hopegiver; instead, it showed two mage staffs crossed in an ‘X’ over a longsword pointing up. A small swirl of magic graced the tip of the weapon. After looking over the two males, the fox spoke.


      “What brings you to my school, paladin?”


      “I would prefer to discuss it in private. My companion and I are distracting your students.” The vulpine looked past them, frowning. His next statement’s volume was so magically enhanced that the canine needed to cover his ears for fear of going deaf.


      “GET BACK TO WORK!” After clearing his throat, the fox focused back on the paladin. Already, though, Mier could hear the students moving back to their previous activities. The volume of his voice also dropped back to a normal level.


      “Sorry about that. I welcome you to the School of the Sword and Staff.” After bowing, he continued. “Come in.” He stepped back into the tower, paused, and walked right back out.


      “You won’t fit in here, will you...” Looking around, the vulpine’s eyes went out of focus for a moment. He then pointed to one of the outer towers southeast from their current position – the one painted bright red.


      “The evocation tower’s door is large enough for you, but make sure not to knock anything over.” Smiling at the feline, the fox added, “I don’t believe I have met you before, Chosen. I am Archduke Kite Amethyst, Headmaster of the School of the Sword and Staff.” Presenting a paw, the feline shook it and swished his tail. Mier knew his comrade’s people generally would not touch other races, but Trent did not seem normal for his race.

    


    
      “Trenton Wayfarer.” With a quick glance at the holy symbol on his chest, the fox let go and began walking toward the crimson tower. Both males now followed in silence. Mier smiled at some of the students they passed, especially the ones that kept losing their concentration at the presence of a Wolfen, a race completely missing from the mage school, and a Chosen, a race normally attributed with genocide and destruction. One of the older foxes, by the canine’s guess a teacher, approached the headmaster, bowed slightly, and mumbled something.


      “I am sorry, paladin, but something else has come up.” Though an explanation was not presented, the male still decided to follow the headmaster as he deviated from the stone path, working his away through a few groups of vulpines toward one of the other towers. Many of the practicing mages probably wanted to talk to the paladin or try different spells on him. Before any of them could build of the courage to ask him, the fox paused again, frowning.


      “Do either of you have experience with magic?” Both Mier and Trent shook their heads, but the Wolfen still perked his ears forward. Very few spells could affect him anyway, so if some powerful artifact was broken, he could protect the others around him.


      “Ah. That would be the problem.” No one had said anything, but apparently the fox felt something when they stepped closer to the outer wall. Mier looked at his comrade, but the feline did not respond either.


      “Lita,” the headmaster called out, motioning at one of the other older vulpines loitering around. A female approached the small group, bowed, and after giving the Wolfen a sideways glance, whispered into the male fox’s ear.


      “Huh...” Lita stepped back, ushering students and other teachers alike out of the headmaster’s sight. As they shuffled away, the fox looked back at the paladin.


      “Are you here for something specific that could possibly interfere with even very powerful rituals that myself and some other very powerful mages designed specifically to withstand negaticite?” Mier tilted his head.


      “Why does that have to do with anything?” Negaticite was the specific bright-purple mineral that absorbed and broke down magical spells and effects. If manacles were crafted from the very expensive stone, they would prevent all but the strongest mages from even producing sparks. Trent smiled.


      “I think it just might.” Swishing his tail slightly as though from the excitement of a chase, the Chosen stepped up and sniffed the air. The paladin didn’t detect anything, but there was always the chance his ally was more attuned to different things than him.


      “Its different here than when we walked in.” His lips formed a scowl, the cat’s teeth bared and his tongue hanging slightly out. Though it looked like he was angry, it was a face he remembered Torr making when he needed to figure something out. It let the feline both taste and smell the air, picking up more than he would normally.

    


    
      “There’s no magical residue here. Like no one’s been casting spells.” The headmaster nodded, pointing up at one of the globes in the wall.


      “Something nearby deactivated an entire section of those. Everything in these two towers won’t work either, which makes me think either a mineral deposit magically moved...”


      “...or something big made out of it got too close,” Mier finished for him.


      “I’m afraid this needs to take priority over whatever you need, paladin. Without that barrier intact, my people can’t train anyone here. If you are willing to help me, I will of course provide every resource I can to assist you once I am done.” Four of the teachers, standing about twenty feet from them each grasped either a mirror or etched ceramic bowl. If Mier remembered correctly from the few mages that frequented his temple, they could be used to look far in the distance with magic.


      “We will help,” the Wolfen answered. Even if Trent protested, Archduke Kite Amethyst would be their best bet in finding a way to the font. Even in Vasani, where possessing magic was not considered a great feat, Kite Amethyst, the only Oyan noble not to participate in the civil war, was spoken of with respect and honor. Anyone considered so impressive by both nobles and commoners alike should be given his help.


      “Then let me talk with some of the other teachers. Once I’m done, I will come and find you.” Nodding again, the fox started trotting away. Left to their own devices, Mier smiled at his Chosen comrade.


      “Let’s have some fun.” Leaving the cat to fend for himself, the Wolfen decided to roam around until he found something fun to do while the mages conjectured.


      Without the headmaster standing beside him, students started gathering around the Wolfen, asking him questions about all sorts of subjects. Some of them wanted to know what types of magic he could resist almost everything, what he normally ate, and what is was like living amongst his own people. Since he had not been here in a very long time, he did not know how the tribes worked now, but he could venture guesses. The Wolfen did not not change very often, and since nothing catastrophic had taken place here since the invasion that forced him from the valley, his answers became knowledge for the vulpines and felis around him.


      He really needed to relax and burn off some energy, but since leaving Eldere, wrestling with the Wolfen clerics in the city was no longer an option. Though he was sure Trent would find it amusing or educational to play-fight with him, the canine would not ask him for fear of injuring the other male. Even Vorel could not really keep up with him when he just wanted to spar. One of these towers could definitely help him, however.

    


    
      With a small crowd of students still following him, the paladin assessed each of the nine outer towers. Though from far away they looked very similar, up close each tower possessed very different exteriors. Two of them didn’t have any windows at all and had been polished to the point that his claws created a very high-pitched noise when he ran them across the surface. A few others only showed off indentations on the higher levels, but one – a green tower near the gates – seemed to be built to climb. A good rush up the side of a building always got his adrenaline pumping.


      “Everyone move back.” The students obeyed immediately; they must be used to orders by now. Once no one remained within the Wolfen’s reach, he popped his shoulders and bared his teeth. His ears perked forward; his tail wagged despite the audience. Flexing his fingers, the paladin felt around along the wall until the tips of his fingers could find a start. With a timely gasp from a fox behind him, the canine started up the side of the emerald spire.


      Picking his holds carefully, Mier swiftly made his way thirty feet up the side without an issue. This tower really needed to be repaired – a stone dislodged under the weight of one of his feet, causing scared cries to reach his ears. Sure, he’d slid down a few feet at the break, his claws scraping lines into the paint, but there was no real danger. Why their teachers had not started rounding them up yet, he didn’t know, but the Wolfen could bet most of said teachers were with the headmaster at the moment. The next ten feet proved almost as easy, but he could see the grooves beginning to even out and window ledges becoming scarcer. If he wanted to make it to the top, he would need to be a bit more imaginative. At the next window he reached, the male tapped on the glass. A very confused fox in green robes that matched the outside walls of the tower answered, his ears twitching in confusion.


      “Ummm....sir?” The Wolfen nodded, panting a bit. Some of these climbing muscles really needed a workout.


      “Can you have someone open all the windows on this side? I don’t want to break any of them.” Having a giant canine right outside his window made the vulpine dash away as quickly as he had appeared. Hearing latches come undone above him, the male didn’t bother looking up to check. His paws would tell him what he needed to know.


      Each time he paused in a window using the entire frame continue hoisting, several foxes looked out at him, but only two actually stepped up to ask him what he was doing. After being at a mage school where everyone probably summoning terrifying things and blowing up buildings on a weekly basis, a single large, magic-immune canine stopping to smile at them from an open window could not be that bizarre. His armor had been designed not to restrict his movement, so nothing pulled painfully when he needed to stretch his arms out or leaned in one direction to reach a foothold. The top of the tower came almost too fast – he’d figured the structure much more of a challenge to scale. Near the top a few of the older-looking teachers grumbled at him, but if these mages didn’t want more athletic individuals to move up and down their buildings, they should not make them so easy to climb.

    


    
      Panting just a bit, the Wolfen looked out at the school and fields beyond it. At this height, he could see just how insignificant a place the mage academy took up in the valley. Though it stood proud along the northern ridge, the entire complex might have taken up a twentieth of the violet fields. Mier could barely make out a few bands of hunters moving through the fields, tracking deer or smaller game. Whether or not they would catch anything remained to chance, but the weather generally remained fair. Wishing them luck on the hunt, a very loud voice pulled his mind back to the crowd below him. Somehow, he could hear the very bemused voice so many feet in the air.


      “Is there a reason you have climbed the abjuration tower, Mier?” The Wolfen grinned, tilted his muzzle up, inhaled deeply, and let out a primal howl. Everyone within a mile would be able to hear him, but only other Wolfen would know the feelings behind it. The satisfaction of accomplishment, the joy of physical activity, and the call of someone not in a tribe all weaved together in the notes. The vulpines below him only knew he was making noise, and he would not explain it to them if they asked. Again the headmaster’s voice called up to him.


      “I need you down here. We’ve found the problem, and we will need your help specifically.” Sighing, the paladin pulled a fun little trinket from one his belt pouches. Before leaving, his mouse lover had given him a few specific magical objects that would not be affected by the minerals in his blood. Carefully cradling the large feather in one paw, the Wolfen leaped from the top of the emerald tower, his muzzle open in a wide grin. Wind rushed by him, screams caught in his ears for only an instant. Right before he would slam into the ground, breaking both his legs and probably killing him, the feather glowed, suspending him in midair and completely negating his speed. A moment later the unnatural light faded, leaving him standing in front of Kite Amethyst.


      “What is it?” Mier asked, placing the feather back in its proper pouch. Even for mages, a Wolfen jumping off a tower must be something new. Many of the students looked quite shocked at his survival.


      “Uhh....” It took the headmaster a moment to regain his composure after that little stunt, but still he shook his muzzle and continued. “We believe we have found what turned off the protective field for the school. Would you mind coming with me?” The paladin nodded, smiling at the students still milling around, and followed the older vulpine as he pushed stunned foxes out of his way. They started back toward the red tower, and as the two males walked, the smaller of the two spoke.


      “I am sorry for getting you involved in this, paladin, but the continued functioning of my school is top priority. Without that barrier, the younger students are lost, and the older ones do not have the discipline to work completely against the negaticite. However, when this whole debacle is over, the other teachers have all agreed to divert their resources to whatever you are looking for.” The blood-red tower was only a few more yards from them, so the Wolfen decided to ask his question now, rather than wait for an audience.

    


    
      “Why do you need me for this?” The fox smiled in a very lupis-like way, a grin that told the paladin more about the male’s dominant personality than anything else could.


      “You will see.”


      Kite Amethyst let the canine walk into the very wide threshold that led to the ground floor of the crimson tower first. It was a fairly comfortable bottom floor – all one large room with dark wood floor and walls. The hardwood floor had been marked with different colors of chalk in all forms of designs. Different-sized training dummies, props, and obstacles has been been left where that would normally stand, some burnt and other ripped to shreds. Only the very center of the room had been completely cleared, leaving a round table with five older vulpines, three felis, and one lupis. Trent stood on the opposite side of the table between two of the sitting felines, looking very irritated. Kite nodded to the group as a whole.


      “Everyone, this is Mier of Wolfen Valley, a paladin of the Hopegiver. He has agreed to help us in any way he can.” Most of the mages at the table nodded appreciatively, but one felis spoke up.


      “What can he hope to do?” Kite Amethyst glanced at the paladin, and in response the Wolfen nodded. He never minded if someone else spoke for him.


      “The Wolfen not only are immune to almost all arcane magic, but the minerals in the soil will not cause the physical problems it does for the rest of us.” When Mier looked at the headmaster, the fox elaborated.


      “Anyone with even the tiniest smidgen of magic can be seriously incapacitated by direct contact with negaticite. It drains the power from anyone that is even near it – any mage of our caliber could be killed by the sudden stress on our bodies. Plants and animals here contain trace amounts, but its not enough to seriously impact anything.”


      “Ah.” Though he knew the purple mineral here interfered with magic, he did not realize the sheer level of damage the stuff could cause. The male closest to him, the only lupis he’d seen since Malorie Post, needed to turn completely around in his chair to address the Wolfen, but he did just that, draping his arms over the back of the simply carved seat. Of all the males and females, he seemed the most relaxed about the entire situation.


      “Let me explain this the easy way,” he started, giving the headmaster a cursory glance before continuing. “We think one of the Wolfen tribes got a hold of something made from solid negaticite – something big enough to even deactivate magical objects from fifty yards away. Honestly, none of us have any idea what it is.” Several of the vulpines looked irritated that the wolf would admit that level of ignorance, but that gave the paladin an idea. Though the tribes would not listen to him, someone else would.

    


    
      “Do you know how to contact Talgroon?” The entire table broke down into arguments over validity and semantics, but Mier tuned them out. He needed to think.


      Of all the individuals in this valley, Talgroon would be the most likely to help him. Not only was the Wolfen respected within the Valley, he served as an ambassador of the race to other countries, representing his people for what they were – kind, gentle, understanding, yet still primal and instinctual. Also, and probably most important for this situation, he had traveled with High General Takashi Ironskin when the darkmage was still a knight of Vasani. He would understand now why he needed to be stopped, and hopefully, help the paladin find the font he was looking for. Deep in his thoughts, Mier did not immediately realize someone was trying to talk to him. A shake of his arm drew him out of his own mind.


      “Hmmm?” All of the teachers were looking at him, as though expecting a response to a question he hadn’t heard. Kite Amethyst was the first to speak up.


      “We don’t think that’s a very...constructive idea. I think the most diplomatic way to put this would be that Talgroon does not like the school – the least diplomatic way would be that he’d like the entire grounds rooted up by a god and thrown into Oya.” The relaxed lupis continued the explanation, with the other teachers, all with irritated expressions on their muzzles, focused on him.


      “Mage extremists – they are spellcasters of all sorts that think that people who don’t have magic don’t deserve to exist – killed several of his former traveling companions. Now he functions outside the tribes, as you do, but will not enter this school.”


      “Why?” Mier asked, hunkering down somewhat so he would be at eye level with everyone else in the room. “You are not mage extremists.” After looking back at the group of teachers, the wolf frowned.


      “Several of the teachers here in the past, especially those that practiced necromancy or evocation, have been. One of them wanted to kill any Wolfen who tried to enter the school, just to stop them from ‘stinking up the place’. Talgroon doesn’t come here because of that.”


      “I think he will talk to me.” Again, the foxes and felis started arguing amongst themselves, speaking as though somehow the Wolfen had magically disappeared. The single wolf, however, just gave the paladin a tired smile. Living with these other mages must have desensitized him to the outrage of being ignored. Trent, however, did not have that level of patience. He stepped up to the table, leaned between two of the bickering foxes, and bore his teeth.


      “We don’t need to debate this. If he won’t listen to mages, then Mier and I will go. Just give us a direction and you can get back to whatever you were trying to program into your students.” Now about half of the teachers looked completely offended, one of the felis even hissing slightly in the quiet room. Mier did not want to make enemies here, especially considering his lack of options in the valley.

    


    
      “I think we can arrange that,” Kite Amethyst commented before the Wolfen could interject, looking at the vulpine sitting at the right edge of the table. Throughout the discussions and occasional collapse into arguing, he had not spoken once. He wore off-white robes, the hems tattered and frayed as though the owner kept pulling bits of fabric from them, and even at this distance, Mire could tell the other male’s eyes were unfocused.


      “Yuny.” When no answer came out of the fox, the headmaster stepped over, placed a paw on his shoulder, and lightly shook him. Blinking, the teacher shook his muzzle and blinked a few times.


      “Sorry, Kite, I was distracted.” The headmaster smiled.


      “I could tell. Now, could you kindly tell our paladin friend where the artifact is?” Yuny looked up, tensing up as though he hadn’t realized there was a Wolfen in the room until right then. Hopefully he would not turn to the side and notice the Chosen growling in his direction.


      “Of course, headmaster.” Again, the vulpine’s eyes unfocused. Without his paws moving or something to focus on in his paws, Mier had no idea what he was doing. However, after a moment he could smell something strange in the air, like freshly uncorked wine and beef stew. Was that a side effect of whatever this male was doing? Voices behind him told the paladin others had entered the building, and now he felt silly – servants had just arrived with dinner. Some of the faces were the same as practicing students he’d seen when arriving. This school mirrored the one in Vasani; students also served as cooks, servants, and cleaners, to help ground them in reality.


      “Found it,” the fox announced after most of the teachers had already decided to ignore him and start eating.


      “Where?” Mier asked, standing fully up again to get a kink out of his thigh. Trent had not moved from the table, nor would he take a glass of wine offered by one of the servers. Yuny stood up, brushing nonexistent wrinkles out of the front of his robe, and twiddled his fingers. A small, glittering effigy of Wolfen Valley appeared, as thought viewed from the peak of one of the nearby mountains. The school shown as a bright red jumble of buildings, the grass and fields as a soft lavender, and a black speck about one-third of the way across the valley from the school. As he leaned forward, trying to get a better look, the black speck inched north.


      “That is the artifact,” Kite Amethyst announced, pointing one finger at the darkest point on the projection. Even Mier had figured that out, but he did not let the comment leave his throat. Besides, the headmaster continued as though he was not expecting interruption.


      “Talgroon is here.” The fox’s finger shifted just enough to now point at the northern wall of the valley. If Mier remembered correctly, that section was pockmarked with caves and tunnels from past mining expeditions. Both the lapins to the west and groups from the Vasani government had spent time trying to find large deposits of negaticite and other extremely rare and expensive minerals common in Wolfen Valley.

    


    
      “Then we will find him.” For now the paladin ignored Trent’s huff of breath from the use of the word ‘we’ without consultation. “He is respected by all tribes, so whoever has the artifact will listen to him. He will help me with what I seek as well.”


      “And what do you seek, paladin?” This was the first time any of the vulpines had directly addressed him. Though he had been warned to be discreet, there was not really a problem explaining such things to a roomful of mages who would be aiding him in a day or less, depending on how long it took to convince Talgroon to help them.


      “The Font of Darkness.” If any one comment could cause a very explosive argument, that was it. Most of the males and females stood completely up, again acting like he wasn’t there, yelling at each other, debate no longer relegated to normal levels of speech. Sparks shot from the ends of fingers; one felis huffed and swept from the room, his tail thrashing to show just how offended he was even as he walked out of the building. While the noise level increased dramatically, the fox headmaster just smiled at him.


      “I love it when they lose control like this. It lets me actually get work done.” Motioning with one paw for Trent to move away from the table, the vulpine carefully stepped back toward the door leading out the building. With the entire table distracted by a screaming match, the three males left without another word. Mier could smell the only wolf at the table moving toward them – at least he had the good sense to get away too.


      The crowd that had been following Mier around earlier had dissipated in the last half-hour, probably to lounge or relax while all of their teachers were distracted. Within his field of vision, the holy male could only make out a dozen vulpines, all either reading or just sitting against the side of a building, napping.


      “There was nothing better you could have said to get those old fogies to start yelling,” the wolf teacher commented, coming up to stand beside them. He smirked at the headmaster and presented a paw each out to the other two males, twisting his left so the Chosen could grip correctly.


      “Name’s J’Shen.” Again, a Wolfen name that did not mean something pleasant – his name best translated to Common as ‘unwanted’, but could also mean ‘unwelcome’ or ‘useless’. He grasped the offered paw, trying to figure out why a parent would give their child such an unfortunate name. As though hearing his thoughts, the lupis smiled and explained.


      “I was found alone as a pup by a Wolfen tribe. One of them figured it was a good name. Now, as for the font.” At least he did not linger on small talk like many mages. “Kite can actually bring you right to it, once you get the artifact back.” The headmaster now looked just as irritated as the teachers they’d left, but judging by his reactions earlier, the vulpine knew exactly what they were looking for and how to get to it.

    


    
      “Don’t act like it wouldn’t take you five minutes to bring the Wolfen down there,” the wolf commented dryly, waving his paws around like he was about to be attacked, “It’s not like most of the students don’t know where it is too. It’s the only spewing fountain of magic in all of Wolfen Valley, and probably the only one they’ll ever see. The older students bring the younger ones down there just to scare ‘em.” Trent looked at the wolf, and for the first time today, smiled.


      “Why does it scare them?” J’Shen retaliated with a smirk.


      “The magic that comes out of it is pitch-black, and it will turn off magical lights that come nearby. Think like bringing a pup into a room and blowing out the candle he’s clutchin’.”


      “Can we please get back on track?” Kite begged, a note of anger seeping into his voice. “I don’t want this artifact doing any more damage than it already has.” Sighing, the lupis placed a paw on each of the headmaster’s shoulders, feigning a look of seriousness.


      “Of course, your Royal Magicness. Will there be anything else?” Quickly he yanked from the wolf’s hold, but the smile curling at the ends of his lips told the Wolfen the vulpine’s negative emotions had been deflated.


      “Fine, but at least let the two of them go to Talgroon while there’s still a little daylight.” Looking up at the sky for the first time since passing through the school’s entryway, the male noticed just how late in the day it had been. There was probably less than an hour’s worth of good light left.


      “We should go now,” the Wolfen announced. Trent tilted his head from side to side, creating loud popping noises as the kinks in his neck fixed itself.


      “Sounds better than sitting in a room and listening to mages debate. Will I need most of these?” He pointed to the many weapons on his belt and back. Mier shook his muzzle.


      “I don’t know. If a tribe stops us, they might be useful.” At that, the Chosen looked questioningly at him.


      “I thought you said your people were peaceful?” On the road west, they’d talked about many things, but the customs and culture of the Wolfen ended up being one of the most popular topics. The paladin was the first Wolfen Trent had met, and knowing next to nothing about the culture, could not wait to learn more.


      “They are, most of the time. I am not a member of a tribe, but still a Wolfen, so tribal rules still apply to me. They may try to stop me from passing through their hunting grounds.”


      “But they won’t stop me.” Though it was a statement, the canine could not resist adding something to it.


      “I would assume you would defend me if they attacked.” Trent bared his teeth in a very predatory way.


      “Only if I didn’t think you could defend yourself. I find you quite capable.”


      As the sun slipped past the edge of the crater, Mier could just make out the first set of caves leading into the abandoned mines. The scents on the winds had changed in the last few minutes – rather than detecting the faint smell of passing Wolfen or prey animals, his nose detected only stale air, and the vague scent of one of his own people further up the side. It was one his brain told him he’d been around before, so he guessed it was Talgroon. Trent’s scent was unique in the valley, and since the day after meeting him, the paladin had been automatically filtering it out of anything that would be important. At least the Chosen could keep up on the now-uneven ground.

    


    
      “Where’re we going again?” The Wolfen pointed at the cave entrance nearest to them.


      “That should tell us where he is.” The warrior sighed, but did not ask any more questions. He probably guessed what was coming after the canine’s stunt on top of the abjuration tower earlier. The scent of freshly present Wolfen grew stronger once they reached the wide entrance, more than high enough for even the paladin to clear without brushing his ears. Cautiously he leaned in and out a very low note, the sound reverberating off the walls around him. Here it sounded disjointed, but to anyone deeper in the tunnel it would state the presence of a new, passive visitor. A moment later the same sound traveled back to him from a different throat, punctuated by slightly higher-pitched notes.


      “What’s he saying?” Trent asked, feeling the unneeded urge to whisper.


      “He understands we aren’t here to fight, and is coming up.” The higher notes had been signs of approach, and that he was alone.


      “That’s a lot of information for one call.” After responding to another low howl – this one asking how many others were with the paladin, since the one below couldn’t smell anyone – the Wolfen turned to his ally.


      “We don’t have a written part – only talking.”


      “No alphabet?” Trent seemed shocked, and for good reason. As far as the holy male was aware, his was the only language left that did not include a written language to go along with speech.


      “No, and he’ll be in sight soon.” The subtle dance of trading information from a distance would end in a moment when the other Wolfen appeared. The scent of the new male hit him only a few seconds before he appeared; it was a strange mix of freshly baked bread, the natural odor of male musk, and the fur dyes most Wolfen used to change their fur from the normal all-black to anything they wanted. When he did step around a corner in the tunnel, even Mier’s eyes widened at his looks. Stripes or spots from the dye were fairly common – this Wolfen had chosen to dye the fur over his entire body a truly brilliant shade of silver. The paladin could guarantee it was garish purely based on the fact that even in this dim light, he could see light reflecting off the male’s fur. Like most Wolfen, only a loincloth and strands of bones around his neck covered him.


      Before they spoke, the two males touched noses, their paws gripping each other’s forearms. This was not a gesture or strength, but one of bonding, showing each that the other could draw strength from him. Mier opened his muzzle, panting and inhaling the male’s full scent, watching the other canine do the same. The subtleties of the Wolfen’s most unique attribute could now be detected. It was Talgroon, judging by the rush of memories from Eldere caused by this, but a few things had changed. The smell told him he had aged a few more years as expected, but also that he had begun to slow down and that some of his joints probably caused him pain. His was not the scent of a youthful, young Wolfen, but one probably twice the age of the paladin.

    


    
      “Welcome, Mier of Wolfen Valley.” Talgroon nuzzled him on both sides of his face, establishing them as friends now instead of acquaintances. Now the male, a few inches taller than Mier, looked at the Chosen beside him without letting go of the other canine.


      “And welcome to you, Chosen. I have not had the liberty of meeting you before.” By any standard he spoke Common perfectly, probably keeping up with the best politicians and nobles in the many cities he visited.


      “Trent.” The feline answered warily, apparently disturbed by the large amount of friendliness after the warning about tribal violence. Talgroon only smiled at the icy reception.


      “What brings you to me, paladin?” Now would be the most complicated part of their interaction. If he angered the other Wolfen, their hope of reigning in a rogue tribe would become much more difficult.


      “I seek something that will help stop General Ironskin, brother.” Like the term ‘mother’ applied to the Black Goddess without question, the term ‘brother’ could apply to any Wolfen. Talgroon expression instantly changed from abject happiness to determination.


      “Then I will help you find it, Mier. I do not want him to destroy Vasani now that we have finally achieved peace with their lands.” Mire continued, noticing a hint of excitement in the other male’s scent, like he expected a chase.


      “Finding it is not the issue, brother, but retrieving it is. The School of the Sword and Staff holds it, but will not allow me to take it from the school without first helping them stop a threat against their well-being.” Talgroon nodded, but not without the paladin noticing twitches at the ends of his lips as a frown began to form.


      “What threat is that?” Mier started to worry – how could he explain it without magical terms? Most Wolfen knew little about the effects or application of magic. He could just repeat what the teachers had said, but that did not mean the canine in front of him would understand. Trent, however, thought otherwise as he answered for the paladin.


      “One of the Wolfen out in the valley had an artifact made out of solid negaticite that started disrupting their school today. If they don’t find it and move it further away from the school, they can’t keep teaching new students.”


      “Ah.” At first, it seemed like the other male did not understand what had been said, but then he looked back into the cave, letting go of the paladin’s forearms.

    


    
      “Wait here.” Talgroon dove back down into the cave, leaving the Wolfen and Chosen confusedly loitering outside the entrance as night fell. Just as morning suddenly burst above the rim of the valley, so did night instantly descend across the fields. Though the paladin did not react, his comrade rolled his eyes in exasperation.


      “Is anything normal here? Even the deer you killed tasted different.”


      “Not much is the same.” Talgroon appeared after about a minute more of contemplative silence with a large uneven bundle wrapped in cloth in his arms. If the male guessed correctly, it was some sort of tower shield. Though the Wolfen did not use them, the Vasani army preferred the six-foot high shields during infantry advances; they were thick, crafted from strong metals, and helped create a wall of overlapping shields that prevented the sword-and-shield armed front line from being taken out by arrow fire. Recently they had fallen out of use, mainly because General Ironskin’s army contained few archers. The silver Wolfen held out the bundle to the paladin.


      “I think this is what you seek.” Carefully lifting one of the cotton folds up and over, the canine could not help admiring the object. Even Trent whistled appreciatively.


      Indeed the bundle contained a tower shield, but not one like anything the paladin had seen before. Instead of the normal iron or steel ridging to make sure the protective piece did not buckle under strain, lines of carved negaticite, bright purple against the dark metal behind it, held the shield together. More stones of the expensive mineral had seemingly been set in the shield while it still cooled after being forged – they were halfway submerged as though the metal had been liquid at the time. As Mier followed the stone lines with one claw, unwrapping as he went, the Wolfen started noticing the pattern. It was the same as a magic circle used to gather magical energy for a large ritual; the clerics drew them occasionally to help the younger holy males work together on a larger spell or ceremony. Somehow, whoever had crafted this had integrated magic-negating stones into a magical design, creating a shield that would function as an anti-magic field.


      “I found this deep in the mines a few weeks ago. One of the tribes had called for me earlier, so I brought it with me to show them. This must be what caused it.”


      “Yes...” Mier breathed, scarcely believing something like this could actually exist. Mages and clerics had been telling him for years crafting weapons or armor with negaticite took decades of training and specialization. The last master, according to stories passed down through the Wolfen, had died some two hundred years ago. This was a lost artifact, one from a war long forgotten, before the paladin’s people even existed. He looked at the other canine, placing his paws over the shield.


      “You need to tell the tribes about this.”

    


    
      “Why?” Both Talgroon and Trent asked at the same time, the latter male with an incredulous tone.


      “It’s very important that you found this. Tell the tribes and they will tell your story forever, of the Wolfen who brought honor and knowledge to the tribes.”


      “How will this bring knowledge? It is just a shield.” Talgroon almost looked bemused at the idea of a tower shield being important, besides that it did strange things to a mage school.


      “If you bring this to the School of the Sword and Staff, they can teach the Wolfen how to craft with negaticite again. It will be you that gives that back to all the tribes.” He could see the realization on the other male’s face, the look in his eyes telling the paladin that he knew just how much this could change everything in the valley. If someone attacked, they could defend themselves with weapons and armor far more advanced than any who stand against them. They could trade with other nations, bringing wealth beyond anything anyone here had seen in decades.


      “Let us go the school then.” Hastily the other male started wrapping up the shield, but Mier held his paws still. The paladin had noticed something odd as the shield shifted in Talgroon’s paws, showing off a niche in the artifact. The stone in the center actually sat in a socket, rather than being suspended in the metal. His claws hooked easily around it, and with a little force, popped the apple-sized violent stone from its setting. Luckily he remembered how these circles worked, and without the center complete, it would not function.


      “What are you doing?” Trent asked, accepting the stone as it passed into his paws. He saw just as well in the dark as a Wolfen, so he could admire the piece very well. It had been intricately carved with lines of power, keeping the entire shield synchronized without the need for spells.


      “Making sure this doesn’t turn off the whole school.” Now he let Talgroon completely wrap the shield again, smiling inwardly as much as outwardly. Talgroon would be known forever as a great Wolfen, and Mier was one step away from the font. Soon, after dealing with the mages for just a little while longer, he would be back in Eldere, and back to Acton, with a weapon piece victoriously in his paw. He couldn’t wait to see his lover again.


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter 10 The Font of Darkness


      
         
      


      The Black Goddess hid a powerful font amongst her people,


      Knowing someday, others would seek its powers for glory,


      greed, or simple curiosity. But who would look for it,


      Amongst a valley where no magic worked?


      - The Codex of Death, Chapter Two: “Secrets”


      If there was one thing that irritated Mier, it was semantics. As soon as he stepped back into the school, Talgroon in front of him and Trent beside, seemingly every mage in every building started debating. Everyone agreed on the idea that rediscovering the secrets to negaticite forging would be historic, but the methods they used or who would divert from their current research or spells kept moving from one group to another. Rather than listening to them finish – which, according to Kite Amethyst, could take weeks or even months – he left Talgroon and the shield with the teachers and more skilled students. His Chosen ally did not have the patience to deal with bickering mages and decided to wrestle with the stronger students to burn time and energy, but the other Wolfen very often served as a diplomat. If he could deal with entitled Sacavuni noble families, he would not be driven insane by mages that actually wanted to help him with something.


      Kite Amethyst sat next to him, humming to himself, as they leaned against one of the studier buildings used to board younger students. Everyone here was an adult, but some were fresh from their farms or homes in the city and needed guidance getting used to being independent. Many of them paused as they walked by, peaking around the corner from the main door to stare at their headmaster and the Wolfen paladin, sitting side by side, both in very similar armor but the vulpine nearly half his size.

    


    
      “I do appreciate you helping me and my school,” the fox began, causing the canine to turn to look at him. Even sitting down, the male almost needed to strain his neck to look down at the other male.


      “I have helped the Wolfen too, and soon helped stop General Ironskin, once we get to the font.” Kite nodded, pulling his legs in so he could set his chin on his knees.


      “I suppose, though it will probably be a few years before anything comes from it. It is very difficult to get mages to work together, especially if they have different focuses or specialties. The Wolfen will be better for it soon, though, and it is due to you.”


      “It is due to Talgroon,” he answered quickly, but the fox only chuckled.


      “Talgroon would never have thought to bring the shield here, especially since he does not hold us in very high regard. Though it is his discovery and his honor, you are the one who gave it to him.”


      “I suppose.” Mier had never been good at receiving praise, so he just folded his ears back and remained silent until the vulpine started talking again. At least the other male understood some people did not like to be complimented.


      “I do have one question for you, Mier, one that frankly has been bothering me since you arrive. Do you mind answering it? I assure it’s not that personal.” The Wolfen shrugged.


      “Sure.”


      “Why are you traveling with Trent? If there was ever a race that was the opposite of your people, it is the Chosen. By his own people’s standards, he should not even tolerate your presence.”


      “Trent is not a normal Chosen.” Kite chuckled again, patting the paladin on the arm.


      “And you are a perfectly normal Wolfen, never judging others and treating everyone the same. It is why I built this school here – even with the negaticite, I knew there would be nowhere else in the world where the native people would not object to a foreign race living peacefully with them. I’ve fired teachers who thought otherwise – I’ve always wanted this to be a paradise, where I can visit the tribes if I want and show students examples of truly nice people. Other mages schools are surrounded by those jealous for their power.”


      “We can’t become mages,” Mier interjected.


      “I know that, and that means you can’t be greedy of other people’s magic power or magical artifacts. By the gods, if you bleed on something magical it turns off.” That was true – the Wolfen had taken advantage of that bizarre trait earlier this year when he needed to open a magically sealed door to help protect a friend.


