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      Prologue


      The first thing most residents of Eldere noticed about the change in monarchs was the banners over state-owned buildings. Merchants looking up at a tax collector's office paused when they noticed the absence of the royal crest, a sword with merchant's scales hanging from it balancing a crown and shield, replaced with a howling wolf's head surrounded by black fire. The new piece of cloth made most who noticed it walk a little bit faster – the educated folk knew the symbol. It was the crest of Takashi Ironskin, given to him when he was still a knight. It had served him as a High General of the Ruby Alliance when he joined with the K'Mir Empire, and now as the King of Vasani.


      Without paladins and clerics in the city, it was difficult for the poorer people to find out what was going on – King Ironskin had ordered them out of the capitol right after gaining the throne. Merchants and official businessmen could ask the few knights that remained loyal after the passing of the crown, but none of them had the time to answer every question from those that lived in the slums. The entire Temple District lay abandoned, except for the few servants who still chose to live within the giant buildings because they had nowhere else to go.


      Many of the city guard had disappeared in the last months, replaced by walking skeletons in chainmail with longswords. They were not really there to keep order – instead, they protected certain key areas, like keeping main streets clear of loitering civilians and making sure carts kept moving. Several guilds had left the city, but most of them liked the new regime; Ironskin had eliminated the Commoner's Council a few weeks into his reign, which lifted all of the trade regulations. Guilds could now do what they wanted to.


      Nobles and commoners alike did not really know how to react to the arrival of the Oracle in Eldere. She was supposed to be in the holy city of Thirdeye in Oya, but here she was, riding inside an ornate carriage, surrounded by other clerics of the Wing Goddess. Undead soldiers were rebuffed, but not destroyed. The Chosen soldiers, large white cats with light blue stripes, stationed in the capitol moved into the streets, but once they stopped her procession, she explained her presence plainly.

    


    
      “I am here on official business with Takashi Ironskin. You will let me pass.”


      So her caravan moved up King's Road, through the merchant district, the empty temples, and to the royal palace. The Shield of the Palace, a glittering golden barrier that had stopped those unwelcome from entering the building, had been deactivated. The large stones that powered the magic still stood high out of the palace lawn, but now they looked dead instead of powerful. The Golden Army of the Hopegiver still stood, but without a member of the royal family present on the grounds, the divine ghosts stood inert where they normally would stand alert. The religious figure and most of her attendants continued to the throne room, the elderly vixen only taking a moment to assess the fallen protections.


      King Takashi Ironskin sat on the main throne, with two robed, gray lupis mages on the thrones beside him that would normally be occupied by the queen and eldest child. Despite his size – the black-furred wolf was only about five and a half feet tall, and thinner than one might expect of a knight – he sat with confidence, with the simple crown of the king on his brow. He still wore the platemail armor of a Vasani Knight, with twin serrated blades at his belt. Once the Oracle stood an appropriate distance from the middle throne, she knelt her ancient frame down, her plain white robes draping over her lower body. The clerics all paused before mimicking her action.


      “King Takashi Ironskin, I ask for an audience.”


      The wolf nodded slightly. “You have it. Speak your mind, Oracle.”


      The Oracle stood back up, motioning for her clerics to leave the room. Though they were trained well enough not to respond, they looked worried as they retreated. The Chosen guards around the room looked shocked at her abandoning her guard.


      “Then I will be brief, Your Majesty.” There was just the slightest hint of venom on the final word; like many others, she did not agree with his place on the throne. Takashi did not react to it. “I wish to propose an exchange to protect the people of this country.”


      The king leaned forward a bit, glancing at the mages on either side of him. At a nod, they stood up to leave as well. Most of the soldiers stepped back, giving the two individuals at least the image of privacy.

    


    
      “What is this exchange then, Oracle?”


      She stared the king down, speaking clearly and loudly enough that the guards in the wings could hear her. “I know what you are planning for the residents of the capitol and the outlying farms. Though I know I am not powerful enough to stop it alone, I offer a trade to lessen the number of commoners you sacrifice.”


      Takashi stiffened at the frankness of her words, but did not deny her statements. “And what do you offer for me to lower my numbers?”


      The old vulpine stepped forward. “Me.”


      Several of the guards stepped forward, their weapons ready. Most suspected King Ironskin was very much capable of defending himself, but an honor guard was still traditional even for warrior-kings. The wolf stood up, pulled a longsword from a scabbard on his belt, and stepped down so he was even with the vixen.


      “Who has been declared your successor?” he asked, as though this was just a normal conversation and not the most powerful religious figure in the world standing before him.


      “I have not indicated one,” she answered calmly. “The position will remain empty until the Wing Goddess herself feels someone is worthy.”


      Takashi nodded. Even beside the fox, who was an inch taller than him, he still looked completely in control of the situation. “Then you offer to throw the Temples of the Wing Goddess into chaos, to save some of the residents of this country, one that does not truly welcome you?”


      She nodded again, the only betrayal of her true emotions the flicking of the end of her tail. “I do, and I also know you are a wolf of your word. You will not take this offer and then betray it.” He lifted the sword, light in his paw, and pressed the very tip against her exposed throat. Black flames slowly crept up the blade until they scorched her fur. She did not move.


      “Then I accept your offer, Oracle. I will have fewer soldiers, and your sacrifice will be honored.”


      With one slash he slit her throat, propping her up as she collapsed. Blood soaked into his armor, but he glared at the Chosen who approached to take the body from him. His gauntleted paws supported her until her chest stopped heaving, and once it was done, he gently laid her down at his feet. Instead of the soldiers, he motioned to a vulpine servant waiting nearby. The servant looked ready to vomit, but when the monarch called, he stepped up and bowed.

    


    
      “Call in some help, get her out of here, and make sure she is given a proper burial.”


      The vulpine nodded, his scent heavy with fear. Once the fox had scurried away, the king turned his muzzle to the side to speak behind him.


      “Rezzin, Wentir,” Takashi called.


      The two mages who had left earlier appeared from around one of the columns – they had simply been out of sight.


      “Yes, Your Majesty?” They were darkmages, skilled in animating the bodies of the dead to serve as soldiers; Takashi paid them quite well to help him raise soldiers more efficiently. Rezzin, the shorter of the two, bore scars across his muzzle where he had been branded because of his magic. Wentir, tall and husky, had lost his left arm escaping a paranoid village. They did not like Vasani much, so they helped the king with whatever he wanted from them.


      “The plan we spoke of – the numbers have changed. Instead of one in three homes, we will do one in five,” Takashi said.


      They looked at one another – they had both doubted King Ironskin would honor an agreement with a dead female – but bowed nonetheless. It was Wentir that spoke; Rezzin's tongue had been cut out at one time in an attempt to stop his magic, and it had not yet been magically regrown.


      “Of course, Your Majesty. We have prepared the buildings for the...dispatching, and several for the animation process. Rezzin has already called in the other darkmages, and they stand ready for your command.”


      The black-furred wolf nodded. “Then this is my command. Begin the collection.”


      Once the two darkmages were gone from the room, Takashi Ironskin left the throne room. He had much work to do in the coming months, if his expectations were correct. Before taking the capitol and the throne, one of his seers had told him the paladins of the Hopegiver were working against him – now, even without a safe haven, he doubted they had stopped. There was a reason he'd ordered all clerics and paladins from the capitol, and it was not because of his many undead soldiers. As long as they were at least a day's ride away, he would have warning when they approached again. Now was his time to boost his numbers, before an insurgency against him began.

    


    
      “This only proves how wicked you are,” someone said from one of the alcoves nearby. A powerful-looking nightcat strode out, black spots on black fur, batlike wings protruding from his back. To most, he resembled a demon, but Takashi knew he was truly the archangel of righteous fury. Most gods turned a blind eye to him, but this one seemed to think it was his duty to chat with the monarch almost every day. The seraphim was truly neither good nor evil, which made it difficult for Takashi to figure out what he really wanted.


      “I need these troops to defend the nation,” the wolf explained, walking quickly toward his own quarters. Normally, the felis gave up once they got to the more inner rooms, but this time seemed different.


      “You need those troops to defend yourself,” the angel commented, flapping his wings to show his irritation. “Killing thousands of commoners to turn into soldiers under your command is not the way to retain a nation. Chosen soldiers are already stationed across the country, and they will keep order.”


      “I will be dismissing them soon.” Takashi pulled open the door to the king's chambers, not shooing away the rabbit servants making sure everything was clean and organized. Most of them only glanced at the angel following him – he had been in here before.


      “You will break your alliance with the K'Mir Empire?” the cat cried out. Even as a god, he could not mask his anger. One of the things darkmages were completely exempt from was mind-reading, whether from a traveling mage or a deity.


      “I have no more need for it,” the lupis answered, allowing the lapins to unhook his now-blood-soaked armor and pull it off of him. It would need to be scrubbed before his next ride out into the city. “I have the country I fought for, the crown I wanted, and more than enough time to defend myself before the paladins of the Hopegiver return. The Chosen are no longer needed, though I will wait at least a year before throwing them all out.” He could tell from the angel's expression that he knew more than he let on about the paladins, but his answer was directed to the situation at hand.


      “This will create another enemy for you,” the angel said. Now that he was only in a loose tunic and trousers, the lupis opened a cabinet and began to pour himself a drink. It took a lot for him to get drunk, but he enjoyed the taste of liquors like brandy.

    


    
      “They are already my enemy.” After the first sip, he explained. “I am well aware of the K'Mir Empire's true feelings for me – they elected me as an equal High General by a slim margin, and have been looking for a reason to sever this alliance for the last six months. I have enough spies in the capitol to tell me that much, and I don't plan to have any of their soldiers in my cities when they do. Besides, according to the Chapel of the First, necromancy is an abomination that should be exterminated. That means the Chosen people don't really want me around either.”


      The angel frowned. “And what will you do when they come knocking at your door, ready to take the crown back from you?”


      Takashi smiled, looking the god in the eye. “The same thing I will do to the paladins of the Hopegiver when they return. I will kill them.”


      

    

  


  
    
      Part One: The Paladins


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter One: Anon Shun


      There is no darkness within me,


      and if there is none in you,


      I hope I can meet you in the afterlife.


      Light the fire.


      - J'Ton Worldwalker, paladin of the Hopegiver,


      right before his martyrdom by being burned at the stake


      The statues that lined Hero's Road in Anon Shun, the capitol of the Shun Empire, were always impressive, but one drew many more viewers right now than the others. Besides the great lapin generals, even in granite form smaller in stature than the other races, there were two vulpine clerics who helped save the country from famine a century ago, and one lupis. He wore simple robes, and a heavy chain around his neck suspending a pendant embossed with a wolf’s paw, the holy symbol of the Hopegiver. Right now, two individuals stood in front of it, beside those on pilgrimages and those new to the city admiring the sites. The first was a lupis, tall, muscular, and wearing platemail armor. The second who stood beside him, one paw covertly entwined with one of the wolf's, was a small, lithe vulpine. His ears were swiveled toward the wolf as he talked about who the statue had been erected for.


      “J'Ton was a very great paladin,” Vorel whispered, leaning over to kiss Rasvim on the cheek. The rabbits around them gave them sour looks.


      “You are too,” Rasvim whispered back, standing up on his toes to nuzzle the side of the wolf's neck. Vorel smiled, and before someone said anything he turned them away from the statues and started walking back toward Temple Lane. Vorel was supposed to run the service this afternoon – the lapins gathered for prayers in the afternoon, rather than the morning like in Vasani.


      The Temple of the Hopegiver was much smaller here than in Eldere. Nearly the entire country worshiped Moro, god of fire and creator of the lapins. However, there were enough sailors, traders, and merchants here to donate enough to keep a small chapel open. At least it was solid stone, and when Vorel and Rasvim arrived they both were surprised by how many patrons loitered around. The building was packed with barely enough room for the two males to squeeze through the crowd to the podium. Acton, a mouse thief turned holy, was standing off to the side, idly cleaning one of his daggers. The wolf still didn't know for sure how many weapons he carried, but suspected it was many more than were actually necessary. Mier would be in the rooms that had been assigned to them – the Wolfen, black-furred, gentle, and almost twice as large as Vorel, was told to keep an eye on Trent. The Chosen, a large white tiger with light blue stripes, was coming with them, since he was the only one who knew the way through the K'Mir Empire, but since his people were invading this country, he could not walk around alone.

    


    
      Also entrusted to Mier, since he was the largest and least likely to be brought down, was a magic bag filled with the many holy artifacts from the First Chapel of the Hopegiver. Besides the holy texts and healing balms, the three pieces of the Light of Creation rested inside the bag. The warhammer, powerful enough to kill a god, needed to be immersed in the last Font of Creation, The Font of Light, in the capitol of the K'Mir Empire to be activated. Then, the paladins could use the hammer to stop Takashi Ironskin. Even Vorel didn't know the full extent of the weapon's powers, but according to the Oracle it was their only hope to take down someone as powerful as the necromancer-king. Since being exiled from the capitol city of Vasani, they had been working their way to this city, relying on the good faith of merchant caravans to help them through mountain passes.


      Torr, a snowcat and the last of the Hopegiver's paladins from Eldere, had gone in another direction. Rather than fighting with them to activate the weapon, the cat had taken Sven, a darkmage lion, Gix, a black-furred nezumi from the Eldere slums, and the paladin's lover Mhegan, another snowcat, east toward Juva. The only member of Takashi Ironskin's former allies that was still alive lived in a small coastal city there. They figured if anyone could tell them the best ways to neutralize his army or trade strategies against him would be that ex-friend, Typhon Saltpeter. From their information, Takashi had killed Typhon's wife, so hopefully that resentment would translate to assistance.

    


    
      “Go ahead, Vorel,” Acton said, bringing the wolf back to the people gathered around him. Just like the head paladin expected, most of the worshipers here were sailors. Once the sun set, they would take what coins they had left to the local brothels and bars, but there wasn't anything wrong with that. They were here now, and that's what counted.