      “There is nothing more humbling for a young mage to come here after being told for years they are special, and suddenly be treated the same as everyone else. I’ve traveled all over the world, and nowhere else do people see mages as just normal people with a little flash, not gifted by the gods or cursed with dark magic. I wish there were more places like this valley.” Something stuck in the paladin’s mind. Cursed with dark magic?

    


    
      “You train darkmages here?” The headmaster looked surprised at the question.


      “Of course – they are not inherently evil. Some are born with the power, other gain it from dark deeds. Takashi Ironskin is just an example of an evil darkmage. I have met many who are the polar opposite of the general, but like every type of spellcaster, power can corrupt.”


      “I have seen that too.” Several of the clerics in Eldere, even those devoted to peaceful gods, had killed or maimed others in their desire to master more powerful spells or obtain dangerous artifacts.


      “Now, paladin.” Kite stood up, his tone changing from nonchalant to serious. “Are you ready to see the Font of Darkness?” He nodded, bracing against the wall to stand back up to his full height. If he had been lying down, it would be easy to shove up off the ground, but sitting on his rump made it difficult for him to gain enough leverage to get back up without help due to his digitigrade feet.


      “I am ready.” The headmaster smiled at him, pointing at the central tower.


      “You’ll have to duck to get to it, but I figure you won’t mind.”


      Students might have crowded around the paladin before, but now they stayed a reverent distance back from their headmaster, many of them wearing wistful expressions. Sure, many of the students had already gotten their fill of him, but this was a large school, and the alternative would be the roars of triumph Mier could hear a few dozen yards away at one of the sparring circles. Trent needed to relax, and throwing around mages probably worked better for him than a night of boozing at a tavern. At the door to the tower, Kite yanked it open and stepped in, moving to the side to allow the canine to scrunch down and squeeze in sideways to enter the building. He needed to bend down slightly to stop his ears from touching the ceiling.


      Shutting the door behind him, the mage held out a paw, a ball of fire materializing about an inch above his gloved paw. Even though Mier could see very well in the darkness, he did not expect the room to contain the things that it did once illumination spread through the ground floor. No doors branched off to other room – the entire area consisted of one large room, not containing a single desk, table covered in arcane instruments, or floating apparatus. A single spiral staircase headed up and down, but the rest of the room remained bare except for sconces filled with unlit torches. The Wolfen admired the ebony hardwood walls and floors, expensive in Eldere and probably prohibitively so here. Even nobles did not bother with the dark wood most of the time.


      “We keep the bottom floor clear for meetings. You won’t fit down the stairs, so let’s activate the lift.” Before Mier could ask, the vulpine relaxed his fingers, causing the fiery orb to travel across the room and touch against one of the torches. It instantly ignited, but the fire remained a soft blue rather than the normal orange-red. Even though nothing else moved, a torch on either side of the one already lit ignited as well, showing off a section where the floorboards’ grain did not match.

    


    
      “Come this way.” Kite Amethyst strode over, standing on the new area and placing one paw on the wall. Mier followed him, and as soon as he passed from the normal floor to stand next to the fox, the headmaster moved his paw down slightly. The section of floor sank a few inches, and after a little shaking that made the Wolfen fearful of falling over, the ground floor disappeared from their sight. Darkness surrounded them instantly – shouldn’t the torches reach this far down?


      “J’Shen told you about the magic that turns the lights out, but the font isn’t actually behind that. Even the teachers do not know what actually is the source.” This must be a magical darkness, since the canine could not see anything. When fighting a cabal of evil wizards on the border of Vasani, their spells could even blind him. Kite spoke out much more confidently next, his voice ringing out to prove just how large the basement was.


      “I, Archduke Kite Amethyst, dispel the darkness.” As though opening a shaded lantern, suddenly everything was illuminated in bright light. Like the top floor, the basement level shone with black polished wood, but this area was not nearly as bare as the floor above it. Besides the staircase, which actually came down along the opposite wall instead of the center and the torches like the room above, there was a large void in the middle of the room, expanding out from a small hole in the floor to flow across half the ceiling. Beside the strange darkness rested two altars, both with figures resting on them. Their platform shuddered to a stop, and as soon as it touched against the ebony wood, now matching the grain, Mier cautiously stepped forward. Even at this distance, he could see two female vulpines looking as though they were sleeping on thos altars.


      Stepping up to the first vixen, the first thing he noticed that was off was her scent. In truth, she didn’t have one. Even a dead body retained something from life, eventually changing to the stench of decomposition. Oddly, especially for a fox, she was covered in leather armor, embossed with symbols that served as proof of magical enchantment. Beside her form rested a glaive, encrusted with dried blood, that for some reason as well, he could not smell. Was she dead or just magically asleep?


      “What’s wrong with her?” Kite stepped up beside him, placing one finger on the female’s forehead. He mumbled something, and a small veins of black magic started to swirl around her head and chest. They intersected over her heart, but did not writhe or dissolve.


      “This is the magic that binds her – High General Takashi Ironskin ripped her soul from her body, but the way he did it also infinitely preserved her. She is dead, but will never decay. If I can get her soul back, I could bring her back to life.”

    


    
      “Who is she?” A moment of pain passed across his eyes, but the emotion did not bleed into his voice.


      “My daughter, Azuyi Swiftstep. She wanted to stop Takashi Ironskin from hurting others, so she went with a small army to stop him before he moved his armies to this continent. He killed her, along with every cleric and soldier she brought with her. Even the Oracle at the time died on that island.” He waved a paw at the other corpse in the room. “She can be brought back as well, but I won’t let her sacrifice be forgotten. I preserved her myself.” Mier could smell nothing from the other body as well, but figured now that it was the magic that prevented it.


      “The current Oracle – the one that, judging by what I’ve heard, you’ve had problems with – was one of the clerics in her service. She has seen no true horror in her time as Oracle, only minor problems and...deviances.” The pause told the paladin Kite Amethyst not only had heard of his issues with the religious authority, but what those problems were. Something about that statement bothered the Wolfen, though.


      “There is a civil war in Oya. She lives there.” Kite’s face contorted into a sour smile.


      “An Oyan war is not like those for other people. They spend nine days out of ten off the battlefield, debating and politicking until everyone is deaf. That one day is merely a meeting of infantry, or a few rounds of arrows. Vulpines don’t have the stomach for combat, so they all hire felis or lupis mercenaries to do the fighting for them. I haven’t lived in Oya for many years, yet for some reason they thought I would fight for the crown.” After a strange look from the paladin, a sparkle of mischief appeared in the fox’s eyes, dissolving the disgusted expression at the same time.


      “What? You didn’t think that ‘Archduke’ at the front of my name was just for show? I’m the closest living relative to the royal family, but before he died I turned down the throne. I didn’t want to be in charge of six other noble houses, all vying for my preference and favor. Running this school is my life now – I’m not giving it up for anything.”


      “Then who will rule Oya?” Since the death of the last Oyan king a decade ago, the six noble houses still present in the country had been warring over who would lead. Kite, however, shrugged.


      “I don’t know. As far as I am aware, there’s no one left alive. No one knows what happened to the younger prince, and as far as descendants go, there isn’t anyone left. Azuyi could, but Takashi Ironskin would have to be defeated first for that to happen. Now, let’s get back to the font you were so worried about. You can learn about Oyan history after what you need to do is done.” The tone of his voice told the paladin he didn’t want to dwell on the subject of his daughter’s corpse. Now he turned to the black void in the middle of the room, sweeping his arms out in a grand fashion.

    


    
      “Here it is. I built this tower over it, just so I could study and try to understand it for as long as I am here. Now what are you planning to do with it?” He almost seemed amused by the Wolfen’s interest now, like he was a noble on vacation wanting to see oddities. Taking a deep breath and turning his ears forward, Mier stepped into the darkness.


      His first impression was a distinct loss of senses. Just like the magical darkness that enveloped him when coming down to this floor, the font cut off one of his normally impervious senses. No smells could penetrate into this magical area apparently, but he decided not to dwell on it. He could still hear concerned noises from outside, but they had been muted. There was a solid surface beneath his feet, so he began to walk forward. From the outside this void did not look large, but after five steps he should have passed completely through it. Was he even moving?


      “This piece of the Light of Creation is not yours to take,” a voice called out, and in an instant the Black Goddess appeared before him. Despite the magic blinding him, he could somehow see her perfectly. Rather than a miniature moon in her paws, what looked like a massive head for a warhammer rested there. Though he knew what he looked for was a weapon piece, the type of weapon had never been specified. A hammer would make sense – in the old stories he’s learned before becoming a paladin, all the old holy warriors used hammers rather than sharper alternatives. Vorel also used a similar warhammer, enchanted so much it glowed in a dark room.


      “Yes it is.” He took another step forward, as close to the Black Goddess as he had ever been. One paw he placed over the weapon, feeling heat rise from the strange metal he could not recognize. As he lifted the other paw, he mentally dove down into his own soul, drawing on what divine magic he could. White fire tinged in purple shot out at the goddess. She looked shocked for a moment before the image wavered against the flames. He would not be fooled so easily.


      “You are not the goddess I once worshiped. She would understand what needs to be done, and even if I no longer send her prayers, she would let me help the innocent. Go away.” He growled, a sound he made very rarely, and the image wavered again, the edges going out of focus. He gripped the weapon piece more securely with his paw, and with a swing of his claws he ripped through the magical deterrent. A new voice greeted him as he pulled the weapon piece against his chest, this one true to the figure formally standing in front of him.


      “It is good to know you still understand my way, paladin of the Hopegiver. I hope you are able to stop Takashi Ironskin.” He felt a weight against his back and around him, and it took him a moment to realize it was someone he could not see, much larger than him, embracing him. Now he knew how others felt when he swept them up in a hug.


      “I still love you, my child, even if you must fight against the darkness with a male at your side. Know that, no matter how long you live, I will watch over you.” The brush of fur against his muzzle told him the goddess was nuzzling him, and then the weight and feelings were gone. An instant later the darkness dissipated, seeming to recede into the weapon piece. It still felt unnaturally warm, but he knew sometimes magic had that effect.

    


    
      “What in the names of all the gods did you do?!” Turning around, he noticed Kite Amethyst, standing flabbergasted at the disappearance of the entire font.


      “I needed something in the font.”


      “You took the whole damned font!” Up until now, the fox had not lost his composure, but the complete negation of a prized point on his school seemed to be the last crack in his calm. Rather than trying to explain that he didn’t really know how this type of magic worked, or that lives were at stake, he just pressed the warhammer head against his chest and walked back over to where the lift would come up out of the floor.


      “I need to stop Takashi Ironskin.” Kite looked straight in his eyes, took a deep breath to calm down, and walked up next to him.


      “I hope you do. Just next time you need something from this school, please tell me you’re going to take something. I’ve been trying to figure out that font for twenty years.” With a forlorn look at the weapon piece, the vulpine ran a paw along the wall to start the lift.


      “I’ll bring it back if I can,” Mier promised, kneeling down so he could look more effectively at the other male. Kite eyed him for a moment, before shrugging.


      “It doesn’t matter that much. That shield you brought back with Talgroon will occupy most of my spare time for the next few months. I was just shocked that you walked in there, and a minute later the whole font was gone. We need to go find your Chosen friend before he kills any of my students, though. I don’t think the vulpines here understand what real wrestling is.”


      “What makes you say that?” The image of Trent tossing foxes in every direction made him smile. The headmaster looked sidelong at him as the flood started to shift up.


      “In Oya, wrestling is a sport. In the K’Mir Empire, it’s combat training.”


      Once they made it back out of the tower, Kite Amethyst carefully locking the tower up behind him, the sounds of foxes being thrown around could no longer be heard. Trent now leaned against the wall next to the doorway, stinking of sweat with an undertone of exhilaration. He’d stripped off the top half of his armor, his striped fur ruffling slightly in the air. When Mier paused to look at him, the Chosen flashed him a smile.


      “I ran out of mages to spar with.” Mier looked down at the fox beside him.


      “Do you mind if I catch up with you before I leave, headmaster? I need to talk to Trent.” Kite Amethyst looked at him for a moment before stepping to the side, starting on his way to the tower the teachers were probably still debating in.

    


    
      “What’s going on?” Though the Chosen did look slightly suspicious, his eyes lit up when Mier held out the weapon piece. Rather than taking it from his paws, the feline licked his lips. The paladin guessed it was a subconscious reaction – Acton’s ears twitched when he figured out something was worth much more than he’d paid for it, or at the thought of stealing something away from thieves. The look in Trent’s eyes matched the mouse’s in that situation.


      “That’s real value...” A single claw pointed at an etching along where the warhammer head would attach to the handle. “That’s pure skymetal – it’s worth ten thousand times its weight in gold. I don’t know of anything besides royal heirlooms that are made from it.” He traced the pattern – it was one the canine did not recognize, but his comrade apparently did.


      “This lets magic transfer back and forth between the caster and the weapon. Paladins in the K’Mir Empire use it for almost everything they kill others with.”


      “What does it do?” Trent looked at him very seriously.


      “When you hit someone with it, it will drain their magic, letting you draw power and replenish your divine magic as though you were praying to your god. Figure, you hit an undead soldier with this...” he made a swinging motion with one arm, “...you’ll not just blow them apart, but the magical that kept them active will be absorbed by the weapon. Normally, it doesn’t work so well, giving you just scraps of the power. Since this is done in skymetal, though, I would guess it’s perfect.”


      “Perfect?” How could a spell be perfect? If they were, mages wouldn’t spend years of their lives trying to improve them.


      “Perfect. You kill something held up with magic with this, all of that magic’s yours.” Tentatively he placed a paw over the smooth, flat head of the hammer, his fingers twitching from the unexpected warmth.


      “I think you’ll have fun with this. But this isn’t why you wanted to talk to me.” One part of his mind might be distracted by the skymetal-laced weapon piece, but the rest of his thoughts knew Mier wanted to know something completely different. After pulling the weapon piece back against his chest, he asked the question that had been nagging at his mind since they’d entered Wolfen Valley.


      “Where will you go now?” Trent’s eyes gave away more emotion than the feline probably wanted to – a mix of longing and love for someone long away.


      “I suppose I will go to Eldere, to make sure my daughter is doing alright. Where are you headed?” As he spoke, the Chosen started picking up the pieces of his armor he’d discarded earlier, fitting them back on without breaking his concentration on the other male.


      “The same city. I live in a temple there.” Trent’s old smile, the one he’d worn around his daughter, slowly appeared on his face once again. It reached his eyes, eliminating any visage of intimidation the strange stripes across his eyes created.

    


    
      “Then I guess we’ll still be traveling together.”


      As they walked together in vaguely the same direction the headmaster of this school had escaped, it occurred to Mier that even though he’d been here a few days now, not a single one of the tribes had come close enough to the school to know he was there. Sure, his howl had been heard across the valley, but no one responded to it to inquire who it could be. Even without a tribe for himself, someone should have called to him, asked who he was. Above everything else, this proved Wolfen Valley was no longer his home.


      In any city across the continent, even those that would not normally welcome foreigners, would smile at him, offer him lodgings and food, all for the simple reason that he wore the holy symbol of the Hopegiver. His race did not matter, his background did not matter. He made those around him feel better and he improved lives. It was something he could never have offered years ago when he lived here. Being a Wolfen had never amounted to anything, and now he could help save an entire country.


      Kite Amethyst met the two of them outside the occupied tower, looking stressed but otherwise in a good mood. His armor had been abandoned, now replaced with a loose cotton shirt and trousers, both white. His paws were holding open a scroll, and as the Wolfen and Chosen came to a stop in front of them, the piece of parchment started to glow.


      “Ready to head back home, paladin?” Though Mier was not going to object, he did not know if the spell could work on him. Sometimes in emergencies Vorel had needed to be teleported across the country. It had never been done to him – would his blood negate the magic? As though sensing his concerns, the fox rolled his eyes.


      “You can’t turn this off, paladin – now hold still. I figured you didn’t want to trek all the way back to your temple. Now here.” One paw he clasped over the paladin’s forearm. For some reason, the scroll did did not rewind. When he let go of it completely, it floated right where he had been holding it up. His other paw he held out to Trent.


      “Are you coming with him, soldier? Or would you prefer to remain here, throwing my students around?” His statement might have sounded serious, but his expression told both males it was all in good fun. Trent gripped the fox’s paw firmly.


      “I think I will go back to the city, mage. Your students don’t provide a challenge.” Power coursed into the Wolfen, a feeling he wasn’t used to. For a moment, everything went black. He’d never passed out, but he felt this was what it would feel like. He could not breathe, see, or even smell, but the deprivation only lasted a few seconds. Another instant and the doors leading into the Hopegiver’s chapel appeared before them, a few poor around them jumping back in shock. He could smell trash thrown into the street, unwashed males and females, too many candles burning in the temple next to his home. Taking it all in, he smacked the Chosen on his shoulder, noticing the flash of disgust on his face.

    


    
      “I love the city.” Something else wafted to his sensitive nose – something he did not expect to be here. Quickly he gave the fox’s paw a good shake, and pointed in the vague direction of the merchant district.


      “The Red Prince’s temple is that way.” Without saying goodbye to either Trent or the headmaster of the School of the Sword and Staff, he rushed into his temple, pushing the doors open himself. Several clerics turned to him – no one else in the city could open them alone – and all of them looked very excited to see him back in this temple. Their congratulations could wait. He knew that scent, but it shouldn’t be here for another few weeks. Quickly he rushed around the corner to the paladin corridor, the familiar smell only getting stronger. Without knocking he opened the door to his own chambers.


      Acton had his back turned to the door, peeling off one of his skintight black leather jerkins. Mier could smell his sweat, his unique scent, everything that made the mouse his. He ears twitched at the sound of the door opening, but he did not immediately turn.


      “Just leave the scrolls next to the door. I’ll get to them in a few minutes.” When the Wolfen took another step in the room, the mouse turned around. Before he could react, Mier rushed forward, using his weight to push the smaller male back on to the bed, clamping his jaws around the mouse’s exposed throat. Paws moved to grip his breastplate, but did not try to force him off. The fingers only hooked over the edges, securing the rodent in place. When the Wolfen let go, licking away a few drops of blood caused by his fangs, the mouse’s breath had gotten much heavier.


      “When did you get back?” The canine whispered, nuzzling over the male’s chest, ruffling his fur, fully inhaling the scents he’d first detected outside. No one else would be able to detect them so far away, but Acton was someone he could always pick out nearby.


      “A week ago...” He squeaked when Mier’s tongue passed over an exposed nipple, causing it to harden from the sudden warmth.


      “Stay here.” The larger male stood up, walked over to the door and threw the bolt, sealing the room from outsiders. They locked it every night now, just in case someone nosy wanted to know what was going on. The sound of the bolt being thrown always caused Acton to become much more submissive – a reaction the Wolfen loved. Turning back to the bed, he yanked off his armor as fast he could, leaving the pieces where they dropped. Soon he wore nothing but a loincloth. His lover still wore his normal leggings as he sat at the edge of the bed along with the necklace the Wolfen had given him before they separated weeks ago. Acton’s white fur, so soft and short, made the male lick his lips. At seeing the reaction, the mouse tilted his muzzle up, baring his throat.


      When he took the male’s throat in his jaws again, the mouse completely relaxed in his hold. His lover knew the Wolfen would not hurt him, and this showed it more than anything else. When one of the canine’s claws reached back and popped the button above his tail, he felt the smaller male gulp. He growled slightly, vibrating the skin he held between his teeth. When he let go for the second time, Acton did not sit back up, instead remaining on his back, his paws above his head.

    


    
      “I love you,” Mier whispered, kissing the mouse’s belly as his large fingers undid the buttons covering the male’s groin. A few snaps later and he peeled the trousers off, moving his nose down to press into his lover’s sheath. Already it was filling nicely, but he wanted to touch the other male, feel him, know every inch of him again. Once Acton was nude, even his necklace on the bedside table, the Wolfen pulled off his own loincloth and rolled on to the bed, pulling the mouse into his lap. Paws came to rest on his chest; he firmly gripped the other male’s thighs.


      Acton’s eyes remained closed, his body shivering as Mier kissed across his collarbone, huffed over his shoulders, and nuzzled his upper arms. The smaller male’s back arched at the touches, his breath coming out in short exhalations from his nose. He loved the feel of his lover in his lap, the way the mouse needed to straddle just one of his thighs to remain comfortable, and that those thighs tensed around him when the mouse shivered. The short fur against his shaggy fur, the thin, lithe body against his muscular one. He wanted his mouse more than anything else right now. Pulling the male’s body down a bit more, Mier ran his tongue over the smaller male’s ears, hearing the slight squeaks at each pass.


      “I love you,” he whispered right into Acton’s ear, his lips and breath tickling at the tiny hairs. The mouse flicked his very sensitive ears, but did not resist when Mier lightly bit down on one of them. This would normally make him go crazy, but right now he just started to shiver. Quickly the Wolfen let go and switched his hold to the other ear. Mumbled words breathed against his jaw, letting the canine know how much the smaller male enjoyed it. He started muttering something else, so Mier nuzzled against him, licking along his jawline. When he focused on the other male’s face, he noticed a look of shame in his eyes.


      “What is it?” Acton kissed him on the lips, but the negative emotion didn’t leave his face.


      “I just...” Mier licked across his mouse’s nose, pushing his head up with the end of his muzzle.


      “It doesn’t matter.” Three more kisses and the mouse went limp in his arms, nuzzling into his chest, his paws moving further down to press into the Wolfen’s abdomen.


      “Can we...” the next few words were mumbled, so low the canine could not understand them. When he nuzzled Acton a but softer, nibbling on his throat, the words became loud enough for him to hear.


      “...be gentle?” A blush rose under the white fur, but Mier knew what he wanted. Most nights they spent together the mouse enjoyed being bit, scratched, and generally played with without worrying about how they felt in the morning.

    


    
      “I love you too,” Acton whispered, and with a kiss on the Wolfen’s lips Mier rolled the mouse over on his back, his legs dangling over the side of the bed. If he wanted to fully take the rodent after so long apart, he would need to stretch the smaller male out before anything intense happened. When they’d been together each night, Acton remained stretched out very well, but tonight would take a little more time.


      “I’ll be gentle.” Mier kissed down the mouse’s chest, over his belly, but only gave his exposed sheath and sac a passing touch. The head of the male’s shaft was already peaking from its covering, but it could wait for now. There were other parts of his lover the Wolfen wanted to touch, caress, and feel against him. Even as he settled down, sitting on the floor, the rodent spread his legs, giving the larger male access to every intimate part of him. Mier gently lifted up the legs in front of him. As he nuzzled in, the mouse’s toes curled in anticipation.


      The scent of the mouse before him made the male begin to get aroused, but he didn’t care about his own needs right now. He wanted to touch the male, to kiss him in places that made the other paladin squeak and moan. Soon his field of vision was completely filled with white-furred thighs, a small sac in front of him, a full sheath and sweat-covered trail leading down to a tight, pink hole. The naked tail beat lightly against his chest. Experimentally his let his tongue hang out, just lightly pressing it against the skin between the male’s sac and tailhole. Though his tongue was large enough to cover the mouse all the way from his sac to the base of his tail, he curled the muscle to only press into that small space. A shiver met him, but no struggling, so he started sliding his tongue up and down.


      Slowly he bathed the flesh before him in saliva, loving the taste of the sweaty male, the way he jerked up slightly when the Wolfen moved down to push at his hole. There was too much resistance right now to push in too hard, but he could apply slight pressure to the male’s tailhole and hear him squeak. Already the muscles were relaxing, stretching a little more each time his tongue tried to invade. The mouse’s scent was strongest here – Mier knew his member was beginning to grow, but he didn’t care even when the whole length escaped from his sheath. He didn’t need to stroke himself to get hard, but once his knot started to form, he would need to take care of it.


      A new scent reached his nose, making him lift his muzzle from between the rodent’s thighs. He let just the tip of his tongue beyond his lips, running it slowly over the full sac , feeling the weight of a few days of unspilled seed. It showed in the level of Acton’s arousal; his shaft already stood proud, straight up from his body, the first drop of precum resting at the slit. Panting reached his ears as more of his tongue came out, curling around the length as he made his way to the tip. His ministrations created more precum to leak from the tip, forcing the first drop to start its way down the underside of the maleness. He slurped it away as he reached the tip, locking his lips around the head. Acton squeaked very loud now.

    


    
      Without hesitating this time he took the entire length into his muzzle. Due to their size difference, the Wolfen could fit his lover’s entire length into his muzzle with room left to push his tongue down into the sheath. Hips thrust at him, so he placed one massive paw on the male’s left thigh to hold him down. He wasn’t trying to get his lover off right now – just distract him with enough pleasure to get some real stretching out done. When he started sucking lightly, paws gripped his ears. Claws dug into the skin when Mier brought his other paw up between the mouse’s thighs, scratching lightly above his hole. Acton knew what would be next, but he pulled lightly at the canine’s ears, signaling him to pull off. He did, albeit reluctantly.


      “This way...” He muttered, repositioning himself on all fours. His muscular rump tempted Mier to bite down, but the dripping arousal beneath it and the presented hole drew his attention away. The mouse’s blush reached from his throat to his ears now.


      “Don’t use your fingers.” Mier smiled at the request. There were other things he could use, of course, items he kept just for this occasion. Before climbing up and over his lover he looked underneath the bed, locating his special trunk in an instant. He pulled it toward him in one yank, opening the two clasps to reveal its contents: special toys designed to help males loosen up or play by themselves. Each resembled a different male member, whether it was a polished wood canine dildo or a solid-glass felis one, complete with bumps to simulate barbs. Though there were a dozen in here, he pulled out a special one. It most closely resembled a vulpine – smaller than the canine toy, but still with a knot, head, and tapering to help a tight male adjust. This one was crafted from solid glass, so it could be covered in oil very easily. When the mouse noticed it, he nodded.


      “That one.” Acton grabbed the nearest pillow and buried his face in it while folding his ears back. Even with this sign of being uncomfortable, his tail was still held high, and his member still leaked fluid on the white sheets below him. It was all part of the act – though he could tell the larger male to stop at any time, he liked to feel like Mier was in charge. That was fine with the Wolfen; it still ended with them mating. Without shifting the bed too much the canine climbed up to sit next to his mouse. Just to make his lover needy, Mier pressed the tip of the toy against the mouse’s tailhole, not pushing in, just rotating it slowly around the orifice. He tried to push back against it, but each time the canine moved with him.


      He only did this a few times, just to increase the rodent’s need. Before it got out of control, Mier gripped the base of Acton’s tail to stop him from moving too much, wrapped his other paw around the toy’s knot, and gently pushed the toy into the mouse’s tailhole. A hiss came from the face buried in the pillow, but the entire head slipped in without issue. For now, he held still, letting the mouse get accustomed again to having an arousal inside him. He needed something to make this easier, but all of the lamps in the room were lit, so he couldn’t use that oil. Acton would just need to grit his teeth and let his body adjust. So as not to hurt him, Mier let just another inch or so penetrate him. Only a few high-pitched squeaks answered the movement, and after a moment they were replaced with a needy moan.

    


    
      “Go ahead,” Mier cooed, letting go of the male’s tail and moving that paw down underneath the mouse. Carefully he enveloped Acton’s member with his fingers, encasing it in rough paws. Immediately the rodent humped forward, and when he moved back another inch of the toy entered him. He lifted his face from the pillow, breathing shallowly through only his nose. Both his paws dug into the sheets as he thrust into Mier’s paw again, taking two more inches of the toy the next time back. His thin tail curled around the Wolfen’s forearm as he stretched himself out, using the paw underneath him as the motivation. Already the larger male could feel his fingers being coated with precum, but that only made it easier for the mouse to be pleased. Just to make sure he didn’t hurt himself and tie, Mier kept a firm grip of the toy’s knot, especially when Acton got a good rhythm and started banging back against it.


      More and more precum smeared between the Wolfen’s fingers, letting him know the mouse was getting very close. His squeaking was getting more frequent too as his feet started started shifting up – he was trying to brace on his toes as he thrust into the canine’s paw, subconsciously getting a better angle to mate. His scent also kept changing, letting the larger male know better than any other sign that he was about to climax. That needed to be saved for something more fun, so when the rump before him raised up as Acton tried to get those last few thrust needed for completion, his claws ripping tiny holes in the sheets and his nose up in the air, Mier let go of the dripping shaft and held the toy still instead of matching his lover’s movements. It slipped out of him as he fell forward, his shaft pulsing but lacking the stimulation he needed to completely get off.


      “Not yet.” Acton looked back at him, panting, his hips shaking, but he made no move to grip his member and get himself off. He wanted Mier to do it, to please him after so long apart. Seeing the mouse shake in front of him, his scent at a peak, made the Wolfen remember his own arousal. Now he needed to climax as much as his lover, but he did not want to waste it except in the white-furred rump in front of him.


      “Stand up,” the mouse whispered. Happy to oblige, Mier jumped from the bed, the weight of his nearly foot-long arousal bobbing in the cool air. His sac felt full for the first time in a while, but that did not distract him. His lover placed a pillow on the bed in front of him and crawled over to sit on it. The pillow gave him just the right height so the Wolfen’s dripping member rested in front of his nose. Acton looked up at him, smiling shyly, before placing one paw around the male’s knot and giving it a squeeze. Mier huffed and placed a paw on the back of the smaller male’s head, giving him all the encouragement he needed. His lover moved his lips forward, taking the head into his mouth. A large spurt of precum landed on his tongue, but Mier remained perfectly still . His lover’s other paw, rather than touching his own member, lightly wrapped around the lower half of the Wolfen’s shaft.

    


    
      Slowly he pulled the remaining few inches of the canine’s arousal into his mouth, not as much suckling and bobbing as he was swirling his tongue around the flesh, getting it moist. Mier kept his paw on the back of his lover’s head still, but took the other one to play with the mouse’s ears. He didn’t pinch or cause pain – instead just running two fingers up and down them, causing pleasured moans to travel down his shaft. Both paws squeezed down on him when more precum leaked from his member, and it occurred to him he would need to stop the white-furred male before he climaxed.


      At the next moan, the Wolfen moved his paw back, lightly taking the mouse back with him. The tip of his shaft popped from between the lips, a streak of watery precum landing on his outstretched tongue. His entire maleness glistened with spit. Acton, once Mier let go of his head, fell backward and lifted his legs. His tail slapped between the canine’s thighs. The larger male leaned over his lover as he got down in his knees to bring his arousal level with the exposed rump.


      “Ready?” Acton nodded, leaning his head back to show off his throat. His arms were over his head, letting Mier know how submissive the smaller male wanted to be. With one paw he lightly gripped the mouse’s wrists, taking his own member into his other paw. He pressed it gently against the loosened tailhole before him, feeling the mouse relax as he started to push in. His head encountered no resistance, and as soon as the tight ring of muscle slipped under the ridge of his head, Acton squeaked. Mier loved that sound.


      He gripped his lover’s wrists a bit tighter, slowly feeding his arousal deeper into the male. The first few inches entered without an issue, taking up the space the toy had. Another inch pushed in and the mouse’s insides needed to be rearranged. He winced, gritting his teeth as Mier continued to enter him. If he stopped, he would not get all the way in without the mouse protesting. He knew it hurt, but he also knew his lover wanted it. Acton’s chest rose and fell as the last few inches of the Wolfen’s length entered him. His giant knot pressed against the anal ring; Mier held still, letting his mouse adjust to the giant length inside him. The smaller male’s shortened breaths became longer as the pain faded, and just to make sure he would be fine to keep going, the canine ran his thumb up the underside of the mouse’s shaft. Precum dribbled down into his white fur, matting it down as Mier started to pull back out. Now the mouse’s mouth was open as he panted from the exertion of taking such a large male. The larger male pulled out until the ring of muscle was around the base of his head again, then started to move back in.


      As he bottomed out for the second time, Acton slipped his paws out of the paladin’s hold. Looking at Mier with bright blue eyes, the mouse placed his shaking paws on the back of the Wolfen’s neck and entwined his fingers. The larger male leaned down to kiss his lover, feeling the heat of his breath, the shuddered breaths as the canine started to pull back out. This time he pushed in a bit faster, feeling the male tense up around him and squeak. With the next thrust he looked back, the wonderful tightness surrounding his member accentuated by the mouse’s movements – his toes curled each time Mier bottomed out. They stayed curled until he almost completely pulled out. Few males the Wolfen had been with reacted so completely to being taken, from his panting and flicking ears to his tensing thighs and curling toes.

    


    
      Claws dug into the back of his neck as he picked up his pace, actually pushing the mouse forward now with each thrust. His lover’s whole body rocked as he moved, his favorite squeaks entering his ears each time he hit the white-furred male’s prostate. Precum started to coat the smaller male’s stomach, and Mier knew the rodent would climax before he was able to finish and tie. Acton’s eyes squinted shut, and he nuzzled up against the canine, forcing out only two words.


      “Keep going...” The mouse’s whole body tensed up, making the Wolfen apply more force to continue to pound him. A half-dozen high-pitches squeaks came out of the lips below him as the smell of spilled seed filled the room. Mier looked down to watch his lover’s malehood pulse, spurting out shots of male essence all over his flat stomach. Though he wanted to stop and lap it up, right now his own needs outweighed his urges to taste his lover. The cum would still be there after he tied. Even as the mouse’s orgasm faded, his insides kept tensing, his claws stayed locked into the Wolfen’s skin. Mier knew it almost hurt to keep being taken after climaxing, but the rodent kept still, giving the Wolfen the time he needed. Between the two of them, the mouse always came first anyways.


      The shaft below him kept pulsing, forced to stay hard as Mier pounded faster, pushing Acton further back on the bed. Without pulling out the canine expertly climbed up on the bed, the pillow under his lover’s rump keeping him at the right angle, though Mier still grabbed a second and put it under there as well. Now he leaned over his lover, one paw on either side of his slim body, thrusting forward as fast as he could. The mouse kept rapidly squeaking, a blush covering his face from his throat to his ears. Being taken like this made him feel vulnerable, controlled, and Mier knew he loved it, even if it was overstimulating right now. The massive paladin was getting close, the sounds, smells, and tightness of his lover driving him up to the peak.


      With one more thrust he slammed his knot into Acton, causing the mouse to cry out as his tailhole clamped down around the proper base of his maleness. His knot pulsed as the Wolfen’s balls pulled up closer to his body, his seed ready to fill the male. The peak hit him almost instantly after tying – he locked his jaws around the mouse’s throat, both his paws ripping gashes in the sheets as he climaxed. Shot after shot of cum exploded into the smaller male, filling him with so much seed that only the large knot stopped it from bursting from the rodent’s rump. As he orgasmed Mier remained perfectly still, snarling around the throat between his sharp teeth. The mouse below him did not move, even keeping his paws still as seed filled him.

    


    
      It was one of the Wolfen’s most powerful orgasms, lasting longer than any he could remember. When he finally slumped down on top of his lover, letting go of the mouse’s throat and nuzzling him, he felt like he couldn’t get up even if he wanted to. Acton’s paws finally let go of his neck, tilting his muzzle so the smaller male could kiss him on the lips. He didn’t really have the energy now even to kiss back, but he tried. Supple legs wrapped around his waist, letting him know Acton didn’t need to move right now either. Though the smaller male’s blush had faded somewhat, he looked exhausted. A wiggling rump told him the mouse was somewhat uncomfortable, but he couldn’t roll over without hurting both of them.


      “What’s wrong?” The mouse nuzzled against him.


      “You came so much. I feel like I’m full.” The words made Mier smile.


      “It’s been a while.”


      “How long?”


      “Since you left.” The mouse’s insides tensed around him, making him whine. Acton kissed him a few times like he was worried for him.


      “We’ve been apart for two months. Why’d you wait?” Mier’s smile got a bit wider, and he kissed the mouse again on the lips, then once on each ear.


      “I don’t have to mate, love. I don’t feel needy like most males. I can save it for you.” He placed his paws over his lover’s, pulling them down into the sheets and entwining their fingers.


      “I love you,” the mouse whispered, kissing the Wolfen’s nose. Mier licked his love’s throat, making him shiver.


      “I love you too.”


      As they fell asleep, exhausted and sure to be sore in the morning both from the strange position and the exertion, Mier’s last glance of the room focused on something sitting next to one of the lit lamps on a table next to the bed. It was the fang he’d pulled out for Acton before they split apart, and he could see cracks in enamel. He smiled as he gave his love one more nuzzle, breathing in the scents of sex, mouse, and the person he loved.


      He was glad the fang came in handy.


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter 11 The Camps Outside Eldere


      
         
      


      Mages, especially darkmages, aren’t always evil;


      Some of them just have terrible luck.


      Others know they are cursed, so they use it to their advantage.


      His Royal Majesty Hivih Zoshi III, King of Sacavuni


      After the third drink, Sven didn’t know what he wanted to do tonight. Many of the males in here had expressed interest in spending the night with him, and seeing how Gix would probably be gone until tomorrow afternoon in his search for a new home, it wouldn’t hurt anything; the lanky thief would be pulling favors with the local thieves’ guild to get a low price on someplace nicer than his last flea-ridden flat. However, that didn’t mean the lion specifically needed to find a warm bed. The rat didn’t mind who he slept with, but other much more important things were on his mind. The demon that had been slain nearly two weeks ago created many more problems for him.


      As the lion understood his magic, once the demon that his parents had made the contract with was dead, he would be free from the dark power that coursed through him. Apparently that wasn’t true – if anything, his power had strengthened since the creature’s destruction. Just yesterday he’d accidentally walked through a wall. Before going to the Dark Isles with Acton, the most he’d been able to control was an unformed blast of magic in one direction. Kit let him learn to siphon his power into certain minor abilities, but nothing really special; the dragonkin had been much more interested in spending hours in bed with him instead. Contacting the demon right before entering the middle island let him channel the power through his body, giving him more control and strength than he’d ever possessed. Now, however, that should all be gone. Why hadn’t it?

    


    
      A russet-shaded vulpine scooted into the booth next to him, wearing a brown cloak and not bothering to flirt, wink, or pass him a drink. He just sat there, sipping his own glass of beer before speaking very clearly. Their’s was a business relationship – this fox was a mage he’d been introduced to a few days after first reaching this city. His coloring might have changed since their last discussion, due to his need to remain as anonymous as possible these days, but Sven knew him very well. Not only had he originally helped the lion gain gain understanding of his magic, but some time later he had been the mage to help Rasvim make a contract with an incubus to sate his desires for his leader.


      “We need to go someplace more private to talk,” the fox declared, smiling icily at a waiter that walked passed them. That was the only thing Sven disliked about this dim place. It lacked even a name to create a perfect anonymous location for trysts, but the staff liked to gossip. Secrets did not exist here, even if most of the clientèle thought they did. With a sigh the feline slid from the booth, waiting for the fox to follow him before leaving the tavern completely. He’d been hoping to spend the rest of the night pondering, but his comrade never contacted him for trivial things.


      Right now they were deep in the slums, so Sven followed the cloaked fox out of the alley that contained the only access to this place and on to one of the larger roads. Trash littered the streets, intermingled with beggars, lepers, and everyone else who lived off the kindness of others. He noticed two lupis fighting over a discarded pair of pants, each snarling and scratching at the other without really pulling at the garment. The lion sighed – he’d been lucky when he’d arrived here. If not, he’d be one of those two wolves, having to dig through trash to survive.


      Once they left the slums and started down one of the roads that would lead into the temple district, Sven began to get confused. Where were they going? Nowhere that he was aware of in or between the temples would be completely confidential. Worshipers might think their concerns would only enter a cleric’s ears, but that holy male or female would pass it around the temple. The practice irritated Rasvim, Sven’s fox paladin friend, but the vulpine could not even slow the spread of gossip down in his own temple. To be fair, the lion always liked to hear juicy tidbits from the clerics as well – it sometimes made him happy to know his life was not the only one with problems.


      After passing the temple of the Hopegiver and a few others the felis frequented, the fox in front of him turned toward a smaller building. From the outside, it looked more like the seedy inns that covered border towns, but the darkmage guessed the outside was just to deter those not familiar with the establishment. Two much larger temples towered on either side of it, casting the whole building in shadow. The only part of it that looked new was a plain wooden plaque that remained fixed to the wall on the right side of the entrance. The varnish showed much less wear than the rest of the building, setting it many shades lighter and causing it to pop out from the wall. It depicted a wild bear up on his hind legs with his jaw open in a snarl.

    


    
      “I’ve never been here...” Sven mumbled, but his contact did not slow down until the fox reached the door. He held it open for the lion and stared at the other male.


      “You’ve never been to the Snarling Bear? It’s the nicest bar in town, and you’ve never been to it?” Sven rolled his eyes – the taverns he preferred weren’t because of the decor. With one glance at the vulpine he stepped into the building.


      Even with his taste for expensive fabrics and jewelry, his couldn’t help but whistle when he entered the Snarling Bear. Plush booths filled the walls, and for some reason, no smell of smoke entered his nostrils. Attractive male and female servants, dressed in skimpy but decent clothes, brought clean glasses full of dark beer or red wines to every table. A massive bruin stayed behind the bar, passing glasses to every servant as they brought orders to him. Sven immediately swiveled his ears forward – he’d never seen a bear before. They were originally native to the western edges of the Shun Empire, but one of the invasions by the Chosen two decades ago nearly wiped them out. Whenever the K’Mir Empire attempted to conquer a part of the world, they tended to target one race and destroy them. Bruins had been one of the most recent casualties. From what he’d heard, less than half a dozen lived in the entire country of Vasani.


      “Yuyani! Glad to see you back here!” The bear smiled widely at the fox, tapping the bar into front of him with several manicured claws. Sven followed silently, but apparently the bartender noticed him too. The crestfallen expression that passed across his muzzle told the lion he knew why the fox was here.


      “Business?” He commented once the fox sat down on one of the stools. Yuyani nodded.


      “Only business, Leon. I don’t have new trinkets or wine for you.” The felis sat down next to him, trying to remember what his friend actually sold. He used to be a practicing mage, but the local wizards found out about him teaching others how to bind demons and devils, so they ostracized him and cut off his access to essential resources. Even the temple of the Great Sage, patron deity of magic, forced him out after he disrespected the Oracle earlier this year. Now he bought and sold precious and expensive goods, using his intelligence and cunning from his years as a mage to amass large amounts of wealth.


      “Need the big room?” The vulpine shook his muzzle, letting the hood of his cloak fall back to show off some recent wounds. A large, freshly healed scar blinded his left eye; the line cut a wide swath from his cheek to his left tattered ear. Several scabbed gashes disfigured the fox’s neck, as though someone had tried to strangle him with thick rope, ripping away the fur and skin from the flesh.

    


    
      “I’d prefer the quiet room.” Leon eyed the lion behind the speaker suspiciously, but still produced an ornate key painted red. Before it was passed over, the vulpine put a large platinum coin down on the bar. Then, the key ended up in his paw.


      “Follow me.” Yuyani did not look back, but Sven followed him anyway. They passed many of the full booths – almost all of them were – before taking a staircase hidden around a slight corner. This design choice made it look like servants appeared right out of the walls. One of them, a female jackal, stepped aside without jostling her tray of steaming bowls of soup to let them up. The staircase did not turn, instead stopping at a wide hallway. Right in front of them was a doorway that led into a bustling kitchen with enough delicious smells that the felis really wanted to explore and taste things, but the fox turned to the right. Sighing, he silently followed.


      After passing three doors, the mage stopped at a door painted the same crimson color as the key and unlocked it. He held the door open, letting the darkmage passed before shutting and locking it back up behind them. This room had apparently been designed for small meetings; a round table with five chairs dominated the bare room, with one other small table that could probably hold two bottles of wine and a few glasses. Sven felt a chill move up his spine – spells had surrounded the room, but what kind he didn’t know.


      “Now we can talk.” Once the key was safely under the fox’s robes, Yuyani took a deep breath, worry crossing his muzzle for the first time since they’d met in the first tavern.


      “What is it?” A moment later, Sven regretted asking that question.


      “High General Takashi Ironskin wants you to join his army.” The lion’s vision went a little blurry – the other male helped him find the nearest chair and sit down. He put his face in his paws, trying to stop the mixed emotions and ideas from overwhelming his consciousness. Multiple voices yelled at him, each with a face attached to someone from his memories. Rasvim told him the general was committing treason and invading his former homeland. Kit proclaimed how wonderful it would be to work for someone who understood his powers were not inherently evil and would appreciate them to their fullest. Finally, the worst one of them all – the voice of the slaver trader that had captured him, berating him and telling him he wasn’t worth anything. The last voice always appeared when he bought something expensive or earned a place in society; it was his little reminder that he used to be a slave, and nothing more than property.


      “Why?” He tried to say more, but the words would not come to him with so many thoughts rushing through his brain. Yuyani placed paws on his wrists, firmly moving the lion’s paws away from his face. His voice, unlike the felis’s, did not reveal emotions.

    


    
      “I’m the only expert on darkmages in the city – he knew if there were others around, I would know. Some of his soldiers came and...collected me a few days ago.” He motioned at the damage to his neck before continuing. “I knew Takashi back when he was a squire in the palace – I introduced him to the easiest ways to channel his power. He got very angry when his kidnappers hurt me. He gutted one of them before talking to me.” Sven gulped, but didn’t have the will to interrupt his comrade.


      “It’s pretty simple, really – he just wants to talk to you. He’s not going to hurt you, or me. There aren’t any more darkmages in the city right now, so you’re it.”


      “But, I’m....” Why wouldn’t anything coherent come to him?


      “You’re a darkmage, and that’s all that matters to him. He’ll pay you a very large amount of gold, but it wasn’t a figure he told me.” The greedy part of the lion’s brain kicked in. How much money were they talking about? Damn his expensive tastes for even considering this. Yuyani must be able to read his thoughts, since he answered the unspoken question.


      “Even if you don’t want to take it, meet with him. Please.” When the felis focused on the other male’s one good eye, he could see the fear underlying the fox’s concern. Something bad would happen to him if Sven didn’t at the very least speak with the general. Mentally he steeled himself for the next few hours.


      “I’ll go. Where do I meet him?” The vulpine’s worry broke into an expression of shock.


      “You don’t pay attention to the announcements from the Minister of War, do you?” The government posted recent advances or defeats against Takashi’s army in every public square, but Sven did not bother reading them. If the undead soldiers and Chosen were taking over the city, he would know by the sounds of battle.


      “No.” Taking a breath, Yuyani placed to fingers against his own temple. The felis felt like he was giving the other male a headache.


      “His armies are surrounding the city. They’re going to cut off every road out of the city – the war minister thinks they are going to try and starve us into submission. Takashi Ironskin’s out there, too, having meetings with all his lieutenants on how to best capture the capitol. He’s taking time after his strategy meeting to meet with you.”


      “Fine.” He probably reeked of panic, but still the fox walked back over and unlocked the door. This would not be a pleasant evening.


      Without incident they left the city walls, Yuyani slipping the guards a few coins so they could enter again after dark. Normally the gates would be sealed, especially considering the invasion, but there were always service entrances for guards to enter and exit the city that remained accessible. The fox had also purchased him a heavy cloak on their way out, the thick wool itchy against the lion’s skin but masking his entire body from site. Even the hood draped over his head in a way that someone would have to lift it to recognize his species. Neither of them spoke for an hour after leaving the city, the sun falling beneath the horizon in the process and Sven trying very hard not to turn around and run as fast as he could back into the safety of a city, but once the first fires of camping soldiers came into view, Yuyani starting walking completely in front of him, rather than simply leading the way.

    


    
      First, they moved through row after row of Vasani’s soldiers guarding the city against an imminent invasion. Most of them were lupis, suddenly hardened from the last few months of intense combat. As they passed through the troops, many of them were missing and arm or a leg. A magical prosthetic was too expensive for a common soldier, so most of them would either be mending armor or cooking until the campaign ended. Many of the patrolling guards looked at the two cloaked males as they kept moving toward Takashi’s camped soldiers. No one stopped them, however – they had probably been ordered not to interfere with anyone from the city. They weren’t near any of the roads leading out of the city, so it seemed strange to Sven that no one bothered to ask where they were going.


      Once they left the Vasani army behind, another hour passed without a word spoken. The lion did not have a problem seeing in this cloudy night, both because of his heritage and the magic he had cast a few minutes ago. Sure, it made small black flames encircle his eyes, but considering where they were going, it shouldn’t matter that much.


      “Hold on a moment.” Sven might be able to see quite well, but that didn’t stop the lion from not realizing they were one the banks of a wide river until he was about to step in. The vulpine beside him frowned and pointed to a tiny rowboat.


      “Get in. I’m not swimming over the Bloodline River.” Always one to obey simple instructions, the felis carefully stepped into the craft, paranoid over flipping the boat over and getting soaked in the frigid water. For some reason, this river never froze over. Yuyani stepped in after him and twiddled his fingers. Even without oars, the vessel started moving away from the shore.


      “I will speak and get us in – remain silent until you are with the general.” Even from here, he could see figures waiting on the other bank. They were larger than the wolves they’d passed by, but the moonlight glinted off their armor all the same. It only took them a few minutes to approach the opposite bank, and when the boat shuddered to a stop, Yuyani stepped right out on the bank and yanked his hood off.


      “Glad to see you back, Yuyani.” Though there were six different males here, five of them much larger than the last and most forefront. Most of the groups were Chosen, large felines that resembled white tiger felis with light blue stripes, but the speaker was a black-furred lupis. Even in the moonlight, Sven noticed the black flames around his eyes, paws, muzzle, and even a few spilling out from the top of his breastplate. Right now, no weapons were on his belt, but Sven suspected he did not need them anyway. Only darkmages with full control over their power constantly showed those little tinges of fire.

    


    
      “I have brought someone for you to talk to, Takashi Ironskin.” The lion couldn’t help but stare – this feared general, controller of thousands of undead soldiers and commander of entire platoons of Chosen, wasn’t bad looking. His fur was impeccably trimmed, his eyes intelligent and piercing. When he spoke directly at the felis, Sven felt a need to do whatever he asked, both for fear of his own well being and just because the male’s eyes told him to. He’d only met one other person with this force of personality – the king of Sacavuni, and the lion had been enslaved to him at the time.


      “And this must be the darkmage you mentioned to me.” High General Ironskin held out a paw, and when Sven gripped it, he almost jumped back. The wolf’s gloved paw was unnaturally warm, as though his body heat could leak through the layers of leather and padding.


      “Sven is a very talented darkmage, Takashi. I will now take my leave – what time should I return to bring him back to the city?” The lupis’s gaze did not falter from Sven’s, but he answered the speaking vulpine all the same.


      “I will make sure he returns to the city safely.” Yuyani glanced sidelong at the lion, but he was too entranced by the wolf to put together a cohesive argument. Whatever Takashi Ironskin wanted was fine. The fox took a step back, nodding his head at Sven before climbing back into the rowboat. It was off the shore before the petite male thought to look over and say goodbye. Takashi put a paw on his shoulder and turned toward the camps on this side of the river.


      “Let us discuss a few things, felis. I’m quite excited to get to know you.” Even if he wanted to, he didn’t think he could resist the strong paw and determined stride that moved them both into the campground.


      Surprisingly to the lion, there were no undead soldiers present amongst the many Chosen soldiers. Though most of them looked identical – mainly because Sven did not know how to tell them apart yet – one thing did stick out. Unlike the Vasani army, where nine out of ten soldiers were male, these feline warriors were split almost right down the middle in gender. Males and females sat together, sharpening weapons or cleaning armor. Everyone spoke easily, and even when he and Takashi Ironskin passed by them, their discussions and gossiping did not falter. Whatever their opinion of him, they did not let their leader interrupt their free time before combat.


      As they rounded a corner near what he guessed was the center of the encampment, Sven came to see the first two undead soldiers since they’d entered. Two skeletons that looked like their bones had been plated with iron under chainmail armor stood straight up on either side of the entrance to a massive dark-colored pavilion. Each carried a round steel shield embossed with a bright symbol – a howling wolf’s head surrounded by black flames – and a serrated longsword not much different than the one on Takashi’s belt. Without pausing the lupis walked passed them, his paw still on the felis’s shoulder moving him inside the tent as well.

    


    
      The entrance room – he could call it that, since heavy cloth walls cut off the majority of the large tent from sight – contained two different off-white ceramic basins, each with glowing magical symbols on the inside but no water currently in them. Before Sven could get a better look at them, they moved into one of the connecting rooms. Now they stood in a meeting room, a large table taking up so much space that they needed to twist sideways to go around it. Only one more exit existed out of this room, but still they walked. Once they left the table room, they stopped and the paw left his shoulder. Now the lion really, really, wanted to touch things.


      The simply carved, heavy tables here had been covered in dozens of magical objects – daggers, orbs, staffs, sets of glittering chainmail, and even a cup or wine that bubbled slightly. Takashi did not stop him when his innate need for shiny things drove him to the first object, a light blue blown-glass orb that had sealed in a swirling smoke. As he looked at, the wolf spoke for the first time since leaving the riverbank.


      “How did you obtain your power?” Sven was caught off guard, nearly dropping the orb. No one had ever directly asked him that question. Sure, he’d told a few people, mainly so he could find help or warn those around him, but this was different. He blushed at the appraising gaze, but still answered quietly.


      “My parents made a contract with a demon. When they died I got the power.” Takashi smiled – suddenly Sven felt like he would do anything for that smile. He would so charming, so attractive, yet so....traitorous? The last thought stopped him from reaching out and embracing the lithe male, kissing him. It wasn’t just a passing thought – he couldn’t get images of the lupis doing unspeakable things to him out of his mind.


      “My power was inherited as well. Sort of a curse, I suppose. Would you like to here how I came to have it?” He stepped closer when the feline nodded slightly, and Sven suddenly knew that Takashi was fully aware of his effect on those around him. The wolf had probably known that he preferred males at first glance, so he was using that to influence the lion’s final opinion. When he continued speaking, they were now close enough for the smaller male to smell his breath. Takashi was only about two inches taller than him, much shorter than most lupis, but the scent of freshly charred pork on his breath still made him seen so predatory that true size did not matter.


      “My mother was a paladin of the Hopegiver – one of the last before Vorel Freedsire, Mier, Torr, and all the rest currently there. You know them, I suspect.” Sven nodded, not wanting to give too much away with his eyes but knowing he was failing. “She’d been informed of a group of undead preying on a village a few days from the capitol. When she went there, they proved too powerful and numerous for her.” Just being this close Sven could feel his knees getting weak – many dominant males did this to him, but why did General Ironskin have to be one of them? He’d envisioned a crazed necromancer in robes, with red glowing eyes and gnarled claws, not this male. He kept talking, and Sven fell into his words.

    


    
      “One of them was a vampire – holy males can tell you how difficult they are to destroy – and he raped her.” Suddenly the lion felt sorry for the larger male, though no pain or longing shown in the other male’s eyes. “They are the only type of walking dead that can reproduce, and I was the result. My power is a mix of the curse surrounding vampires and a paladin’s blessing.”


      “Oh.” Could he say anything else? That meant the male did not fear a demon coming after him, or the many other negative connections that could come from being a darkmage. They were so close now – could he risk a touch, just to see if his fur was as soft as it looked? Something else occurred to him. Why in all the heavens and hells wasn’t he terrified?


      “So tell me, Sven...” Was the big question coming?


      “Would you like something to drink?” The disarming question almost made him giggle, but he suspected the alcohol was only being provided to loosen his lips. When he didn’t answer immediately, Takashi chose for him.


      “How about something the Chosen like? From what I understand, their tastes are similar to the felis.” The words told him the lupis knew enough about the Chosen to serve as their commander, but not the intricacies of their bodies or culture. Of course, he could just be feigning ignorance to put himself in a more receptive position. Is this how he’d become a high general in a foreign army that hated all other races?


      After Takashi Ironskin left the room, Sven looked around for a seat. In only a few minutes he’d gone from vowing never to join this male’s army to truly desiring to serve him. Could he resist the idea? He wasn’t mentally strong, and honestly if the lupis started undressing he would do whatever the wolf wanted. For years he’d traded sex for favors, sex for a home, or sex for pay. Rasvim knew better than to ask how he paid for things in Eldere – he was very regretful the fox wasn’t here right now. The paladin could comfort him right now, and if the vulpine was here he would be able to convince the lion not to do this.


      “Here.” The general passed him a glass of some clear alcohol. It didn’t smell, but when he sipped it, he automatically coughed. It might be harsh, but once he swallowed, it felt very good moving down into his stomach.


      “Now, we need to discuss terms.” The felis looked up at he sipped the strong alcohol. By his glance, General Ironskin was figuring he already had control of the lion’s will. Unfortunately, Sven felt the other male might. In one moment of bravery, not as much for his sake as for the image of Rasvim in his mind, the darkmage spoke out.


      “I can’t work for you.” Takashi smiled again, and now Sven just wanted to drop his show and serve. He needed to be strong, for the sake of everyone else who might depend on him. Gix wouldn’t forgive him if he joined a traitorous army.

    


    
      “And why is that? Your friends in Eldere? I can guarantee both your’s and their safety.” Thinking about the weapon pieces the paladin sought, Sven doubted that.


      “I....just can’t.” He rushed to the exit from this room, dropping his glass of alcohol, but Takashi moved just as fast. Before he could act paws gripped his wrists from behind, strong without bruising, teeth sunk into the scruff of his neck. Without thinking he went limp in the larger, stronger male’s arms, letting himself be pulled down to the canvas floor. Hot breath parted his fur, and no matter how much he wanted to, his body loved this, so he could not resist. It shamed and excited him at the same time to know that this powerful general was gripping him, folding his arms over his chest, restraining him. His magic probably would not even singe the male’s fur, so he was helpless in the wolf’s hold. Once the teeth left his skin, he could feel the heat of a blush cover him from his ears to his throat. Lips tickled against one of his ears, making his breath catch as the words came to him in such a predatory and dominant tone.


      “I suspect what it will take for you to join my army, but I will let you tell me. You will be a lieutenant, you know, not a simple soldier. I will outfit you in armor that will not interfere with your power, give you gold or jewels – whatever you want. Tell me, little felis – what will it take for you to serve me?” His whole body shook, but still his slight confidence remained.


      “I can’t...” The teeth bit down on one of his shoulders, piercing the thin fabric along with his skin. He cried out, but no one answered his distress. His body wanted to respond to it, and his resolve broke.


      “Please, don’t hurt me. I’ll do what you want...” Takashi Ironskin shushed him, licking along the bleeding wound.


      “That’s what I figured.” He suddenly let the male go – Sven toppled forward, almost falling out of the tent completely. Takashi Ironskin stood up, the dominance still apparent in his eyes.


      “Your will is far too weak to be one of my darkmages.”


      “But...” Had his desire to run away really been broken by only a firm hold and a bite? He’d always known he could not resist strong, powerful males, but this seemed even beyond his normal submissiveness. He looked back at the lupis, not knowing how to respond. Should he just walk out, and hope the Chosen would let him leave without him having to blast his way out? Again, he bet the other male could read his thoughts, since the male’s eyes showed understanding.


      “I am not a nice person, Sven, but you may simply walk out of here – you are no threat to me, even if you choose to stand against me.”


      As the lion rushed from the camp as fast as possible, Takashi waited for him to be out of sight. Once the felis was gone, the lupis left his pavilion through the back entrance. Two Chosen guards stood here as well, fearing more his presence than any assassin that may come after the wolf. The muscular felines would never admit it, but necromancy existed as one of their primal fears. Just as someone who can’t swim fears deep water, so do the Chosen shiver at the very thought of their bodies rising back up without them. They had probably heard his discussion with Sven and would trade their worries over another darkmage nearby the next time they ate with their comrades.

    


    
      “Sir?” One of them turned to him, and Takashi smiled. It always threw the soldiers off guard – their commanders never showed positive emotions. It was a flaw the lupis exploited very often; the Chosen under his command almost always obeyed a pleasant suggestion rather than a yell.


      “I need to use the scryer.” Both guards immediately nodded and stepped closer to him. They had been ordered by the other generals to escort him wherever he went, but Takashi knew it was only to monitor his movements. Of those that sat equal to him, less than half thought him an abomination. He was, but that didn’t stop him from being successful.


      After passing between several more tents, one very large one stood apart from the others. Most of the fabric in this camp followed the colors of the K’Mir Empire: gold, white, and light blue. This tent, however, glared an almost unseen black. Both Chosen took positions on either side of the only entrance. They would not follow him in.


      Normally the heavy fabrics that created the walls for this structure would cause heat to gather, but not here. If anything, the temperature dropped significantly as he stepped in, the heavy scents of a dozen different herbs assaulting his nose at the same time. There was no light here, but he did not need it to see. A simple spell he kept up constantly allowed his eyes to function no matter where he was.


      “You stink again, wolf,” a harsh voice called out to him. One other being rested in this room, and Takashi was glad he could see in this darkness. The other male – he guessed it was male – hung from the pavilion’s central support beam, his wings folded across his chest, his dog-like face about even with the darkmage’s. The thing’s race had been obliterated by the Chosen a hundred years ago, but its people could live half a millennium. The bat always complained when Takashi came to talk to him, since his sensitive nose could not take the natural odors of most races. He used the herbs not for scrying, but to cover up the overbearing smell of hundreds of Chosen soldiers.


      “I am not here for your pleasantries, creature. You should serve your purpose.” There was actually a practical reason the K’Mir Empire had picked the bats to kill so many years ago – just as the Oyans cast magic almost as a second nature, the bats could scry, locate, and predict the future as accurately as any mage that trained for decades. This one had been spared the genocide purely because he had offered his services to one of the high generals in exchange for mercy. Since the end of that campaign, he’d been passed between a dozen different leaders, helping to choose the best place to send troops or at which angle to besiege a city. Besides his own fur, the thing only wore a magical color that would choke him if he attempted to fly away.

    


    
      “What do you need then?” Takashi stepped up and placed his paws on either side of the male’s head. He hated to be touched, and this close, he could not escape the general’s scent. The thing screeched, two glass jars shattering nearly into dust. The notes would deafen anyone else and the darkmage could hear painful sounds coming from the the Chosen outside. He needed to be this close to make sure the the bat was not lying to him, not altering the truth to suite what he thought the wolf general wanted to hear. No matter how he tried, he could not detect falsehoods in this thing’s mind with magic, so his proximity would have to make the bat nervous enough not to alter his visions.


      “Tell me where the Vasani troops will move, and who important stands up against me in the city.” The thing’s eyes, though naturally milky, became clear as he focused. His nostrils flared at the unpleasantness near him, but that did not stop him from serving his purpose. The next time he spoke, his voice took on a much deeper tone, similar to a massive tiger felis or lupis instead of a skinny flying creature.


      “The armies across the river will remain stationary for a fortnight before attempting to raze your camps under the cover of the new moon. Already the strategy has been made, but for fear of spies, it has not been given to those already waiting.” Takashi suspected such a move, but he let the bat continue speaking.


      “Many lupis soldiers will desert at the sight of undead enemies, especially once they see their comrades risen back into your armies. Many stand against you in the city, but only a few actively work to prevent your conquest.”


      “Who and why?” The bat’s eyes rolled around in the sockets as his inner mind probed around. Magical barriers must be trying to stop him, but the thing had never failed him. Another few seconds and the bat’s voice continued.


      “The paladins of the Hopegiver know of your evil, and with the blessing of the Oracle they seek a weapon to destroy you and your undead armies. Their temple sees your actions as threatening to the people of this country, to the poor, and to their faithful.”


      “Where all the paladins now? There are four.” Again the thing’s eyes rolled, and again he received a satisfying answer. He had met Vorel Freedsire as a squire, Mier of Wolfen Valley as a knight, and had killed Torr of Deaqiz in the snowcat’s home city. From the few spies he’d procured in the city, he knew there had been two new paladins since he’d first left Vasani.


      “Three are in Eldere – a Wolfen, a snowcat, and a mouse.” The mouse must be one of the newest initiates. As for the snowcat, he guessed the temple could not afford to simply let Torr remain dead. “I....” he eyes shifted left to right, up to down, then went milky again. He’d been broken out of his trance by something.


      “I cannot track the last two. Each time I think I grow close, something forces me back. I have not seen a power like this before.” Now Takashi pressed his nose against the male’s, trying to concentrate and share the vision. The thing struggled, and after a few seconds he let the bat go completely. If it could not track the other paladins, they must have someone with them that could either negate all magic or possessed an innate ability to stop scryers.

    


    
      “What powers can stop yours?” The bat hissed in annoyance, but still answered the question.


      “Negaticite armor, several very complicated spells that cannot be moved, and divine blessings so powerful that is blinds scryers. The Hopegiver must be making sure they cannot be possessed or slowed by magic.”


      Takashi stepped away from the thing, left the tent, and quickly returned to his own private pavilion. The gods could not actively do anything to him, but they could protect anyone trying to stop him. He would need to meditate and figure out how to deal with this. Opposition from the government he had foreseen, paladins working to stop his conquest was understandable, but he did not expect the gods themselves to back anyone working against him. Paladins might be blessed by gods, but generally the deities did little to interfere with mortal lives. This could prove complicated.


      

    

  


  
    
      Part Three: Vorel and Rasvim


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter 12 Smuggler’s Light


      
         
      


      Thieves come and go, assassins appear and disappear,


      Mayors and magistrates serve at the whim of the people.


      Lords and ladies only last a few decades.


      But kings, they are eternal.


      - Aram Ruby, the self-proclaimed King of Smuggler’s Light


      Rasvim really, really just wanted to stay somewhere no one needed something from him. The petite fox, the youngest paladin of the Hopegiver, worked nonstop in every city he and Vorel had to pass through on their way east. As the head paladin of the Hopegiver, Vorel could not turn down a call for help or someone who needed healing. The muscular wolf never complained, and the vulpine did not out loud, but that didn’t stop him from thinking a farmer with a pox could just ask the local healer to deal with it instead of the two males passing the city. Already a section of their trip that should have only taken a week had been extended to three.


      “You know,” Vorel commented, passing the small fox a small, dirty glass of mead across the bar. The bartender in this small city had already gone to bed and he trusted Vorel not to take anything without paying. “Glaring at everyone who wanted to see us past the first three doesn’t help anything. Try to have a better outlook – you work very well with the poor in Eldere.” Rasvim sighed.


      “That’s different,” he replied, taking a sip of the alcohol before setting it right back down. It was sour. “They need help, and have no one else to turn to. These farmers just want to meet us and are making up excuses.” The larger male chuckled and put a paw over his, giving it a squeeze. For a second the vulpine’s eyes passed over the simple silver band around one of the wolf’s fingers. They had married a few months ago, but this trip was their first time without any of the other paladins or clerics nearby. Normally the fox’s patience wore thin when he was alone around certain people, but luckily, Vorel didn’t seem to be one of those people. It helped that no matter who came to bother them or how many questions they needed to answer, the wolf’s benign smile never faded.

    


    
      “Want me to pour you something else?” While he had been thinking Vorel had leaned forward, his lips only about an inch from the smaller male’s. Rasvim smiled, giving his husband a quick kiss before sliding off the slightly-too-high stool. They were built for lupis and most of them were at least a few inches taller than him.


      “I’ll be fine. When are we leaving tomorrow?” The wolf smiled at him before reaching for one of the cleaner rags. He’d promised the bartender to clean up before retiring.


      “Dawn, I am hoping. It’s only another day until we get to Smuggler’s Light.” They might be headed north to Shin-se, but actually traveling through the war-torn country of Oya would have taken even longer than the delays from farmers. Since they would be obligated to heal those injured in combat, continuing through the fox country would be almost impossible. Instead, they planned to go petition the king of Sacavuni to provide them transport to the island nation.


      “Are you going to tell me who we’re staying with in Smuggler’s Light?” Rasvim flicked his ears as he spoke – the wolf had been very secretive about his contact in a city ruled by crime lords. It might technically be a port city within the borders of Vasani, but a few years ago King Silverway gave up trying to regain control of it. Now one of the more powerful crime lords ruled over everyone from a castle he’d built with his own fortune.


      “You’ll find out tomorrow, I promise.” He leaned forward and bumped his nose against the fox’s. “Now go ahead upstairs. I’ll be up in a few minutes.” Rasvim smiled before stepping away from the bar. He carefully walked upstairs, making sure to miss the stairs he remembered squeaked earlier today. Also he skipped the second landing – this inn was very large, since it rested on the main road east. Once he was on the third floor, he slipped into the room at the end of the hall. It wasn’t locked, mainly because Vorel trusted people not to steal from him. It didn’t look like anything was missing, but he would check tomorrow anyway.


      Gratefully he stripped off his chainmail, tunic, and trousers. He didn’t wear boots once he entered a building, but since they were on the road, his worn leather ones were sitting next to his pack at the foot of the bed. Last he lit one of the oil-burning lamps sitting on a desk next to the door – he didn’t want Vorel to trip when he came up. After popping his back, the fox pulled back the sheets of the large bed, curled up under them, and pulled them up to his chin. Before closing his eyes, he undid the knots on his loincloth and slipped it under his pillow. It was more comfortable to sleep without restrictions.

    


    
      The sound of the door opening stopped him from falling completely asleep. By the smell, he knew it was his lupis, so he relaxed and listened to him undoing his armor. The rustle of clothes told him the male didn’t want to remain clothed right now either, and he smiled when the wolf climbed in next to him. Since his back was turned to the other male, the larger paladin slipped an arm around him, nuzzling into the back of his neck.