      “I welcome everyone to services today,” the wolf started, placing both his paws on the podium, “and ask that we bow our heads in prayer.” In the Shun Empire, ritual ruled most religious events – even those international churches that functioned here followed ancient traditions.


      They went through the declarations of faith, the offerings of light and health, the bowing, the praying, and everything else that dragged out services here. Luckily, every kneeling male and female was used to it, so the only person who got antsy when the service took longer than an hour was Acton. The mouse, sighing and making other impatient noises, eventually left the chapel entirely.


      Once everyone began to disperse, the wolf paladin closed his personal copy of the Codex of Faith, the Hopegiver's holy book, and went into the back corridor of the temple. He could hear Mier and Trent talking in one of the rooms – both of their voices were naturally too loud to really remain secret in a quiet building. The Chosen was explaining what they could and could not carry once they got on a boat to the K'Mir Empire; no one but him and his “bodyguards” (both Vorel and Mier were posing as such) should carry any weapons in public, and they would do well to hide everything in backpacks for now.


      The only reason they could find transport across the Great Sea was because a captain owed Trent a favor. For holy anti-venoms, several healing potions that could bring someone back from the brink of death, and armor that could be worn to reflect spells, the Serpentbane would bring Trent and anyone he wanted to Laden Port, the main trading city for the K'Mir Empire. It would take them two months to cross the Great Sea from here, and Vorel hoped more than anything else that the other paladins would not get seasick. He would need to drink special teas for the first week just to make sure he didn't vomit up everything he ate.


      “Do we need to do anything else in the city?” Acton asked, coming out of his and Mier's room. He must have been privy to the conversation, but wasn't contributing when Vorel happened to stop for a moment and listen.

    


    
      The wolf shrugged, looking back to see if Rasvim had followed him. The fox hadn't. “I don't, but I don't know about anyone else.”


      The mouse, deceptively small and weak-looking, smiled crookedly. “Trent's contact wants to leave tomorrow, if we can. I really don't know why we're trusting him.”


      “You trust Trent,” Vorel said. Was Acton showing prejudices? It was very strange, considering that the mouse's people lived subjugated in his homeland.


      The younger paladin's smile only crept a little bit wider. “I trust him because Mier trusts him – it doesn't work by proxy. I think we should bribe one of Yataa's clerical fleet to bring us across the ocean.” Yataa was the god of the ocean and weather, normally depicted as a shaggy dog with a walking stick. Most of his clerics lived on boats their entire lives following currents as a way to bring themselves closer to their god. Pirates once saw them as floating treasure vaults, so the boats shifted from benign vessels to war galleons capable of threatening even an enterprising admiral. It helped that the clerics could alter weather patterns to help them escape pursuers or attack those that threatened them.


      “That would cost far more than we can afford,” Vorel answered, thinking of the magic bag full of everything from the Hopegiver's vault. They could easily sell one of the more powerful artifacts to afford just about anything, but they were treasured for a reason. The Gloves of the Martyr alone would let the five of them buy enough land to found a new country. He tried not to think about things like that – it was Acton's purpose to play the sinful advocate. He was there to count actual gold and goods they could barter with, like potions and scrolls. Acton rolled his eyes, shifting his stance a little and drawing a couple daggers from scabbards Vorel didn't know were there. As the mouse started to juggle the weapons, turning away from him and walking down the hall, the wolf realized that he still had no idea how many knives the other paladin carried. It was not an answer he really wanted.


      Over the next few hours, the head paladin made sure everything was in order for their departure. Rather than raiding the stores, as they would have earlier this year, the wolf made sure to leave a few extra healing potions and several scrolls for creating protective circles on the shelves. Those clerics that resided here would need them – The K'Mir Empire was only about two hundred miles from the capitol, and if all the predictions were correct, they would reach it in a few months. If they shattered the army, the Ruby Alliance would control two countries.

    


    
      Undead armies, unlike living ones, were at least something the wolf knew how to deal with. Necromancers had been getting more common since the distribution of the Codex of Darkness. It served as the holy book of the Black Goddess – Takashi Ironskin had been awarded one of the original copies when he helped save Wolfen Valley from an invasion many years ago. It had been copied and distributed across the country, giving enterprising darkmages and wizards detailed instructions on how to control and channel their abilities. There were entire chapters on normally-forbidden magic, since the Black Goddess was the only major deity who didn't think that raising the dead was a bad thing.


      The sun had dipped past the horizon two hours ago when Vorel finally finished everything he needed to do. Gratefully he took a long soak in one of the chapel's few baths, dried off, and went back to his and Rasvim's room. His husband should be back from his own errands by now, and hopefully they would be able to talk about the days to come. When he opened the door leading into their only private space, the fox was there, sitting on the edge of the bed with a book open in his lap. They had found an upper-class bookseller in the merchant district, and the young paladin was able to find three new books along his tastes. None of them piqued the wolf's interest, since they were sleazy romances generally involving very little plot. When he closed the door behind him, Rasvim looked up at him and smiled.


      “I think we're leaving tomorrow,” the fox commented, carefully closing his book and placing it back in their mutual pack. He'd probably gotten back while Vorel was in the bath, since he was only wearing a purple silk robe tied at the waist. The wolf smiled, and before he could step further into the room, he watched as his husband stood up, walked over to him, and stretched up on his toes to kiss him on the lips. When turned around toward their rather lumpy bed, the fox undid his robe and let it flutter to the floor.


      They didn't know what their sleeping or privacy arrangements would be on the ship, so Vorel wasn't about to waste this opportunity either. Rasvim climbed up on the bed on all fours, lowering his head submissively and lifting his tail. The wolf dropped the towel wrapped around his waist, crawling up behind his lover after snuffing the only lit lantern. The oil was warm without being scalding, letting him dip a few fingers in without burning himself. He slicked up the area under the fox's tail, panting as he watched the smaller male shiver.

    


    
      He took Rasvim slowly, gliding his shaft into the male's tailhole inch by inch. Once he bottomed out, he positioned himself over the fox, one arm around his lover for support and his other paw sneaking down to grip the male's own arousal. When he bit down on the back of the vulpine's neck, he let out the smallest of whimpers. They were nearly silent – there were clerics sleeping in the rooms on either side of them, and it would be awkward to wake them up. So he moved back and forth, keeping his paw in tune with his hips, silently appreciating every small shudder or wiggle from the fox, moving faster when Rasvim started to whine and push back against him. He had to bite down hard not to howl when he tied, but he knew his husband didn't mind a few nips.


      Acton and Mier were down the hall, taking their own alone time. The mouse was in the large canine's lap, his paws on Mier's shoulders as the larger male stroked both of their arousals together. The former thief kept his head up, shivering as his lover licked over his ears and face, eventually causing a loud squeak to echo through their hallway as seed shot out over the canine's belly. Once they cleaned themselves off, Mier rolled over, draping an arm over the mouse as they fell asleep.


      Trent rolled his eyes a few rooms down when he heard the squeak, but didn't stop lovingly polishing his stone armor. Bloodcrystal attracted anything near it – dust clung to the surface as though it was sticky, so the Chosen needed to clean if every few days. It would come in handy once they got to the K'Mir Empire, but for now, it was more of an inconvenience. It was heavy, and he couldn't risk using its power with four paladins around. A smile crossed his lips – they would not understand that something as wicked as this armor could be used for good. Hopefully, he could educate them.


      Their ship departed at pre-dawn; the sky was barely turning orange when the four paladins and Trent hunted the docks for the ship that would smuggle them into a hostile empire. Many of the ships here were populated by Chosen; even with prices slowly climbing worldwide due to the multiple invasions, people could still make money, and those that were exempt from the army for whatever reason were free to buy and sell worldwide. The K'Mir Empire was not an isolationist nation, just one that believed in racial superiority. The blue-striped cats might look down on other races, but once money changed paws, they could be just as nice as anyone else.

    


    
      Trent did the main exchanging once they made it to their designated ship, the Serpentbane – the captain silently accepted the magical artifacts and potions, then nodded at the first mate, who motioned to the open port leading below decks. The ship knew full well how many people were going to be in their little group, and had been nice enough to give them three officer's quarters near the stern of the ship. No one here were members of the K'Mir military, and as the first mate explained, the rooms had been used for storage since the captain had purchased it four years ago. As such, this was first time anyone had slept there.


      As soon as the door was shut, Acton got to work. He trusted very few people, and most of all, he was not going to take any chances on a ship full of strangers. In one paw he held a small jar full of paint laced with silver; after dipping two fingers in the liquid, he began to draw. The mouse knew these symbols by heart – they were absolutely essential in the work he did for the temple. The first four around the handle would stop anyone but him, Mier, Rasvim, or Vorel from opening the door. If anyone else tried, their entire arm would go numb. He repeated this on the fox and wolf's door as well, even if the head paladin was more trusting than him. More than anyone else here, the rodent knew how tempted people could be.


      Next, Acton murmured as he delicately drew runes along both door-frames. No one would be able to eavesdrop on them, and if they needed to, they could seal the door against most kinds of dangers. Someone could set fire to the whole damn ship and still probably not get in without him wanting them to. With that finished, he turned to the many males in the room. The only person who looked irritated by the delay was Trent, but then again, he always looked irritated. The mouse stepped back from the door, waiting for the striped cat to explain what was happening.


      “It's going to take us about eight weeks to make it to Laden Port, and when we get there, you have to do whatever I say,” Trent began, taking a seat on the only chair. “You will dress as I say and you will act as I say.”

    


    
      “How much do we have to hide?” Vorel asked, holding his holy symbol in one paw.


      The Chosen slumped down in one of the chairs and folded his arms across his chest. “Everything. You will not be paladins in the K'Mir Empire. You will not be holy warriors. Two of you will not be armored. As far as anyone else will be concerned, you will not exist.”


      “And how are we supposed to do that?” Acton answered as he tried to get the paint out of his fur. It dried out almost immediately, so he would probably be picking crap from under his nails for days.


      Trent pointed at the mouse first, then the fox in the room. “You two will pose as slaves. Vorel and Mier will be my bodyguards. My cover will be as a wealthy merchant, coming to Laden Port to buy and sell foreign goods.”


      “I'm not pretending to be a slave,” the mouse stated, causing the cat to glare at him. Mier noticed the mouse's ears and whiskers twitching nervously.


      “I don't care what you want, paladin – this is how things will be. You are obviously not large enough to be a guard, and as such you will pose as property," Trent growled.


      “No.” The mouse stood up very suddenly, walked over to the door, and yanked it open with the very unpleasant sound of the privacy spells breaking.


      Mier moved to follow him, but before he could leave the room, Trent placed a paw, claws extended, on his arm. “Talk some sense into him. I'll finish with Vorel and Rasvim.”


      Though the large canine trusted the feline, he did not know if the head paladin or fox did. If anything, getting the four holy males through hostile territory would help prove his worth.


      It took the Wolfen a few minutes to figure out where the mouse had gone, since his scent stopped in the middle of the deck. Acton had got up into the rigging and sails, probably irritating many members of the crew as he perched at the end of one of the yardarms. Mier climbed up the mast to reach his lover, the canine's thick claws carving proof of his ascent into the wood. Though the rodent's presence may have caused the striped cats to huff and mutter, the heavy, powerful male made several of them voice concerns. Mier ignored them, but did have the courtesy not to walk out onto the yardarm. He knew when he was pushing his luck.

    


    
      “I'm not doing it,” the mouse reiterated, his arms folded over his chest like a stubborn child. How he could balance with just his feet marveled the Wolfen, but he knew his lover could do almost anything if he tried.


      “Is this because of the rats?” Mier asked. He knew very little about Acton's homeland, except that rats often kept mice as slaves, forcing them to do all menial labor and servants' work. According to the lithe paladin, though, that cycle had been broken when Acton had severed the necromancers' connection to their magic. They could no longer hunt the white-furred half of their people; Acton had been a liberator, but the memory of his childhood still scarred him so deeply that the larger male had only seen glimpses of it.


      “It's not just the rats,” Acton answered, deftly twisting his body to face the Wolfen without so much as swaying on the wooden pole. “It's...a fear, alright? It's something I can't deal with very well. Like Rasvim and spiders.”


      Mier smiled despite the serious mood – there had been one instance when the fox in their little group had found a whole family of black widows in a storeroom and screamed so loudly everyone had thought he was being murdered.


      “What if,” Mier began, placing a foot out on the yardarm, heard the wood groan, and stayed where he was. “What if we work something out between the two of us? So you don't feel so afraid?”


      Acton looked up at him, his brilliant blue eyes portraying much more of his concern than his voice. “If we pose as slaves, you and I can't even be in a room alone – that's standard.” Slave traders still sometimes moved through Vasani, and generally Acton worked to free their “goods.” The only one of them that would know this protocol better than the mouse would be Vorel, because he used to be a gladiatorial slave.


      “I doubt Trent will make us keep everything up if we're in private. Who would know?” Mier said. That did seem to relax the mouse a little. He walked down the yardarm until he was closer to Mier but still out of reach. The Wolfen really just wanted to wrap his arms around his lover and tell him everything would be alright, but they'd been warned to keep any form of affection private. Chosen did not respond well to males that preferred other males.

    


    
      “Vorel doesn't seem to have a problem with it,” Mier added, “and he's worn the collars before.” The Wolfen expected they would need to wear unactivated, slave collars. The evil little devices constricted if the slave moved too far away from their master, and could even kill a stubborn enough escaped slave.


      “I won't wear one,” the mouse stated. By the determination in his eyes, the canine suspected he could not fight this point. Instead, he just held out a paw and motioned to his lover.


      “Then you won't wear one,” Mier whispered. At this concession, the mouse moved close enough to grasp the male's paw, squeezing it just a bit before beginning to move down the rigging. Mier carefully climbed down, smiling as he watched the mouse jump and swing to the ground with little effort. When they made it back to the room they'd been talking in, only Trent remained.


      “They went to go try on the outfits I brought with me,” the cat commented, pointing to one of his napsacks. “Mier, you will need to change your breastplate and put on a collar, but other than that you'll be fine.” The Wolfen rarely noticed his clothes, but he knew having the holy symbol of the Hopegiver – a wolf's pawprint – embossed on his chest would not help their disguises. Trent held up a leather collar with small iron studs in it; Acton's breath became unsteady. The striped male sighed, tossing it over on to the bed when he noticed the reaction.


      “You're not going to wear one, are you?” Acton shook his head.


      The car leaned down, reaching a paw into one of his packs and producing a set of steel manacles without a chain connecting the two. Small symbols had been engraved on the inside. “Then put these on instead. People will think they are pain cuffs.”


      Acton hesitated for a moment, but did take them. Pain cuffs generally ended up being reserved for high-profile prisoners; if the prisoner exited the cell or building they had been attuned too, so much pain would wrack through their bodies that they would pass out.


      “How did you get a set of these?” Acton asked.


      That made Trent smirk. “They used to be mine.”


      Wondering about why the powerful, knowledgeable cat had been thrown in prison would only bother Mier, so he let it go. He trusted the cat, and his past did not matter. Besides, it could not be that terrible, or the K'Mir Empire would have executed him. Mier led Acton out of the room to their own, leaning down to nuzzle the mouse once the door was closed. He would make his lover feel better, one way or another.

    


    
      “I look ridiculous.” Vorel tried not to chuckle, but he couldn't resist once the entire outfit had been donned. His husband was not the most muscular male, but dressed as he was, the fox could be mistaken for a pleasure slave in the King of Sacavuni's harem. A silk shawl draped over his shoulders, long enough to cover most of his bare chest. The slave collar covered his neck. Besides that, weak leather cuffs adorned his wrists and ankles, small strips of cloth hanging from each. He could at least wear pants, but they were so tight they left nothing to the imagination. How Trent had procured – and known the measurements – for such clothing the wolf didn't really want to know. Rasvim put his paws on his hips, thoroughly annoyed.


      “You look very sexy.” The wolf placed his paws on the vulpine's hips and pulled him forward until he ended up in the larger male's lap. Vorel could see his husband's blush at the tips of ears and kissed his nose.


      “I don't want other people to see me like this,” the fox whispered, swishing his tail between the wolf's legs. “I only want you to see me like this.” They kissed very gently, the wolf resisting as much as he could to roll the fox over on to the bed. Whenever Vorel used to visit the Sacavuni royal palace, he spent his nights with beautiful vixens or cats. It was considered an honor in that country to touch the Kikchiado, or the king's pleasure slaves. Rasvim's outfit almost exactly matched the vixens who had entered his rooms at night, curious about the holy male.


      “You don't have to wear it now,” Vorel cooed, as much as he liked the outfit. “You don't have to wear it until we get to Laden Port.”


      “Why am I dressed like this, anyway?” Rasvim complained, putting his paws on his husband's shoulders. “They don't let males sleep with other males in the K'Mir Empire.”


      “You don't get it?” the wolf teased, letting one of his paws slide back to very lightly scratch the small of the fox's back, watching it arch with a smile.


      “No...”


      With his husband's eyes half-closed, the wolf kissed him again. “You're a pleasure slaves for females.”

    


    
      Rasvim's eyes opened then, sticking his tongue out at his husband. “Never.” Now the wolf did roll over, on top of his husband in a matter of moments.


      “It's not too bad, you know. I might have to introduce you to the idea once we get home.”


      Rasvim blew a raspberry at him, so the wolf decided to teach him a lesson, his paws flying to the male's sides and starting to tickle him. The fox's chest heaved, his wiggled around, and his gasping laughter echoed around the room.


      Trent did not hear the fox's laughter or the huffs, grunts, and squeaks from Acton and Mier. He walked the deck, passing gold coins to crewmembers, setting more down on barrels and crates. The captain coincidentally stood at the bow of the ship, staring out into the frothing ocean. A sea breeze pulled them along the coast of the Shun Empire – they would be out into the Great Sea in two or three days, and then only a few more weeks separated them from the cat's homeland.


      “Have you told them who you are yet?” the captain asked, passing Trent a dirty glass of some alcohol. He drank it, happy for anything besides the water and rations in his room. He had fully expected to subsist off of them for the entire trip, except for possibly a few days of calm seas and fishing.


      “I hope not to this entire trip," Trent answered.


      The captain sighed, gnawing on something. Many Chosen had to keep themselves busy with inane tasks; by the smell, this one did so by chewing on a piece of softened leather. “You know, if it had been anyone else, I would have laughed at them for wanting to return to the K'Mir Empire right now. Things are not very good, for merchants and soldiers alike.”


      “That is the High Generals' fault," the captain answered. "They should have known better than to side with Takashi Ironskin. He is not going to help in their fight against the Shun Empire – it will cost twice the number of soldiers than they expected, and more money than the country probably will ever have.”


      The captain rolled his eyes. “You speak like it is not your home anymore.”


      Trent glared at him. “You know full well why I left, and as much as I do not want to return, it is necessary. These paladins are our only hope for freedom as well.”

    


    
      “Freedom from what?” One of the younger shipmates brought more alcohol to them, and after each of them drained another glass, the wandering Chosen answered.


      “From our own pride.”

    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter Two: Laden Port


      Slavery has been a cornerstone of every great culture.


      Unfortunately, “great” is a relative word.


      - Sir Guy du Surai, “The Rise of the K'Mir Empire”


      Despite Trent's and the captain's calculations, it only took them thirty-two days to cross the Great Sea. Mier grumbled about being at sea, the captain commented The First must be favoring their journey, and Acton tried not to worry. He generally did not like when gods interfered; most of the time, it did not end up well for nearby mortals. As they pulled into the port, the four paladins donned their new clothes. The only difference between Acton's and Rasvim's outfits broke down to what supposedly restrained them; the fox did not have an issue with the slave collar, while Acton stood beside him with the manacles on, his throat stubbornly bare. Both of the larger males wore the collars as well, but they retained their polished steel armor and weapons. Trent, despite Rasvim's unexpected giggle, wore loose-fitting, starkly purple robes. He said they showed he was a rich trader, but Acton just said they made him look like he ran a brothel.


      When they disembarked, the Chosen passing a few more coins and gems to the crew to buy their silence, the group moved through the crowded docks. Trent had warned them not to speak unless spoken to while in public, but most of the surrounding area looked just like any similar district in Vasani, Oya, or the Shun Empire. Bare-chested workers moved freight, did repairs in the dry-dock, or ordered the other two groups. Oddly enough, very few slaves walked this area; Rasvim guessed that most of the captured males and females would be lapins, since the K'Mir Empire had invaded that country several times in the last few centuries, so they lacked large, muscular workers to do this kind of stuff for them. That suspicion was confirmed once they entered the market; almost every helper or servant he noticed had long ears, a leaf-shaped tail, and a collar. Trent stopped at a few of these stalls, asking questions in Chosenspeak – which Rasvim barely understood – and walking away with food sometimes and new sets of clothes from others.

    


    
      “Where are we staying?” Vorel asked as they slipped through a deserted alleyway. “Do we have to stay in a secondary building?”


      Trent looked at him sidelong. “You're not a horse. You stay with me at all times. Though we will probably get two rooms.”


      “So we can have some privacy?” Acton commented.


      “We get two rooms so that the pleasure slaves can be kept separate from the bodyguards,” the cat answered as they were about to enter another street. “We can't have one of my larger males taking advantage of you.” After that, the mouse held his tongue.


      Laden Port reminded the fox of Smuggler's Light, the independent port city within Vasani's borders. Merchants yelled from all angles; prostitutes stood in many doorways, beckoning to passerby. Guards seemed as plentiful here as in the pirate-filled city – Rasvim counted six patrolling one block. They made it through the majority of the wooden stalls, past the higher-end stone shops and even into the ones with gold-trimmed door handles and window frames. Trent patiently trudged more and more inland until the buildings started going back down in value. By the time shadows started to elongate and most travelers began ducking into buildings, the Chosen found a tavern that met his approval. The sign outside showed a tipped-over goblet, the illusion of wine dripping down created by red glad beads dangling below the carving.


      The coolness hit Rasvim as they passed through the door – some magic must be keeping the building cool, even if mages coveted their power here. A dozen Chosen sat on stools next to the bar, only two looking up at the small group as they entered. The bartender frowned at the seeming-slaves, but when Trent spoke with him for a few moments, he nodded. Keys passed between paws along with a few more gold coins – the fox wondered how much money the male actually had – but he then ordered them upstairs. Rasvim tried to look as docile as possible, but he knew he kept looking at Vorel. The wolf, keeping a stern, attentive look on his face reminded the fox of when they barely knew each other and the larger male was just the great Head Paladin of the Hopegiver. Trent dropped all of their bags off in one room, told Mier and Acton to wait there (probably so they could get some alone time) and then escorted the wolf and fox back down to the bar. They took up a booth in the corner, mindful of other patrons.

    


    
      “Most Chosen don't like the scent of other races,” Trent commented quietly, making some paw gesture at the bartender. “It's considered common courtesy to sit away from others.”


      “Are we allowed to drink?” Rasvim asked, keeping his voice down. The striped cat shook his head slightly.


      “No alcohol.” When one of the attendants dropped off three glasses filled with clear liquid, the fox still felt confused, but the feline took the middle one.


      “Water for you. Now, behave.” He gave them a stern look for the sake of the other Chosen in the room and stood up, walking over to take a seat at the bar. The male started chatting with one of the other male Chosen, leaving Vorel and Rasvim to play the obedient slaves.


      “I wonder what he's talking about...” the fox muttered, leaning a bit closer to his husband without touching. One concession that irritated the fox was not being able to touch in public.


      “He's probably trying to find out about sandstorms and safe routes. Most of the K'Mir empire is desert.” Rasvim remembered that from his studies; most of the ancient books related some version of the ancient war between the gods. At the end of every story, this continent ended as nothing but a wasteland with the First, god of the Chosen, rising from the sands to rule it. One peninsula had been spared, covered in lush jungle, but travelers risked dying out in the sands everywhere else.


      “Do you think we'll have any time for just us?” Rasvim asked Vorel, keeping his muzzle down so none of the patrons could see his lips moving.


      “I honestly doubt it. Either me or Mier will have to stay with him at all times, and Mier, well...” It took the wolf a few moments to find the right words. “The only person Mier will honestly take orders from is Acton, and he's not going to waste any of their own time.”


      “Mier should listen to you,” the fox grumbled, twinges of selfishness sparking through his mind. If the other couple on their trip could have a little bit of fun, why couldn't they?


      However, Vorel only smiled. “Mier should listen to the Codex of Faith. He always does what he thinks is right, and that's what matters. Besides...” the wolf added with a bit of a growl in his voice, making the smaller male instinctively shiver. “Won't our first night together after a while be fun?”

    


    
      Rasvim couldn't respond, since Trent returned with the other Chosen he'd been talking to. Both of the pretend slaves immediately scooted over to provide enough room for the two males and averted their gazes. The fox noticed their perceived master's smirk.


      “You have them very well trained,” the new cat commented in a language the fox didn't expect – Vulpine.


      “I had to – they are promised for someone in the capitol,” Trent answered in the same language, surprising the smaller male again. What other skills did he hide?


      “Good guards should never be sold!”


      Their ally smiled. “The wolf will not be traded, but I have another pleasure slave upstairs. It took more than I expected to procure.” It suddenly occurred to the fox why they spoke in such a strange language for this country – no one else in the bar could understand them, but the two paladins could. Well, Trent knew that. Did the other striped cat?


      “So who are they promised to? Someone I know?” Rasvim had seen this sort of exchange on several occasions, just not pertaining to living cargo – one merchant would try to prod hot tips from another via compliments, drinks, and other useful snippets of information. Apparently some aspects of business appeared everywhere. They suddenly switched to a language the fox did not understand, but still wasn't Chosenspeak; the vulpine knew all four paladins had picked up bits of the language on the voyage over here. After over an hour of idle chat and a few more drained glasses, the fox noticed a few coins subtly pass from one cat to the next. The other Chosen glanced momentarily at Rasvim, or so the fox thought, but then they both got up and shook paws.


      “Stand up,” Trent ordered, and the two paladins rushed to move, following the cat upstairs back to their rooms. They entered the one they hadn't left the other two males in, and the fox was glad of it seconds later when he could hear heavy breathing through the connecting wall.


      “I need to talk to you two about something,” Trent said.


      “Is this about your business deals?” Vorel asked, but the actual concerned look in the other male's eyes made him take a seat at the end of the bed. Rasvim remained standing.

    


    
      “In a...matter of speaking. Hugof – the male I was speaking to – asked a favor from me. Something, that as a good citizen of the K'Mir Empire, I should not do, but as an understanding, traveling merchant, I can.” He sat down on the only chair in the room, showing three platinum coins resting in his paw. If money worked the same way here as it did in Vasani, a very large amount of money had been added to their fund.


      “What is it?” Rasvim asked.


      Trent looked between the two paladins, as though even questioning whether or not he should even voice whatever the deal might be. This was the first time Rasvim had ever seen the male indecisive.


      “Hugof...would like some time with someone of his tastes.” Vorel cocked his head to one side.


      “Come again?” Vorel asked.


      The cat pointed at Rasvim. “He asked, quite subtly, if I would consider letting him have a...turn with you.”


      Every muscle in Vorel's arms and neck tensed. The fox felt a wave of anger come off of him, and even after moving between the cat and wolf, he still thought something bad might happen. When Vorel spoke, his voice stayed oddly even, as though he was doing everything he could to control his emotions.