      “I’m sorry we’ve been needing to stop so much,” he whispered, nibbling on one of the fox’s ears. Rasvim pressed more firmly back against the male, feeling a bare sheath against his rump. They couldn’t mate here – it would be embarrassing for both of them if they woke up any of the sleepers on this floor. As far as the owner here was concerned, they were not married, but instead just preferred to share a room for the convenience of others. Though the poor and nobles alike in town may not mind two males married to each other, Vorel preferred not to speak of their relationship to those that lived in small towns or on farms. Some of them would spout only hate at them, even if they were paladins of a lupis god.


      “It’s fine.” A tongue bathed the fur between his ears; it was a gesture he always found soothing. When he went limp in the wolf’s arms, Vorel kissed him again.


      “If you want, we can leave as soon as we wake up so no one will bother us.” He nodded, glad his husband understood how much he wanted to escape this last small town on their way east. Smuggler’s Light was the largest and most populous city on the continent, with over a million residents over dozens of square miles.


      “I’d love that.” Vorel snuggled up close to him, both of the strong arms around him. Rasvim placed his paws over the muscles, feeling a few small scars under his fingers. Softer breathing soon started blowing against his ears, and he feel asleep his warm breath ruffling his fur.


      They both left before even the bartender or innkeeper was awake, discreetly leaving enough coins to cover the next night as well on top of one of the barrels of beer under the bar. They did not bring horses – once they reached the deserts of Sacavuni, the animals would be useless – so they just walked quietly for the first few hours. Both of them woke up completely as soon as their eyes opened, Rasvim from living on the streets and Vorel from his years as a gladiator. Neither of them needed to eat or drink something to stay awake, so they would wait to stop for breakfast for another few hours. Putting the city behind them remained the vulpine’s top priority.


      About mid-afternoon the road traffic increased significantly. Every major road merged about an hour outside of the city, and merchants packed the wide road with dozens of carts leading into Smuggler’s Light. Even miles away, the vulpine figured they might need to remain as anonymous as possible. Paladins drew a lot of attention, and even though both of them prominently wore holy symbols, Vorel on a gold chain around his neck and Rasvim on his shield, as long as they fastened their cloaks tightly no one would see the symbols or their enchanted armor. Still, once they could see the city wall, even larger and wider than the protection around Eldere, they ended up stalling about one hundred yards from the gates with a long line of carts in front of them.

    


    
      “Why the holdup?” Rasvim asked, moving to step around the cart in front of them before a paw around his upper arm prevented him. Vorel pulled the fox back beside him, not bothering to lower his voice as he explained.


      “Every cart is assessed and taxed when it enters the city before the merchants start selling. It stops anyone from skimping on it – since the king of Smuggler’s Light used to be a crime lord, he knows how much people skimp on taxes.”


      “Does that mean we don’t need to wait in this line?” The lupis smiled, moving his paw up to rest on the fox’s shoulder.


      “That’s up to the carts in front of us. I doubt they’ll want to wait the extra few minutes our going through the gates would cause. Every time I head east I wait in this line – have some patience.”


      “Fine,” Rasvim commented with a sigh. Lines were something he just wasn’t used to. He never fought for food anymore, mainly because there was a kitchen in his temple. When he went out for a meal with friends, most places made room for him.


      It took them another two hours to reach the massive gates leading into the city, and now that the fox could inspect them, he had to praise the city’s management. Rather than just two guards lazily working on checking carts in, an entire team of government officials in clean, crisp uniforms looked over six carts at one time. As soon as one of the merchants paid their taxes, they left to be swiftly replaced by another goods-heavy cart.


      “State your purpose for entering Smuggler’s Light,” one of the officials stated as the two paladins finally got their turn at the gates. The lupis wore a black ruffled shirt and loose trousers, both impeccable and ironed to show off creases. A badge had been pinned to the shirt right beside the ruffle with a crest: a howling wolf head below a coin. Vorel motioned for Rasvim to turn around; the fox presented their one pack for the wolf to rummage through. He was short enough – and his husband packed light enough – that all their belongings could fit in one bag. The larger male carried a longsword and a shield; they were heavy enough on his back. After a moment, he pulled out something and let the vulpine turn back around.


      “This should cover everything.” The wolf handed over a piece of parchment with a wax seal on the bottom. Rasvim did not recognize the symbol, though it was the same as the one on the official’s chest, and the lupis passed it too quickly for him to read the small, cramped handwriting. After a quick scan, the new wolf turned to look at one of the females inspecting a cart.


      “Iiana, come verify this!” The other official, a jaguar felis, glared at him.


      “I’m busy, Jinn. Get someone else to do it.”


      “Now!” She let out an irritating hiss, leaving her cart to the others looking it over. She placed a paw on the wolf’s shoulder, hooking her claws in the fabric, and scanned the letter as well. Now Rasvim really wanted to find out what it said.

    


    
      “Looks real to me. Want me to call a scryer?’ Her eyes told the fox she didn’t see the need to verify whatever was under debate. The fox guessed it was the wax seal.


      “No – I’ll let ‘em through.” He passed the letter back to the larger paladin – he immediately stuffed it under his breastplate, not giving the fox another opportunity to glance at it. Why was he being so secretive? Did it have something to do with where they were staying?


      “Enjoy your stay in Smuggler’s Light, Head Paladin Vorel Freedsire and Paladin Rasvim Freedsire. If you need directions around the city, guards with blue epaulets will be able to guide you.” He nodded, his smile still not fading.


      “Thank you.” Before the vulpine could asked anymore questions, paws came to rest on his shoulders and steered him away and through the gates. The walls were thicker than Eldere’s as well, probably forty feet if he included the thin passageway he noticed, probably for guards to make their way to their stations. As they passed through a second set of gates, the city proper came into view.


      The markets in Eldere might be considered impressive, but they paled in comparison to these. The first thing that assaulted the young fox was the plethora of smells; dozens of different types of fruits and vegetables, grilled, fried, and freshly slaughtered meats, and so many different baked goods the vulpine felt like he was smelling every food in the world at once. In once glance he counted eight food stalls, four selling fabric, and two hocking jewelry. Vorel kept both his paws on the smaller male’s shoulders. A whisper somehow penetrated the ridiculous level of noise.


      “Trust me – everything near the gates is horrendously overpriced. Just keep walking forward.” Though he really wanted to explore and especially take a glance at the pastries, the paws on his shoulders helped him bypass the temporary temptation. They did not have any extra money for shopping anyway, so it would be better that he avoid a moment of weakness.


      “Unfasten your cloak,” another whisper requested, so Rasvim undid the small knot right below his throat. It would have fallen if Vorel did not grip the thick wool, stuffing it unceremoniously into the top of their pack. From the temporary pause behind him, he knew his husband had done the same. Now he felt his pack being lifted and the wolf unfastening what rested beneath it – the fox’s shield, given to him on his anniversary of first becoming a paladin. It was beautiful, strong steel with some gold leaf along with the holy symbol of the Hopegiver embossed on the center. The wolf’s pawprint could force back undead, and above everything else, it proclaimed him a divine warrior. He passed it up, letting the vulpine fasten it on his arm.


      “I figured we’d want to stay quiet,” he mumbled, knowing the lupis’s sensitive ears could hear him. His chainmail glittered in the remaining sunlight, making him feel like a beacon.

    


    
      “We won’t be stopped if we’re official.” When he glanced back, he could not help but smile at how handsome the wolf looked, his platemail gleaming from a recent polish and the larger male’s own shield on his left arm. It also showed off a holy symbol, but it also showed some scorching and dents. Unlike the fox, he’d been in combat with it before.


      Now that they looked much more impressive, people on the streets got out of their way. Whether it was because they thought the paladins servants of the law or just because they both openly carried weapons, the fox did not know, but either way they made very good time moving deeper into the city. Something else very odd was happening for the vulpine – not a single person, no matter how poor or destitute they looked, stopped them and asked for alms, healing, or favors. He could not pass through the slums of Eldere without giving something to a dozen different people. He needed to ask, even if it would make him sound ignorant.


      “Why were the poor here so...passive?” Vorel chuckled behind him, staying quiet for a moment until they passed a large single-floor building painted garishly in different shades of green and purple.


      “That’s a homeless shelter – some of the city taxes pay to maintain buildings where the poor can sleep, get a meal, or have diseases cured. Most of the Hopegiver’s clerics here work in the shelters, rather than remaining in a temple. The Hopegiver’s chapel here is actually very small – he’s not a popular god in this city.”


      “Who is then?” Though he hadn’t traveled until this trip, he’d always figured every city in Vasani would put the Hopegiver as their most prominent god, since he was both lupis and a god of protection.


      “Jakkin – he’s a felis god.” Though the name sounded familiar, he couldn’t remember what the god stood for.


      “Of what?” He heard a surprised sound behind him, followed by an “oohhh.”


      “That’s right – Acton always deals with Jakkin’s followers. He’s a deity of material vice. Specifically, he praises thieves, gambling, alcohol, and money. Some merchants give him sacrifices to stop others from raiding their supplies.”


      “Huh.” Giving donations or making sacrifices in the name of a god that blessed those that stole did not sound very logical to the fox, but then again, the only gods he knew a lot about were the Hopegiver and the Wing Goddess, the patron deity of the vulpines. Though he’d never worshiped her, mainly due to her dislike of males who slept with other males, being a fox he knew more than he needed to about the goddess.


      “We don’t need to go through the temple district – what little there is here – to get where we’re going. Once we get further into the city, there’s a shop I want to show you.” Again, the wolf dodged outright proclaiming where they were going. Rasvim sighed; he didn’t like surprises.


      Merchants shouted at them from all angles, trying to sell thousands of gold pieces worth of merchandise. Lewd signs waved in bright colors above a building on every other street – some depicted naked males or females, some both genders, and some even showed couples of varying races having sex. Many of the names made the vulpine giggle, especially a bar named the “Wolf’s Knot” that showed a surprised male lupis with his paws tied above his head. Vorel looked back at him and rolled his eyes.

    


    
      “It’s not what you think it is.”


      “I bet.” He still couldn’t stop from giggling at the very thought of the name, whether or not the establishment featured tied-up lupis males.


      Once they finally exited the markets, the fox could not help but smile. Like many older cities, there existed a second wall that marked the city’s original boundaries. In Eldere, King Silverway’s father had ordered it torn down to allow more houses to be built. This one still stood, though, thirty feet thick but lacking the inner passageway for guards to travel through. They also showed signs of recent repair, as though whoever ran this place felt the need to make sure a second line of defense remained. On the other side began the higher-end houses for affluent merchants. Some of the decor he recognized from the capitol, but most of it seemed more to match the personality of the owner instead of convention. If he remembered correctly, no nobles lived in this city.


      Now that the larger buildings did not obscure his vision, the fox gasped as the palace of Smuggler’s Light came into few once they turned on to a much wider street. It looked even larger than the royal palace, especially considering how high its five towers jutted into the sky. Now he wished he’d paid more attention approaching the city – the palace must be visible far in the distance. What surprised him more than anything was that Vorel did not turn down on to a side street or pause to look where he was going. From their direction, they were headed straight to the palace.


      At the palace gates the four Wolfen guards, all wearing chainmail and carrying crossbows, smiled at the wolf paladin and allowed him in without question. He did not even have to produce the letter – who did he know? This palace did not have a sprawling lawn spacing it out from the rest of the city, so they already stood only a few yards from the ajar doors leading into the buildings. Hundreds of people could pass into the buildings without issue, making the vulpine feel very insignificant as they walked up a few steps and into the palace.


      The entrance hall looked like it existed only to show off the grandeur of the owner. Large oil paintings of many different historical figures emblazoned the walls; pedestals showed off giant gemstones, vases, and even a magical staff and dripped little globes of light. More Wolfen stood along the walls and at every exit from this room, these holding axes or hammers. When he looked down at the floor, he noticed a large mosaic made from very expensive stones that showed the royal crest of Vasani surrounded by coins of all sorts.


      “Vorel!” Rasvim jumped at the booming voice, but soon let his jaw hang open at the person who was rushing toward them, his arms wide for a hug.

    


    
      The lupis male, tall and muscular, perfectly matched his husband in build. This new male wore no shirt at the moment, and it took the fox a moment to realize it was not merely a copy constructed to confuse him. The wolf even bore some of the same scars as his love – the lash marks of a whip curved around his waist, in the same position as a few on his wolf. Even his eyes possessed the same intelligent gleam and color. Before he could ask Vorel who this new male was, the other paladin embraced the stranger and nipped playfully at his neck.


      “Aram! I figured you’d meet me down here!” They both growled, gripping each other’s forearms and snarling. Their ears still remained pointed up and their tails still wagged, so Rasvim knew this was just the way dominant males exchanged greetings. Some of the soldiers in Eldere did the same thing.


      “And I’ll assume this is Rasvim?” Aram let go of the other lupis and swiftly appeared before the fox, dropping to one knee and grabbing the vulpine’s right paw. He kissed the top of it, staring up at the smaller male with a grin on his lips. When he stood back up, he leaned over and whispered in the paladin’s ear.


      “I have heard so much about you.” The male voice carried an undertone of sexual desire, dominance, and the promise to be gentle. Now that he was so close, Rasvim also inhaled sharply – he’d never smalled someone like this wolf. He couldn’t compare it to anything else, only knowing it was one of the most intoxicating scents he’d ever been around. Suddenly he just wanted to nuzzle up against the other male, kiss him, run his paws through the wolf’s fur...


      “Be nice, Aram.” Vorel pulled the wolf away from him right before the fox was about to reach up and run claws through the fur on his chest. Shaking his muzzle, Rasvim had to wonder – what had just happened? He’d never reacted to anyone like that, even males that after a few hours they’d ended up in bed together.


      “You ruin all my fun,” Aram mumbled, putting on a pouting face before taking another step back. Vorel smiled at Rasvim and winked.


      “You’ll have to excuse Aram. He’s quite the charmer.” The fox blinked a few times. If the wolf could enchant him with just one whiff of his natural scent, he could only guess how many males or females the charismatic wolf went through each night.


      “Now, Vorel,” Aram proclaimed, clapping his paws together and switching back to his previous ecstatic expression, “where do you want to stay while you’re here? You haven’t been to see me for two years, and this time you’ve got someone else with you.” A glance at the smaller male let the male know that Aram wanted to know much more about him, in ways that required him not to be wearing armor.


      “I figured I’d just stay with you like always, Aram. I doubt you’ll mind Rasvim there too.” Both of them chuckled pleasantly in the same tone. How could two males be so alike without being brothers? Surely if he had living siblings, his husband would have told him about it.

    


    
      “Of course not. Let’s head up then. I figure you’re both hungry.” The wolf turned on his heals, showing off a back just as scarred as the larger paladin’s. He also sported a few recently acquired wounds, the new scar tissue brighter against his gray fur. Once he moved a few steps away, Rasvim asked the nagging question.


      “How do you know each other?” Vorel turned to him, smiling.


      “Can’t guess by all the scars?” What did that have to do with anything? Vorel had received the criss-crossing lines on his back when he was a gladiator, before being visited by the Hopegiver and becoming a paladin.


      “Was he a slave?” Slavery used to be legal in Vasani, but the laws were changed a few years ago to stop trafficking and the practice died out very quickly after.


      “He was a gladiator with me. I’ve known him for a very, very long time. I do have friends you know.” Vorel kissed him on the forehead before turning the two of them to follow the other wolf. It had occurred before to the fox that his husband had to have friends somewhere, even if there wasn’t anyone he visited in their home city. Fully relaxing for the first time since entering this building, the small paladin walked silently beside his lover. It might not be so bad to actually sleep comfortably in a real bed, rather than stay at another ratty inn where he felt like he might get fleas.


      Aram did not pause to let either of the paladins explore – Vorel kept having to jar his fox away from a particularly beautiful painting or side corridor that led into a treasure room. The wolf had acquired so many priceless artifacts over his career that it took an entire castle to display them. No one dared to steal from him; nearly one hundred Wolfen guards protected the premises from even the deadliest of assassins. The other wolf was fantastic company, but Aram and he had chosen very different paths in life. Technically he should try to turn his friend over to lawful authorities, but in this city, Aram was the lawful authority. It must be nice to be a king of a city of thieves.


      The thief lord had killed the last ruler about a decade ago and proclaimed himself leader – honestly, the city was thriving because of that. Rather than continuing the tradition of hoard/war against other crime lords, the intelligent and strategic wolf had arranged for those he would normally war against to be assassinated. He then absorbed their fortunes, unified the city under one ruler, and so far has done a damn good job at it. Ironically, crime actually went down now in the city. Criminals just used the city walls as protection from outsiders and formed bases of operation here.


      “He’s the leading crime lord here, isn’t he?” Rasvim whispered to him, pulling him back to the staircase they were climbing. The fox trudged next to him, subtly holding his paw. Aram answered before the paladin had a chance to explain.


      “I’m the only crime lord left here. High King Aram Ruby, at your service, little fox.” Vorel almost felt the male next to him blush. Aram really was turning up the charm for his husband, which didn’t honestly surprise him. The other wolf had a weakness for small, cute males, especially vulpines. Hopefully he could explain what might happen before clothes came off.

    


    
      At the top of the staircase Aram stepped aside, letting the two paladins walk into the spacious foyer first. Here, the prizes of the bottom floors were missing, which gave the entire area a much more homely feel. A large oak table rested in the middle of the room, four half-empty mugs of beer and several overturned hands of cards occupying half of it. Two windows were obscured by black curtains, each with a small table beneath it with a magical globes that worked like a heat-less lantern. He’d thought about getting them for his temple, but no mage in the city would make them for cheap. Beyond that, three doors sat closed. Only one new decoration had been put up since he’d been here last, but it made even the head paladin blush – it was a very detailed painting of Aram, naked, sitting in a throne with two nude vulpines, one male and one female, leaning against his thighs on either side. Rasvim gulped beside him.


      “Like it?” Aram smirked at their reactions, but kept moving to the furthest-right door and opened it. “It helps distract everyone else when we’re playing cards. C’mon in.” Without another word Vorel gripped his lover’s paw a bit harder and followed the other wolf.


      The next room was a massive bedroom, complete with a bed large enough for six or seven people to sleep in without touching. Two desks rested against the far wall, each with a lantern instead of the light globes in the outer room. There were no windows here, but decorative tapestries had been put up to cover much of the drab gray stone. One fireplace smoldered between the two desks to provide warmth at night. Only one more door served as an exit from this large room. As Vorel remembered, it exited to a private, magically heated bathing room.


      “I figure you both need a bath after going through the markets. I’ll be back up in about an hour.” Aram pointed at the only other door and bared his teeth. “I have some merchants to flay alive.” Though Rasvim gave him a puzzled look, the other wolf did not respond to it. He left back the way they came, whistling a very crude bar song. Once he was out of sight, the fox looked over at Vorel.


      “He’s very....confident.” The wolf smiled at the word. It was the most polite way to describe his friend. The larger male would have used charismatic, cocky, and lustful.


      “That he is. Go ahead and get a bath – I can wait.” That was a rule Vorel had put forth after they’d moved in together: they never took baths together. Though the pools back in their temple were more than large enough, it would make many of the clerics uncomfortable to see the lupis and vulpine together. Sure, Aram’s private bath would fit both of them, and he knew the servants definitely witnessed much more shocking things, but the barrier needed to be maintained. However, while he was thinking, his husband stepped up in front of him, stood up on his toes, and kissed him on the lips.

    


    
      “Come in with me.”


      “But...” Another kiss silenced him.


      “Please?” That damned look in his eyes – Vorel couldn’t say no to it. After a quick nod, the wolf started undoing some of the straps that held on his armor. They would need to leave anything metal in this room. Rasvim unceremoniously dropped his pack on the ground as he started stripping off layers.


      Once they were both down to tunics and loincloths, Rasvim took the lupis by both paws and led him into the next room. Though there was more than enough tiled floor to move around, a large tub like the one in his home temple dominated the room. A small rack of different soaps and powders rested next to it. The fox in front of him smiled, letting go of the wolf’s paws and slipping his own up under the larger male’s tunic.


      “I somehow doubt your friend will mind us bathing together.” Vorel rolled his eyes – he made an excellent point. At the silent urge he pulled off his tunic, glad to be free of it for now. It might be cold outside, but once they’d entered the markets, with all its cooking stalls and fires, his wool clothing became stifling. Once that was gone, Rasvim pulled off his own. Apparently he did not want to wait any longer, since he immediately followed that by untying his loincloth and letting it fall. With a coy smile he turned around, swished his tail, and stepped into the pool; Vorel could see the steam rising from the water. He pulled his own off and stepped into the bath.


      Before the fox could start washing the grime from his fur or trying to play with the larger male, Vorel sat down. Aram had built this tub with a ledge under the surface along the entire circumference, so he could sit and wash out his fur if he wanted to. Silently he patted knees; the vulpine smiled and climbed into his lap.


      “What is it?” Vorel kissed his love, running his paws across the male’s now-soaked fur. He had not completely submerged, but the lower half of his thin frame was very obvious right now.


      “I need to talk to you about something serious.” Rasvim smiled and kissed him again, this time placing both of his paws on the wolf’s shoulders.


      “Go ahead.” Gods he was cute – could he really explain this without making the loving glance leave his eyes? Might as well just blurt it out.


      “Aram wants to play with you.” The vulpine nuzzled against him, giving the side of his muzzle a lick.


      “I know that.” The next half of his serious topic would be a bit more awkward, but if he didn’t ask, Aram would. After a pause, he let the words come out.


      “...do you want to?” The nuzzling stopped, but the paws remained on his shoulders. The sparkle in his eyes had not faded, but a look of concern still passed over his face.

    


    
      “I thought you didn’t like me being with other males.” That was true, and he had overreacted the first time when one of Rasvim’s friends, a felis named Sven, wanted to spent the night with the fox.


      “I know, but...this is different.” His husband’s look changed to one of incredulity.


      “How?” Alright, it wasn’t any different – he just knew the extra male this time around.


      “I just...” The words didn’t want to come out of his muzzle. How could he explain to his husband, the person he loved, that he and Aram used to have fun with females all the time? Sure, he’d never really been with a male before the fox, but he and his old friend could tell stories of taking vixens from both ends at the same time. Rasvim just looked at him while he tried to explain, but after a few moments, nuzzled into his chest.


      “He looks just like you, Vorel. I can’t help but be attracted to him.” Others had commented on that as well; they could pass as twins. His scent didn’t hurt either – dozens of males and females loved on how intoxicating the other wolf smelled. He noticed it affecting his husband earlier, which is why he had pulled Aram away from him. Now he said the words that might hurt or excite the other male, but they needed to be said, in the simplest way possible.


      “If you want to....you can.” Rasvim looked up at him, his expressions neutral for a moment before he stuck out his tongue.


      “I’m not letting him mate me, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to play with him. Will you be there too?” Originally he had been worried that if his lover was excited over being with Aram, he would exclude the larger paladin. Now he kissed the fox fully, slipping his tongue between his lips just for a moment. Once he let go, the smaller male panting, Vorel reached for the closest container of soap. They both needed to clean up.


      Once every bit of road sweat and grime was gone from their skin and fur, the wolf very glad that his friend understood the need to keep strong soaps, they both walked back out into the bedroom with very soft towels around their waist. All of their clean clothes were in the fox’s pack. Right after they’d both gotten a loincloth on, the wolf covering it with a pair of loose shorts and his husband a longer set of trousers, Aram came back in with two female vulpine servants following him. One carried a plate of food while the other balanced a tray with three wine glasses and two uncorked bottles of what smelled like some of the wolf’s best stock.


      “Not going to skimp for you lads. Just put it on the desks.” The last sentence had been directed at the servants, who obeyed silently before leaving almost as quickly. As they passed, Vorel caught a whiff of Aram’s scent on one of them. As usual, he couldn’t resist an attractive servant. For now, the lupis decided to forgo a shirt. It was more than warm enough in this room, what with the fireplace lit while they’d been in the bath. Servants had also changed the sheets on the bed – they’d been green before and were now red. Also, more pillows at been stacked at the head of the bed.

    


    
      “Try this one...” Aram deftly poured three glasses of wine, passing one each to the wolf and fox paladin. Watching his husband, Vorel smiled when the vulpine swirled the glass first and then gave it a tentative sip. The look of shock on the fox’s muzzle now let him know his husband had never tasted wine this good. Vorel took a few sips, knowing everything Aram provided would be top notch.


      Once they downed all the presented food – bowls of very good chowder and enough bread to soak it up in their stomach – they poured a few more glasses of wine. Rasvim stopped at one, causing the wolf to smile at he started drinking his third. His husband could not hold liquor very well, and if he did drink more than a few, he started hanging off every male near him. As servants came back to take the trays and empty bottles away, Aram put an arm over his shoulders. Alcohol didn’t affect the other wolf like most people; he could drink forever and never feel it.


      “Now, my mighty paladin friend, would you mind if I spend a little time with your little fox?” Rasvim coughed, but let the wolf respond first.


      “I think that’s up to him. Why don’t you ask him?” The male’s muzzle turned to whisper in Vorel’s ear. From the way his husband’s ears swiveled, the vulpine couldn’t pick out specific words.


      “Are you sure that’s alright?” At least he was still courteous about the situation – when they’d shared females in the past, they made sure each other remained satisfied. The larger paladin whispered back.


      “It’s fine by him. Just no rump for you.” Aram nipped at him in a mock sign of dominance, but after he let go of the wolf, Vorel knew his lover would be in safe paws. Rasvim smiled at his husband; the fox had wanted to do something like this for quite a while, but the larger paladin never felt comfortable. Now the fox could indulge his fantasies with someone the wolf trusted. They all stood next to a bed large enough for all of them to play together as well, so no one would be left out.


      Aram didn’t immediately rush at the only vulpine in the room. Instead, he just stood next to the smaller male, letting the fox breathe in his scent. Rasvim did not resist when paws slipped around his waist and lips came down to nibble on his ears – his nose pressed into the wolf’s chest fur. The charismatic male currently holding his husband looked over at Vorel, letting him know in one glance what they would do. This exchange used to happen quite often, so the wolf knew how to play it. Like many females in the past, Rasvim was more comfortable in his arms than the other’s. So, while the fox was distracted by the fur in front of him, Vorel stepped up behind him and wrapped his arms around the smaller male. His lover jumped, but relaxed at two sets of lips against him, one kissing his lips and the other nipping at the back of his neck.


      Carefully Vorel took a step back, letting the backs of his legs hit the side of the bed. Once he sat down, his fox ended up in his lap with Aram leaning over the both of them. Rasvim was already panting, and as the larger paladin ran claws up and down his chest, the other wolf smiled and started kissing down his body. The vulpine took a moment to look up at his husband, his eyes glazed over with lust, before he whined slightly. Vorel looked down – one of his old friend’s paws had undone the button for fox’s trousers and one claw already traced up and down his sheath.

    


    
      “He’s not one for delaying...” he commented as a tongue passed over the underside of his jaw. Rasvim didn’t seem to mind at all.


      “You sure I can’t take you, little fox?” Aram’s muzzle moved back up to the vulpine’s lips, kissing him a few times. Though most would be helpless and malleable by now, Rasvim still stubbornly shook his head. The other wolf let out an exaggerated sigh.


      “I suppose not then...” Aram licked down the fox’s chest, hooking his claws into the small male’s pants. In one motion they were to Rasvim’s knees, his entire groin exposed to the cool air. Even without a fire lit, the entire room remained at a pleasant temperature.


      “Let ‘im go.” Vorel scooted back suddenly, causing his husband to fall back on to the sheets. Aram slid his pants off the rest of the way, both his paws now on the fox’s knees. The larger paladin gently placed his paws on his lover’s shoulders; Rasvim’s paws covered his. A trusting gaze looked up at him, but those eyes closed almost as fast in a squint and gasp. Aram had nuzzled up between the male’s legs, and from the shiver that traveled along the fox’s body, Vorel guessed the other wolf’s cold nose had touched something sensitive. The wolf could feel his pants straining, but could wait to take them off until his lover was ready for something else. Right now, Aram just wanted to get the vulpine aroused.


      Vorel leaned forward some, watching as the tip of his lover’s maleness escaped from its sheath. The male’s thighs had been lifted as Aram started licking over his tailhole and the space above it. His muzzle moved up and down slightly, but the larger paladin could not see exactly where the other wolf’s tongue roamed. It must be pleasurable, since as he watched, the rest of the vulpine’s member escaped out into the air. The bulbs that would form into his knot were the last thing to escape his sheath, and once it did, Aram came back up for air. He smiled and licked his lips, forming an “O” with his lips and blowing over the foxhood in front of him. Rasvim moaned and thrust his hips up into the airy caresses.


      “Roll ‘im over.” Vorel knew what came next. The other wolf took hold of the vulpine’s hips and the paladin gripped his lover’s shoulders a bit firmer. Together they flipped the fox completely over – he ended up on his knees due to a little more lift on the thief’s side. Aram winked at him.


      “Go ahead and keep ‘im busy. I need to go grab something.” The other wolf stepped away from the bed, undoing his pants and he walked back toward the bathing room. Though Rasvim was already aroused, he did not move to paw himself off. Instead, the fox nuzzled against the wolf’s crotch in front of his nose. His pants were already straining against a bulging sheath, so Vorel undid his trousers and unfolded the front. Even before he started pulling them down, the vulpine’s tongue swirled around his sheath. Almost immediately his shaft started to extend, so he quickly yanked his pants off, kicking them off the bed entirely. Now he fell forward, propping up on all fours above his lover. His member would be out in a matter of seconds.

    


    
      As his length escaped the sheath and promptly entered the fox’s muzzle, Vorel groaned. Not only did not a single inch of his member see air, but the vulpine’s tongue kept diving inside his sheath, licking at the very base of his maleness. His knot expanded at the warmth on a generally-ignored part of him, and for now it stayed in the smaller male’s muzzle. If they kept like this and let it completely expand in the male’s mouth, he could tie to the fox’s muzzle. For now, though, he wrapped his arms around the male’s body and lightly humped against him, lost in the pleasure of a warm mouth. It had been weeks since they’d been able to play around without inhibition, and he wanted to enjoy it.


      His knot expanded completely, and the fox below him moved back so as not to tie. The muzzle remained still now, letting Vorel hump forward and back freely.


      Precum had already started to spurt on to the waiting tongue, and if he kept going, he could very easily climax inside that wonderful muzzle. His eyes had unfocused from concentrating so hard on his own needs, and when they went back to normal at the return of the other wolf, Aram stood in front of him, holding a small ceramic jar in one paw and his own erect maleness in the other. The thief winked, moving a paw down to press an oiled finger against the vulpine’s anal ring. Rasvim jumped a little, but started sucking harder on the shaft in his mouth. Vorel could no longer concentrate on anything else – he watched as Aram dipped two fingers into the ceramic pot, his digits coming back out covered in a clear oil. These he rubbed over his own shaft, making sure to pat attention to the entire length, including the knot.


      Without waiting for either male to move Aram pressed the head of his maleness against the fox’s tailhole. Rasvim moaned, vibrating the shaft in his mouth. The larger paladin tried to hold still, panting as he watched the other wolf slowly sink into his lover. In this position, the vulpine couldn’t move, but Vorel could feel the moans around his member. He liked it, even with his protests earlier to being taken by another male. Inch after inch entered with little resistance due to oil – the tongue around the wolf’s maleness stopped moving once Aram sunk his entire length into the smaller paladin’s rump. The other wolf looked up at his old friend and smiled – primal lust filled his eyes. Rasvim would really enjoy this.


      As one they both pulled back, Vorel holding his lover’s shoulders and Aram’s claws digging into the fox’s rump. Together they thrust back in, matching a slow pace so Rasvim could adjust to the other wolf inside him. He shook, trying to take more of both males, but they controlled the speed of things right now. The thief started panting as they pulled back again, nodding at his old friend to speed up. Together they gave powerful thrusts, keeping the fox between them still rather than letting him rock between the two shafts. The sounds coming out of the fox’s mouth let Vorel know he was liking it even more than the swirling tongue did.

    


    
      Together they moved in sync, both wolves pulling out until only their heads remained in the smaller male, then thrusting back in completely. Vorel and Aram huffed with each movement, tongues hanging out of muzzles and both smelling the fox’s precum below them. The larger paladin could already feel the tightness of an impending orgasm – without the privacy on the road to spend time together, he hadn’t taken care of his own needs in quite a while. He played with Rasvim as often as possible, but it generally took him a lot longer to climax than the smaller, younger vulpine. Rasvim got off when he did not.


      Aram thrusts soon became erratic, forcing the fox forward on to the paladin more and more. All semblance of togetherness faded then; Vorel pulled out of the sucking muzzle completely as the other wolf truly started to pound, deciding he didn’t want to waste the smaller male’s seed. As Rasvim whimpered from the rough taking, his paws grabbing large folds of the silken sheets, Vorel rolled over and scooted under the male. A pulsing, blood-red shaft soon rested in front of his eyes, the fox’s knot already formed and the head practically shooting pre. Vorel shot his tongue out, lapping up the next leak of fluid as it escaped. Rasvim jerked around, his upper body slumping down to try and get closer to the muzzle under him. Vorel did not waste time now, letting the member slide in between his lips. He rolled completely on to his back, letting the overwhelmed fox take his maleness into his muzzle yet again.


      The larger paladin did not move, keeping his lover’s entire length between his lips and watching the other wolf grind his knot against the vulpine’s tailhole. He wanted to tie, and was close, but Vorel knew his lover’s body. The fox squeezed down very hard when he climaxed, causing a tie to remain that way for hours. Before his old friend could tie, Vorel reached up and squeezed down on the other wolf’s knot. Aram howled – the smell told the male the other wolf had been ready to climax, and the sudden pressure brought him over the edge. The feeling of seed spilling in him made Rasvim moan, his mouth coming off the wolf’s member and his body tensing up. The shaft in Vorel’s mouth twitched, the first shot of seed spraying across the back of his throat. As he swallowed, the fox’s pent-up needs exploding into his mouth, he tried to resist releasing, but the nuzzling, huffing nose and lips against his groin could not be ignored.


      With a muted howl around the shaft on his tongue, the head paladin’s seed shot out above the fox’s head. He forgot about everything else except the nuzzling face, the tip of a tongue moving up and down his length, the lips soon moving completely over the head of his maleness to stop him from wasting his seed. In his state, he could not protest when Aram pulled out completely from the vulpine and let his last few shots of seed coat the fur on his back. That wolf stepped back, ignored for now as the larger paladin finished.

    


    
      Once he could focus his eyes again, Vorel pulled off of the vulpine’s incredibly stiff member. Since neither of them had tied, both would go soft momentarily, but for now they remained exposed and sensitive. Aram stood next to the bed, wiping a towel over his seed-streaked member and panting from the over-stimulation. Once his groin was relatively clean, he tossed a different, clean towel to the two males. As Rasvim reached for it to wipe off his back, the wolf scooted back out from under his lover.