      “You told us it was illegal for males to be with other males here. How could this even come up?”


      Trent shrugged, the tension in the room not bothering him as much the actual topic did. “He took a chance asking me. If I cared to, and I don't, I could report him to the guards for it and he would be severely punished.” A sudden loud squeak emanated from the other room, making Rasvim blush. Why did those two get to have fun while the three of them had to discuss something remarkably uncomfortable?


      “Why would Rasvim even agree to this?” Now Vorel spoke through clenched teeth. He had been against the idea of them even having sex with friends – with the notable exception of Aram, his old ex-gladiator friend who now ruled Smuggler's Light – so the idea of the fox having sex with a complete stranger must be one of the worst things in his mind.


      “Because both of you care about people," Trent responded.


      “This isn't about caring!” Vorel leaped to his feet, his nails digging into his palms. “We shouldn't even be talking about this!” Again, Trent didn't react. A scary thought passed through Rasvim's mind – what if Vorel hit the striped cat? How would the Chosen react? How would the fox react? Would he have to defend his husband?

    


    
      “Yes, we should talk about this,” the feline continued as though nothing was wrong. “Chosen who don't want to serve their country, have addictions they can't sate here, or prefer males, either move to Sacavuni – where, oddly enough, they are accepted with little question – or find connections that can't be tracked. That means either bribing the local magistrate to ignore their transgressions, or finding a merchant willing to take an exorbitant bribe to keep what they desire a secret.” Trent held up the coins again, his attention on Rasvim now. “This isn't a payment. This is just to get me to consider. You want gold for your church? Weapons to help you once you make it to Uchani? Safe passage? He offered me all sorts of things just to have a few hours with you.”


      Rasvim stepped back, pressing against his husband. Muscular arms immediately wrapped around him, but provided him little comfort. What bothered him most about this situation, honestly, balanced on a single point – the idea didn't bother him. Yes, having sex with someone else without Vorel there would hurt, but this could give them so many resources. He liked cats (not as much as canines, but the attraction still remained), and since this Hugof didn't want proof of his action, the fox wouldn't be hurt or marked in any way. Every cat he'd been with, once things got heated, left a few love bites and claw marks on his skin. This would be all the passion without all the soreness afterward.


      “Can we talk about this?' the fox asked, motioning at the cat then the door.


      Trent took the hint, and stepped to the exit, but before leaving, made one more remark. “I'll be back up in a few minutes. Try to make a decision before then.”


      First off, the fox turned around, facing his husband and pressing his nose against the male's chest. It took him a few moments to collect his thoughts so the wolf would get the least angry as possible. When he spoke, he looked up, meeting the wolf's eyes and trying to let him understand.


      “Vorel, I need you to be here for when I come back.”


      The arms got tighter around, maybe even a little too tight, forcing some of the air from his lungs, but he could let that go right now.

    


    
      “You don't need to do this,” his husband whispered, the anger still in voice but not directed at the fox.


      “I feel like I need to do something.” It wasn't just the prospect of the Chosen's body, or the bribes their group would benefit from. As a paladin, and a caring friend before that, the fox had listened to horror stories. Males castrated for being found with another male, other ostracized, branded, cast from villages they had trusted only days before. A good priest could heal the physical scars, but not the mental ones. If he could make one person not have to go through that, not be betrayed by a lover, actually be able to place trust in another person, then that meant as much as defeating physical evils that plagued the innocent.


      “But....do you have to do...that?” Vorel asked.


      Rasvim twisted around in the male's arms until his nose pressed into warm, gray fur. “If you don't want me to, say no.”


      Vorel paused, which at least told the fox he gave it a moment to think about it. “No.”


      Rasvim kissed the wolf under his chin.


      “Then I won't do it. I still feel like I need to talk to him – I need to give him something.”


      The fox stayed in his husband's arms until Trent came back in the room.


      “I'm going but I'm not doing anything with him,” the fox commented once the door was shut behind the cat.


      “Going to just give him some time?” He nodded, stepped out of the wolf's arms, and walked over to place a paw on the doorknob. Trent shrugged.


      “He's in the last room on the left.”


      The fox paused at the new door, taking in a breath. Even in only a loincloth and collar he felt too warm. If Hugof did not take the denial well, the small male might have to defend himself, and then this entire moment of selflessness would be for naught. The innkeeper would think the Chosen a rapist, and in the country's mind, worse because he had tried to rape a male. Since entering Laden Port, Rasvim had not carried a weapon, and most of the magic he could muster would not hurt the new male. If all else failed, he could run. Taking that as an option, he knocked on the door.

    


    
      Hugof answered it, wearing only a violet silk robe left untied. The fox's eyes drifted down for a moment, but did not let his gaze linger. The Chosen motioned him in, looking down the hallway before shutting the door. A lock did not click, which made the fox feel a bit better. Paws came to rest on his shoulders as the larger male leaned down to nuzzle him.


      “You will have to thank your master for me,” he purred, those paws sliding down his arms. Before those large, calloused pads caused more than the slight shiver of contact, he placed his own paws on the male's arms. He needed to word this in a way to make it sound like it had come from Trent.


      “My master has chosen not to allow you...personal time with me, so that I remain ready for his associate in Uchani.”


      Hugof frowned, then let out a sigh. “I expected as much. I assume, with the coins that passed to him, he will not reveal what I asked?”


      Now this did not require the fox to reword an answer. “He will not, but he did ask me to come speak to you about a few things.”


      “Oh?” The Chosen pulled his paws away, walking back to a table cluttered with empty wine bottles and a few half-full glasses. He poured a fresh glass from one of the upright bottles, surprisingly full with a clear liquid.


      After Hugof took a sip and shook his muzzle, sending a few strands of fur into the air, the cat slumped down into a seat.


      “And what are those?” Rasvim stepped toward him, locking his paws behind his back.


      “Where you can go. Tre...my master has been to the other continent, and wants you to know that many countries will allow your...tastes.”


      Now the feline locked eyes with him, sipping his drink without looking down. “And where would that be?”


      “You could live in Vasani...”


      The larger male cut him off, but did not raise his voice. “I am not a wolf.”


      “Then you could live in Sacavuni.” Despite pretending to be a slave, he couldn't resist adding, “and you are a cat.”


      Oddly enough, the male chuckled. “That I am. Why would they accept a Chosen? We are all so wicked in their minds, after all.” He'd finished his first drink and began to pour a second one.

    


    
      “They have many Chosen defectors from the invasion of Vasani – the king signed an open order, allowing any defectors sanctuary,” Rasvim answered.


      “Hmmm...” He purred without words for over a minute, draining his second glass.


      “I will mull this over then.” While the cat eyed the bottle again, he pulled a second glass out from among the empty bottles.


      “Would you like a drink before going back? I will not tell your master.” The inability to order alcohol while they'd been sitting in the bar did bother the fox, so he bowed and took up the other chair. He tried to remain docile, but the sudden burning in his throat and subsequent coughing at the first sip made the cat laugh.


      “I can mix it with something, fox, if it's too much.” After that first swallow he kept drinking without answering, letting that irritation turn into a warmth that spread through his body. When the glass emptied, the cat refilled it without a word. His slight smile stayed fixed, just watching the smaller male drink for a few minutes.


      “Where are you from?” the feline asked, leaning on the table so his face was level with the vulpine's own.


      “Eldere,” he responded automatically, surprised that his world had already began to tilt.


      “What did you do there?” The male's reassuring purr seemed to coax answers from him, but at least he still retained enough rational thought to lie a little.


      “I was a healer.” Hopefully, the word meant the same here as it did in Vasani – a 'healer' could be anyone who knew how to care for the sick, not just someone able to use magic to stitch wounds. Hugof kept both their glasses full as they spoke.


      “I hope your next master won't waste those talents,” he whispered.


      They drank in relative silence for a while, only interrupted by the cat's purr and occasional outbursts of noise from the tavern downstairs. Rasvim didn't think the time had struck midnight yet, but he realized he did not know how many times the glass in front of him had been refilled. When he stood up to bow and leave, he found he needed to keep both paws on the table to stay upright. Hugof did not share the problem, and had an arm around his shoulders a moment later.

    


    
      “Would you like to stay here for the night?” Hugof asked. Rasvim knew he could make it down the hall if he concentrated, but the prospect of just collapsing here sounded like a very good idea. The cat's breath tickled his ears, reminding him of the his earlier worries.


      “I should go...” Rasvim slurred, taking one step out of the male's grip and promptly tripping over his own feet. The male caught him again, now both strong arms picking him up off the ground.


      “I won't do anything,” he cooed. “I just want someone here tonight. Would you oblige me?” He should say no. He should run back to Vorel and probably pass out in his arms instead, but this male needed him, even if his husband had vetoed any carnal action.


      “Sure.” The fox nuzzled into the male's chest, sighing when he rested against soft sheets. The cat shrugged off his robe, but the he didn't have the sense of focus right now to take the nude male's body in. His face pressed into thick fur, a tongue only brushing each ear once before large arms curled around him. Somehow the male also pulled a comforter up to cover them, and before the fox could get a full grasp of the situation, he could feel heavy, slow breathing against his head. The rhythmic noise lulled him into a drunken sleep.


      Even if the city might not be friendly to him, that did not stop Acton from doing a little exploration. After Trent and Vorel went to sleep, the mouse carefully pulled out all of this armor and weapons, not making a sound as he donned them, finding his way out of one of the tavern's windows. Mier followed him, even if the big Wolfen needed to exit through the front door. Most were too drunk to notice the big canine, and Acton knew no one could see him in his wonderfully enchanted black leather. The white-furred nezumi soon perched on an administrative building's roof, smirking when Mier lumbered up next to him.


      “What are you planning to do?” the Wolfen rumbled.


      Acton nuzzled his lover's arm. “Just a little reconnaissance. I want to know what the Chosen are like.”


      “They might be different outside the city,” Mier mentioned, but the mouse only whipped his naked tail around.


      “Wolves aren't that much different in the country.” With that, he stood up and began running down the length of the roof, jumping right as he would have fallen. He landed hard on the next rooftop, not even slowing down, knowing by the Wolfen's thump behind him that the large canine was not far behind.

    


    
      They leaped from roof to roof, the mouse making sure to keep track of any guards he could see on street level. Some might have seen him out of the corners of their eyes, but as fast as he could move, they would ignore it as nothing more than a ghost. That's how he liked it. Mier lumbered behind him, definitely not as smooth in his movements but just as adept. They made short work of the market district, finding their way into the district the mouse had been looking for – the slums. Every big city had one, despite the tales that every Chosen lived in luxury, waited on by dozens of slaves. He knew better by now.


      Like some of the sections of Sacavuni, the squat houses of Laden Port's slums had been crafted out of mud bricks. It gave the whole area the look as though it had merely risen from a swamp instead of being built slowly over years. Acton knew the scents of a slum street far too well; piss, vomit, trash, and unwashed people filled his nose, though it did surprise him that all of those unclean masses weren't cats. He noticed a few smaller, bundled forms walking through alleys, their heads jerking back and forth as though afraid of being gutted at any moment.


      Acton knew his lover understood coming here, instead of the rich district or docks; a city could not be judged by the wealthiest, but by the majority. The slums here probably took up a third of the city, and if the mouse was correct, based on the numbers of houses he jumped between it probably contained more than half of the population. Dock workers would take up many of these houses, he guessed. A few Chosen sitting outside a burned-out house caught his attention, so the mouse moved to spy on them, the giant shadow of the Wolfen not far behind.


      Those four cloaked cats had set a small stool between them, rolling dice and flipping over cards on it. Acton did not understand the game they played after a few minutes, but lip-reading told him much more. Like the poor in Eldere, they complained about taxes, lamented a cheap bread shop closing down, and traded stories of recent sexual conquests. Unlike the poor the mouse was used to, they also chatted about pooling their money together to buy a slave; apparently prices were going up since the invasion of Vasani. That must be due to Takashi Ironskin taking the throne, Acton mused; the darkmage probably wanted more subjects to rule. A noise turned his attention away from the small group. Someone was running down the alleyway below them. Whoever it was kept tripping over a too-long robe, and two large, male Chosen pursued the much smaller person. Smiling, the mouse drew a dagger and started sliding down the side of the building.

    


    
      The mouse gently touching down on the dirt alley did not cause any of the three to turn around, but Mier slamming down behind him did. The two muscular Chosen looked to see who followed them just in time for the Wolfen to knock their heads together. They fell, leaving the mouse at least a few minutes to escape. No one else on the street had come to investigate, and the robed figure that had been tripping down the alley cowered against the wall.


      “Calm down,” Acton said in Common first, then remembering where he was, switched to Chosenspeak. He'd picked up the language in its entirety, rather than Mier who only bothered to learn a few key phrases. Now that the mouse could get a good look at the individual, he noticed the rounded ears, softer features, and long whiskers of a small cat. The blotches of white, brown, and orange in his fur looked like someone had thrown paint on him then let it soak in. His eyes were wide, scared, but the explosion of fearful scent coming off of him lessened a bit when Acton put his dagger away.


      “Are...” the cat spoke Common. “Are...you going to turn me in?” It took the mouse a few seconds to realize what the little cat was talking about. He must be a runaway slave.


      “I wasn't planning on it,” Acton answered.


      That made the cat smile weakly, but his eyes betrayed a sense of desperation now. “Can you...get me out of the city?”


      Acton thought about it. It wouldn't be too hard to bribe someone to keep the cat as a cabin boy, or even as an assistant. He had his own money, despite Vorel's insistence that they pool everything they owned. However, the mouse thought of a better idea that wouldn't result in any of them needing to risk exposure. He hated slavery, he really did, but right now, as much as he hated to admit it, the needs of the thousands of commoners depending on him took precedence.

    


    
      “That's not going to happen, but I might be able to get you to someone new.” Oddly, the cat nodded – a pleasant master would be better than a cruel one.


      “Stay here. Mier, stick with him,” Acton said. The Wolfen looked at him, concerned, but the canine should know by now the mouse could take care of himself. Keeping his daggers hidden, Acton walked back around the corner, walking straight toward the four loitering Chosen. When he got close enough that he knew they could hear him, he leaned against the wall of the house, just out of sight.


      “I hear you need a slave,” Acton said, lowering his voice a few octaves. He almost sense one of them jumping, and definitely heard two of them curse.


      “What's it to you?” When one of them started walking around the corner, Acton threw a dagger, hearing it sink into the packed dirt.


      “Not any closer. I have a cat you may be interested in, but I need a few questions answered first.”


      No one answered him at first, but one with a thick drawl finally did. “Go 'head.”


      “What do you need him for, and will you beat him?”


      It took them a few seconds of whispering between them, but the same Chosen eventually answered. “We need a babysitter, and nah, beatin' 'im wouldn't do nuffin.”


      Acton liked those answers. “Good.” He threw a smoke ball then, listening to the cats cough as he retrieved his dagger, sheathed it, and sprinted back to the other side of the street. Mier was still there, with the cat pressed up against the wall behind him, though much more calm now.


      “I want you to go over to those Chosen across the street. They'll treat you right.” When the cat did not immediately move, the mouse held up a paw, letting magic flow through him. A soft glow surrounded his paw, causing the cat's eyes to widen in wonder.


      “Trust me,” Acton whispered. Now, the cat did just that, rushing away from the mouse as he let the spell fade.


      Mier smiled at him. “We shouldn't show off what we can do here.”


      Acton knew it wasn't as much a condemnation as just a gentle teasing. “I think that depends on how we use our nice little spells.” Acton started climbing up the wall, knowing the Wolfen would follow him. They had more exploring to do.

    


    
      Rasvim, holding the side of his head with one paw, stumbled down the hallway. Why had no one come to get him the night before, or at the very least this morning? Hugof must have left him to sleep off the alcohol, since the Chosen had not been there when he'd woken up. The fox found the right door only by the distinctive scent of Wolfen on the other side and swung it open. All four of his companions sat on the bed or at the small table, eating bread with butter. Before he could reach the table, Vorel point to a glass full of something that smelled, oddly enough, like fish.


      “Drink it,” the wolf mercifully whispered. Just the sounds of the males chewing pounded in the fox's ears. The fox held his nose and obediently drank it, not sure whether or not he wanted to vomit after the first taste. After the next few, though, his head stopped pounding. After that, his husband passed a slice of buttered bread into his paw.


      “We had Acton check on you,” Mier grumbled, eying what was left of their shared loaf. Rasvim didn't think he'd even stirred last night – another proof of just how good the mouse was. Vorel just smiled at him, and the fox realized if the scent of sex or a bloody fight had been in the room, Hugof might not have woken up this morning.


      “Thanks...” After convincing himself he would not vomit it back up, Rasvim took a tentative bite from his own portion of the meal. It tasted wonderful after weeks of rations at sea.


      “Hugof did drop off a few things for me before he left this morning,” Trent commented between bites. “One of them's for you, but he did give me the routes we needed. We'll be able to make a fairly quick way up to Uchani in a little bit.”


      “A little bit?” Why weren't they hurrying to where they needed to go?


      The Chosen answered around a mouthful of bread, somehow without handicapping his speech. “We've been on a ship for a month. I would like to buy a few things and enjoy some real food for a few days before we start trudging down a desert road.”


      “I agree with that,” Acton mumbled, pulling a wine bottle out from under the bed. They must have gone shopping earlier in the morning. How late was it?

    


    
      “Besides, you will need shawls and hoods for the march,” Trent continued as though the mouse had not spoken. “You will all have to be completely covered as long as we are out of the city.”


      “I know it's going to be hot...” the fox answered.


      Trent shook his head. “Not just that. When you think of the K'Mir Empire as a 'toxic desert', it is not just because this country is harsh, or that we are stronger because we survive it. The sand is poisonous to everyone but a Chosen. Ahkeron protects us from it, but if you inhale the sand, it will rip apart your lungs.”


      Both Rasvim and Acton looked confused, so the wolf in the room spoke up.


      “Ahkeron is what the Chosen call The First.”


      “Now,” the Chosen commented, putting a half-eaten crust on the table. “Which one of you is coming with me to the market?” All of the paladins looked at each other, but the fox knew what the other male was talking about. It would be seen as odd for an affluent slave merchant to carry all of his own purchases – one of them would have to come along with him.


      “I will,” Rasvim answered, finishing his share of the meal. He always liked markets, and though being in one where he couldn't spend money would be disappointing, it would let him see a part of the K'Mir Empire very few outsiders witnessed. It would make a good story when they got back home. Vorel leaned forward to give him a quick nuzzle. They all knew they needed to trust Trent, so the fox knew he would be safe.


      Slaves were something the fox had little experience with – he knew that markets sold them openly in Sacavuni, but he never took the time to examine their treatment or conditions. Now he could view every step of the process. Since the merchant district rested right next to the docks, shipments of newly-captured slaves were being forced into cages or pens, all wearing the leather slave collars. Those more “well-behaved slaves” – by the fox's assumption, the ones that did not fight back or had already been broken – stood or sat in large pens, leashes tied to stakes like so many hunting dogs. Chosen merchants, almost all in the purple robes Trent wore, walked between them. What did surprise Rasvim ended up being the professionalism and curtness of it all; an aspiring buyer would walk up to a tied-up lapin, feel his arm and leg muscles, haggle with the seller, and leave with a leash in his paw or move on to the next pen. No one beat slaves with customers watching or treated them poorly. He also supposed a starving slave wouldn't be worth much.

    


    
      After they finished walking past the slave pens, smiling Chosen greeted them at many different stalls. Though Rasvim did not recognize most of the food and only some of the fabrics, everything here gave him a pang for home. The bustle of busy merchants remained universal, even in such a foreign land.


      “Why aren't there any vulpines?” Rasvim asked as they ducked around a small group of females moving out of a jewelry store. Amongst all their high voices, no one else would be able to hear him.


      “The K'Mir Empire hasn't invaded Oya in over three hundred years. Because of that, vulpine slaves fetch a premium. Traders only bring in a few every year, secretly bought from breeders in Sacavuni.” The smaller male let the idea of slave breeders sink in for a moment before nodding. The cat squeezed between two stalls, leading the fox a few more steps into the market before continuing. Since their voices were no longer covered, Trent switched to speaking in Vulpine.


      “To give you an idea, a lapin might sell for a few hundred gold pieces.”


      “That much?” Rasvim answered, talking out of the corner of his mouth now.


      Trent smirked. “Slavery is a luxury for merchants and the titled – they can afford it. A vulpine, on the other hand, can sell for twenty thousand gold. High General Simoune Archer is rumored to have six vixens in his home.”


      Rasvim tilted his head down so he could roll his eyes. He couldn't sleep with another male, but a general could have a harem of vixens at his beck and call.


      “So I am a good prize,” Rasvim muttered.


      Trent put a paw on the small of his back, steering him into an alley so they could cut to another section of the market that the fox could smell even over the garbage in the alley – pastry stalls.


      “You are proof, more even than Mier, that I am incredibly wealthy and worth listening to. I am very glad you chose to come with us instead of helping Torr.”


      “He can take care of himself. And Sven is with him,” the fox answered. Sven, one of Rasvim's best friends, may look like just an effeminate lion, but he could kill everyone around him with a sudden outburst of dark magic. If anyone would survive trekking across the country and the coming assault on Takashi Ironskin, it would be Sven.

    


    
      “I hope Torr is successful.” Rasvim left the conversation about the missing cat alone at that point, buying a caramel-dipped pastry at a stall. When they had to duck into the shadows again to avoid a crowd, Rasvim found half of it in his paws. He made sure not to leave any trace on his fingers before they stepped back out into the sun.


      It took them a while longer to find the clothing section of the market, but when they did, Trent seemed to know exactly which store he wanted. Once they stepped into a small store marked on the outside only by a small wolf pawprint over the door (which the fox found very odd), the air became remarkably cooler. Rasvim could not figure out how, especially in a country with so little magic and a room with so many bundles of fabric hanging from the walls, but he felt it a good idea not to question it. It felt very good after the beating sun outside.


      “One moment, sir!” a voice called from the back room, and much to the vulpine's surprise, a tall, albino jackal walked out. His pink eyes appraised the both of them almost as fast as Rasvim gazed at the unexpected storekeeper. First of all, the nearly six-foot-tall male did not wear a slave collar, as did every other non-Chosen person the fox had seen since arriving. Most of his thin frame was hidden by a set of purple robes, a shade darker than Trent's own. The jackal hopped the counter to stand in front of the striped cat next to Rasvim.


      “Ah, so good to see you again!” They grasped forearms like soldiers, nodded, and then the canid stepped up to one of the violet bundles of cloth.


      “More purple robes today, sir?” The jackal's smirk told the fox something was going on – some inside joke or secret he was not privy to.


      “Not now, Grendu. I need sand hoods and robes for a few slaves.” On cue the male trotted over to another rack, reaching behind a swath of multi-colored cloth that made Rasvim's eyes hurt to produce a tan hood that looked like it might be able to fit him.


      “Will these work?” Trent shook his head.


      “I have a wolf, Wolfen, mouse, and this fox.” Rasvim looked at him sideways, remembering to keep up his image of an obedient slave at the last moment. After some shuffling by the jackal, he held out three hoods.

    


    
      “I don't have a mouse one – give me just a few minutes, sir. Would you like a cup of tea?”


      “That would be fine,” The Chosen answered. Grendu cleared a few stacks of folded robes off a stool and motioned before stepping into the back of the store.


      “Tea?” Rasvim muttered.


      Trent smiled. “I like tea.” The fox could hear the hidden canine humming to himself in the back, giving them cover for a conversation.


      “Why is there a pawprint over the door?” Trent waited to answer until after the jackal brought two steaming cups to the males – the second one really did surprise the fox, since the jackal hadn't even spoken to him.


      “It marks Grendu's store as a foreign business. He isn't a slave running a business for his master. It also means someone can't report him for being a runaway slave, if they see him on a street without a collar on. I think he's from the Life Monastery in Juva.”


      Rasvim stared at the Chosen.“Foreign businesses? Here?”


      Trent shrugged. “Why not?”


      It took the fox a moment to think of a proper response. “Well, they take slaves!”


      “So does Sacavuni,” Trent retorted. “And Juva.”


      “But...they've invaded!”


      Again, the male answered nonchalantly. “Oya invaded Vasani sixty years ago, and if not for the civil war, they may have again. We haven't invaded Juva in over four hundred years. Why shouldn't they trade with us?”


      “But...but...” For his entire life, the K'Mir Empire had been this 'great evil' across the sea that enslaved or killed everyone who wasn't Chosen. Sure, he expected things like markets and slums (all countries had them), but to see someone outside of the light-striped cats running even something as simple as a clothing store skewed his perceptions.


      “If it makes you feel better,” the Chosen said between sips, “the other stores on the block do much better business than him, even though he is the best tailor in the city. People here don't want to give a dog their money.”


      “He's not a dog,” Rasvim commented.

    


    
      “He's also not a Chosen,” Trent replied as he eyed the dregs of his tea. “I do what I can for him when I come through here.”


      The jackal came back out then, holding up a fourth tan hood in one paw and several robes draped over his other arm.


      “Let me just get your payment, sir, and you're all set.” Trent smiled at the jackal, motioning for Rasvim to wait at the door.


      Once they left the store, most of the morning market crowd had dispersed, leaving stalls to prepare for those shopping at lunch in a few hours. Rasvim remained silent, carrying all their new purchases until they made it back to their rooms. He unceremoniously threw them to the floor, shrugging the shawl off his shoulders. Vorel almost immediately pulled the fox into his lap, and it wasn't like the small male was going to resist the lips that pressed lightly against his ears. The other two paladins must be in the other room.


      “What else do we need while we're here?” Rasvim asked, murring when the wolf's big paws started to massage his back.


      “I need to convert all of our gold pieces to K'Mir Empire currency,” Trent said as he started sorting their purchases.


      “Really?” Rasvim asked. “Grendu took your coins.” His voice took on a much more relaxed tone as the paws kneaded him.


      “Most won't take gold coins from Vasani, and I don't have a forge to melt them down. Exchanges aren't open today, so we will have to wait until tomorrow for that, and then leave the day after tomorrow.”


      The fox leaned forward a little. “That's fine...” He let his mind blank as the strong paws drifted between his back and shoulders, letting him relax completely. Acton and Mier entered the room at some point, the Wolfen's deep voice saying something. He didn't respond until Vorel shook him slightly.


      “What?” the fox asked.


      The Wolfen sat on the floor in front of him, his massive muzzle only an inch or so below the fox's eyes. “Did you see what Hugof brought you?”


      The fox shook his head. When he looked over at Trent, he smiled a bit at the Chosen dozing in a chair. The largest male stepped over to the pile of their belongings, lifting up a long, wrapped bundle. After he passed it to the fox, the small male undid the twine holding cloth over it to reveal something he would not have expected from last night's male.

    


    
      A longbow rested inside the cloth, recurved so it remained permanently strung. A reinforced section in the center of the bow looked more than large enough for a suitable grip and notch for his arrows. When he ran a tentative finger down the curve, he almost felt a pulse within the perfectly polished wood. Someone had enchanted it, filling it with as much magic as the wood could hold. Why would the Chosen give him such an expensive, wonderful present? He was a slave in the male's eyes. A second thought popped into his head – what enchantments did it have?


      Acton whistled in appreciation. “Where did he find one of those here?”