      The fox’s face had not been completely been spared from the spilled seed – globs of male essence clung to the fur along his muzzle and below his eyes. Vorel smiled, licking a few of the spills away as Rasvim flinched. He no longer pulled away when the larger male insisted on cleaning him, but the paladin knew his lover didn’t like it. Once his fur was matted down from saliva instead of soon-to-be uncomfortable seed, Vorel rolled over, sat up, and patted his thigh. Rasvim blushed, but all the same still crawled over and into his lap. Once his arms were around his lover, the larger paladin slid down so they both rested flat on the bed. Aram smirked at the two of them and started toward one of low, sturdy tables with the magic globes.


      “I’ll get the lights.”


      Sometime later that night Rasvim rolled from his lover’s hold and groaned at just how sore he was. It had been quite a long time since he’d been taken from both ends, and as much as he’d enjoyed it, the pangs from under his tail would not go away for a few days. The empty space beside him was still warm – Aram must have just left. The male behind him stirred, an arm slipping around him and a sigh tickling his ears.


      “I’m sorry,” Vorel whispered. The fox didn’t feel bad about what happened between the three of them, but by the tone of the wolf’s voice, he figured the smaller male did.


      “Don’t be.” Rasvim rolled over to face his husband, nuzzling into the thick, grey-and-white fur.


      “I knew you didn’t want Aram to take you, but...” The fox wrestled in a paw between them and up to gently close the wolf’s muzzle.


      “I didn’t stop him either, and I did like it. Don’t worry.” While the lupis was distracted by the paw gripping him, Rasvim scooted up a bit so he could kiss the male on his lips. Once all the worry left his lover’s eyes, he smiled and let go.


      “I’ll make it up to you,” Vorel whispered, holding him close. The smaller male could only smile at the thought.


      “Later.”


      Rasvim woke up instantly, light glaring into his eyes. Someone had moved the thick tapestries to reveal giant windows fitted with expensive glass, each unforgiving in just how much bright late-winter sunshine streamed into the room. Aram has come back some time after the fox had fallen asleep for the second time, snoring lightly while on his back. Sheets did not cover him despite the cold in the room, so the fox figured they were only there for whoever spent the night here. To get out of the bed and find clothes again, the paladin would need to climb over one of the two wolves. He didn’t want to wake Vorel just yet, so he hopped over his husband’s sleeping friend. The male snorted and stirred as the weight on the bed shifted, but did not wake up.

    


    
      Once the fox had a loincloth, tunic, trousers, boots, and his chainmail on, he moved over to his husband and lightly shook his shoulder. His lover rolled away from the fox, grumbling, so Rasvim pulled back the sheets that had only covered the wolf. Smiling, he placed one finger at the base of the male’s tail and tickled. The larger male jerked awake, about to curse before he saw who was doing it.


      “Mornin’,” he groggily said, rotating so his bare feet touched the ground. Aram mumbled something behind him, but both of them ignored it. Vorel smiled sleepily, giving his husband a quick kiss before standing up completely. Rasvim could hear the other male’s hips pop as he stood up, causing the lupis to stumble slightly.


      “Are you alright?” He couldn’t resist asking, but the wolf only smiled at him.


      “I’m fine. It doesn’t happen that often, but I am getting older.”


      “You’re not that old...”


      “We’re both old fogies,” Aram commented as he sat up, rotating one of his shoulders until a painful-sounding grinding noise disappeared. “How old do you think your puppy is?” Vorel gave him a dirty look at the word, but still turned back to Rasvim, looking amused. Now the fox felt like he was being put on the spot, but still he answered with his best guess.


      “...Thirty-five?” Both lupis chuckled, but at least Vorel gave him another number.


      “I turn forty-seven years old this Beltane.” Beltane was the spring fertility holiday, but that wasn’t what concerned the fox. His husband was that old?


      “Does he know how old you are?” The other wolf asked. Before he could respond, the head paladin answered promptly.


      “He’s twenty. I initiated him as a paladin when he turned old enough.” Now Aram and Rasvim chuckled, the fox’s sound closer to a giggle. Vorel only looked confused.


      “I’m seventy-seven, Vorel.” For a moment, his husband looked panicked, so the vulpine nuzzled against him. “The birthday I was celebrating – the one you thought was my eighteenth – was my seventy-fifth. It’s when I’m considered an adult in Oya.”


      “Oh.” Without another word the Vorel stood up, looking a little dazed, and started looking around for clothes. Throwing a smile in his direction, the fox sat down at the end of the bed to wait for his lover to wake up completely. He was hungry, but breakfast could wait for all three of them.

    


    
      After the three males went downstairs a few minutes later, the smell of something foreign, yet still food, wafted to them. Rasvim was the first to recognize the bizarre odor – coffee, a beverage recently imported to Vasani from Shin-se, an island nation far to the north. The fox liked it, especially mixed with warm milk, and he guessed if their host could afford his own source of coffee he would have other beverages ready. Street vendors in Eldere paid a small fortune for the bizarre beans and made a fortune back; this male probably just bought pounds of it on the market and hoarded it in this castle.


      Dozens of servants greeted them as they entered the kitchen. Several of them gave Rasvim sideways glances – it just occurred to the male that they could probably smell his unwashed, somewhat sticky fur. All three of them probably reeked of sex, and seeing how he could definitely smell it on his husband, he bet the males and females here would be giggling for the next few hours. Three smiling lupis placed mugs of steaming coffee in front of them as they sat down, along with a very wide, white plate covered in fried eggs and various chunks of grilled pork and chicken. The scents told him everything had been liberally sprinkled with pepper, but the fox didn’t mind. All three started eating with gusto, but Aram chimed in before too much of the food disappeared.


      “So where are you headed from here?”


      “Sanei,” Vorel answered between bites. The other wolf snorted.


      “With just the two of you?” Again, the older paladin answered.


      “We’re paladins. We’ll be fine.” Aram rolled his eyes as he continued to ate, somehow talking even with his mouth full and not spraying food or distorting his words.


      “I have some mages who are headed that way for me anyway, so all four of you could travel together.” The look in his eyes told the vulpine the other male would not take no for an answer. Taking another bite of egg, Rasvim really hoped the mages would not be introverted, quiet vulpines from Oya. That would only make their journey more difficult.


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter 13 The Desert


      
         
      


      The Voice of Creation is the greatest gift a god can grant a mortal.


      The owner of the power can change the world around them,


      Raise the dead, heal the sick, or destroy the wicked.


      However, it is a curse as well:


      They can never tell the ones they love how they feel.


      - Magicks and Curses, Section Five: “Divine Powers”


      The two paladins decided to leave two days later. Aram complained very loudly about their departure, probably since he had not seen the wolf paladin in several years and now they were only staying for a few days. Rasvim could not wait to leave, however – after the first promiscuous night, the wolf had expected them to play together during any spare time he found between ruling the city. The fox did not mind be cuddled from both sides at night, but the spark of having someone who looked just like Vorel tied to him had faded shortly after the morning after. The male’s personality could not be more opposite of the paladin; he swore when it was not appropriate, believed he controlled everyone around him, and complained when things did not go his way. The muscular wolf nearly threw a tantrum when they started packing. Once they were about to leave the city behind completely, his husband’s ears perked up.


      “I think those are our mages.” Rasvim followed the lupis’s gaze to between two trees on the side of the road. The first thing that triggered in this mind was panic – there was a giant predator there! Once his eyes assessed the creature, though, his panic subsided somewhat. Though there was indeed a wolf the size of a pony, but barding had been strapped to his body, head, muzzle, and even a saddle rested on his wide, powerful back. On top of that saddle was two males, a very petite wolf even smaller than Rasvim, and a fox behind him, his arms around the smaller male’s waist. The lupis held reins that attached to the armor on the sides of their mount’s muzzle.

    


    
      “Vorel,” the vulpine said formally as the dire wolf stepped out on the the road. The creature promptly walked right up to Rasvim, giving him a few sniffs. The fox stiffened a little, but still held out his paws to let the thing get more familiar with him. He’d seen a few pet dogs and a feral wolf once in a traveling circus, but nothing this....large. The wolf on the animal’s back smiled at him. The fox spoke again as the mount licked the smaller paladin’s bare paws.


      “My name is Saso Pyrronus, and this is Gyr. We were told to help you make it to Sanei.” Though Saso remained oddly icy and formal, the wolf in front of him kept smiling happily at them.


      “Glad to meet you,” Vorel answered, holding out a paw. The fox smiled a bit, the formality of introduction over, but still spoke very clearly. It was at though he’d taken speech lessons to eliminate a country accent. He leaned over and grasped the paw with his own, the other one still holding on to the small wolf. His companion wore cold-weather gear – a heavy jacket, breeches, and boots – but the vulpine seemed to prefer the protection of a set of light chainmail. That somewhat confused the fox, since he thought mages could not wear armor.


      “Do you have everything from the city you need?” Saso asked. Both paladins nodded, so he motioned for Gyr to turn the animal away from the city.


      “What’s his name?” Rasvim asked as they started away from the city, jumping each time the wolf mount bumped his nose against the male’s back, curious about smells coming out of his backpack. There were dozens of medicinal bandages and salves in there, and whether or not they could be eaten, the animal still wanted to investigate.


      “Prettyfoot.” Vorel chuckled at the extremely inappropriate title. Gyr had not made a sound since meeting them, and when Rasvim asked him a direct question, the wolf only blushed.


      “He’s mute,” Saso explained. The fox squeezed the male protectively before swiveling a bit to talk to the other fox. “We’re both mages, though.”


      “I think you needed to talk to cast spells,” Rasvim mumbled, instantly feeling bad about mentioning the male’s disability. The tiny wolf, however just giggled. Wait – how could he giggle and be mute at the same time? The vulpine quickly explained after noticing the small paladin’s reaction.


      “His magic is tied to his voice, so if he speaks, he casts spells. So for the purpose of explaining it, he’s mute.” Rasvim shrugged. It was all the same, and as long as the two could help them make it to Sanei, he wouldn’t really complain.


      It took three more days for them to reach the border into Sacavuni. Rather than a carefully controlled, patrolled separation like the one along Oya or the Shun Empire, Vasani just sort of faded into the border country as the land shifted from forest to a small strip of bare plain to desert. The first step on to the sands felt very strange for Rasvim, since he’d never been this far east before. To be honest, there was little for paladins to do in Sacavuni. The country had been stable for several decades and the government paid to train healers.

    


    
      “So where are we going through?” Rasvim asked once the green of Vasani could no longer be seen. Vorel answered first, holding up one paw and counting off with his fingers.


      “I would guess we’ll see the tribe of cougar first – it’s generally the closest to the border – then possibly the nightcat tribe.”


      “Not anymore,” Saso commented, patting a bit of sand from his armor. Every gust coated them in a thin film of sand the consistency of flour. “They’ve gone further north, so we shouldn’t come across them. The lynx tribe is actually on the way to the capitol now, but I think we should head to Sein first. It would cut weeks off our trip.”


      “That city’s almost directly east...” The larger paladin tilted his head, puzzled. If Rasvim remembered correctly, Sein would be about two week’s walk to the east, while the capitol, Sanei, would take them almost a month going northeast across the harsh desert. At least it wasn’t summer.


      “There’s a wayfarer’s guild in that city.”


      “What’s that?” The fox paladin couldn’t help asking, since he’d never heard the word before. Saso twiddled his fingers.


      “It’s a wizard’s guild that specializes in teleportation magic. They charge nobles and wealthy merchants to instantly move them and thier goods across the continent. One of the younger teachers from the Spires of Lightning and Wind – the mage school north of Sanei – founded it and made a fortune. Aram gave me enough money to bring the four of us from there to the capitol.” Before the muscular wolf could respond, Saso tone to a bemused one.


      “He figured you’d want to be dumb and trudge through the whole desert. Even the locals don’t like to do that.” Vorel snorted, but something else nagged at the fox paladin’s mind.


      “Why does it matter what kind of felis we run into?” The larger paladin smiled.


      “That’s right – you haven’t been here either. Well, let me explain a few things about Sacavuni. First of all, the whole country isn’t just one, big race like the lupis in Vasani.”


      “There’s more than wolves at home,” Rasvim interrupted, but his lover continued without much pause.


      “There are, but the vast majority of the country is lupis. Sacavuni is mainly felis, but the race is broken up into many different tribes that all function and identify independently. Each might respond to the fact that we are paladins of the Hopegiver differently, or to a vulpine differently, or even to visitors differently. The tribe of the cougar, for example, tends to welcome guests, but does not trust mages or Commonfolk caravans.”


      “Why not?” The wolf answered almost immediately – it felt to the small fox that his husband had explained all of this many times before.


      “They have stories of being betrayed before by both groups, so they aren’t welcome. However, they like paladins and clerics, mainly because we can heal their injured and do not expect to be compensated; the healers from the government have to be paid. The tribe of the nightcat, though, doesn’t like anyone with magic.”

    


    
      “Customs are different per tribe, but there are a few consistences. Every felis tribe I’ve visited – which is all of them but the snowcats – live in family-separated tents. Single males all live in the same big pavilion until they get married or amass enough money to buy their own tent. We’ll be staying there with all the other males.”


      “But...”


      “But nothing.” Vorel gave him a very significant glare. “Just like in Vasani, people here expect clerics and paladin to be ‘married to their work’, so to speak. As far as anyone is aware, we are both freed slaves who became paladins. I don’t like it either, but there’s really only a few places where no one will complain about us being married. At least until we get to the capitol, anyway.”


      “What’s different in the capitol?” The idea of having to hide his marriage made the fox’s tail and ears droop. In the past few months, Vorel had asked him to first hide their relationship from the worshipers, and then from the Oracle. When everything came out, only the latter even batted an eye. No one really minded even Eldere, except maybe a few of his friends who still wanted to spend nights in his bed. Saso answered that question.


      “The king has an entire harem of male concubines. He married one of them last year, despite many of his advisors complaining and resigning over it. He already has two wives – bigamy is legal both ways here – so none of the merchants complained.”


      “Merchants?” Why could merchants complain about what a king did? Vorel picked up where the other fox left off.


      “There aren’t true noble families in this country. Rather than ancient families that can tie their heritage to the foundation of the country, like in Oya and Vasani, wealthy merchants or landowners apply for the “right of nobility”. It basically gives them the right to present their children to court, attend royal functions, and live in the palace if they choose.”


      “Also so they can traffic slaves,” Saso added, which made Rasvim almost spit like he was living on the streets again. The trafficking of slaves had been illegal in the Vasani for over a decade and the process had died out fairly quickly afterwards. He’d heard it was still legal here, but the act actually being sponsored by the government soured the fox’s mood.


      “This country sounds like a place I don’t want to stay in...” The larger wolf’s ears swiveled toward him – he’d heard the comment despite the paladin’s shushed voice.


      “Of every country on this continent, I actually prefer Sacavuni. There are enough healers for the number of people, plagues don’t break out easily because of how far apart the tribes are, and because of the lack of fresh water, the few sources are well-protected with magic and always clean. There hasn’t been a cholera outbreak here in over a century. Honestly, I live in Vasani because it is my duty to help people, and the poor in Eldere need the most help. I can’t be in Oya, one because the Hopegiver is not respected there, and two because I and every other paladin would burn out.”

    


    
      “I suppose...” Rasvim responded half-heartedly, really trying to push the thought of slavery out of his mind. Any culture that enslaved others, in his opinion, could not truly be a great one. Acton had told him stories of how terrifying it had been as a child in his homeland when the black-furred nezumi decided to raid for slaves. As far as he was concerned, it was worse than any sort of incarceration. At least those in prison deserved it.


      As the sun started to set, causing the temperature to drop significantly, fires could be seen near the horizon. Rasvim guessed they would be approaching the first tribe. Truly, if he could not stay with his husband, he felt no urge to be grateful for a place to sleep, but the temperature kept dropping, bringing the winter chill closer to that of Vasani this time of year. The option of sleeping out in the elements did lean his favor toward smiling like he meant it, though. Two patrolling felis moved toward the four-male group and the dire wolf. Now would be the first, crucial interaction that would decide whether or not they would be welcomed. Vorel stepped in front of the others, his paws away from his belt.


      “Who are you and your allies?” A cougar felis leveled a spear at the paladin. Despite the tense situation, Rasvim almost giggled – the feline could not be more than fifteen and stood almost six inches shorter than the larger wolf. He wore only a loincloth, bracers, and shin guards, compared to the lupis’s plate armor. Vorel smiled at the male and held up his paws.


      “I am Vorel Freedsire, Head Paladin of the Hopegiver.” The cat appraised him for a moment before looking over at the other guard. He stood about three feet back and looked even younger. His paws unsteadily held the spear forward. If they were villains, that would have been the perfect opportunity to attack.


      “Tinni, go get the elders!” The younger male jumped, nodded, and sprinted back toward the village. The first cougar kept his spear steady, but Rasvim could see his ears flick nervously once he noticed Prettyfoot. The dire wolf kept straining against Gyr’s reins with his tail wagging, probably wanting to smell the new creature.


      Four more felis approached the group, all of them much more dressed than the guards and one of them almost completely concealed in layers of cloth. Once all of them were close enough to see in the bright moonlight, the vulpine could tell all of them were cougars, but the one shrouded in extra clothing was obviously several decades older. Without introductions, the eldest male spoke out in a voice harsh from exposure to the sands for so long.


      “What proof do you have as a paladin, lupis?” Vorel reached under his breastplate and pulled out his holy symbol. Unlike Rasvim’s, which was small, silver, and simply engraved, the wolf’s had been cast from an extremely expensive metal known as skymetal and embossed with both the wolf’s paw that represented the Hopegiver and holy writing around it. Skymetal was the rarest metal in the world, and the simple disc was probably worth more than the entire rest of their chapel’s treasury of holy artifacts. Even the Vasani royal crown did not have this much of the metal, and Vorel simply held it out for the elderly couger to inspect. After a few mumbled words, the cat bowed his head.

    


    
      “I welcome you, paladin, to the tribe of the cougar. Though my tribe knows little of the Hopegiver, I know of your temple’s purity and of yours, Head Paladin. I hope that our tribe can welcome you.” Vorel bowed his head in response as he tucked the holy symbol back out of sight. The guard looks embarrassed now and lowered his spear.


      “I appreciate the welcome, leader of the cougar tribe. I am Vorel Freedsire, and my companions are Rasvim, another paladin, and Saso and Gyr, mages of Vasani.” The other males present appraised the small group, and just like the first cougar they’d encountered, did not seem to know how to react to the two mage’s mount.


      “Shall I bring you into the village?” The formalities were officially over with that invitation from the elder. Gyr let the reins for Prettyfoot go and allowed the massive creature to start at all the strangers. As the dire wolf investigated, Rasvim stepped up to his husband and whispered so the nearby cougars would not hear him.


      “What now? The large wolf smiled.


      “We can get something warm to eat.”


      Once they passed into the first line of tents, cougar felis seemed to appear around every home. Dozens circled around the group, most only appearing to greet the paladins and escape again, but a few lingered to pet Prettyfoot, ask someone a question, or just touch one of the two holy males. The poor in Eldere did the same thing – many uneducated thought that just by touching someone blessed by a god, some of that blessing could transfer to them. It was one of the reasons he did not like entering the slums anymore by himself; a mob tended to surround him.


      “Will you need any servants while you are here, paladins of the Hopegiver?” As he spoke, three male lion felis, their manes sheared off, came out of the entrance of a tent they passed. All wore only a loincloth and collar, despite the night chill. They bowed in unison, and as they did, Rasvim could see through the tent flap into the room behind them. A dozen male and females repaired clothing and tarps, each wearing a collar as well.


      “I don’t think so,” Vorel pleasantly responded, placing a paw on the fox paladin’s shoulder and squeezing a bit too tight. The larger male did not want him reacting, and for the sake of both of them, he kept his lips sealed.


      “Then will you like something to eat before retiring?” On that question, the wolf smiled. Since leaving Smuggler’s Light, they’d lived off dry traveling rations and water.

    


    
      “That would be very appreciated, tribesmaster.” The older cougar smiled, revealing a mouth almost completely devoid of teeth.


      “Then we will arrange for food to be brought to you. Please allow me to show you to the bachelor’s tent.”


      The small group continued down the wide, main lane between the largest tents, slaves and cougars alike now evident. Rasvim would guess by the number of tents that this particular tribe probably contained only about four or five hundred felis. It sounded like a very strange number, since as he understood there were over a million felis in this country. When he whispered the bizarre question to his husband, the wolf chuckled.


      “This is only one of the tribes of the cougar. There are ten or eleven, and they are all concentrated around here. In total, there are probably a hundred thousand cougars.” After taking a few more turns through the tents, they came across the most massive pavilion the fox had seen so far. The vulpine paladin could hear dozens of deep voices within, so he guessed this would the bachelor’s tent he’d dreaded entering. One of the other cougars that had been following them opened the tent flap for the elder, the two paladins and mages following right after. After a tense moment, one of the males dressed as a hunter took Prettyfoot’s reins.


      The inside of the tent reminded Rasvim of a bar in Eldere. Probably twenty or thirty males crowded into the structure, many of them surrounding hookahs or bowls of steaming, stripped meats. Most of them did not even bother looking up at the group as they entered, but the vulpine could not help but stare at the many males they passed. Even in the nicest taverns of his home city, males always ranged from those in fantastic shape to males that let themselves pack on extra weight as soon as they could afford it. Only one male here showed any extra fluff – a tiger felis near the back of the tent, surrounded by smaller males wearing collars. He suspected that male made his slaves to anything that required physical effort. More than anything else, the astounding, overwhelming scent of male filled the room. He’d been told weeks ago that the felis here washed by rubbing sands into their fur to conserve water. That might keep them clean, but this close, it concentrated their natural scent to make the fox let out a low whimper. Hopefully, even in this large structure, he would be able to find some alone time with his lover – if not, the scent would be far too much to handle. Once the four males and the tribe members completely entered the tent, the leader turned to Vorel.


      “Will you be comfortable here?” The wolf immediately nodded, which cut off any protests from the other paladin. The leader nodded, smiled, and began to work his way back out of the pavilion. As soon as he stepped back out into the sand, many of the cougars present suddenly became much less indifferent. Most turned to smile at them, while a few stood to shake their paws or give them a friendly nuzzle. Many cats greeted each other this way, so it showed they were comfortable with the new males. For those that recognized the symbol of the Hopegiver, it would mean they should be even more welcome.

    


    
      Three males scooted to the side to let the four males take a seat around one of the meat bowls. Since Rasvim, Saso, and Gyr took up so little room, they could all squeeze in next to each other. Vorel sank down next to his lover, smiling as the cougar opposite him motioned toward the meat. The smell now reminded the fox paladin just how hungry he was, and as soon as the larger male gingerly picked up a few stringy bits between his claws, the vulpine abandoned all veils of decency. With both paws he grasped the food – it was in his muzzle before he could nod appreciation. Though he couldn’t really pinpoint the flavor – he guessed it was goat, since he’d never had it before and it was definitely a red meat – the succulent juices it must have been stewing in ran down the sides of his muzzle and soaked his fur. Everything that mattered right now was the real food, the hot food, the sustaining food. Vaguely he could hear chuckles, but he didn’t really care about them. If begging on the streets had taught him anything, food did not remain before him for long.


      “You have quite the appetite for someone so small,” one of the cats said pleasantly in Shach, eating almost as fast as he was but still able to speak. Rasvim looked up at the muscular male, his feasting paused as he assessed the speaker. The felis was attractive, his cream-and-white fur well trimmed to show off the defined muscles of his chest and arms, and since they were hidden from public view, he wore only a loincloth.


      “Thanks,” the fox mumbled absentmindedly after swallowing, slowing down now that he could feel his stomach filling up. Several pairs of eyes watched him, but right now, he didn’t care that he was sweaty or about the meaty juices across his face. He wasn’t hungry anymore. When he looked on either side of him, his three companions all ate at a much slower pace, stealing glances at him and giggling. In the last few minutes, other cougars had come to sit with and around them, one whispering in Gyr’s ear. He giggled, but pushed the male away.


      “Would you like to play cards?” The cat asked behind Gyr in very proper Common. He must have memorized the phrase from a book, since his natural accent almost made the words unintelligible. Sven had possessed the same problem when Rasvim met him the first time – the natural hissing and clicking noises in the felis language interfered with most others. It had taken his lion friend months in Vasani to completely eradicate the foreign noises. Between the four of them, everyone nodded but Vorel.


      “Let me eat just a bit more,” he responded in Common. The felis look confused, so Rasvim quickly translated. He’d learned the language as a child when learning Common, so he possessed no accent in any of his tongues.


      “We will still play.” Saso spoke Shach, so all of the felis around them understood. Two males started shooing people out of the center of the tent. Once the majority of them moved, another feline started rummaging through one of the bags near the back of the structure. Since this felis tribe was nomadic, it made sense that they possessed no solid furniture. Also, now that the fox could look around the tent, he noticed dozens of bedrolls piled up in the back of the room. At least, when they needed it, he could find something soft to sleep on. The rummaging felis held up two small, velvet bags, smiling and rattling off a few words in Shach. Rasvim instantly blushed.

    


    
      “What is it?” Vorel asked, finally leaning back away from the meat. The smaller paladin answered, surprised at how much argument the last speaking cat had caused.


      “They’re arguing which card deck to use – the naked female deck, or the naked male deck. Apparently they used the female one last time.” The wolf smiled, revealing most of his sharp teeth.


      “Just like the taverns in Vasani.” Rasvim nodded, his blush not disappearing. From his experience, when card decks appeared with naked people on them, it ended up with everyone playing getting naked. Most of the males that started filling the empty space were already in loincloths. He really hoped this wouldn’t turn into one of the secret bars in Eldere he’d been to before marrying Vorel. Oddly enough, Saso answered the fox’s thoughts.


      “I don’t think this is going where you think it’s going.”


      “Why not?”


      “Because these are the only decks they have to play with – printing is still fairly rare out here, so they bought the naughty decks for when they want them.” Books, cards, and really any form of paper were fairly common in Vasani now, so Rasvim had figured this country would be the same. Now that he figured there was nothing to worry about, he pulled himself up from his seat.


      “Then let’s play.”


      By the time the game ended, Rasvim decided he really liked the tribe of the cougar. The few Sacavuni felis that had come to his temple always seemed aloof, but these males laughed, joked, used crude language, and slapped him on the back when he won. Out of the dozens of poker rounds they’d played, the fox ended up winning only three, but those were the last three plays. Despite the blush that had colored his ears, he still successfully bluffed his way to revealing a straight flush, all of naked males vulpines in lewd positions. Just like the cards in Vasani, the suites all matched one race, and the cards in sequence created a very inappropriate picture.


      Like most games between males, alcohol appeared after a few rounds. Though he didn’t have much tolerance, the fox still accepted a glass of the fruity-smelling beverage. Once it touched his lips he immediately recognized the alcohol that was very expensive in Vasani bars – date wine. He was half-tempted to bring a bottle back with him home, but not knowing how long they would be on the road, he suspected he would drink it before being able to bring it back to his friends.


      Once the bedrolls started to be brought out, however, the fox had to politely turn down several requests for him to spend the night with attractive cougars. By the fifth one and as his armor started to hit the floor, he started to wane. If he couldn’t stay cuddled in his husband’s arms, he should at least be allowed to inhale felis musk and fall asleep with soft fur against his face. Finally, when the large muscular male that had commented on his eating habits asked for him to enter his bedroll, he caved and nodded. Oddly, none of the felines looked disappointed; they probably figured he knew who he wanted to spend time with before the end of the night. When everything started to get arranged, the fox looked over at his husband. Vorel just nodded, the look in his eyes telling the vulpine the other male did not mind. Besides, the head paladin knew that Rasvim would not betray his trust.

    


    
      Both he and strong cougar scooted down into the same bedroll, the petite male immediately surrounded by strong arms and tan fur. His vision was predominated by the cat’s white chest, and now that a warm body pressed up against him, he realized he did not know the male’s name. Before he asked, the cougar whispered into one of his ears, stiff whiskers tickling the edges.


      “Aiin. And you are Rasvim.” Now, since he knew the fox understood his native language, the cougar spoke only in it. Without the distortion of him speaking a language he did not completely understand, the male’s voice remained deep and soothing. Aiin continued.


      “I do not wish to do anything with you tonight, beautiful little fox. I know that the other holy male is your spouse.” Shach did not have separate words for ‘husband’ and ‘wife’ – marriage had simply been between adults no matter the gender for so long that no different words developed. It didn’t really surprised him that someone figured out that he and Vorel were married, since he couldn’t help but smile at him or silently ask him permission for things. Some of his friends complained that he was becoming too dependent, but they’d never been with someone that, no matter what, they just wanted to make happy. That’s how he felt with Vorel, and it was something he didn’t think he could break.


      “Thank you.” Nuzzling into the short fur, the fox sighed. At least he would be safe tonight.


      “GET AWAY!” The words exploded into the room, startling everyone awake. No normal being could make that volume of noise, but before Rasvim could completely get out of the bedroll to investigate, the sides of the tent ripped off. From what little he could see, something had impacted them and broken the supports. Half the tent collapsed almost immediately, but nothing holding it up was heavy enough to injure anyone. He shoved as much as he could, and between his actions and Aiin they were able to get up. Since Vorel had slept alone, he was already reaching for his longsword. In one glance the fox paladin could see Saso, but didn’t know where Gyr had gone. Could he be stuck in the debris? When he stood up completely, trying to find one of his weapons, the fox’s eyed widened.

    


    
      Gyr floated about a foot off the ground, white magic forming a cocoon around him. None of the debris touched him, and when one of the cougars tried to pull him down, the male was repelled about six feet back. Rasvim didn’t know how to react to this situation, but Saso grabbed his bag and lunged forward. Within a few seconds he was next to Gyr’s magic bubble.


      “Stop it, Gyr!” The wolf’s eyes were squinted shut, but when they opened, the magic immediately receded back into him. Saso grabbed him, pulling him against his chest. When one of the cougars, naturally enraged at the situation, moved toward them, Saso held out a paw and flicked his wrist. His entire arm was immediately engulfed in flame. When he spoke, the words were dangerously serious.


      “Stay away from him.” The fire dissipated, and with a few whispered words, the two males disappeared. Vorel looked shocked, and before Rasvim could grab him, the wolf rushed out of the tent with nothing more than a loincloth and his sword. Before following, the fox reached for his armor. He wouldn’t leave without some form of protection. Aiin helped him get the chainmail on, and before he left, the cougar, despite the group of angry cougars, gave him a nip on the left ear.


      “Make sure they come back. They will need to help repair the tents.”


      “Alright.”


      He rushed out of the tent, immediately picking up the scent of his lover. Quickly he moved between tents, the sounds of other commotion beginning to rise in response to the collapse of the bachelor’s tent. Several cougars came out of their homes as Rasvim passed, but he did not have time right now to answer any questions. His wolf’s smell was getting stronger, and from what he could tell, Gyr and Saso were with him.


      “...Just let us leave, Vorel.” As Rasvim rushed around a corner, stepping out into the empty space where the tents ended and before the guards patrolled. There was his husband, standing in front of their other two companions. Saso held Gyr in his arms – the smaller wolf had fallen asleep despite the tense situation, yet still he clung lightly to the vulpine. The fire around the other fox’s arm had been dismissed. Right now the two males wore what they had slept in; the fox in a loose silk tunic and trousers and the petite wolf in only a loincloth.


      “You will go back into the village and explain what just happened.”


      “No.” Saso looked angry and worried at the same time, which made Rasvim very confused. Why would the fox be this protective of a mage outburst? They happened every now and then, especially with younger adepts.


      “What’s going on?” As focused as Vorel was, he didn’t notice the fox until the smaller paladin spoke. The wolf turned to him, irritation more than any other emotion across his muzzle.


      “Gyr has the Voice of Creation – it’s even more powerful than paladins or clerics. It’s a divine gift that makes him as destructive as a mage, but he can’t actually hurt most people.”

    


    
      “I’ve never heard of it.” The wolf let out an exasperated sigh and pointed at the smaller canine.


      “It’s the rarest type of magic in the world. Even according to the histories we have back at the temple, there’s only one born with the power about every two hundred years. Normally their existence leads to new holy books, or massive miracles. Even the Hopegiver hasn’t revealed why there’s so few, but they can do things even the most powerful clerics can’t, like instantly resurrect the dead and travel into the heavens or hells without complicated spells.” Rasvim didn’t really know how to answer that. Saso had said the male was a mage, but hadn’t been specific on the details. Why did it matter where his magic came from?


      “I’m not going to explain his power to the village. You don’t understand what will happen,” Saso spat, the temperature around them suddenly rising a few degrees. Unless someone disarmed the fox’s mood soon, something else bad could happen.


      “I have a darkmage friend,” Rasvim responded quickly, which did seem to calm down the other vulpine a bit, but he responded almost immediately.


      “It’s not the same. People fear darkmages – power-hungry individuals want to possess Gyr.” The wolf stirred at the sound of his own name, but didn’t wake up. “Lord Skymetal – the one that died a month ago – kept him in his mansion as a sex toy, then used him to stop rival lords from outmaneuvering him in land disputes. The king of Sacavuni tried to force him to remain in the capitol, just so no other government could have access to his power. Aram’s the only one who treats him like a damned living thing and not a magical artifact. We can’t tell the tribe what he is, because if we do, they won’t let us leave.” The head paladin slumped his shoulders, dropping his sword in the sands.


      “Then I will tell them that he is simply a young mage who lost control. Now, come back into the village with him. All of us will have to help clean up.”


      Everyone including the elders believed that Gyr simply did not have complete focus of his magic, which let the rest of them quickly help replace the broken beams of the bachelor’s tent and get back to sleep. This time, the small wolf slept in the same bedroll as Saso to make sure that no one else tried to grab him. Rasvim snuggled back in with the cougar from earlier, calmed down now that everything would be fine for now. At least they could leave tomorrow morning and still be courteous.


      About an hour before dawn, Vorel shook the young fox awake. Not wanting to escape the warm embrace of the strong cat, he resisted at first, but when he heard his husband grumbling, he wiggled his way out of the male’s hold and reached for his armor. Aiin stirred, opened one eye, smiled, and went back to sleep. Hopefully he would be able to come back and spend more time with this tribe, but now would not be the best time. They had a mission, and one that would not wait for him to get to know more people. After all if this was done, he hoped to copy Vorel’s past and journey to every tribe – for him including the tribe of the snowcat. The four of them left the tribe before even the youngest woke and continued heading toward Sein.

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter 14 Sanei


      
         
      


      Paladins must always understand three things:


      They must help those around them, whatever the need.


      They must hold their principles above even their lives.


      They must be willing to sacrifice everything they love for what is right.