      Rasvim looked up from the weapon, keeping one paw on it to feel the rhythm of the magic. Acton knelt down, critically looking over the longbow.


      “Any idea what's on it?” the fox whispered. After a few seconds, the rodent looked back up from it.


      “It's a Mage's Folly.”


      Rasvim had heard of weapons specifically carved from neutracite, a magic-draining stone. However, those couldn't hold magic because of the rare and expensive material.


      “What does it do?”


      Acton smirked. “If you hit a mage with this, it will pull their magic to you.”


      Rasvim stuck out his tongue. “That won't help me.”


      That made the mouse roll his eyes. “If they have a spell up protecting them, it will move to you. If they're getting ready to throw a blast of fire at you, it won't work. If you get any good with this, a mage will fear attacking you.”


      “Ah.” The fox wasn't terrible with a bow, but he could definitely use the practice. Maybe they could get some drills in on the road. The reasoning behind the gift could be pondered over later. He'd always wanted a weapon to call his own – up until now, he'd used swords that were technically the temple's property, not his. A dagger given to him by a friend while he'd still been living on the streets had served until now.


      “It's nice,” Trent grumbled, standing up and stretching. “Doesn't really surprise me he knew you weren't a slave.”


      Vorel shifted behind the fox. “How did he know?” the wolf asked, making the Chosen look directly at the head paladin.

    


    
      “You.” Rasvim looked back at his husband. What would give the handsome wolf away? As though to answer, the striped cat pointed to his own eyes.


      “Did you notice the color of Hugof's eyes?”


      Now that the fox thought about, the tavern had been too dark and he'd been trying his best not to look the male straight-on that he did not know the answer to that question. When he didn't answer, the feline continued.


      “They were black – it's called 'demon sight' here. He can see the magic within people.” Mier and Acton both visibly tensed up in front of the fox, and a moment later, he felt a sudden wave of panic. All of them would glow in magical vision—Vorel most of all.


      “Calm down,” the cat commanded, holding his paws up. “If he wanted to report us to anyone, he would have. Remember, I could turn him in just as easily for propositioning me.” All of the paladins relaxed one at a time once that detail sunk in. They had their protections against the sand, and once they had money, they would be fine to travel north. Hopefully, there would be enough inns along the way that they wouldn't need to sleep outside in this terrible desert.


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter Three: The K'Mir Empire


      After the destruction of the ancient world,


      Ahkeron, The First Chosen, rose from the ashes and said,


      “I am Chosen, and I deserve the world.”


      - The Codex of Force, Chapter One, “Rights”


      The first thing Rasvim noticed when they left behind the walls of Laden Port was the sheer flatness of everything around him. Sure, he'd marched through the deserts of Sacavuni, but dunes obscured his vision of the horizon there. Here, the fox saw nothing ahead of him. No vegetation, no farms, no army posts dotting the landscape. After they lost sight of the city walls behind them, Rasvim sighed at the complete lack of any visual stimulation. Only the four paladins' eyes weren't covered by the hoods, but even those needed to be obscured by a gossamer veil of silk. Trent, though he still covered most of his body, kept his head bare.


      “How do we know we're going in the right direction?” Acton called out after a few hours of walking over the soft ground.


      Trent pointed to the sun, already past midday and slowly moving west. “Towns in the K'Mir Empire are always along directional lines. We're walking north – the next town will be directly north from here.” Next, the cat pointed west. “If we had gone west from Laden Port, they would be a village that way too.”


      “How do you feed everyone?” Vorel asked, holding a paw against his muzzle to keep the hood in place. All four of them remained slightly paranoid about the sand whirling around them. The fox hadn't thought about that until now – nearly all of Vasani consisted of farms to feed the population.


      “Towns are built around water sources. You'll see once we get there.” Trent's tone made the smallest male think he didn't want to continue the conversation. The cat had escaped this country, but now had to travel through it once again with a group of outsiders. He probably didn't want to linger over the specifics of his birth country.

    


    
      They continued to trudge along until dusk, when the temperature dropped significantly. Though the hood and robes proved stifling during the day, Rasvim became thankful for them as it dipped below freezing. How Trent walked around without any boots on during the day or night shocked the fox. Finally, about an hour after sunset, the lights of a settlement came into view. By the time they reached it, Rasvim and Acton both needed to rub their paws up and down their arms to keep warm. Luckily, taverns dotted the southern edge of the city, and Trent led them all into the nearest one. The bartender, an unexpectedly fat Chosen, knocked on the counter with one paw.


      “No slaves in the tavern,” the bartender said. Trent immediately fished out a few silver coins, tossing them to the other male. Once he caught them and bit each – counterfeits must still be a problem here – he tossed a key back to their leader.


      “Fourth door, on the left,” The Chosen continued. Trent then snapped his fingers, immediately making Rasvim worry that Acton might make some sarcastic comment. The mouse resisted, thankfully, and they made it upstairs without an issue. They all brushed the sand off their robes before entering their purchased room.


      “Don't ever snap at me again,” Acton commented, rolling his shoulders to stretch them after so long in such thick clothing.


      “Got it,” the cat answered. He undid his own robes as well, peeling off the sweat-soaked garments and throwing them to the floor. Once he popped his jaw – a mildly grating sound that made the fox flinch – the feline continued.


      “Tomorrow is the holy day here in Vhenn. The four of you will need to come with me to the chapel in the morning.”


      “Why would they let us in the building?” Rasvim asked, running his own claws down his chest to clean off the sand that had somehow found its way against his skin. What was the point of the robes if they didn't keep the annoying stuff off of him?


      “All slaves attend chapel with their masters. I am going to talk to the bartender and find out when everything starts. They might want me to lead the services.” Rasvim tilted his head, so the cat continued. “Travelers lead services sometimes – so the people can see a different perspective on the Codex of Force.”

    


    
      Trent opened the door again, ready to walk back downstairs. On a final note, he added, “Be quiet,” before exiting the room and shutting the door behind him. Rasvim immediately untied the thick robe. It might be a bit chilly in here (he needed to light the hearth), but the weight of such fabric on him felt stifling right now. Once he was down to his loincloth, he walked over to the hearth and started working to get it lit. He could hear multiple piles of clothing hit the floor as he tried to warm up the room; apparently everyone else shared his opinion.


      As soon as the hearth started to spread warmth into the room, Rasvim stood back up, turning around to press his nose suddenly into gray and white fur. Vorel's arms wrapped around him, letting him inhale the musky, thick scent of his husband. He stayed there for a while, taking a few moments to relax and just breathe for a little bit. Their charade could be let go for a few minutes while Trent went back down into the tavern.


      Vorel eventually sat down, pulling the smaller male into his arms. When the fox looked over the other male's muscular shoulder, he noticed Acton sitting in his own lover's lap, letting the giant canine lick over his ears. For now, they could all enjoy their significant others. Since Trent would be the only one to open the door, they didn't move when they heard the doorknob rattle.


      “We'll be going to the chapel tomorrow,” the Chosen started, waiting for the four males to all pay attention to him before continuing. It took Acton the longest to re-focus on the cat, his eyes actually staying on a tray laden with six beers balanced between his paws instead of the male's face.


      “Have any of you been to other services before?” the cat asked.


      Rasvim remembered a few nights in the Wing Goddess temple – they had not known his preference for males at the time, as he would have been banned from the grounds for it – but stayed out of other temples later in his life. He looked over at the other couple, thinking about what they must have witnessed. As the fox understood it, the nezumi had no real religion, only rituals surrounding their magic. Mier would have seen his people paying homage to the Black Goddess on many occasions, especially before leaving his birthplace. The Wolfen still went to his people's temple in town occasionally, mainly to vent extra energy by wrestling the clerics. Acton, however, only entered other temples to take back stolen goods.

    


    
      “What will we need to do?” Vorel asked, twisting and shuffling until his back faced the fire and he looked straight-on at the Chosen. Rasvim turned around in the male's arms, ending up straddling one of his thighs. Trent walked further into the room, setting the tray down on the bare, heavily-worn table.


      “Just be quiet in the back of the chapel, stand when everyone else stands, and don't make sarcastic comments,” Trent said.


      “I think we can handle that,” Acton mumbled, standing up just long enough to get his paw around one of the mugs before sinking back down into the Wolfen's lap.


      The cat rolled his eyes. “I don't think you understand completely. Clerics of Ahkeron are allowed to beat slaves owned by anyone. Knowing you...” His eyes stayed on the mouse for a few seconds. “I don't want to have to escape an angry mob. Got it?”


      “Got it,” Vorel answered, looking over at the mouse as well. So far, the young nezumi had resisted, but who knew how long his self-control would last. Acton wasn't known for his ability to resist temptation.


      “I will bring up food for everyone. Bird or beast?” Trent asked.


      Rasvim looked between the other males. Everyone else shrugged, so he answered for the group. “Bird.”


      “I'll be back in about an hour,” the cat said. Trent left after that, but since they still only had access to one room, the fox's more intimate needs would have to wait until the next city. He cuddled back into his husband's arms, closing his eyes. It would be fine to take a nap now, after so much trudging through the desert. Vorel would wake him when Trent got back.


      “You're like a cat,” the wolf crooned at some point later, waking the small male from his doze. The scent of fried chicken filled the room – he immediately sat up, blinking a few times to remove the sleep-haze from his eyes.


      “Why's that?” the fox asked, stretching up so his back would pop. Mier and Acton already had their paws to their muzzle, grease dripping off their fingers, and the fox wasn't far behind.


      “You can sleep anywhere, and you fall right asleep,” Vorel answered as the red-furred male padded over to a swath of cloth left open on the table, surrounded by empty beer mugs. A few thighs and legs remained, so the fox grabbed one of each, surprised by the crispiness in the skin and moisture still in the meat when he bit into one of the pieces. He hadn't realized how hungry he was until the first taste of meat and spices on his lips; he finished off both pieces quickly, reaching for a third before a gray-furred paw entered his field of vision to take his own share. It wasn't until the fox felt the first hint of being full that he thought to ask about the food.

    


    
      “Where did you get this?” he asked, tearing off a corner of the cloth to wipe his muzzle with. Trent had stretched out on the bed, wearing only his loincloth. His robes lay in a heap, serving as a second pillow to keep his head elevated.


      “It's fairly common street food here,” the cat answered, scratching his belly. Unlike other merchants the fox had seen, Trent still showed off a perfectly trim and muscled physique.


      “Vendors in Eldere aren't allowed to use hot oil,” Vorel explained when the cat gave him a quizzical look. “A merchant a few years ago got mad at a customer and doused him with it, so now no one can cook fried foods on the street.”


      Acton grimaced. “I don't remember that.”


      “I do,” Mier commented, a similar look of disgust on his face. “He needed to be healed after that. Vorel and I had to work together to make sure he didn't die.” Rasvim swallowed his mouthful of chicken. He couldn't remember the last time someone had fried dinner in their chapel.


      “Why so much time for an oil burn?” Rasvim asked. Guards came in for healing every now and then with the same problem – they would drop a lantern or knock over something hot during an arrest and need care. Rasvim had needed to fix a few of them. It wasn't pretty, but went by fast.


      “He had his muzzle open – it dripped down into his lungs,” Vorel answered. All five males shuddered.


      “Wasn't as bad as the tax collector that the thieves' guild tarred and feathered,” the Wolfen added in.


      “Or the disemboweled royal guard,” Acton threw in. Despite the fact that the five males were either eating or had just finished eating, they started trading stories about horrific cases of people they'd healed over the last few years. Rasvim couldn't throw in many accounts, but did get the group to wince when he mentioned a castrated cheating husband.


      Once all the chicken had been eaten, the five males all curled up to sleep. In case a servant or slave entered the room in the middle of the night, Trent took the bed (despite Acton's grumbling), with Rasvim and Vorel on one side, Acton and Mier on the other. Rasvim cuddled into his husband's arms. As long as they remained underneath the sheets – the cat in the room glared at servants until they brought him a few piles of pillows and sheets for their little group – they could remain nude. Intimacy was something he had known would be put low on his list of priorities out here, but he still missed it. Vorel might have made a comment earlier about him falling asleep easily, but by the time he decided he wanted to sneak a little fun, the wolf had already begun to snore lightly. Sighing, he snuggled into the thick fur and closed his eyes.

    


    
      Rasvim normally didn't dream, but images of his husband entered his mind almost immediately. The male's blunt claws traveling down his back, over his thighs, pulling him up onto all fours. Rarely were his dreams so vivid, but now he could feel the wolf pushing into him, biting down on the back of his neck. One of the wolf's paws stroked his own hard member, making Rasvim gasp in his dream and arch his back. He knew it was only in his mind, but it felt so good.


      He shook awake at some point in the night, surprised by the smell of sex in the air and the need he felt. His member, fully hard, pressed against one of his husband's thighs. It was then he realized he hadn't been able to take care of the heaviness in his sac since landing at Laden Port. Even if the others could smell it in the morning, the fox needed to take care of this. He wrapped one paw around his length, gasping at the feeling of his cold paw pads against the hot flesh. Even though he wanted to go slow and enjoy it, the scents in the room wouldn't let him control himself. He nuzzled into the wolf's chest, trying to stay quiet but only partially succeeding. At least the gray fur muffled his low whines.


      A large paw pulled his own away from his maleness, eliciting a slightly louder whimper from him. That paw held him still as Vorel scooted down underneath the sheets. The wolf barely fit under the sheets as it was, so when he moved down Rasvim knew the wolf's legs were exposed to the cool air in the room. Those big paws pushed him up and over until he braced on all fours, his muzzle pressed into the other male's pillow – he'd just been using his husband's arm. Vorel's paws slipped around him, the calloused fingers pressing into his thighs to hold him still. A moment later the canine's warm tongue slid over the head of his length, making him whine louder than he intended. He buried his muzzle into the pillow, not wanting to wake anyone up and ruin this.