      - The Codex of Faith, Chapter One: “Duties”


      The two weeks between the tribe of the cougar and Sein ended up being some of the most informative Rasvim had ever lived. In the course of their mostly nightly travel across the desert, he learned about almost every different version of a divine gift from the basic prophet to the Voice of Creation. On top of that, Saso helped give him a grasp of magical theory. Though he understood some of it just being a vulpine, since he had not lived in Oya his access was limited. Saso carried several different ritual books with him just in case they needed to protect a camp or remove a curse from someone, and now the fox learned how to use many of them. Sure, the more advanced ones were far from his abilities, but now the other fox did not have to work alone.


      They spent only about two hours in Sein before reaching their destination. First, Gyr and Saso left their massive wolf, Prettyfoot, with a merchant friend. According to the fox mage, the mount would make sure no one dared steal from their contact. As for the organization they were looking for, the Wayfarers were not just something new in the city – they were the most prominent organization in the trading district, with signs on every other street corner leading potential customers to the source. Unlike other new guilds, which generally sulked in a small building for a few years in able to save up money for something grander, the wayfarers had sunken their profits into a massive complex of buildings near the center of the markets. Felis whose only job was to guide new people into the store stood outside in bizarrely or loudly colored clothes, ushering as many inside to look at the many services offered. Saso led the four of them in without even giving the greeters a second glance. Odd for the fox, there were no stairs that led into the building; instead, a ramp allowed carts and caravans to enter the massive structures without handicap.

    


    
      Rasvim smiled at everyone as they passed through the first few buildings, but he could not help but think this place would not have been successful without the sudden outbreak of multiple wars over the past few years. It was no longer safe to bring caravans through most of Vasani, Oya, or the southern half of the Shun Empire. The mage that ran this group new that full well and had capitalized on the collective need for security. There was nothing evil about it, but the fox wondered, after the current wars ended, if the wayfarers would financially survive. He bumped into Vorel’s back as they came to a stop; Saso was talking with a very tall and lanky lion felis who wore a white robe. A nondescript paw reaching up to a star had been embroidered into the chest. Everyone that worked here wore the same thing. Right now, the cat stood behind a podium.


      “We need a wayfarer to bring the four of us to Sanei, temple district.” The cat bowed low, then turned to a piece of parchment on the wall. From what Rasvim could read as he peaked around his lover, it listed names and showed marks beside them.


      “We have someone who should be back within the hour to bring you. Do you have any additional wagons or goods?” The male’s smile did not falter – the young paladin guessed he recited this with every customer.


      “Just us,” Saso responded just as easily. Since Aram was so wealthy, he probably used the wayfarers here very often.


      “Any neutracite or antimagic weaponry or armor?” Now the fox stepped around the head paladin and flicked his ears. He didn’t recognize the first word.


      “Neutracite?” The lion smiled and reached into one of his robe pockets, pulling out a tiny piece of bright purple stone. Saso leaned back a little as though the rock was poisonous.


      “It is a mineral from Wolfen Valley – most people call it neutracite, since it neutralizes magic, even if its actual name is negaticite. Some merchants keep it in their stores to stop mages from stealing their goods, but it stops the wayfarers from working.” After pocketing it again, the cat quickly added, “It doesn’t do anything to paladins, but it can suck a mage dry.”


      “How much for the transport?” Saso’s voice had gotten a bit more urgent – the presence of a stone that could drain his power must have unsettled him. The associate smiled a bit wider.


      “Since we have a building in Sanei, you will only have to pay to send the wayfarer there, instead of both there and back.” He picked up a piece of charcoal and started writing out some figures on his podium. His focus only shifted from the customers to his notes for a few seconds. Once he was done, he picked up the piece of parchment he’d been scribbling on and passed it to the fox. Saso scanned it, nodded, and handed it back.

    


    
      “That seems correct, except for a few fees.” Rasvim was getting bored watching the negotiations after that, but it eventually ended with Saso passing over a small sack of coins. The attendant hefted the bag in one paw, then pointed down one of the corridors that extended out of the room.


      “Just head down that corridor – the wayfarer will meet you at the end when he arrives. He’s a jackal.” One more bow and the paladin knew they were all dismissed. Saso led the group again, slipping between large groups of merchants and mages. Wealth was one thing that tied everyone here together – no one showed any sign of disease, malnutrition, or even patched clothes. One Commonfolk caravan they passed, consisting of an entire extended family of the bizarre muzzle-less and tail-less race, were trying to sell precious gems set in gold to a very interested fox wizard. He’d never seen carts inside a building, let alone so many. It was like compressing the best merchants from around the world in one place.


      They only had to loiter around for a few minutes at the end of the corridor, watching the merchants move and sell, before a jackal suddenly appearing beside them, the crack of a whip startling everyone not in white robes. The male looked energetic as he shook all four male’s paws before bowing. Like most of his people, he stood about six feet tall and was very thin without being emaciated. His ears were pointed like a wolf’s, but elongated to grant him a few more inches of stature. Unlike the rest of his people, his fur was not black; instead, he had dyed it a particularly garish shade of pink.


      “My name is Carr, and I will be transporting you. Where are you headed?”


      “Sanei, temple district,” Vorel answered, taking the lead for the first time since they’d entered the city. The jackal held out his paws.


      “Then please, everyone hold each other’s paws. We need to form a circle for me to move everyone.” Quickly they obeyed, Vorel holding Rasvim and Saso, Saso holding Gyr, the petite wolf and the fox paladin gripping the wayfarer’s paws. He wore silk gloves, which made the vulpine fearful of losing his grip.


      “Everyone ready?” Rasvim nodded a bit shakily, which made his lover squeeze his paw reassuringly. He must have been magically moved before, but the fox felt like if the mage made a mistake, he’d end up with his head in one place and his body a thousand miles away.


      “Three...” Vorel turned to him and smiled.


      “It’s not as bad as you think,” he promised, not letting his squeeze relax.


      “Two...” Rasvim shut his eyes, trying to dismiss the image of his own decapitation. Vorel’s soothing voice helped with that.


      “One.”


      Blackness engulfed the fox – he couldn’t see, couldn’t breathe, didn’t know which way was up. The only things he could feel was the jackal’s paw, unnaturally warm, and Vorel’s, which seemed more an anchor than anything else. For a few terrifying moments this went on, before a temple appeared before them. He would have fallen if Vorel didn’t hoist him up.

    


    
      “You get used to it after a few times,” the wolf commented, pulling Rasvim against him. The sudden feel of cold metal against his face and the scent of his husband definitely helped him become more stable.


      “I’ll head to the wayfarer’s shop here.” Carr bowed again before leaving the four of them. Once Rasvim stepped back from his wolf, he realized they were in front of the Hopegiver’s temple. It looked very similar to the one in Eldere, but much smaller, probably due to so few worshipers. As he looked down the wide cobblestone lane, he could see most of the temples he recognized, plus a few that looked quite alien. One near the end of the road didn’t even have a roof – a statue of some god he couldn’t identify from here jutted up into the sky.


      “I’ll leave you here as well,” Saso commented, reaching out to shake Vorel’s paw before he could argue. “I need to check in with my contact here – I’m not going to the palace. Sorry, but the king and I do not.....get along.” After what the other fox had said about Gyr, Rasvim understood. With one last glance from the small wolf, the two males started walking down the road, heading away from the larger temples. Vorel then looked at his lover and smiled.


      “I guess we will go to the royal palace ourselves then.” Before the fox started looking around for a sign that would lead them, the wolf grasped his paw.


      “Let me lead you.”


      They kept holding paws as they made their way through the temple district. One thing that stood out more than anything for the fox paladin was the complete absence of a temple devoted to the Wing Goddess – it made sense if there were very few vulpines in this country, but he always had to walk past it in every other city he’d been to. Even on their way into Sein he’d seen one, the female clerics ushering in devotees as they rushed past. He was no longer welcome at the one in Eldere due to his preference for other males. The Oracle had begun her religious life as a cleric of the Wing Goddess, so that difference between their two churches had almost caused the religious figure to destroy his home. If everything went as planned, there would be no reason to enter that particular goddess’s premises ever again.


      “Vorel!” A vulpine cleric rushed toward them, his robes the off-white generally preferred by the Hopegiver’s followers. Once he stepped in front of the two paladins and bowed, the fox flicked his tail and addressed the much taller wolf.


      “May I interrupt your travels, Your Holiness?” The head paladin nodded, letting Rasvim’s paw go. Though their church’s clerics knew of their leader’s relationship, the other vulpine’s tone gave the smaller paladin the feeling that they would all need to be separated.


      “Go ahead, Azi.” Vorel knew many of the Hopegiver’s clerics personally, so his knowledge of the male’s name did not surprise Rasvim.


      “A very important guest has arrived at the Hopegiver’s temple in the slums, Your Holiness. She calls for your immediate presence.” The fox paladin didn’t know how to react to that statement – who could know that they were in Sanei at this very moment? They’d been delayed several weeks in Vasani, so a spy in Eldere could not guess when they would reach this massive city. Vorel smiled, placing a tone in his voice that added a bit of authority to his words.

    


    
      “We are on our way to the palace to seek an audience with the king of Sacavuni. I cannot be diverted from this for someone who wishes to speak with me.” Azi did not falter.


      “She knew that as well, Your Holiness, and wished me to explain that Rasvim Freedsire needs experience on his own dealing with secular leaders.” Vorel paused for a moment before speaking.


      “Who is waiting for me in the Hopegiver’s second temple here?”


      “The Oracle, Your Holiness.”


      About an hour later, Rasvim stood in front of the gates leading into the Royal Palace of Sacavuni. Unlike in Vasani, where the royal family’s home more resembled a castle that could be defended, this building only existed for grandeur. Sprawling gardens of high hedges, fountains, and statues could all be seen from here, all surrounding a massive building that formed the exact center of the city. From here the fox could see the massive front doors that would lead directly into the throne room, along with the side wings that provided space for dozens of other tiger felis, servants, slaves, and the royal family. He had never been here before, but on their way here, Vorel had quickly briefed him on how to address the king, how to introduce himself, and how to humbly put forth what they needed.


      Though the vulpine did not understand how the Oracle could take precedence over the monarch of a country, it would be up to him to make sure that they got what they needed here. His was a religious mission, and the king of Sacavuni held most of the churches of this continent in high respect. Hopefully he could convince the tiger felis of what they needed. Two Wolfen guards nodded at him as he approached the gates. Each wore platemail armor stained black with charcoal and carried a greataxe easily in one paw, making them seem even more intimidating than just the fact they each was nine feet tall. Rasvim need to swallow away a lump of nervousness.


      “Paladin of the Hopegiver Rasvim Freedsire, here to seek audience with his Royal Majesty King Hivh Zoshi the Third.” One Wolfen leaned against the left gate to push it open. The other stepped in first, holding out a paw to indicate for the fox to enter. Rasvim stepped through the gates and felt a strange tingling similar to when entering his home temple after the Oracle had felt the urge to enchant the main doors. As the Wolfen moved back out and shut the gates behind him, a lynx felis, smaller than the fox both in height and body, appeared from behind one of the hedges. The male’s fur was spotted like many tribes of felis, but white fur created a splash of void below his jaw. His ears each sported a tuft at the end, with two silver rings dangling below the extra fur. He wore the regalia of a palace servant: a simple, loose tunic dyed gold, several sizes too large so it draped almost to his knees and sandals with straps that wrapped around his legs up his shins. In Vasani, palace servants carried small colored crystals to indicate where they were allowed to go. Here, the cat wore a ring with a rose-colored stone on his right paw. It probably served a similar purpose.

    


    
      “I will escort you to the throne room, sir.” As he turned, his tunic shifted to show a leather collar around his neck. Rasvim frowned, resisting the urge to spit again. If the lynx moved too far away from whoever was considered his master, the collar would constrict and choke him until he passed out. If the fox had his way, he would reach out, channel some power, and rip the collar from the male’s neck, but unfortunately, they need to get to Shin-se first. He could try and extinguish slavery when they returned. So engrossed was the fox in his dislike of the ancient practice of slavery that he missed the many sculptures visible from the gates. Before he knew it, they were at the doors leading into the palace. The lynx knocked lightly on the right door, answered by a wide collection of grunts. The entire, massive door shuddered, swinging its way inward. Rasvim could hear a group of people making straining noises, and the fox realized slaves were pulling the door opened with ropes. He wiped his face of expression – he should not look displeased the first time he met the king of his country.


      Though he had been in the Vasani throne room before, it paled in comparison to this room. Besides the starkling white marble walls that gleamed in the sunlight, the ceiling did not cut off the area from the sky – instead, giant glass panels had been carefully set in, letting the bright light outside stream into the room and prevent dark corners from existing. A wide purple streak of carpet led up to a wide, slightly raised platform that showed off twice as many thrones as in Vasani. Six beautifully carved chairs, the one in the center larger and more intricate than the others, rested in an exact straight line from the doorway Rasvim had stepped through. At the sides of the room, a few dozen males and females lingered, about half of them dressed as fine as any noble in Vasani, the rest in only loincloth and collars. They would be the slaves awaiting orders, but for now the fox kept his gaze directly forward and began walking.


      Of the six thrones in front of him, only three actually contained individuals. If he remembered correctly, the king had two sons old enough to be considered eligible to inherit the throne, two wives, and according to Saso, and new husband from amongst his concubines. That one was easy to guess – in the furthest right throne sat a lion felis, his mane barely grown out enough to show he was an adult; it formed more of a scruff around his shoulders and on the top of his head. Though he wore a very fine crimson robe, his expression told the fox the other male felt somewhat uncomfortable here. Two thrones over a female tiger felis sat, wearing a tightly-tailored silk jerkin and trousers. Of any noble he’d seen, she was in fantastic shape, muscles evident underneath her clothes and the dagger on her belt probably for more than just show. She must be the infamous Southern Sphinx – she had united the nightcat, cougar, and half the tiger tribes behind her and seceded from Sacavuni unless the king equalized all the tribes under the law. It used to be that tiger felis were immune to most punishments, but that changed with her. As part of the peace treaty, she married the king and gained a position of power in the royal palace.

    


    
      In the last throne sat the King of Sacavuni, one of the three single most powerful people in the world. As a tiger felis, he was larger than every other tribe, but even amongst his own people he was a sight to behold. It was as though the gods of the felis had decided to sculpt a perfect example of their people to serve as their leader; his body showed no scars through the bright orange, striped fur, no interruption of the fluid, powerful muscles that let the fox know the cat still could stand next to soldiers without looking out of place. Very little of him was covered with clothes; unlike his wife beside him, who showed off only her face and paws, the king wore only loose, crimson silk pants and a bejeweled crown. Now that he was close enough to make out the male’s golden eyes, the fox felt like if the male wanted to, the tiger could convince him to do anything. He dropped to one knee, crossing his arms over his chest as Vorel had warned him to. In Sacavuni, the gesture showed humility.


      “I, Paladin Rasvim Freedsire, request your attention.” Since Rasvim kept his gaze on the floor, he could not see if the male was turning his head to check with those around him. Once he did respond, the fox felt like the male’s deep voice was flowing over him.


      “I welcome you, paladin, into my palace and my kingdom. I recognize you as an honored paladin of the Hopegiver. Please, stand.” Rasvim rose from the floor, but kept his gaze low. No matter what Vorel said about the king, he was still a powerful monarch and should be respected. The wolf had met him before – Vorel could be informal.


      “What is your mission here, paladin?” Rasvim held out his paws and tried to ignore the whispers along the sides of the room. He didn’t need to worry about them.


      “I seek a favor from Your Majesty – to allow my allies and I to use the kingdom’s teleportation circles to make our way to Truda Paradi.” It felt awkward coming out of his muzzle as he said it, but he kept any expression off his face. These circles were something that had only been perfected recently in Oya; it was one of the reasons the different noble houses there fought so hard over controlling major cities. The fact that the spells and rituals had made it here did not surprise the fox, but it did somewhat shock him that in the past year they had already been set up to allow this monarch access to major cities in other countries as well.


      “I will consider it, paladin of the Hopegiver.” The words made Rasvim relax a bit. The king continued with a few more customary introductions and statements that the fox tuned out – he was too relieved at having done this correctly to pay attention to the traditional speeches. One comment did bring him back to the king, though.

    


    
      “....and I may need your holy services, paladin, but that will wait until after others have sought my audience today.” Rasvim nodded, knowing a dismissal when he heard one. Rather than walking right back out of the palace, like he really wanted to, he knelt in front of the king again, then stood back up and moved to the side. The large doors at the other end of the room opened again, letting the room know someone else sought the monarch’s attention. Several nobles attempted to grab his attention, but if he ignored them it would not necessarily be rude. Being near King Silverway, the ruler of Vasani, made him feel protected like it used to with his father. It wasn’t a sensation he really wanted to feel anymore, and just for a little bit of strength, he took his marriage band between two fingers and rotated it a few times. If he felt like submitting to anyone, it would be Vorel.


      Rather than chatting with anyone or getting angry at the presence of slaves, Rasvim asked for someplace quiet to sit. One of the nobles directed him to a prayer room set off from the main hall, complete with a altar covered with unlit candles, incense, and a nondescript prayer book. They were common in villages too small or cities too varied for a single large temple; rather than the entire teachings of a single god, it contained the basic declarations of every major church. Some state inns carried them as well, but he’d never seen one in such a grand building. The fox had memorized everything important from the Hopegiver’s teachings, so he just picked up a set of flint and steel left next to the candles and lit five of them. A slight perfume started to fill the room – these candles must have been crafted to let out a pleasant scent as they melted. After that was done, the vulpine sat cross-legged in front of the altar and bowed his head. His eyes closed automatically.


      “In the name of the Hopegiver, god of the lupis, the poor, the destitute, the needy, and of the innocent, I pray.” he began, a voice in the back of his head nagging that he didn’t sound nearly as impressive as Vorel. He let that thought pass.


      “Hear me, Hopegiver, and grant me knowledge and solace to help me through these trying times.” Though his lover had told him many times that prayers could be heard even in his own mind, it always made him feel better to say these sorts of things aloud. The Hopegiver had already stated that he condoned the male’s preferences and relationship, but he needed to hear it before this journey continued. He could not ask in front of Vorel – the wolf would smile and tell him it was alright, but he knew inside it would hurt his lover to know that the vulpine was questioning his own validity. His entire first year of living in the Hopegiver’s temple had been for his now-lover to boost his confidence in himself – after living on the streets, he had little respect for his own body or mind. Now that he spoke the words out loud, he truly hoped that the god would answer him.


      “I ask you, Hopegiver, my only god, if you approve of my life, but choices, and of my husband.” Silence filled the room for a moment, but when he exhaled a pressure settled on his shoulders, as though someone very large had placed their paws on him. A voice answered not out loud, but in his mind. Despite his worries, he couldn’t help but smile at the bemused tone.

    


    
      I love you, Rasvim Freedsire, as I love all of my followers. Your choices do not change that, and neither does your connection to the greatest of my blessed. You know my words, and my teachings. What would make you think otherwise?


      “I refuse.” The ancient vulpine in front of him look shocked, but she truly shouldn’t. Vorel had expected something along these lines after their last interaction, but he had hoped she would let such a thought go. The Oracle glared at him as she took another sip of tea.


      “You would be the first to refuse such an offer in history, Vorel Freedsire.” The wolf drained his own tiny glass, not wanting as much to offend the other religious figure as he just wanted her to drop the subject entirely.


      “I am perfectly fine waiting a few years for you to get over your initial discomfort with the idea,” she continued, flicking a paw and causing one of the books in this cramped room to float over to her. The wolf was surprised even the both of them could fit into this tiny meeting room, let alone all the books, but it was the only one not filled with the afternoon’s service. Though the main temple for the Hopegiver in this city could easily fit hundreds of the needy, this supplementary one only primarily served as a place for homeless to sleep in the winter and the extremely poor to ask for healing.


      “My answer will not change.” Though the lupis never considered himself a very obstinate being, right now he needed to be as stubborn as possible. She would not convince him to take such a role in this world. She probably knew that too, so while she flipped through the small book in her paws, one of the Oracle’s vulpine clerics poured them more tea. It was one of the many things that irritated the paladin about Oya – clerics were expected to serve those with more authority than them, rather than helping those less fortunate. While the Oracle was here, her clerics functioned as little more than servants.


      “You are the Head Paladin of the Hopegiver, second only to me when it comes to power and authority on this continent,” she stated, nodding at the cleric to step back, “why would becoming the next Oracle bother you?” Vorel could think of many reasons, but one stood out as the only concept that mattered.


      “To become the Oracle, I would need to renounce my relationship with Rasvim. I will not do that.” The Oracle set the small book on the table between them next to the tea kettle. It contained the requirements for someone to become the Oracle, along with the rituals, spells, and rights that needed to be performed. Only a few laws actually constricted the life of the religious figure, but one of those was not to be married at the time of ascension, and to never take a new wife or husband afterwards. The theory behind it was that, if the Oracle was married, the figure’s spouse would color their opinions on important matters.

    


    
      “Is it that difficult?” Now Vorel doubted she had ever been with someone else for very long. Once some clerics entered a church, it was the only thing that occupied them. He tried to balance his position as a paladin with the rest of his life, and within his church, that was the norm.


      “It’s not that it is difficult – it is not even an option I will think about.”


      “Your duties as a leader should come before your husband, paladin.” Her tone told the wolf she could not understand his feelings for the other male. Just a few months ago she’d attempted to tear his temple apart for this reason, and now she was trying to present him with an even greater position than he already held. How could he answer her in a way she would understand?


      “My duties do come before my husband, Your Holiness, but I cannot fulfill those duties as the Oracle. I am the Head Paladin of the Hopegiver not to interpret the gods or decide whether or not a church is interpreting holy texts correctly.”


      “The why are you a paladin?” At that, Vorel stood up. He did not want to continue this debate, especially if she was not going to listen to him or honor his opinion.


      “To help people.” As he opened the door out of the room, she put forth one more statement.


      “You will not die as the Oracle, Vorel, except of old age. No disease or poison would be able to slay you. Think of the people you could help in that time.” He didn’t pause as he stepped out of the room. She may think she could see into the hearts of everyone around her, but this exchange may teach her otherwise.


      “I would rather spend a year with Rasvim and then die than a hundred without him.”


      After two hours shifting between sleep and meditation, Rasvim came back to the material world from a firm shake of his shoulders. One of the palace slaves had been sent to summon him, and according to the tall jackal, the king awaited his presence in one of the side halls. He stood up, almost fell over from the stiffness in his legs, then let the other male lead him from the room. Rather than returning to the throne room and leaving from there like the vulpine expected, the collared canine led him though a passageway hidden behind an elaborate tapestry. He’d only heard of such things in stories, but figured every very old building own by the rich probably had them. After a few dozen steps, they came out in a different corridor of the palace. Though not nearly as impressive, Rasvim could see the value in the carpets, archways, and simple paintings on the walls. One depicted the lion felis he had seen earlier, but this time lying on a pile of sheets and wearing only a loincloth. It was more sweet than erotic, since the painted figure was curled up and sleeping.

    


    
      “I am glad you will help me, Rasvim.” The king stood in the middle of the hall, but somehow had lost his earlier aura of obedience. Now he was just a tiger felis, asking for a paladin’s help. He wore a different set of pants, but little else had changed. Perhaps the male simply decided to focus his attention less when he wasn’t sitting on a throne. The massive male gestured toward one of the ornately carved doors.


      “Please come with me.” He pushed open the portal, and after letting the fox step in before him, placed a paw on the male’s shoulder as they entered the room.


      Being in a temple, many rumors reached the young fox’s ears. Over the few months before coming to this country, he’d heard all sorts of scandalous things about the king of Sacavuni. This single room proved about half of them. Dozens of males and females, each wearing only a loincloth and some jewelry, lounged on giant pillows, some cuddling with each other, a few of them napping, and the rest gazing intriguingly at the fox and tiger. As the monarch stepped forward, several of them sat up and smiled, but he held up a paw.


      “Not now, loves. Where did Onazo get to?” A few of them looked like they were about to lie to cover for someone, but two of them pointed deeper into the room. Rasvim could see a few other doorways, and judging by the pointing, whoever they were looking for was behind the only shut door. King Hivih walked past the nearly-naked group, not even making eye contact with any of them. One knock on the door and the fox could hear someone rustling around, but the barrier did not open.


      “Onazo,” The male’s voice suddenly changed from a nearly electric baritone to a more soothing note. “Open the door.” After a few seconds, Rasvim heard a bolt being thrown. King Hivih turned back to look at him, so the fox immediately moved through the room as well. He could feel the many pairs of eyes on him, but tried to ignore the thought that was telling him they wanted to see how he looked under his armor.


      “Step in.” King Hivih held the door open for him, and once the vulpine’s eyes adjusted, he couldn’t help but kneel down and perk his ears forward in concern.


      No torches were lit, and after the tiger shut the door behind them, the paladin had only the light of one small window to see by. Another fox had curled up in the center of the room, only his ears and eyes visible above a thick dark-colored comforter. A freshly scabbed wound was visible in one ear, and the paladin could see the small male shaking beneath his cover. Rasvim instantly forgot about the king being there – whoever this was, he needed help and healing. The other fox jumped when the holy male reached for the comforter, but responded positively to his soothing noises. Rather than trying to quickly move, the paladin just focused that special part of his soul. Gold light appeared at the ends of his fingers, and at the sight of them, the other fox’s eyes grew wide in fascination.

    


    
      “Don’t move. This’ll only take a moment.” The comforter fell a bit, now resting across the male’s shoulders. Bruises covered his muzzle and blackened one eye; his bottom lip had been split on top of everything else. If the rest of his body matched this, Rasvim would need to concentrate. Rather than asking the male to bare more of his body, the paladin just lightly touched his fingers against the side of the fox’s muzzle.


      Instantly he could sense every injury that had battered the vulpine’s body – three ribs were broken, two others cracked, and if he hadn’t come sooner, the fox might have died from internal bleeding. There were some other injuries as well, but those he didn’t want to focus on. His magic poured into the male, fixing, repairing, making the fox completely relax against him. The comforter fell, and now Rasvim could see stains in his fur. Those he couldn’t do anything about, but he suspected where they’d come from. As his power receded back into him, the fox climbed into his lap, nuzzling against him, his shaking still evident but much less severe.


      “Shhh....” Right now, he knew better than to ask questions, but now he couldn’t resist the urge he’d had since entering this city. With one touch and a shot of power the male’s slave collar came off. He held the other male for a few minutes, just listening to his breathing becoming even and feeling the tensing over most of his body go away. After a little bit, Onazo started crying, but they weren’t the tears of pain – instead those of shame and relief at the same time. The tiger in the room, all but forgotten until now, sat down behind the paladin, leaned close to him, and started whispering in his ear.


      “I don’t know who did it, and he won’t tell me. I think it was one of the guards, but I don’t have any proof.” He nuzzled both foxes once before pressing lips to Rasvim’s ear.


      “Thank you. I couldn’t ask the healers in the palace to look at him – they would’ve assumed I did it. I’m very grateful you came today.” The paladin could only think of one response.


      “It’s my duty.” Despite the darkness, he knew the tiger was smiling.


      “I know that, but that doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate it.”


      Once Onazo fell asleep, the paladin and king quietly left the room. They passed between the concubines without a word, though Rasvim suspected the monarch leaving the room shut told everyone to leave the slave fox alone. Once they were back in the hallway, the holy male blushed when he realized he was still holding the other fox’s slave collar. Not entirely sure what to do, he almost sighed in relief when the felis took it from his paw.


      “I will put this back on him in a few days. Don’t worry about it.” Rasvim frowned, but he figured it would be futile to argue the pros and cons of slavery with someone that legally possessed dozens of sex slaves. The collars, however, did bother him, and hoping his next question would not end up with him being banished from the palace, he spoke.

    


    
      “Why are there choking collars around your slaves? Wouldn’t that kill them if they tried to escape?” King Hivih smiled, which completely changed the fox’s perception of the other male. He might look intimidating, but the lines reached his eyes without seeming like he was just baring his teeth. It reminded him of Mier.


      “They do not choke my slaves, Rasvim; they serve as alarms if someone else tries to take them out of the palace. I do not approve of the choking variety.” That made the fox feel somewhat better about the situation. “Now, will you walk with me?”


      As they made their way deeper in the palace, the king explained some of the things that had been nagging at Rasvim’s mind since he’d entered Sacavuni. He would bet the king knew exactly what bothered people from Vasani or just religious figures. Apparently the choking collars were only used by slave traders – once the slaves entered a place of employment or private home, they were changed for simpler alarm ones that didn’t hurt whoever wore them. Most of the concubines here had entered the palace by choice, giving up their freedom in exchange for living here. The sex with a very attractive tiger felis just happened to be a bonus. Once they reached a much larger, impressive door, the tiger stopped.


      “Now for what you need,” the tiger commented, placing a paw on the door. It glowed for a moment before swinging open, showing off a small magical circle inscribed on the floor. From the little celestial language the fox could read, he thought he could read the words ‘north island’ and ‘transport’..


      “This one leads to Shin-se. It only opens for me,” he explained, pointing at the circle. “Tell Vorel when next you see him.”


      “How did you know he was with me?” Since arriving at the palace, Rasvim had neglected to mention who else traveled with him, instead opting to only mention he had companions. Now the tiger’s lips twisted into a smirk.


      “A young paladin like you does not travel without an elder. Also, I would like to see the old wolf before he escapes the city.”


      Gyr and Saso were able to find their contact easily, but after checking in and making sure Smuggler’s Light knew full well they had arrived with little issue, the problem of entertaining themselves for the rest of the day came into focus. With Vorel and Rasvim busy at the palace, the wolf and fox could get dinner, find an inn for the four of them, or just roam around the city. Saso had toured most of the districts during his last stay here, so nothing else was really catching his attention. The city was arguably beautiful, but he’d rather spend his spare time making sure Gyr was safe and happy. So for now, the armored fox sat in a tavern, sipping some drink the bartender had recommended that tasted as though he had mixed several fruit juices with rum. It wasn’t bad, but he didn’t know what made it special. Gyr cuddled up next to him, a mug of weak beer in between his paws. As the other male sipped, the vulpine contemplated their time together.

    


    
      The two male’s relationship was very strange, considering they had been traveling together now for over a year. Both of them had slept with males – Gyr more often than Saso, but the fox still liked males just as much as the opposite sex – but they did not with each other. Others they had journeyed with commented on the strangeness of it: why would two young males, both attractive and virile, not want to spend nights in the same bed? For Saso, that answer was very simple. He loved Gyr, and the wolf did not love him back.


      Over two years ago he had come across the tiny wolf fleeing bounty hunters. After saving him from them and bringing the lupis to Smuggler’s Light, Gyr had chosen to stay with Aram Ruby over the fox, even after the small male’s power had been revealed. After the petite lupis stopped a Chosen invasion from overtaking the city, Lord Skymetal, an influential tiger felis noble of Vasani, had come to kidnap him. The wolf had been indentured to the lord, and even after Saso and Aram came to rescue him, he chose over the fox again. Once they entered Sanei for the first time, the king had offered the wolf piles of treasures in return for him to stay there and serve the king. He would have taken it too, if not for Saso convincing him to come back to Smuggler’s Light. He’d done everything he could to stop the wolf from being abused or taken advantage of, yet still the little male treated him as nothing more than a bodyguard. They’d been together at night only twice, and both times had made the fox feel somewhat unclean, especially considering both times had involved him being the third male.


      “Can I get you another one?” One of the waiters, a far too skinny cheetah felis, stood in front of their table, reaching for Gyr’s empty glass. The wolf smiled at the taller male, which caused a familiar glint of interest in the cat’s eyes. Gyr nodded and pointed at Saso’s drink. Though he’d finished it a few minutes ago, the motions of sipping hadn’t stopped.


      “Two, I’m thinking,” he answered courteously, letting the male take his glass at well. When the felis turned around, he lashed his tail, showing off a toned, if still too small, rump. Saso suspected, once the night wore on and customers started to thin out, he would ask the fox to borrow Gyr, thinking him a slave. When the cat came back with the drinks, he took a little bit too long passing the beverage to Gyr. Once he was gone again, Saso nuzzled the smaller male, getting a smile in return.


      “When do you want to go find Vorel and Rasvim?” Gyr shrugged, pressing in a bit closer, and placing a paw on the fox’s thigh. Though he’d been taught a military code of paw movements to explain what he wanted, right now he just closed his eyes and remained still. It told him more than words that Gyr was just fine remaining here, in the embrace of someone he knew wouldn’t hurt him. Even if he went off with the cheetah later, he would come back to Saso afterwards. The fox leaned back, took a sip of his drink, and tried to think of some other way to spend the night if the wolf decided to run off.

    


    
      Two days later the four males came back together within the royal palace of Sacavuni, each prepared to move on from the capitol. After his meeting with the Oracle, Vorel had picked up some supplies to refill their pack. Though they would arrive in Truda Paradi, second only to Smuggler’s Light in the sheer amount of goods available, the wolf wanted to buy them now while they were cheap. They had slept in separate buildings this time, the wolf paladin in the Hopegiver’s main temple, the two mages in a tavern across town, and Rasvim in the royal palace. Though it made him blush profusely at the offer, the king had provided him with concubines. The king had also pleasantly stated that it would be a great offense for the vulpine to turn such an offer down, so Rasvim let the two very attractive lupis sleep in the bed while he took the large comforter and formed a bedroll on the floor. They would probably tell the king later, but he would rather be slightly embarrassed than do something carnal without Vorel’s presence or permission. According to Vorel, he had explained their true purpose in journeying north to Shin-se to Gyr and Saso. Both males agreed to continue helping them – the fox mage didn’t have any more assignments from Smuggler’s Light for another two months.


      “Are all of you ready to leave?” King Hivih asked as they walked through the palace. He did not meet with patrons today, so he dressed much differently. Rather than the trousers and crown that made him appear more a god than a monarch, he wore a very simple blue shirt that buttoned up in the front and matching trousers. They set off his fur and eyes quite nicely.


      “I think so, Hivih.” Vorel smiled and clapped the male on his back. They had been talking since the wolf had arrived here – Vorel had not been to the palace in over a year, so the two friends had much to talk about. Only about a minute after entering the building the wolf had mentioned his and Rasvim’s marriage, which like Aram, made the king laugh. Apparently, the last few times the lupis had been here, he had spent his nights with many different female concubines.


      “When will I see you again?” The king asked once they reached the door leading to the teleportation circle. The head paladin shrugged.


      “Whenever all these complications with Takashi Ironskin are over, I’m hoping. You know how much I like this country.” The king chuckled as he opened the door, stepping to the side so the rest of them could enter the cramped room, Vorel in the lead. As soon as he stepped into the circle, the runes began to move around on the floor, as though the painted silver was being shifted by unseen paws. As soon as all four of them stood inside the circle, the large tiger nodded to the group.