    


    
      The male's talented tongue and muzzle pulled his shaft into a wonderful warmth, the strong paws stopping him from thrusting, letting the wolf to bob as he chose. Rasvim let out a low yelp, wiggling around, his tail swishing. He tried to just concentrate on getting off, but he needed some other way to vent how good this felt – his nails scraping against the hardwood wasn't enough. He turned his head to the side, panting heavily and peaking under the bed. At first, he didn't focus on what he witnessed, but then the images made him whimper and spurt more precum into the wolf's muzzle.


      Acton was up on all fours as well, but Mier hadn't chosen to crawl underneath him. Instead, the giant canine rocked back and forth on top of the mouse. The powerful scents of them not wanting to wait for a private room had probably triggered the fox's need. He watched, entranced as much by the swirling tongue around his maleness as the sight of Acton being taken. He'd seen the white-furred male this way before, but not taken so fiercely as Mier took him now. Every time the Wolfen slammed forward, the force moved through the mouse's body, making his arms shake and a small gasp escape his lips. In the moonlight streaking in through the half-curtained window, Rasvim could see precum spurt from the male's dripping, unattended member. He looked ready to shoot, even without a paw to guide him. No wonder the mouse put up with the soreness afterwards.


      A finger sliding up behind his sac brought his full attention back to the wolf. Vorel didn't seem intent on mounting him, or even getting himself off – despite all the scents in the room, he couldn't smell the wolf's arousal. Rasvim couldn't focus on it too long; the other male began to bob on his length, sucking hard while that exploring finger found his tailhole and began very lightly circling it.


      He couldn't hold off any longer. Both his paws gripped the pillow, burying his face in it as he let out a few quick, too-loud yelps. His knot expanded, one of the wolf's paws finding it and giving it a strong enough squeeze to make pleasure shoot up his spine. Seed splashed into Vorel's muzzle, the wolf continuing to bob and suckle. Between the motions and the four days of denial, his orgasm took so long to fade that he collapsed down as soon as it did. Vorel's muzzle slipped off of him and the larger male scooted back up, keeping the fox in his arms. When Rasvim reached down to the male's sheet, he was surprised to find the wolf wasn't even hard.

    


    
      “Don't worry about it,” Vorel whispered into his ears as he pulled the fox's paw away. Rasvim wanted to please the wolf, but didn't know how he'd managed to stay soft that whole time. Even when the canine had joked about his ability to resist temptation, the fox never expected it to manifest like this. He rolled to face away from his husband, pulling the male's arms around him. For just a moment, he and Acton's eyes met under the bed, the mouse in the same position he was, but locked to the Wolfen by the canine's large knot. They exchanged a smile before the vulpine closed his eyes.


      “You bastards!”


      Rasvim jolted completely awake on those words, scooting out of his husband's arms so he could sit up. Trent sat upright in his bed, one paw over his nose and mouth.


      “Sorry,” Acton mumbled behind his own paw covering his muzzle. However, his wasn't from discomfort – he was trying not to laugh. The Chosen jumped out of bed, keeping his paw steady while he used his other to find a clean set of robes.


      “We get two rooms from now on,” the cat grumbled, a growl remaining in his throat, getting louder when he needed to slip his other arm into the robes.


      “Everyone get dressed and come downstairs,” Trent ordered. He stomped out of the room, grumbling out the door and down the hallway before the door even shut. The other four males all started moving around, grabbing for nearby clothes and armor. Rasvim really wanted to reach into Mier's bag for his own chainmail, but it would have to wait. He sighed and started slipping on his slave outfit and robes to shield him from the sand.


      By the time they all made it downstairs, Trent sat at the bar, nursing a ceramic mug full of something incredibly fragrant. It might be considered rude for a slave to ask for something, but he wanted that drink. How did the K'Mir Empire get coffee? Did it grow here? Would Shin-se create trading agreements with this country? No other Chosen loitered in the tavern except for Trent and the bartender, who now looked over the four males with much more interest than the night before. It took Rasvim a moment to realize the bartender was a different Chosen, probably the brother of the one from last night. He carried about the same weight around his middle, but more muscles in his arms.

    


    
      “Where did you get a Wolfen guard?” the male behind the counter asked.


      “I have a contact in Vasani,” Trent answered smoothly, draining the mug before setting it back down. He stood up off the stool, nudging it under the bar with one foot.


      “I'll see you in the chapel,” the cat said to the bartender, motioning to the door with one paw.


      “I'll be there by the opening,” he replied.


      The five males walked steadily through the nearly deserted streets, giving the fox an excellent tour of a smaller city. Vhenn gave him a much more intimate view of the K'Mir Empire than the massive city of Laden Port. Rounded domes for roofs allowed the blasts of sandstorms to part around their homes. Due to the threat of those storms, very little marked the houses as unique except for carvings in doors or colorful screens to guard windows. A few families walked past them, letting the fox see Chosen children for the first time. Apparently Trent had a daughter, but the fox had not seen her before they left. A mother, covered by a light shawl, kept a paw on each of her sons. One looked about six, the other nine or ten. Both walked around in only a pair of patched trousers.


      “When do Chosen males have to join the military?” Rasvim asked, keeping his muzzle at an angle so no one nearby could see the movements. He'd heard of the mandatory military service – the Shun Empire did the same thing. Trent stepped closer, leaning down with a scowl on his muzzle.


      “Teenagers begin training at fifteen, and must be in the military for three years.” The fox kept his muzzle down, but peeked a few more times at the group of cats. Their mother would only have her children for a few more years. She must be trying to spend as much time as possible with them.


      He steered the group around a corner, and now Rasvim saw what the other male meant by why the city had been built here. An oasis, probably fed by underground springs, sprang up in the center of town. Only a few yards from the shore of the small lake, the villagers built their temple, a massive cathedral larger and taller than any other building in town. The giant chapel doors remained open, and even down the bare street the fox could hear loud voices and chattering. Dozens of people still loitered outside, talking, shaking paws, nuzzling, and generally gossiping as any group would do before services. Poor wolves and foxes did the same outside the chapel of the Hopegiver.

    


    
      “What are they waiting for?”


      “Me.” When the fox looked at him, he added, “They asked me to open services today. It’s why I wore clean robes.” This could prove more enlightening than anything else they'd done with the cat in the last few months – Trent had proven himself much more knowledgeable about religion and multiple faiths than even Vorel. This service could give the fox an idea where the male stood.


      A cleric in gold vestments met their group at the doors, escorting Trent done the center of the chapel. The four paladins all skirted to the side, surprised by how many rabbits and wolves sat or stood against the shadowed inner walls of the chapel. Almost all of them wore choking collars, but several did look with interest at their group. When Rasvim studied their group, he realized Vorel and Mier were the only armored males amongst the crowd. As soon as Trent reached a polished wood podium at the other end of the chapel, someone hit a gong deep inside the building. The Chosen still outside immediately began filing in.


      Once the group quieted down, Trent held up his paws, a large tome between them. Unlike copies of the Codex of Faith, which always featured gold in some way on the covers, this book had instead been bound in bronze. As soon as he set the book back down and flipped it open, the Chosen's face changed from the normal neutral expressions he wore to a much more intense glance out into the audience.


      “I am sure very few of you expected someone else to lead services today,” the striped cat began, “but I am here to present something new to your congregation.” Rasvim thought the cat glanced at them, but couldn't be sure.


      “How many of you have actually read the Codex of Force?” Trent asked, his gaze moving through the audience. The fox's eyes moved with their comrade, surprised by how many people looked uncomfortable at the question. Most of the poor in Vasani learned to read by studying copies of holy books in temples. Apparently, education did not work the same way here.

    


    
      “It appears there are not as many of you as I expected.” Trent lifted the book again, walking around the podium to pace in front of the first set of pews.


      “If you do not read the Codex of Force yourself, how can you expect to learn from it properly?” One of the clerics in Rasvim's line of sight looked offended by the cat's words. The fox knew clerics of the Wing Goddess simply read to their followers – the practice probably existed here as well.


      “There are passages in this tome...” he pressed one paw to the cover before holding it open between his paws, “that all of you should understand. This book was passed down by Ahkeron to us, and should not be blindly followed by anyone who claims they know its meaning, or spout verses from it that do not exist.” After sweeping the room with his eyes again, he began to read;


      “The further races are no greater than you,


      Their gods no more powerful than I.


      You can stand above them, through your own power,


      and keep them beneath your heel.”


      “Why do we destroy the other races?” Trent asked the congregation, taking a step back up to the podium to set the codex down on it. “Does this verse say we should have nearly wiped the bruins from the earth? The bats? The equines?” He turned a few pages, only glancing down at the book, as though he already knew the verses by heart.


      “Know this, my children:


      I bless you, protect you from the harsh sands of this continent.


      Know that you must protect your slaves from that pain.


      A dead slave cannot serve his master.”


      “Why do we kill more than enslave?” No one answered him then, as though waiting for him to lead them. Rasvim knew these types of sermons; he'd led a few to motivate others to feed the hungry or shelter the homeless. Trent kept flipping pages until he apparently found the quote he was looking for.

    


    
      “Enslaving those you conquer will strengthen you


      far more than you may realize.


      Treat them as you would your children,


      and you will find they shall not revolt against you.”


      “Do we place choking collars on our children?” Several mothers sitting in the pews looked disgusted at the very idea. “If you beat a slave, why are you shocked when they raise their fists against you?” After a pause to let everyone think about his statement, the Chosen frowned.


      “Enough about slaves. Let me find something more pertinent for the current time. I suspect very few here own slaves.” It did not take him very long to find something else.


      “Should you make war against the other races,


      Know that you are stronger than many, but not all.


      The lapin are so many in number they will overwhelm you.


      The Wolfen will tear you limb from limb.”


      “Why did we invade the Shun Empire?” One cleric stepped forward as though to interrupt Trent, but no one in the audience seemed to share the advancing cat's opinion. A paw from the front row reached up to grab the holy male's arm before he reached the podium. Now, he could not move forward without causing a scene.


      “The High Generals pretend they are the voice of Ahkeron,” Trent continued, pointing north to Uchani. “The voice of Ahkeron does not move through the military!” He jabbed a finger into the text again, the cat's voice booming through the chapel.


      “No soldier knows my true words, or speaks in my voice.


      Only my priests and my paladins may spread my gospel.


      Let no one in the armor of a state turn you away from my word.”

    


    
      “Every day, those in charge of this nation claim we partake in a holy mission to claim the Shun Empire and Vasani as our own. Yet, we do so with allies that cause Ahkeron to turn from us!” Now many of the sitting Chosen stood up, yelling out words of encouragement to him while many clerics either stepped into side corridors to remain completely out of sight or tried to calm down those Trent had riled up. Their Chosen ally slammed a fist down on the podium.


      “Ahkeron strictly forbids necromancy, yet we allied with Knight Takashi Ironskin and made him a High General! How can we both follow the word of our god, yet still call those he despises equals? Think about what your government does in the name of Ahkeron. Know that our god does not bless them!” As a whole the crowd rose to him, supporting him, raising their paws to him. He shut the tome, walking down through the center of the chapel. No one reached out for him, which surprised the fox. It must be a cultural point to not touch those in charge of services. As he reached the chapel doors, one of clerics stepped in his way.


      “You should not have riled them up like this,” the new cat stated, glaring at Trent. He stood a few inches shorter than their ally.


      “I should have – because you won't.” The Chosen gently turned the cleric out of his path, motioning at the four paladins to follow him. Rasvim pulled his hood and scarf up, taking a place in line behind Vorel as they left the chapel.


      “Who are you?” The wolf paladin asked as soon as they were out of earshot of the still-excited congregation. This question probably couldn't wait until they rested in private quarters.


      Trent looked at the head paladin, smiling despite the sand swirling around them. “I figured you would like the sermon.”


      “A merchant doesn't know that much about religion,” Vorel continued as though the cat hadn't answered at all. In truth, the fox thought, he hadn't.


      “You're right,” Trent answered. “But do you really want the answer to that question?”


      Vorel looked ready to throw back an answer, but shook his muzzle instead. “Will you tell us?”


      The Chosen contemplated for a few seconds before responding. “When you need to know. Now drop it. We need to get our belongings from the inn and head out.” As soon as they turned the corner away from the chapel, Acton spoke up.

    


    
      “Why don't we travel at night?” the mouse asked. The question seemed logical to Rasvim – it was considered normal when moving through the deserts of Sacavuni to wait until after dusk. Everyone in town must be at the chapel, since they didn't run into a single other person, letting the mouse speak at his normal volume.


      “Was the floor cold in the room?” the cat answered. After the mouse nodded, Trent held his paw up, rotating a finger around like he was swirling a drink.


      “The winds are what makes it cold – out in the desert, all of us would die of exposure before the sun came back up. Think if it snowed every summer night in Eldere. Would you stay outside?” Acton shook his head.


      “Then we don't stay outside here," Trent concluded.


      It took them only a few minutes to gather all their packs from the inn, Trent leaving a few silver coins on the counter for when the bartender got back from the rest of services. They trudged through the desert, keeping their direction completely north. They couldn't stop for a meal at noon – they would need to pull off their hoods to eat, and the sand never stopped blowing. The best they could do was sneak a waterskin under the edge of their hoods and tip it carefully. Once another village appeared amongst the sands, Rasvim stepped closer to Trent to gauge his reaction. Unlike the last village, this one had constructed high walls all around it. Even a hundred yards away, the fox could see guards posted at the southern-facing gate. Just for a moment, he felt the pangs of homesickness for Eldere. The city guards there liked him.


      “Wait,” one of the three armored Chosen stated once they were close enough to hear over the wind. Trent paused, letting one of the guards walk up to him. The town gate stood open behind them, unlike Eldere where the gates closed as soon as the sun started to dip below the horizon. They grasped each others' forearms, and after some quick exchanged whispers, Trent passed over a few silver coins. After the guard tested each with his teeth, he spoke again.