    


    
      “May I see all of you again soon.” As soon as he shut the door, white light engulfed the group. For the briefest of moments, Rasvim couldn’t feel, see, smell, or hear a thing, but then a new room came into focus. Rather than the magical globes of the royal palace, torches burned brightly along the stone walls. Only one person stood in this room, a lutrin wearing a white robe. The otter’s features were normal for his race – a cute face and muzzle, long, thick whiskers, small, flattened ears, and thick, oily brown fur that covered his entire visible body. It lightened a bit under his chin and down to his chest, but not much. His tail, thick and powerful, braced him against the wall. Rather than paying attention to the circle, he was idly flipping through a small book.


      “From Sanei?” he commented, turning a page without looking up. Vorel stepped forward, blinking from the sudden change in light.


      “Head Paladin Vorel...”


      “Are you from Sanei?” The otter interrupted, turning another page. The wolf didn’t seem to know how to react, so Rasvim answered for him.


      “Yes.” Now the otter looked up, his whiskers twitching.


      “Then welcome to Truda Paradi.”

    


    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter 15 Truda Paradi


      
         
      


      Every day is a celebration,


      Every night a waltz,


      Every minute a revelation,


      Every moment a song.


      - lutrin proverb


      After leaving the room with the teleportation circle, Rasvim’s mood improved significantly. That guard had been his first impression of the lutrins, so he figured they were all as stuck-up and serious as the vulpines in Oya. Outside in the bright mid-day sun, lutrins packed the streets, all the males wearing nothing but loincloths and jewelry and the females adding only a breastband; the otters giggled and gossiped as Vorel led the four of them through the streets. The fox paladin really wanted to stop and get to meet some of these people, but his lover did not slow down. The vulpine surmised they were in one of the more affluent residential districts, judging by the sizes of the houses and the fact that there were very narrow, tall trees planted in front of many of them.


      “What are those?” he turned to Saso to ask as it pointed to one of the bizarre trees, since Vorel was preoccupied getting their little group through the crowd. Rasvim had never seen a plant like it – there were no branches along the entire trunk, then what essentially passed as giant leaves sprouted from the very top. They were large enough that, if broken off, a leaf could be used as a parasol. The other fox looked like he was thinking for a moment before answering.


      “I think they’re called palms. The only time I remember seeing them was during a storm – they were bent almost all the way over without breaking.” Just thinking about a tree nearly touching the ground without snapping in half did intrigue the fox, but he didn’t have time to stop and look at one of them. Vorel still hadn’t slowed down.

    


    
      Once they left this section of town, Rasvim started noticing something that set this city apart. Though the building they’d appeared in was stone, the majority of the city had been crafted from different types of very fragrant woods. The young paladin thought he recognized some of them from the more exotic stalls in Eldere, but one smell did stand out, something he hadn’t been able to acquire since leaving his home temple.


      There was real coffee in this city. Aram might have had the beans in his home, but the stuff had tasted stale. Here, he could get real, fresh coffee.


      “Vorel,” he called out, grabbing the male’s arm to physically stop him from continuing down the road. His husband turned around, confused.


      “What’s wrong?”


      “Nothing. Follow me.” Rasvim kept a paw on his lover’s arm, motioning for the other two males to follow him. Vorel made a confused noise, but let the fox follow his nose down an alley between two residences. Here the fresh wood smell almost overwhelmed him, but he kept moving stalwartly forward. Once the sun shone above them again, the vulpine smiled. Right in front of them was a simple stall with two lutrins wearing aprons and a giant cauldron behind it, surrounded by all non-lutrins – an odd mix of vulpines, lapins, lupis, and felis. Most of them wore the tight, well-tailored clothes of wealthy merchants.


      “What is that smell?” Saso covered his nose, and judging by the other male’s reactions and sniffling, the scent did not agree with Gyr either. Either way, Rasvim walked right up to the counter, slipping between two startled foxes on the way. Once the female shopkeep smiled at him, the vulpine held up four fingers.


      “Do you have chocolate?” It was a bitter bean, that when crushed and mixed with milk and sugar, became one of the greatest things the fox had ever tasted. Like coffee, it was native only to Shin-se and served as one of the country’s major exports. The otter in front of him smiled.


      “Of course, sir. In all four?” She responded in Luri, the lapin language. The Shun Empire, the lands of the rabbits to the southwest of here, had controlled the country until about fifty years ago. Even after the lutrin liberated their land, the language from four hundred years of occupation stuck.


      “Yes please.” After he fished out four silver coins and passed them over, his husband squeezed in next to him. Of all the males and females loitering here, he was by far the biggest. After a few cautious sniffs, the wolf glared at his lover.


      “This is that stuff you brewed a few months ago that stunk up the whole temple.”


      “Only because I burned it.” The female lutrin giggled, giving the couple a sidelong glance as she ground some of the fresh beans in a mortar and pestle. Steam was already rising from the kettle – they probably kept the water boiling at all times, then crushed the beans whenever customers came by. Carefully the other otter lifted a ladle into the cauldron, bringing out boiling water and pouring it into four ceramic mugs. The female then poured the powdered coffee into the water, stirring them each slowly with a long-handled spoon. Once she determined it was ready, she set the four glasses on the counter in front of Rasvim. Before he could reach and take them, she set a pawful of copper coins down next to the cups and from a small pitcher dripped a lighter-colored liquid into the brew. It changed the color of the coffee from a nearly-perfect black to a pleasant brown. The shopkeeper’s eyes sparkled with hidden laughter.

    


    
      “It’s not so expensive here, fox.” Gratefully he lifted the mug to his lips and sipped. Coffee was very good in Vasani – it was nothing like this. The wonderful scent filled his nostrils, the taste his muzzle, the smoothness his throat as he swallowed. Vorel picked up one of the other glasses and gave it a cautious sip, his eyes going wide at the taste.


      “This is very good...” Gyr and Saso both accepted the glasses passed to them, and after a few sips, they too were converts for the delicious beverage. Though Rasvim was fine with one glass, everyone else ordered an extra. He was used to it, but he still stood and smiled at his companions as they couldn’t wait for it to cool enough to enjoy.


      Once they left the coffee stand, Rasvim let his husband continue to lead them. He must have been to this city before, since even with their little detour he got back on track without an issue. They continued on a wide road that led them into what he guessed was the noble’s district – all the houses had multiple floors, front yards, fences, and signs on the doors. They were all in Luri, and even though he spoke it fairly well, the language was very difficult to learn to read.


      “We’re almost there,” Vorel promised after fifteen more minutes of walking. The houses around them now surpassed even those for nobles in Vasani – some actually had gilt designs around the doors and stained-glass windows set in the higher floors. Many commoners in Eldere hated when the richer residents in the capitol flaunted their wealth, so something like gold leaf would disappear quite quickly. Finally, they stopped in front of one of the larger houses, complete with a gate and two lupis guards. The armed and armored males nodded at Vorel as he pushed the gate open, not even giving the other three a glance. At the door into the sizable mansion, the wolf paladin lifted the wolf’s head-shaped knocker and let it fall. Footsteps could be heard approaching almost immediately, and despite not being able to see around his lover when the door opened, the fox knew the slightly fishy scent of a lutrin now.


      “Sir?”


      “Tell Magistrate Yina I have arrived earlier than expected.” The otter skittered away. They loitered together outside for only a few moments before a new scent reached Rasvim, that of a female wolf.

    


    
      “Oh, Vorel!” Delicate paws appeared on the male’s back as she embraced him. The fox could smell some nice perfumes, but they weren’t layered enough to cover up her own natural scent. The sudden urge to pull Vorel away from her nearly overcame him; it took the fox until she stepped back and let go of his husband to realize he was feeling jealousy. A strange sensation filled his mind, almost a primal urge to not be nice to this female. As a paladin, he would have to ignore it.


      “I’m sorry we are so early – we did not expect to be able to teleport halfway across the continent.” She laughed, stepping back and letting the door swing all the way in.


      “Come in, Vorel – It’s been far too long.”


      Once the four males entered the foyer, Rasvim couldn’t help but whistle. Aram displayed a lewd painting of himself in his home; This female did have a portrait of herself up, but it showed her in front of a podium, speaking to a crowd of gathered lutrins. A giant seal had been painted behind her; a feral otter, leaping over a balanced merchant’s scale with a scroll placed on one side and a set of weights on the other. Vorel followed his gaze and pointed at the seal.


      “It’s the crest of Shin-se – it represents that nothing outweighs the law.” Yina stepped between Rasvim and the portrait and bowed to him. Once she rose, he had to admit that she was striking, but that didn’t stop him from trying to find flaws. There were minor lines around her eyes and spots of black in the normally gray fur along the lines of her muzzle. She was short even for a female wolf, closer to his height, but wore vertical stripes on her loose shirt and pants that made her look taller. What was her connection to his husband?


      “I am glad you made it safely.” Rather than hugging him, as she had Vorel, she simply took one of his paws in between hers. “It is so very good to meet you.” Her eyes revealed nothing of her intentions except actual happiness for meeting new people. If she was a noble, she had probably been trained on how to hide what she really desired.


      “You’ll have to excuse Rasvim,” his lover commented, stepped up behind him and placing paws on his shoulders, “I don’t think he knows how to react to you. There are very few females in positions of power back home.”


      “It is why I left,” she responded, letting the fox’s paw go and moving over to Gyr and Saso. “I could never have become elected in Vasani to begin with, let alone become the Magistrate.”


      “Elected?” Saso shook her paw, the confusion in his eyes mirrored in Rasvim’s. Cities elected mayors, but that was the only politician he could think of that wasn’t appointed or inherited their position. Vorel explained.


      “There are no nobles in Shin-se – they elect everyone who controls the government. Yina is one of five magistrates that controls the entire country.”


      “What about a king?”


      “No such thing here.”

    


    
      “Are they all lupis?”


      “No – she is the only wolf among them. Three of them are lutrin, and the last is a vulpine. Species does not matter, since it really is up to votes.”


      “I am sorry I do not have accommodations ready for you, paladins.” Yina interjected after greeting Gyr, “I hope some of the spare rooms will suffice for the night.”


      “I’m sure it will be fine,” Vorel responded, answering Rasvim’s questioning look almost as quickly.


      “She let me run a service to the Hopegiver within her home last time I visited – it is quite an honor and a privilege to let me do so here.”


      “Ah.” She seemed so nice, caring, and understanding, yet for some reason, the fox knew there was something else going on. How long had they known each other? More importantly, what did that mean now? His husband smiled and leaned down, kissing him on the side of the neck and making him jump. Yina giggled, a response the vulpine would not have have expected from her.


      “So the rumors are true.”


      “I’m afraid so,” Vorel answered, letting his paws slide down the fox’s arms to soon entwine their fingers. Somehow, with the knowledge of their union out in the open, the vulpine’s mood significantly improved. At this point, Yina would be no competition for him. He knew it was completely wrong for him to think of her that way, but by the way his lover and the politician interacted, he assumed they had a strong history.


      “How did you know all the way out here?” Rasvim asked, looking up at his lover. The wolf looked even more impressive when he stood over him, but the fox tried not to focus on that. Yina smiled and pointed to something resting on a table at the other end of the room. It looked like a normal mirror, but as the smaller paladin studied it, he could see a slight glow along the edges.


      “Once one gossiping mage finds out anything, you can be assured everyone in the world knows within a month. I heard you were Rasvim’s lover even before you were married. The mage who told me even went into details about others in your temple – apparently the mouse and Wolfen in your temple chose not to try and conceal what they were doing.” The fox shrugged. Once Acton got over his original issues over being with another male, he chose not to hide anything. The two males kissed in public, nuzzled, and sometimes kept half the temple awake at night.


      “I’ll remember that.” From now on, he’d keep more secrets from the mages that came into his temple. He could name a few immediately that would share this kind of information.


      “Now,” the only female in the room commented, grabbing everyone’s attention, “I suspect you are tired from the city and dusty from the road. Would you like to see the rooms?” Gyr nodded immediately, letting the other three males relax with a good laugh. At least the petite wolf did not need to pretend about anything.

    


    
      The rest of the mansion was just as elaborate as the foyer. The stairs leading up had beautifully carved wolf’s heads at the bases of the railings; paintings lined most of the walls, but the only one in the foyer was of the magistrate. Instead, most were of landscapes from around the world. Rasvim recognized one of the temple district in Eldere, complete with the stall past the Black Goddess’s temple that sold trinkets and pendants; another looked like a picture from the temple archives of the elemental plane of water. He guessed, since this was an island nation, the swirling sea and storm probably matched what happened around here at certain times of the year. His favorite painting was on the third floor of five paladins, two of which were a much younger Vorel and Mier. His husband did not look older than twenty. The three others – two lupis and the last a lapin – the fox did not recognize.


      “Who are they?” Yina and Vorel paused at the painting, both looking contemplative. The head paladin pointed to the oldest-looking wolf.


      “That’s Turnin Fatin – he was the Head Paladin of the Hopegiver before me. He burned out in Oya, trying to help refugees.”


      “Burned out?” His husband had said that before about why he didn’t want to travel through Oya, but the fox didn’t know what it meant. Vorel looked him in the eye.


      “It’s what happens when a paladin uses far more magic than his body can handle. Literally, you ‘burn out’ – you consume your own body to heal others, and your flesh burns away. All that was left of him at the end was a scorched skeleton and his armor.” Rasvim felt a little sick, but still ended up somewhat humbled from hearing that. He’d heard of legendary paladins that would kill themselves, channeling pure divine energy to save whole cities. Of course, he’d always figured they were just stories.


      “What about the other two?” Vorel pointed at the rabbit, smiling and looking very happy in the portrait.


      “Chit Hammershock – he lost his powers after killing an innocent. His fiancée slept with another male, so Chit tracked him down and killed him.” Then he pointed to the last male there, the other lupis who looked only a few years older than Vorel in the painting. “J’Ton Worldwalker. I liked him a lot, and he actually just died about five years before you entered the temple – he had to turn down the position for me to become Head Paladin. Mier and Torr liked him too. Very sweet person.”


      “What happened?” Would there be any happy endings for the paladins in this picture? The glint that always shone in Vorel’s eyes faded for a moment, the only signal of sadness on the male.


      “He was burned at the stake in the Shun Empire after being caught in bed with the third-eldest prince. Both were adults, but love between two males was not accepted there. It took until that prince threatened to raise an army against his father for the laws to be changed.”


      “That’s...” Rasvim felt dizzy. Vorel put an arm around the fox as his eyes closed. Was this his fate? He knew becoming a paladin would be tough, might require sacrifice, but every story he heard about his brethren ended in tragedy or a meaningless death. He didn’t want Vorel or him to die in some terrible way. Couldn’t they spend their days helping others, serving the poor, and not be martyrs?

    


    
      “Is that why Torr hated me?” The words left his lips before he could stop him. The snowcat used to hold him in contempt for his romps with other males, and all of that had culminated into the other paladin stabbing him. Both Rasvim and the Hopegiver had forgiven him, but that didn’t make the event disappear from the vulpine’s mind. He was in his lover’s arms, a paw cradling the back of his head before he knew it. Soothing sounds reached his ears, both from Vorel and the other males and female around him. He might technically be the oldest in the room, but he always felt like the youngest. He’d seen the least of the world, met the fewest number of people, and helped so few. Could he compare?


      “What happened to J’Ton hit Torr very hard. It hardened him, in ways I didn’t even notice until you entered the temple. J’Ton was very shy, sweet, quiet, strong – just like you. Torr probably saw a lot of his old friend in you, and it hurt him.”


      “The times are different,” Yina added, stepping up behind Rasvim and placing a paw on his back. Now, rather than being threatening, he accepted her touch. She continued, her tone telling the fox more than anything that she spoke the truth to soothe him.


      “In no country on this continent that you can be killed for lying with another male anymore. Oya may consider it socially reprehensible, Juva may not understand the urge, and the Wolfen may see no need for sex at all, but you will not be harmed for it. Torr was wrong for what he did, and the Hopegiver condones your actions, not his. In the last five years, J’Ton is the only paladin to have died for any reason, let alone simply for a carnal act. We live in a different world now, one that doesn’t command holy males and females to give up their lives for anything – it commands they give up their lives for something important.”


      “I can see how you became a politician,” Saso chimed in, making everyone giggle, including Rasvim. The seriousness of the situation was broken, letting them continue further into the residence. They did not stop at any of the other paintings, but once Yina paused at a door, Rasvim focused on a suit of chainmail armor set up in a display case next to the entrance. It looked like it could fit the female lupis easily, and every inch gleamed except for a wide rip in the links along the right side of the waist. In the center, rather than a state seal, was emblazoned the holy symbol of the Hopegiver – a wolf’s paw surrounded by holy celestial writing.


      “I can’t believe you didn’t fix it,” Vorel commented, placing a paw against the glass. It suddenly occurred to the fox why she knew his husband so well, and why she had a giant painting of paladins in her home.

    


    
      “You were a cleric!”


      “I still am a cleric,” she answered with a smile, “I just cannot work in a temple and help lead this country on the international stage at the same time. I set aside the armor of a holy warrior for now, and when my term is done, I will go back.” Now she opened the door, causing two cleaning lutrin servants to jump in surprise. They bowed and rushed from the room, leaving the group alone. Yina then turned to Saso.


      “Will the two of you be alright in this room?” From what Rasvim could see of the first room – there were three doors leading off of it – it could house eight people easily. A large couch sat a comfortable distance from a fireplace, multiple tables could be covered in refreshments, and the dark purple wallpaper made it look very pleasant. The smaller wolf and fox mage both bowed before Saso took the female’s paw between his.


      “Thank you for allowing us to stay here as well.”


      “It is no inconvenience at all, and anyone traveling with Vorel is welcome in my home.” She motioned for both of them to pass, and once they were in the sitting room, she pointed to the furthest door on the left.


      “That one leads to the bedroom, the second to the privy, and the third to a servant’s room if you need one while you are here.”


      “I don’t think we will...”


      “I expected not,” Yina responded, “Most of Vorel’s friends are very self-sufficient.”


      Once the two mages disappeared into the very nice rooms, Yina led them down the hall. A few other suits of armor decorated the walls, but all of them were far too large for the female. Several had other seals on them, like the flaming warhammer that was the crest of the Shun Empire, and it took until Rasvim cast his eyes on a necromancer’s robes to realize this was the floor where the magistrate displayed her trophies. Most did so in their foyers or entrance halls, but since they were up here, the fox figured they were on display for her to remember past deeds, not for others to congratulate her.


      At the end of the hall Yina opened another door. The room beyond this one was not nearly as extravagant as the one Gyr and Saso had been left in; first, it was simply a bedroom, albeit with a very large bed, and most of the grandeur present in the rest of the building had been stripped away. The walls were bare wood, varnished to a shine, and there was only one bureau against the far wall. There were two large windows with curtains already drawn to close them. Everything was still of very high quality, but looked bare compared to the lower floors or the hallways. The only object that stood out was a podium shoved against the far wall with a massive, shining book on it. Rasvim recognized it as a copy of the Codex of Faith, the book passed down from the Hopegiver to his first faithful.


      “Will this room be alright?” Vorel nodded, his eyes transfixed on the book. He stepped into the room, dropping his shield on the bed as he walked to the tome. The wolf pealed off his gauntlets and placed both his paws on the cover. It began to glow softly in the dim room, almost like a shielded lantern.

    


    
      “Where did you find this?” The head paladin whispered. When he turned his head, Rasvim took a step back, bumping into the female lupis behind him. The light from the book had transferred to Vorel, causing a soft aura to appear all around his body. Yina’s paws rested on the young fox’s shoulders.


      “It was a gift from the king of the Shun Empire the last time I visited – I don’t know where he found it.”


      “What’s going on?” Rasvim had never seen his husband like this, even when channeling large amounts of healing magic for the sick. Even then, only his paws or head glowed with his divine gift. Vorel picked up the book, reverently turning pages, each like the giant book in his home temple’s archives. The golden paint glowed just like his lover.


      “This is one of the original three copies given to the first three lupis faithful of the Hopegiver, so they may spread his word and his blessings. I thought the one we have in our home temple was the only one not lost.”


      “It was until King Dym gave me that.” Yina lightly pushed at the fox to make him walk into the room. As much as he did not want to admit it, his husband was somewhat scaring him. It was times like this that reminded him Vorel was not just his lover, but one of the most powerful religious figures in the world.


      “I’ll leave you two alone. I have several more meetings today, but I hope you enjoy that.” The door was shut before Rasvim realized what was happening, but he was glad to finally be alone with his husband. The wolf could probably sense his uneasiness, since as soon as Yina was gone, the male set down the book, causing the light to fade.


      “It’s just so...” The fox stepped up and nuzzled his husband, taking the book from his paws and setting it aside. Once the wolf looked at him, Rasvim kissed him on the lips, trying to let the other male relax as much as possible. They had been on the road for weeks, and at least for the rest of the day, they could be alone. Gyr and Saso would be fine without them for a few hours.


      “By the way,” came Yina’s voice from the other side of the door, “I do have a hot spring out back, if you want to use it. Just lock the gate if you go in.” Rasvim smiled at his husband, knowing just the way to put his eyes to make the wolf melt.


      “Please?”


      Rasvim giggled as his lover sunk into the steaming pool of mineral-rich water. Whether or not the wolf would admit it, he was extremely sore from the hard road and this would help more than anything else. Best of all for the vulpine, his lover understood the purpose of the locked gate; first, they could be alone until they wanted to go back, and they could both be in nothing but their own fur. His husband sighed, sinking down into the water up to his chest. Once he was comfortable, the fox let go of the towel around his waist and sunk down next to him. The water was a bit too hot for the fox, but he would live. He wanted the lupis to be happy and out of pain.

    


    
      “Mmm...” Vorel nuzzled him, pulling him close enough that they touched. One of the wolf’s arms rested across his shoulders; Rasvim’s left paw was on the male’s right thigh. He flicked his ears when the canine’s cold nose touched his ears, but he liked the nuzzling, the sweet touches, and the atmosphere. Since all the heat came from under the ground, they didn’t need to worry about attendants like at a sauna in Oya. They could just sit here in the water for as long as they wanted.


      “Love....love....Rasvim....” He’d dozed off, mesmerized by the feeling of warmth and the protective arm around him. When he came to, the loving hold of his wolf was gone – Vorel had turned around, lifting himself out of the spring. His long fur clung to his body, showing off not only his strong, muscled form but the many scars on his back from his years as a gladiator. As the water dripped off, the fox couldn’t help but pay more attention to the wolf’s rump and thighs. The white section of his fur splashed between his thighs just like the fox’s, creating a trail from between his legs up to his throat.


      “We don’t want to overheat,” Vorel cooed, holding out a paw for his lover. Rasvim took it, and in one steady pull, he was lifted out of the still-steaming water. The wolf kissed him, holding him close as the excess water dripped from their fur. He didn’t want to pull away, but the wolf broke it first, smiling as he looked over at the locked gate. After following his gaze, Rasvim mirrored the expression. Someone, probably Yina, had draped two silk housecoats over the wooden gates, complete with belts to hold them together on their way back up to their room. Vorel reached them first, shaking out the rest of the water before lifting them carefully off the wood. They were both the same size, so one fit the wolf extremely well and the second left the vulpine fearful of tripping on the edges.


      “I can carry you,” came a thoughtful voice in his left ear, quickly followed by a flick of a tongue. He blushed, nodding, and whined when an arm hooked under his knees and another braced his shoulders. His legs dangled in midair as the wolf pulled him against the larger male’s muscular chest. Once he wrapped his arms around the powerful neck and nuzzled into the still-soaked fur, the lupis lifted the bar for the gate with one knee, let it fall, and started walking.


      Rasvim didn’t look up from the wolf’s grey and white fur until another door closed behind them. Silence surrounded them, except for the sputtering of a fireplace the fox hadn’t noticed before keeping the room warm. This might be a lush island, but in winter it could still get chilly at night. Vorel set him down on the bed and kissed him again before undoing the fox’s robe. He didn’t resist, lifting his muzzle and exposing his throat for the other male. The dominant male took the opportunity, his teeth barely scraping the flesh.

    


    
      “Vorel?”


      “Hmm?” He was kissing down the fox’s chest, leaving wet spots with his tongue. He looked up, his eyes half-lidded, and just waited for what the fox wanted to say. Rasvim blushed as the words came out, but it was something he’d been wanting to do since they’d gotten together. Hopefully that connection had lasted long enough for him to put this forward.


      “Can I...” he paused and second-guessed himself.


      “Whatever you want.” The wolf’s eyes were so loving, so trusting that they built his confidence up.


      “...can I mate you tonight?” Vorel looked unsure for a moment, probably because it was one of the last things he was expecting, but still answered.


      “Sure.” Rasvim nuzzled his lover’s ears as the lupis came up to embrace him. He knew the other male had never been mated before, so tonight would have to be very special to him.


      “Do I need to do anything?”


      “Are you clean?” He slipped a paw in between the male’s legs, letting his fingers play along the wolf’s inner left thigh. The silk robe draped over his arm, and for the first time, Rasvim saw Vorel blush.


      “Of course...” The fox stifled his giggle at the wolf’s embarrassment before it reached his lips. His lover had probably never had to think about something like that before, so it made sense he wouldn’t know what to say.


      “Then just lie down.” He kissed his lover, pulled his paw back, and rolled over. Vorel crawled up on the bed, twisting so he was sitting on his rump. The tie for his robe had come undone, revealing his abs and groin. His legs dangled off the side, but more than anything, Rasvim’s eyes were drawn to the other male’s face; he looked confused, with his muzzle down and his ears folded back. His tail didn’t subconsciously wag like it normally would at the very prospect of getting to play around. After opening their backpack, Rasvim dug down to the very bottom. He pulled out a small, tightly stoppered clay pot. Unlike the kind for lanterns, the oil in this jar was specifically mixed to be used my males who preferred other males for intimate activities. He’d bought it from a brothel in Eldere, and it worked out very well.


      Once the fox turned back to the bed, he let his robe slip of his shoulders. It fluttered to the ground; he no longer felt uncomfortable being naked around his husband. The wolf flicked his ears forward now, distracted from his discomfort by the nude fox in front of him. Rasvim completely undressed his lover, throwing the other robe aside, smiling when the wolf gave him a few half-hearted nuzzles in the process. The head paladin was worried, but the vulpine would try to make sure this would be an excellent first time for him. The fox’s hadn’t been, so he wanted Vorel to feel good.


      “Are you ready?” The wolf nodded and gave the fox a kiss on the lips.


      “Just tell me what to do.” Rasvim placed both his paws on his lover’s chest, pushing him a bit so he fell back on the bed. Once the wolf was on his back, the fox lifted up the male’s legs and climbed up on the bed. It forced the wolf to scoot back with him, but left him in a position where he could still see what was going on.

    


    
      Before he started anything, the fox took a moment to look over his sprawled-out lover. His fur hadn’t been trimmed in a few months, so he was scruffier than normal and looked a bit more wild. A recent thin scar along his side was only there because the lupis had been too stubborn to use his healing magic on his own body. The gray parts of his fur seamlessly faded into the white, and now that the fox had a few moments to look him over, he noticed the shade was slightly darker around his head and paws than other wolves he had been with. As he panted, waiting for the fox to lead him into something new, Rasvim felt his heart rise. The head paladin of the Hopegiver was handsome, gentle, powerful, charismatic, and most important, loved him. They could do anything they wanted together.


      The wolf spread his legs when the vulpine settled between them and didn’t jump when the fox placed paws on either side of his lover’s groin. His sheath was plump, but none of his arousal showed just yet. Even if the lupis felt better about being topped, his body would not respond as quickly. Just to make sure he enjoyed everything later, Rasvim wanted to get his husband heated and pleased before they moved to more intense situations. The bed was large enough for him to collapse down on his belly, leaving the male’s ample sac right in front of his nose. This would work for now.


      Rasvim inhaled his husband’s unique scent, letting it fill his lungs and causing a stirring in his sheath. Slowly he leaned up, pressing his nose against the larger male’s sheath and feeling him jump. He quickly replaced the cold with his tongue, sliding up and down the sheath while feeling the male’s member begin to grow hard within it. Since it had been a few days for them both, the slight feeling of pressure under his tongue quickly expanded to the full outline of the wolf’s malehood. As he kept licking, the fox felt the male’s knot begin to form within his sheath. If he didn’t pull it down, the male’s sheath could tear from his own arousal. Carefully Rasvim slid the thin layer of skin down, past the length and over the knobs. Vorel sighed at the release.


      Without another touch the wolf’s arousal grew until it stood completely up from the male’s chest. Rasvim wrapped a paw around it as he sat up, feeling the heat and giving it a few strokes. Occasionally in the past few months Vorel had let him just sit like this, stroking it until he burst. He didn’t want to do that now – instead, while his left paw slowly stroked the length, the fox uncorked his jar. He heard a slight whine from his lover as he dipped one finger into the oil, but ignored it for now. At least this step would not hurt very much. The fox placed his oiled finger against the muscular male’s tailhole, waiting for the wolf to stop squirming before he started to press in.


      The vulpine kept stroking as his first joint sunk into the larger male. Vorel took in a deep breath, held it for a second, then let it go. His face did not show any pain, but that just meant he was trying to hide it. Rasvim kept his focus on the male’s eyes, trying to determine how much pain he was actually masking. It was tough – if the lupis could take a sword through the leg, this shouldn’t hurt him too much. He kept slowly letting his finger slide in; the oil would let him enter without much issue, but it really came down to how fast he could go with the larger male. The wolf let out a low growl when his finger entered all the way.

    


    
      “You’ve done this before, right?” He was panting and now wasn’t bothering to mask any his discomfort. Rasvim nodded as he let go of the male’s member, wrapping his paw around the knot instead and giving it a squeeze. The lupis was already producing precum.


      “I’m the one on top for most of my friends.”


      “Even the wolves?” Two of Rasvim’s close friends in Eldere were city guards, and even if they didn’t want him to share their secret, he and Vorel were married now.


      “Even the wolves.”


      The fox started slowly moving his finger in and out, keeping his other paw on the male’s knot. The head of his maleness kept bubbling pre, coating the underside of the shaft in the clear liquid. Vorel always produced a lot, so the fox paused to lean down and lap it up before it soaked into the larger paladin’s fur. His own shaft twitched from the sudden taste; from the first sign of his lover’s wolfhood his own maleness had escaped his sheath. Hopefully the servants would not be angry for the precum he was staining the sheets with.


      Carefully he started pushing in a second finger. The wolf kept his muzzle open, panting, occasionally wincing, but not telling the vulpine to stop. Rasvim could feel the ring start to relax more, signaling the larger male was finally beginning to get used to it. Rather than add a third finger, which since the fox knew his own girth felt like overcompensation, he just let his fingers be completely pushed out of the male’s body. Vorel gasped when they left him, making the fox giggle.


      “Ready?” Vorel nodded quickly, and when Rasvim shifted his gaze, he noticed the male’s teeth clenched and his eyes closed. He quickly climbed up on top of the lupis, and before the wolf noticed, he kissed him on the lips. Vorel’s eyes opened, confused about the sudden change in position.


      “Just relax, love. This will hurt if you don’t.” While he was up here, the fox grabbed one of the many extra pillows. “Lift your hips, love.” The wolf obeyed, letting the smaller male get the pillow under his hips, lifting his entire body so the vulpine could prop him up at a better angle. He was oiled, Rasvim was aroused, and Vorel trusted him – everything was ready.


      After repositioning on his knees and getting at the right angle, the fox paladin pressed the head of his maleness against the lupis’s ring. vorel immediately gasped from the contact, but did not recoil or try and pull his legs together. Before moving any more, the smaller male dipped his fingers back in the oil and rubbed some of it over his length and knot. He wanted to tie to his lover and the oil would make sure he didn’t tear the muscular male’s rump in half.

    


    
      Slowly, very slowly, he started to sink his length into his lover. Vorel kept his body relaxed, taking out what pain there was by folding his ears back and grabbing pawfuls of the sheets. Rasvim panted, feeling his wolf’s tightness, reveling in the pleasure of being inside another male again. Though he didn’t want to hurt his lover, he knew that stopping would only make the male give a second thought to the act. With a gasp the last inch of his member pushed into the wolf’s tailhole.


      Now he held still, watching his husband react to the feeling of a maleness inside him. His eyes were open now, unfocused and looking up at the ceiling. Though his ears were folded back, his muzzle was open and panting. He wasn’t making pained noises, so Rasvim leaned forward, lifting up the larger male’s hips so he could nuzzle him. Vorel didn’t seem to know what was going on, but when Rasvim bumped their noses together he got the idea and placed his paws on the fox’s shoulders.


      “If it hurts, tell me.” Vorel nodded, now close enough to give the fox a kiss. It was a quick connection before the wolf fell back down, keeping his eyes open now as Rasvim started to pull back. Vorel winced without a sound, so the fox kept sliding back out until only his head remained in the larger male.


      “Keep going,” the lupis whispered. With the permission, he started sliding back in. The oil stopped any real resistance when the fox started moving slowly and steadily in and out. After a few more thrusts a new sound reached the smaller male’s ears – Vorel was whimpering in such a high-pitched tone it almost sounded like a squeak. It wasn’t a pained sound, more like the wolf didn’t know how to react to the strange sensation of being taken. When Rasvim lifted the male’s legs up and on to his shoulders, Vorel smiled weakly at him. Now the fox could lean over his lover and keep moving.


      As he sped up, wanting it to last but knowing his urges would not let him, he wrapped a paw around Vorel’s member. The wolf growled from the sudden contact, placing one of his paws over the fox’s and the other to grip the sheets and give him some way to let out the overwhelming sensations. He whimpered, growled, whined, but still nuzzled against the vulpine, kissed him, whispered thing that made the fox shiver. Rasvim’s knot was already engorged – it had been since he’d first started entering his lover. The bulb of flesh pounded against the wolf’s stretched hole, threatening to enter him at each motion. Should he tie on the head paladin’s first time? He had been, but then again, he’d begged for it.


      “Love,” Rasvim paused at the word, now holding on to the canine’s thighs to get a better angle. He’d left the male’s arousal alone for fear that it would burst before he was done. Vorel might be enjoying this enough to remain hard, but he wouldn’t after climaxing.


      “What’s wrong?” The wolf kissed him before placing his own arms above his head.

    


    
      “Nothing, love. Just, when it’s time....tie to me.” Rasvim nuzzled his lover before starting to move again. The wolf’s panted and leaned his head back, exposing his neck. His scent told the smaller male he was as ready to climax as the fox, but without a paw on his arousal, he would not be able to.


      When he’d taken a moment to listen to his lover the vulpine had been close – now he couldn’t stop. He slammed into the wolf, taking sharp breaths as his instincts took over. He was aroused, he was inside someone else, and his needs would not wait anymore. The heavy scent of sex in the room drove him to grind his knot against the hole, making the lupis pant in a mix of pleasure and anticipation. With a growl, a noise he’d never made in bed with the wolf before, he forced the knot inside his lover. The ring stretched around the bulb, straining and feeling like it wouldn’t be able to fit for just a moment before the male’s tailhole snapped around the base of his member. Vorel howled, tensing up his entire body. His claws dug at the sheets, his maleness jerked as a large shot of pre landed on his chest, and his insides clamped down on the fox. Rasvim shuddered as the newfound caresses of muscles across foxhood sent him over the edge.


      Arms held him, pulled him close, lips kissed him as his seed filled the larger male. He squinted his eyes shut, gripped the fur of his lover’s chest, and swam in the pleasure. Almost immediately he collapsed on top of the lupis, never having been able to keep himself up in the middle of a climax. He grabbed the wolf’s maleness, pumping it with one paw, squeezing the knot with the other. Originally, he’d wanted to pull out and bounce in the male’s lap for a while, but now he just wanted them to experience pleasure at the same time. Thick globs of his lover’s seed splattered between them a few moments later; the wolf nuzzled him, whispering something he didn’t understand.


      Rasvim felt the pleasure start to fade as Vorel licked over his ears. They were entwined – the wolf’s legs had slid down on either side of the smaller male’s hips, pressing them together. His arms were too weak to really lift up his body, but his position now was just fine with him. The wolf’s musk surrounded him, made him feel safe, and even more than the muscles clenching around his member, made him feel satisfied.


      Neither of them said a word until the fox’s knot had shrunken enough to pull out. Vorel didn’t grit his teeth like the smaller male had expected when he started to move back, which let his shrunken knot and length slip out of the wolf. The head paladin looked down at himself as Rasvim settled back on his rump, the canine’s toned abdomen and chest covered in shots of his own seed and the same substance leaking from his tailhole. Rather than appearing disgusted, the lupis looked more embarrassed.


      “I was hoping I wouldn’t waste it,” he commented, running a finger across one of the streaks and then holding it up for the fox. With a blush Rasvim licked the offered finger clean.

    


    
      “Thank you,” the smaller male whispered. He’d been hoping Vorel would soon be comfortable enough with him that they could do this, and now that it was over, he felt more connected with his lover, as though this completed their sexual union. The wolf smiled and rolled over on his side.


      “It hurts – I won’t deny that,” the wolf started, patting the bed to indicate he wanted the vulpine in his arms, “but that doesn’t mean I didn’t like it.”


      “I’m glad.” He settled with his back to the muscular male, not worrying about getting the sticky stuff out of his fur. It washed out, anyways. Strong arms wrapped around him, making him feel very protected and precious.


      “I love you, Rasvim, though I don’t want to make that a habit.” The fox giggled, placing his paws over the arms holding him.


      “Only every now and then, I promise.”


      By the time the two males woke up the next morning, servants were already moving around the room. Their dirty clothes from the day before were already gone from where they’d left them on the floor; one set of curtains hadn’t been opened, but one of the nearly silent lutrins had opened the other, revealing a doorway that led into a private bathing room. Vorel could smell many different fragrant soaps and powders – Yina always knew just what her guests wanted. When he focused on the adjacent room, he could see a large tub of water. Rasvim stirred in his arms, and when he sat up, it caused the other male to grumble as he let the fox go.


      “Wake up, love.” As soon as he spoke, the three lutrins still in the room, all male and dressed in only a loincloth, bowed and rushed from the room. Normally he would think it was just Yina catering to his new taste, but then the heat hit him. The humidity here was just as bad, and almost as soon as the vulpine beside him sat up, he realized it wasn’t just the seed that was matting down his fur. He was sweating so heavily that all the muscles on his arms, legs, and chest were perfectly outlined.


      “It’s so hot...” It wasn’t as much a complaint from the smaller male as he sat up than a statement of misery. Vorel kissed him on the cheek before rolling off the bed. Once he stood up and cracked his back, he looked back at the vulpine.


      “Let’s get the sweat out of our fur before we head downstairs. I don’t want to spread this smell.” Even if he normally couldn’t detect his own scent, the combination of sweat and sex in the room was not a pleasant one.


      Quickly they washed the sweat and seed from their fur. The wolf picked up some of the more subtle powders – one that someone would have to be beside him to detect – and rubbed them into both his own and Rasvim’s fur. This particular one reminded him of the small flowers that grew in one of the royal palace’s gardens. Even if the temperature did not go down, this smell would override the wolf’s own natural one and any sweat for at least a few hours. No one would question them if they needed a few more baths throughout the day just to keep the reek down. After putting on a clean white tunic and trousers, the wolf and fox stepped out of their bedroom.

    


    
      The first thing to hit them was the sudden change in temperature. Rather the oppressive heat of their bedroom and what it probably felt like outside, the hallway was not humid at all and felt more like a pleasant spring day in Vasani. The servants still wore only loincloths, but now Vorel completely understood why when one of the them opened another door on this hall and let in a blast of warm air. Whatever spells or enchantments kept the middle of the building at a comfortable temperature, they did not function in the connecting rooms. This was probably one of Yina’s doings – she’d always hated summer.


      Downstairs they found Gyr and Saso, the smaller of the two mages in a simple tunic and the vulpine in his chainmail, sitting at a table and eating what looked like small bowls of rice. Other cleared plates still remained on the table and the head paladin could smell the remnants of eggs and roasted pork. Magistrate Yina stood a few feet from them talking to a strange lutrin. They both wore clothes similar to those of the Commoner’s Council in Vasani – a simple brown robe with Shin-se’s seal embroidered across the chest. The robes didn’t have any sleeves, but Yina still wore black gloves that covered her paws and the lower half of her arms.


      “I’m afraid I simply will not leave so early, Magistrate.” The otter looked confused at her statement, but did not retreat. Instead he just twitched his whiskers in irritation.


      “The Thennash will not wait for you to vote.” The Thennash was the legislative body of shin-se. The female then smiled in a way that told Vorel she had seen that comment coming.


      “They will wait for me either way – the council splits two to two every time when it comes to decisions of war.” The otter huffed, obviously irritated, but that did make the wolf paladin step toward his old friend.


      “Shin-se is going to war?” The female turned to him and rolled her eyes, much in the same way she used to when dealing with irritating worshipers.


      “Not exactly. The Magistrates want to vote on whether or not we join in on the war against the K’Mir Empire. The people want us to, but only if we join Vasani’s armies.” That made sense from the lutrin’s standpoint; this nation had been a colony of the Shun Empire for hundreds of years and only recently gained independence. The otter locals would not want to fight on the side of the lapins that had controlled them for so long.


      “The vote will still occur today,” the otter insisted, but Yina just nodded.


      “I know, and I will arrive later. They can wait.” Now, with a very exasperated sigh, the male bowed and turned toward the door. Vorel hadn’t even caught his name, but he bet the lutrin was one of the other four magistrates in charge of the country. Once he left, the female wolf smiled at the head paladin.


      “What do you think of my cooling spells? Just had the mage start casting them a week ago.” It wouldn’t honestly cost the magistrate too much to protect her whole house from the ridiculous heat in this country – well-to-do butchers and merchants paid for the same spells to keep food preserved.

    


    
      “They didn’t reach the bedroom.”


      “Huh.” Her brow furrowed in disdain. “He told me they would cover the bedrooms I left all four of you in. Oh well. I’ll talk to him about it tomorrow.”


      “What’s the plan for today?” Rasvim rested a paw on Vorel’s arm as he spoke. The wolf nuzzled him before answering, causing the approaching otter servant to blush as he started to clean off the table.


      “I think we should try to find someone who knows how to get up on top of the plateau today, and head up tomorrow if at all possible.” At that statement, Yina chuckled.


      “You don’t need a guide, silly.” She pointed at Saso first, then Gyr. “You have two mages with you.” The two males looked over at Vorel, and it suddenly occurred to him that she was absolutely correct. Why did he never remember the power mages had?


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter 16 The Font of Light


      
         
      


      Greed is a bizarre emotion.


      Sometimes, it can motivate a believer to strengthen their faith.


      Sometimes, it brings countries to war.


      And sometimes, it can make a single person


      the most important person in the world because of what he has.


      - the Thieves’ Bible, also known as The Gospel of Jakkin


      “Fly.” It was the first syllable Rasvim had heard from the petite wolf since they’d left Sacavuni, but now that the fox paladin understood the nature of the smaller male’s magic, he was glad the male did not speak up at every opportunity. With that one word the four males levitated slightly above the ground; Saso looked very calm, while uneasiness crossed Vorel’s muzzle. Rasvim only felt excited; he’d never flown through the air before, and he doubted he would get another chance after this. The heavy air started to rush past them as they moved up into the sky – already Yina’s mansion was receding from them, and the higher they got, the less detail the fox could see. Once he could no longer focus on the female wolf watching them from one of the windows, he scanned the horizon. They were already high enough to see the top of the half-mile-high plateau. No lutrin lived on the top of it, and as far as anyone in the magistrate’s house was aware, explorers or adventurers did not really go up on top of it. Whether that was because of some vague danger or simply the need for mages to scale it, the fox didn’t know, but right now, the adrenaline rush of flying through the air pushed out other thoughts from his mind.


      They moved toward the plateau at a slow pace. Even at this height, the city of Truda Paradi was beautiful. Many of the residents had designs drawn on the roofs of their houses; some of the villages in Vasani did this, in the thought that the gods could look down upon them and bless them with what the pictures represented. Rasvim giggled at some of them – one homeowner had painted a beautiful female lutrin, bare-breasted, on his roof; another had crudely drawn a dragon’s hoard worth of gold across the top of his small home. The last one the fox focused on as they left the sky above the city consisted of a lapin holding up a flag; the owner wanted the old regime back, when the Shun Empire controlled this island.

    


    
      Jungle almost immediately replaced the capitol city. Some space had been burned out around the city for new construction, but overall the rampant overgrowth of untamed wild covered most of the country. Gyr spun a bit in the air to bring himself closer to Rasvim. The small wolf’s face was plastered with a simple grin of being pleased with his own work; when the fox looked down the male’s body, he noticed the vague outline of wings sprouting from the male’s back. Now that he was aware of the minor detail, he noticed each of his other companions had the same image attached to their backs. For some reason, it just made him extremely happy to think about it.


      After another hour or so in midair, the sun rising higher in the sky but for some reason the temperature only dropping, the four males started descending again. The plateau edge was beneath them a few minutes later; Gyr caused the lot of them to touch down lightly on the ground. The ethereal wings faded immediately; Saso helped support the small male as he stumbled and his eyes unfocused for a moment. Almost as soon as he lost his balance he gained it back, shook his entire body as though he’d been dropped in water, and finally smiled at the two paladins. Saso’s focused had shifted to looking toward the center of the plateau – as the fox paladin watched him, the other vulpine started mumbling, and after a few moments blinked and looked over at him.


      “We’re looking for something extremely powerful and magical, right?” Vorel nodded, which just made the fox frown.


      “I don’t know what it is, but there’s more than one powerful...thing here. I can sense at least six or seven magical objects powerful enough to pick up from here.”


      “How far away are they?” The wolf paladin stepped up to the mage and softly placed fingers along the side of his muzzle. Rasvim normally considered that a loving gesture until the lupis’s eyes started to glow. He was seeing what the fox was seeing, and he needed direct contact to do it. The smaller paladin stayed quiet while they used their magical sight – in the past when he had interrupted the wolf during spells, his lover became very irritated.


      “It seems like all the objects are in the same cavern. There’s a small entrance about three hundred yards from here – I think we can all fit through it.” The other three males all looked at the larger lupis. Being the tallest and most muscular out of all of them, if a crack in the plateau would let him slip through, it could fit the other males without a problem.

    


    
      “Then let’s get moving,” Saso said as he blinked a few times to re-focus his eyes on the area around him. The fox pointed a bit off from the center of the plateau. If they walked the distance from their current position to the center, it would take them a day or two at most to make it to the absolute center. An entrance into the plateau would hopefully stop them from spending days up here. They were high enough up that the temperature was closer to what it would be in Vasani right now – cold.


      As they started walking across the plateau, the fox paladin didn’t know how to interpret what they were seeing. The dense jungle of the Shin-se were missing; instead, the bare earth showed no signs of life except for the males that strode over it. Scorch marks showed every few yards – it looked like a fire mage had been practicing up here. At one point, it looked like a giant boulder had been rolled across the earth. Sure, he knew mages had that kind of power, but he could see claw marks in the ground along the tracks. What was large enough to move a boulder larger than a house?


      “Here it is.” Saso stepped up to a crack in one of the small rises out of the plateau. He could move carefully through it, Gyr very easily, and even Rasvim did not have much of a problem considering his armor. When he stood in the strangely warm and dry crevice – the few caves and underground tombs he’d been in were always damp and chilly – he heard Vorel struggling behind him. The fox could not turn around very easily and help, but Gyr solved the problem for him.


      “Out.” The cave walls shuddered and receded in an instant, giving everyone enough room to move freely. The wolf paladin gave a sigh of relief, but still made a noncommittal noise after.


      “Is that safe?” Saso slipped a paw around Gyr’s waist – the previously claustrophobic space was wide enough now for them to stand side-by-side.


      “Nothing will collapse – don’t worry.” The small wolf perked his ears forward as the fox mage held out a paw. A small globe of light appeared in front of the two; it provided enough illumination for everyone to see a few yards in, before the tunnel took a sharp turn.


      “Let me lead,” Vorel commented, trying to step past the two mages. Saso rewarded him with an irritated glare.


      “Always let the person with the light lead, paladin.” Vorel narrowed his eyes and snapped his fingers. Another, almost identically shaped ball of light appeared in his paw. Rather than the mage’s conjuration, which let off illumination similar to a lantern, the paladin’s remained a steady perfectly white globe. The fox sighed.


      “This isn’t a contest, Vorel. I’m leading because this is a magical situation, and much more than the both of you, I know what to do if something strange happens. What will happen if there are protective glyphs sealing a corridor, or some golem is guarding the weapon piece you are looking for? Can you turn it off? Some things are completely immune to divine magic. What do you do then? Can you tell the difference between something that can’t be smote and something that can’t be burned?”

    


    
      After that, the head paladin let the two mages lead them down the tunnel. Like the plateau ground, the walls of this tunnel had been seared in many places, but now some sections of rocks looked melted. After the third turn the temperature started to rise; it was as though they were walking toward a blacksmith’s unshielded forge. A dozen yards down and the incline became much steeper, almost causing the fox paladin slip and fall. The incline should not have affected him, but the floor had also become smooth at the same time. What was down here, causing such a warping of the very earth? He could hear a steady thumping sound now, as though someone heavy was walking around in an empty hall. Was there a giant down here? One more corner and they stepped into a massive cavern with much more than the vulpine had expected.


      First of all, they could see very little of the cavern floor – almost every inch was covered in piles of coins. Copper, silver, gold, and platinum, all embossed with different kings, queens, or leaders were scattered at their feet; they moved freely, causing Gyr to yelp and slip on a small pile that had looked stable. Saso caught him, but not before they noticed something significantly larger than the coin piles in the room. The stepping was coming from a creature pacing around what looked like a giant fountain in the center of the cavern. Light and sheer power rocketed out toward the stone roof, but for some reason, did not cause any damage. The being, as large as the main chapel room in Rasvim’s home temple, was something the fox had never seen except as illustrations in some of the more expensive books he’d read. Saso was the first to speak, but his words covered everything the other fox wanted to say as well.


      “Oh gods. It’s a dragon.”


      From what the fox knew about dragons, they were supposed to always be one color. With every step and slash of claws this one’s scales shifted from a bright red, to a dark purple, to a light blue. Another few seconds and he shifted through six different shades of blue, before stomping and going back to crimson. His wings fluttered, creating a breeze that ruffled the fox paladin’s fur. Each rotation around the font and the thing’s tail swished, knocking over another pile of coins. Even from here, though, the vulpine could see something large floating in the middle of the energy fountain.


      “What now?” That was Vorel, and his voice boomed enough in the large cavern that it drew the dragon’s attention; it stopped moving and turned its elongated snout toward the group. If Rasvim remembered correctly, the creatures could talk. He’d been taught some basics of their language, but nothing useful. There were a few words from the tongue in every other language, so it was something Vorel had thought he needed to know. However, he’d given up on it months before being anointed.


      “What do you want?” The thing spoke in Luri; its voice was deep enough that Rasvim guessed it was a male – though he’d been thinking of it as male, the deepness of the thing’s voice confirmed it. Vorel stepped up, suddenly much less the unprepared explorer and much more the Head Paladin of the Hopegiver. He let the light globe in his paw dissipate – the font provided as much light as the noonday sun.

    


    
      “We are here, peacefully, as a messenger of the Oracle, in search of a piece of the Light of Creation.” The dragon huffed, sending both puffs of smoke and tiny sparks at the lupis.


      “I don’t know what that is.” The answer made the wolf flick his ears, but not back down.


      “It rests inside the Font of Life behind you. It is one of three....” The creature huffed again, this time coating the paladin in snowflakes. Rasvim didn’t know what was happening, but the thing leaned down close enough that the end of its muzzle was only a few feet from Vorel’s face. As he was watching it move, Saso took a step to the side and flexing his fingers. What could he do against a dragon?


      “That font is mine, and everything in it is mine.” The sudden change to an angry tone made the fox realize what was going on. There was a reason the dragon wasn’t as large as they were in the books – he wasn’t fully grown yet, and judging by how impatient he was acting, he didn’t really know how to react to the four exploring males.


      “But...”


      “Go away!” The dragon bared its teeth, and now small flames dripped from between its many fangs. Could they fight something bigger than all four of them combined? Saso made the decision for them. He held a paw up as the dragon snapped at the head paladin – the lightning-fire mix that poured from the giant creature’s muzzle forced its way back down its throat. It coughed; Rasvim realized the mage had choked the thing on its own breath. It’s eyes closed in pain, but still its wings beat and its forepaws swung at the four males.


      “Get to the font, Vorel,” Saso said evenly, jumping out of the way of a random paw.


      “C’mon, Vorel.” the fox paladin grabbed his husband’s paw and pulled him away just as the dragon began to lunge for them again. The thing was angry, and they needed to move before it stopped choking. Already it had started blinking, clearing its mind of any distractions. The fox almost had to yank his lover in the correct direction – the wolf looked somewhat dazed from the sudden turn of events. The font was a dozens yards from them; if they could get to it, something told the fox they would be safe. The dragon twisted its powerful neck at them and sharply inhaled. It was going to breathe something at them, and if that was as random as its color or random elemental spurts, Rasvim hoped it was snow. At least that wouldn’t burn them to cinders.


      “SHIELD!” The creature breathed, sending a torrent of snow, somehow intertwined with bolts of lightning, at the two paladins. The single word, however, caused the massive amount of energy to suddenly halt its rush a few feet from the fox and wolf as though an invisible wall prevented its advance. When Rasvim looked up, scared the rest of the magical breath would just be directed to shower down on them, he saw Gyr, floating above the dragon’s head. His paws, muzzle, eyes, and feet were glowing brightly in the already-illuminated cavern. The dragon turned to him and snapped; a flash of a sphere around him appeared, like the barrier between the paladin and the dragon.

    


    
      “STOP!” The petite wolf’s muzzle opened, and with that word the dragon froze in mid-swing. It was as through time itself as halted around the creature. Rasvim could still see the thing’s scaly hide rippling – its power probably would not let the spell hold him forever. Vorel tore him away from the scene, and as they sprinted away, the font filled their vision. A roar escaped the dragon’s throat as the wolf paladin grabbed his lover’s wrist a bit tighter. The font was right in front of them, and without saying anything, the wolf leaped into the magical energy, pulling the fox with him. Rasvim held his breath like they were going into water, since he didn’t know if the air in the font would be breathable.


      White light surrounded them, but even due to them nearly being blinded, the fox could see something floating in the middle of the font. It shone brighter than everything around them, and when Vorel touched it with his fingers, the power around them seemed to flow into it. In an instant, the font was gone, and a giant head of a warhammer floated in front of them. Golden and glittering, it was far too big for even the wolf to hold easily, so he steadied it against his chest. When they turned back around, Rasvim had no idea how to react.


      The dragon that had been attacking them had its stomach to the ground and its wings had been flattened against its body. Something heavy was weighing it down, and when the fox paladin’s eyes naturally moved upward, he could see what looked like autumn leaves forming a giant boulder on top of the creature. It’s head was flat against the cavern floor, and when the paladins took another step toward the thing, the leaves swirled and forced its head flatter against the stone. Saso and Gyr were standing several steps from the leaves, looking bewildered.


      “We’re not doing this,” the fox mage commented, answering the unasked question in the small paladin’s mind.


      “YOU WILL NOT HARM THE PALADINS OF THE HOPEGIVER!” The voice exploded in the fox’s mind – it didn’t exactly hurt, but he still covered with ears with his paws and whimpered. Beneath the words he could somehow hear the crash of trees falling in a forest and the chirps of tiny birds. The leave moved up for a moment, but when the dragon tried to lift his head, the leaves slammed back down and kept the creature immobile.


      “What are you?” Vorel called out, and once he did, the leaves compressed on top of the dragon, forming a vague shape about the size of either vulpine in the room. It took Rasvim a moment to realize it was a lutrin, and he could only guess that by the thick, powerful tail behind the shape. Another few moments and the leaves started to overlap, looking like chainmail forged lightly enough to resemble cloth. The otter’s skin formed along with a simple dress to cover her that started right above her small breasts and trailed down to cover her feet. When it – she – spoke again, it was without the powerful undertones.

    


    
      “I am the Green Lady, patron of the primal forces of nature and protector of Shin-se. I will not allow Zenniia to harm you.” The name must be referring to the dragon, since he growled at the mention. When Rasvim took a step forward, the visage of the goddess floated down to stand in front of them, leaving more than enough leaves to hold the dragon still. Even though his only exposure to the lutrin race had been on this island, he knew she had chosen this shape to appear average – there was no need for a nature goddess to be unearthly beautiful or unnaturally ugly. Oddly enough, unlike the fishy scent that seemed to fill the entire capitol city, she smelled of freshly cut wild grasses.


      “Why are you helping us?” Paws formed from the leaves cupped the fox’s muzzle, and since they were about the same height, the avatar didn’t have to strain up or down to nuzzle him. It felt very bizarre to be touched by animated leaves, but he tried not to twitch from the tickling sensations of whiskers made from thin, supple branches moving along his face. After the nuzzling, the goddess’s image smiled at him.


      “Do you not realize?” When he didn’t answer, the Green Lady kissed him on the nose.


      “All the higher gods, even those backing the Chosen, oppose the rise of Takashi Ironskin. The gods cannot interfere on this, due both to Takashi’s magic and his opposition to the royal family, but we can help a mortal stop him. The weapon you seek to complete will serve that purpose.”


      “Why?” The goddess let his muzzle go, her expression suddenly changing from neutral to serious.


      “There was a ruling placed by all the gods when we gained control of this world. When every one of the ancient families is overturned, the world will be re-made anew.”


      “You mean...”


      “Yes,” the otter finished for him. “If Takashi Ironskin eradicates the Vasani royal family, it will bring this world one step closer to the end of days. There is only one other family as old as them still uninterrupted, and only one that can still be restored.”


      “Who are they?” Vorel interrupted. The Green Lady looked at him, the two golden leaves that had formed her eyes blinking a few times.


      “The nightcat House of Cagun, first established by the seventh son of the seventh son Yan Cagun the Stalwart, still remains completely intact. The last living descendant of the Oyan royal family, first established by daughter of soldier and priest Oya Sesou the Merciful, may still be brought back from the dead.”


      “King Kaishun died twenty years ago.” It had been a very strained day for relations between Vasani and Oya – the knight Sir Guy du Surai, now the Minister of War, had discovered that King Kaishun had made a contract with a demon to remain king forever. When he confronted the monarch about it, the demon attacked the knight. When Sir Guy eventually killed it, it broke the magical pact that had kept the king alive through dozens of assassination attempts. He died instantly, and the country had broken down into civil war only weeks later.

    


    
      “Not Kaishun,” the goddess continued, “his brother, Sensho the Second. He produced offspring, and one of them is not so long dead that he cannot be brought back to life. Find and restore him to this world, paladins, and even if Takashi rules over Vasani and destroys the Cagun family as well, we gods will not cast the world into fire.” That wasn’t really enough information for the paladin to go on, but before Rasvim could ask for the deity to elaborate, she turned back to the restrained dragon.


      “I will release you, Zenniia, when these males are away from your terrible temperament. Hopefully when you are older you will learn not to build your horde around something that does not belong to you.” Her form began to waver – a few leaves blew off, letting the fox see that there was nothing but air beneath the leaves. The colored leaves came back into place almost immediately, but the goddess was frowning now.


      “Will any of you be opposed to me simply sending you back to your home temple? It seems the situation with Takashi Ironskin has just become more complicated.”


      “I don’t see why not,” Vorel answered as he looked at the other three males for approval. Rasvim could see the mages nod, so he did too.


      “Then go.” She swept her arms out – the leaves around her shot out at the four males, and as the fox paladin closed his eyes and raised his arms to cover his face, he suddenly smelled an entirely different world. Blinking, he was shocked to find them in front of his home temple – the massive stone structure was both a relief to see, and a burden. If Takashi Ironskin had advanced further than the southern half of the country, the temple would be flooded with the injured, the scared, and the crazed. He wanted to help people, but a war complicated everything. Now that he pulled out of his thoughts, though, the streets around him disturbed him a bit.


      There was no one here.


      Normally, the main road of the temple district would be packed with those traveling to and from the noble and market district, beggars, and even a few vendors trying to get everyone in sight to buy their sweet cakes, meat buns, or protective trinkets. Even the doors to every temple on the row had been locked shut – very strange for this time of day. He couldn’t even smell remnants of people; no one must have been out for days. Only one of the temple doors for his own home was open, which did not bode well. They only shut at night, and then only after every cleric decided to retire for the night. Torr stood in the doorway in his full platemail armor, looking a mix between depressed and frustrated. His tail drooped all the way to the ground and his rounded ears remained flat against his skull.

    


    
      “You need to come in here.” He stepped aside to let the four males in. Gyr and Saso were only given a cursory glance, but once the two paladins were in the building, Torr motioned toward the main worship room, and from what Rasvim could see, the other two paladins were there as well. Mier, the massive Wolfen, also wore his platemail armor and was sitting on the tile floor. Acton stood next to him – the mouse was only a bit taller than the large canine in this position. Both of them looked angry at whatever was going on. Most of the benches, normally reserved for the poor to pay homage to the Hopegiver, had been dragged to the sides of the room. Though that set the fox paladin on edge, it did reveal the beautiful tile mosaics in the floor. Besides the paladins, a Chosen in armor crafted from some clear stone stood with Mhegan, Gix, and Sven further back in the room, closer to the altar and podium. As much as Rasvim wanted to catch up with the effeminate lion, the situation looked very dire. Vorel spoke first.


      “Did the king die while we were away?” Torr shook his head, but still looked very somber.


      “Almost as bad, I’m afraid.” The snowcat slumped down on the floor next to Mier. The canine put a paw on his back for support, but didn’t say anything. What could have gotten everyone so depressed and scared so many in the city that no one was here to ask for guidance?


      “We found the weapon piece.” Vorel held out the head of the warhammer, but it didn’t seem to lighten the mood. The wolf paladin sighed, looked down at the massive piece of metal in his paws, and walked back toward his rooms to store it for now. Rasvim remained in the main room.


      “They’ll be back in a few minutes. I don’t....” Torr lowered his head, so they stood in silence for a few minutes. Rasvim could smell the fear coming off of everyone in the room, even Mhegan, though he admitted he wasn’t used to deciphering the smells coming off females. If Mier was concerned about something to the point that even Rasvim could smell the worry exuding from his body, there was more on the table than the death of a monarch. Had a plague struck the city? He could hear motion outside the chapel right as Vorel came back out – two carriages, by the sound of it. Once they came to a rest and the doors opened, multiple pairs of booted feet entered the temple. Taking a deep breath, Rasvim turned around to face whoever was coming in.


      The older wolf on the left he recognized – the leader of Vasani, King Silverway. He wore a black robe and gloves, with black lace stitched to the the wrists and neck of the robe. It signified he was still in mourning for the crown prince’s suicide, but what concerned the fox was that the king also wore his crown – a sturdy piece of skymetal, the rarest metal in the world – and walked with a small, red orb in his left paw. It was one of the royal artifacts that had been recovered over the last year, and as long as it did not glow, it proved the holder was speaking the absolute truth. It meant he was here on official business.

    


    
      As for the male on the right, though the young paladin did not recognize him, he could guess by his appearance and demeanor who it was. The wolf, shorter than the king by a few inches but not lacking in presence because of it, wore platemail stained black with a tabard over it depicting a howling wolf’s head surrounded by black fire. There were no weapons on his belt, but the small traces of black fire that trimmed his eyes, muzzle, and paws showed he didn’t really need them. Both males were followed by a small train of attendants – for the king, it consisted of three female wolves in the tunics of a palace servants, and for the other wolf there were three Chosen soldiers, bare of weapons and looking irritated at that fact. This lithe male with very intelligent, aware eyes must be High General Takashi Ironskin, one of the most successful tacticians in history. In less than two months, he had entered the capitol.


      “I’m glad you have returned, paladins.” The king nodded to Vorel and Rasvim, but the fox could see the strain in his eyes. “Did you enter the city today?” He was not here to say anything good, but the wolf paladin still nodded. The head paladin bowed to the king, and after a slight pause, did the same to General Ironskin.


      “It is nice to see you again, Vorel,” Takashi commented. The fox looked between the two wolves, but his lover did not seem to recognize the other male. The general smiled, which more surprised the fox on how attractive and much less intimidating it made him look then the fact that he was doing it.


      “We met once when I was a squire at the palace – it was right after the Hopegiver revealed himself to you, and you anointed yourself as a paladin. You would remember me as the young wolf who accidentally threw dark magic at you when you touched me.” Vorel’s eyes widened, and despite the seriousness of the situation, he chuckled.


      “Yes, I remember you now. It surprises me you have such control over your power now.”


      “I have had a lot of time to practice.”


      They stood together for a few moments before another pair of footsteps could be heard outside. A new wolf entered the chapel – he was of average build, but his fur stood out all directions like he hadn’t brushed it in decades. A few leaves even stuck out in the fur on the top of his head. He wore a poet’s shirt and trousers, both dark green, and when he saw the king and general standing to each other, he growled low in his throat. Rasvim was someone taken aback, especially after the male stepped up to the monarch and spoke directly to him without any introduction or permission.


      “This is a very stupid decision, Silverway.” The leader eyed him, but addressed Vorel instead.


      “I am sorry for putting this on you so soon after arriving, but the general and I have reached a...mutual understanding about what will happen now that he has entered the city.”

    


    
      “When did this happen?” The general remained quiet, graciously letting the leader of Vasani explain what had happened.


      “General Ironskin’s forces had surrounded the city some weeks ago, and though we blockaded him from entering the city proper, he was able to overcome the Vasani army five days ago. Most of them have been reanimated into his undead forces, and though he could easily have taken the rest of the city by force, he has put forth an offer to me, as ruler of this nation. We have been in discussions since then.”


      “And what is that?” Vorel’s voice was eerily calm. Rasvim felt like if he was being forced to respond to this sudden information, he would explode, but luckily, the responsibility was not on him right now. King Silverway took a deep breath before looking at the general, then back at the head paladin.


      “He has offered to spare the remaining troops, the general populace, and not besiege the cities of Vasani in any way if I pass the crown of Vasani to him, and declare him the king of Vasani.”


      Torr, Mier, and Acton said nothing behind them – they must have figured this was going to be the reaction. If the king did this, they would all need to flee the country; they were actively trying to stop Takashi Ironskin, and the fox bet the darkmage wolf already knew this. There was still the Font left to go to in the K’Mir Empire, but that seemed impossible to reach now that they did not have a safe home to remain in. What would they do now?


      “Why are you telling me this?” Vorel’s voice remained calm, but the fox could feel the anger coming off of him. He did not approve of this either, but a king could not truly be argued with.


      “As the Head Paladin of the Hopegiver, you would need to bless my passing of the crown to High General Takashi Ironskin. This may violate the ancient bylaws of the royal family, but I still believe you need to approve of this decision.” Vorel stood still for a moment. Rasvim guessed he was thinking over the situation. If he said no, all of the city would be in danger, and the crown would probably pass to Takashi Ironskin eventually. If he agreed, hundreds if not thousands of lives would be saved, but they would need to flee immediately. They had just returned home, but was the risk worth it? His husband cleared his throat, took a deep breath, and looked at the two wolves standing in front of him.


      “I will approve of this, if High General Takashi Ironskin agrees to allow any who wish to flee the city to leave without fear of being punished, intercepted, or harmed for their choice.” The darkmage nodded immediately – it was a simple request, and one that the king had probably mentioned before.


      “Then we will go ahead as planned,” the darkmage answered. The scruffy wolf standing next to the king sighed, but took a set to the side. King Silverway removed his crown from his brow as Takashi Ironskin stepped up to him and knelt on the tiled floor.

    


    
      “What now?” Acton asked as he packed.


      “Just finish packing, then we’ll figure out everything,” Vorel answered. Since Vorel and Rasvim did not have the opportunity to unpack, they decided nothing else they possessed was worth taking with them. Mier owned nothing besides a single trunk full of armor, but the mouse paladin felt no such abandonment of material goods. Already he had stuffed three trunks full of things – they rested in the hallway next to Torr’s single, albeit large, white trunk and a magically sealed, golden case that contained most of the temple’s vault and archive. It was much larger on the inside than on the outside, so everything the temple had collected over the last millennium could fit in it. Even the pieces of the Light of Creation were in that thing.


      King Takashi Ironskin’s first act was to decree that anyone who wished to flee may, but that all clerics, paladins, and other holy individuals must go with them. Due to his massive undead army, he did not want anyone who could destroy them taking up permanent residence in the capitol city. Therefore they had decided to go to Anon Shun, the capitol of the Shun Empire, to make their way to the last font. Even with this country in the control of a powerful darkmage, they might still be able to activate the weapon and stop him. If they made it, anyway.


      “So we’re heading west?” Sven mentioned from the doorway. Rasvim didn’t know who was going with them, but he hoped everyone from the temple would be able to accompany them. The lion and Gix did not necessarily need to flee, but they probably would end up coming with them, or at the very least working against the new king.


      “As far as I am aware,” Acton commented as he slammed the last trunk shut. Just to make sure it didn’t pop open, he hopped up and sat on it.


      “We need to get moving.” Torr said from the hallway. This was the last day they could remain in the city. Rasvim sighed – time to leave Eldere for a while, and hope they could find a way to fix this entire situation. Hopefully it wouldn’t involve all of them dying in the toxic deserts of the K’Mir Empire.
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