      “Any other goods besides slaves?” One of the armored cats kept an eye on Mier, both because of the axe on his back and the bag slung over one shoulder.

    


    
      “Some magic objects for once we reach Uchani. No dust or beans,” Trent answered. Wondering what either substance could be here – some drugs did traffic around Vasani, but the fox had no experience with them – Rasvim watched as one of the guards approached their Wolfen ally.


      “Do you mind if we check your bags?” the guard asked.


      “I do,” Trent answered immediately. “You could activate one of my artifacts and kill yourself.” The guard's eyes widened slightly, stepping back toward the town's open gate.


      “Go ahead then," the guard said. "Welcome to K'Ren.” All five males walked past the guards, each of the other Chosen giving Mier a larger berth than they may have before. Once they passed into the outskirts of town, this time marked by shops instead of taverns like the last town. Most had already closed for the day, but a few bread shops hung lamps outside their doors. Must to Rasvim's surprise, a few other buildings hung lamps shaded with a red filter over it in front of their doors.


      “Does that mean the same thing here as it does in Eldere?” the vulpine asked.


      Trent shrugged. “Brothels rent out stores at night after whoever owns it during the day.”


      “I figured the Chosen wouldn't like that,” Vorel commented, smiling at a female cheetah felis who stepped past the doorway. She didn't smile back.


      “As long as she does not get pregnant – there are herbs and charms to prevent it.”


      “Are there male prostitutes?” Mier rumbled, having to duck under a plank-and-rope walkway connecting two stores across the street from one another. Rasvim had heard of them in some Oyan cities; with streets so packed with carriages, it ended up being faster to set up a bridge from a baker to a bread store rather than risk injury in a crowd.


      “Most brothels have both.”


      “Are they all slaves?” Mier answered, having to continually stoop down to make sure he didn't bang his head on anything.


      “Most are actually Chosen,” Trent answered. “Some brothels contain only slaves, but if a Chosen cannot find a job and is not strong enough to serve the military, some become prostitutes.”

    


    
      “Yet it's considered disrespectful to get fat,” the wolf mused. Trent let that comment go unanswered. Rasvim could see the odd paradoxes in the culture, but they existed in Vasani too. Until a few years ago, he as a fox could not join the City Guard, yet he could serve the king.


      They walked for a few more minutes until taverns appeared on either side of them. Trent peaked into a few, walked by a few more, and finally settled on one three-story building closer to the center of town, before the more expensive-looking homes started. Like the last village, a chapel stood as the highest building in town and could be seen from any major road. They stepped into that building, Rasvim actually wincing against the level of noise that blasted through the doorway. Acton smiled but the other paladins all flicked their ears at the uncomfortable level.


      Trent led the group to the bar, tapping on the wood a few times before the bartender walked over. The male pouring beers surprised Rasvim – he was not a Chosen, but instead a race not seen in Vasani any longer. A horse that stood on two legs, easily seven feet tall, with dozens of small silver rings in his ears and nostrils. His hooves clopped against the floor, long tail swishing against the barrels behind him. The mane that trailed between his ears had been braided tight against his skull so it would not fall in his eyes. When the fox's eyes trailed down, he noticed the male wore only a slave collar and a long loincloth – his clothing reflected the stifling heat in the tavern.


      “Five beers?” he asked, already pouring. A vulpine waiter pushed past Rasvim, wearing only a loincloth and a collar as well.


      “Make it six.” The other male looked at Trent with one big, gold eye until the cat placed a large, platinum coin on the counter. Now he smiled and continued pouring, speaking to the other fox that waited at the bar.


      “Bring this group to the back left booth. I'll have the wine for the other table when you get back.” The fox nodded, taking the Chosen by the wrist. Trent huffed, but the four paladins followed him through the crowd, the waiter actually pushing both slaves and Chosen out of his way until they reached one of the only empty spaces. On either side, groups of masters and slaves drank together, some smoking hookahs and others with smaller slaves in their laps. As soon as they all settled in the curved booth bench, Rasvim and Vorel on one side of their feline ally and Mier and Acton on the other, Rasvim yanked off his hood. Nearly everyone here wore little to nothing, so he felt it wouldn't hurt anything.

    


    
      “The waiter will take your robes,” Trent commented. In fact, when the young fox did return, deftly balancing all six thick glass steins on one tray, he also dropped off two keys with leather tags attached to them. All four paladins took off their outer clothing and passed it to the male, who smiled warmly before disappearing back into the crowd. Mier and Vorel both still looked uncomfortable, since they still wore heavy armor over their clothes. Rasvim leaned against his husband for a moment before reaching for a beer.


      “Why this place?” The fox asked after taking a few sips of beer. The taste surprised him – it was sweet without tasting too much like mead, with just a hint of fruit taste.


      “I have a business contact here who wants to meet you.” Vorel's eyes went wide.


      “You told someone you were bringing us through here?!” Even with the panicked tone in the male's voice, Trent did not flinch.


      “I told several associates, all of whom I frankly trust more than you.” That made the wolf confused enough to let the question go, at least vocally. His eyes stayed locked on the cat as they all drank a few rounds. Rasvim placed a paw on the canine's thigh, but that didn't seem to help his tension. If someone important or powerful found out about them being here, it could result in all of them being executed.


      About an hour after they sat down, a Chosen bustled through the crowds toward their booth. Unlike most of the other cats the fox had seen here, this one was female, wearing tight-fitted leather armor over a toned form. Though he might prefer males, even his eyes lingered on her chest, an engraved design in her armor accentuated her impressive assets. Acton was not so subtle in his staring. Once she reached the table, she waited for Trent to notice her. When he did, he pushed Acton and Mier out of the booth, pulling her down so she sat next to him. The other two males grumbled before squeezing back in.


      “These are the paladins you told me about?” She asked, her voice husky without being unpleasant. Her gaze told the fox she was incredulous of the claim, at least about him being in that group. Trent nodded.


      “All of them are.” Before continuing, he placed a paw on her shoulder.


      “I will like all of you to meet Erinna.” She smiled, but Rasvim could tell she didn't really care to get to know any of them. She was here on business.

    


    
      “Who is she to you?” Mier asked, leaning a bit closer to give her a sniff, despite her snort at the sudden intrusion of her personal space. The male cat amongst them showed his teeth in a predatory grin.


      “She's my wife.”


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter Four: Uchani


      When a god protects a people, they can rise to do incredible things.


      They can survive in inhospitable lands,


      and they strengthen each other through their faith.


      Most of all, they know that their god will watch over them.


      - The Codex of Faith, Chapter Two, “Blessings”


      “What?” Vorel answered a bit too loudly, making one of the slaves in the neighboring booth turn around. He waited for the lapin looking at him to stop paying attention to him before speaking again, this time in a much lower voice.


      “It is not that strange,” Trent started, smiling at the one female in their group. “Just because the four of you court males doesn't mean the rest of us share your tastes.” Erinna snorted.


      “Traveling with Vukkinnas?” she commented. Rasvim had not heard that word before, and unfortunately Trent decided to translate it for them.


      “I believe the closest word in Common is 'tailraiser'.” The reactions were mixed amongst their group; Vorel shrugged, Rasvim rolled his eyes, Acton looked ready to spit, and Mier didn't seem to care. Then again, Mier had been alive much longer than the rest of them – insults probably no longer bothered him. She motioned for an attendant to bring more beer before turning back to face the group. By Acton's glares, Rasvim suspected Erinna would not walk away with all her belongings.


      “I have to get all five of you into Uchani? This will be tougher than I thought.” Errina said. Once the waiter, this time a skinny lapin, dropped off drinks, she took a sip and continued. “Two of you won't be a problem.” She pointed a finger at the mouse and fox. “But as for the other two...” She shrugged. “We will have to figure something out on the way north.”


      “Why would we be a problem?” Mier asked, draining his own beer faster than any of the others could. It took him a moment, but Rasvim noticed many eyes on the large male. They must not see any Wolfen outside the port city.

    


    
      “The gate guards can tell when the choke collars aren't working.” Erinna had to stretch a bit, but she still tapped a finger against the large male's collar. “Wolfen can't actually be choked by these things. It's why there aren't that many slaves of your kind.”


      “Oh,” the canine mumbled. None of them had known that – if other guards along the way had been able to point that out, they would have needed to fight their way through the desert instead of simply walking.


      “Why would I be a problem?” Vorel asked, casually sipping a drink. Rasvim pressed as close to his husband as he could, wanting to savor this casual time in public. After rolling her eyes, Erinna placed a finger under one of her own eyes.


      “You glow. Any cleric in Uchani will be able to spot you, even in a crowd. Don't even think you'll make it through the city. I am guessing your mouse and fox haven't been paladins for very long.” Rasvim sighed. At least him being new at this came in handy somewhere.


      “I'll see what I can do.” She leaned over, kissing the other Chosen on the cheek. “As long as you will stay here for a few days.” He chuckled, something that surprised the fox. Knowing he could laugh made the cat appear more normal.


      They drank for a while longer, the female with them matching them drink-for-drink, laughing when Trent made jokes. The four paladins ate and drank in relative silence, only whispering to each other as the two Chosen enjoyed each other's company. Fox and wolf waiters kept drinks and food flowing; someone nearby must be constantly frying up food, since battered chicken, pork, and vegetables kept passing around the bar. It all smelled amazing and tasted just as good. Rasvim wished more places in Eldere would do this – he generally had to choose between eating well and drinking heavily.


      “I hope we can make it to Uchani soon,” Vorel whispered, leaning so close his lips tickled inside the fox's ear.


      “Why's that?” Rasvim asked. Sure, the fox would like to have this done as fast as possible, but the most difficult part of this journey would be once they reached the capitol.


      “So we can get home.” A paw slid over his thigh, making him shiver. There would be that.

    


    
      “Now, slaves,” Trent said with a smirk, “Erinna and I are going upstairs. I'll send someone down to tell you where your rooms are.” This time, Vorel and Rasvim needed to get up to give them the space, but after nearly knocking over a slave carrying drinks to another group, they made it out of the tavern with little issue. Acton rolled his eyes, leaning against Mier's arm.


      “Just what we need – someone else.” Vorel smiled.


      “This should put Trent in a much better mood.”


      “Hmm...” was the mouse's only answer, but the fox understood his husband's logic. Sex made everyone feel better about life.


      They sat, quietly drinking what was left at the table until a fox slave, now wearing nothing at all, escorted them upstairs. The hallway smelled like sex – both Chosen and otherwise, making everyone but Mier have to put a paw over their nose, either because the scents bothered them (like Vorel), or for the fox, because they caused his sheath to bulge. The stopped in front of one of the blue-painted doors on the hall, and after the attendant unlocked the door, the four males stepped inside.


      Surprisingly, there were dozens of other males in the room. Most were rabbits and wolves, and none wore more than their collars and loincloths. Rasvim blushed at all the nearly-naked, muscular males, keeping his gaze down as Vorel walked them deeper in the room. When he peeked over at Acton, he noticed the nezumi did not have any qualms about outright staring, getting a few smiles in return for his attention. Even with so many bodies the room remained somewhat cool, letting the fox enjoy the closeness of the room without it feeling stifling. They found four empty cots near the far end of the room, though Mier couldn't fit on any of them.


      “The floor is fine,” he commented, leaving Acton to make a few concerned noises, but he let it go. As soon as the Wolfen sat down on the floor, Acton nestled in his lap, leaning back against him. When Rasvim took another peak around the room, he noticed similar interactions. Two wolves cuddles in a corner, nuzzling. A vulpine and lapin pressed against one another as they slept, their muzzles an inch apart with kissing. Two felis, one a cheetah and the other a snowcat, brushed out each other's fur, purring so loud the fox could hear them a few feet away.


      “Never been in one of these rooms before?” Vorel whispered, making the small paladin jump.

    


    
      “No...” Rasvim mumbled. Was there something special about this room, other than the number of male slaves?


      Vorel smiled. “It’s something the arenas used to do – it’s a cooling room. Let's the slaves relax a little, be away from their owners for a couple hours.”


      “There seems to be a lot of...” Rasvim's eyes rested on the fox and rabbit couple again. “...male bonding here.”


      The wolf chuckled. “This is the only time they have with just each other. People will find company where they can.” Vorel placed a paw on his shoulder, turning him so they faced each other. Lips pressed against his, making him temporarily forget about all the other people in the room. His opened his muzzle, expected a tongue to invade it, but the wolf pulled away and down, kissing him again on the side of his neck. He whimpered, but the muscular male didn't move back up.


      “Nothing more than this,” he cooed, his arms pulling the fox close. Rasvim wanted to pout, but getting to enjoy the feeling of his love's fur against him would have to do. They fell back on to one of the cots, and even if there weren't sheets, the fox could fall asleep with just the wolf's chest gently rising and falling beneath him.


      The next day dawned cloudy, despite Trent's assurances it would not rain. The six of them walked through the markets, Erinna keeping a paw on the other Chosen's arm throughout the morning. Most of the goods here mirrored those in Vasani, but Rasvim did not a few things definitely lacking. Not a single stall sold fruits or vegetables. Even this far inland, he expected some form of produce.


      “Do you have apples here?” Rasvim asked under his breath.


      Erinna stared at him. “Have you seen any orchards?” Now that the fox thought about it, he hadn't even seen plants in windowsills. When he shook his head, the cat pointed at a chicken coop next to a slave pen.


      “There's no land for grain," she continued, "but some vegetables will grow in small batches. We can get a few things imported, but most of us live off chickens and goats.” Remembering some of the Wolfen in Eldere, Rasvim grimaced. Thinking of thousands of Chosen killing chickens with a bite to the neck just didn't sit well.


      “How do you get some of these other things, then?” Vorel asked, waving at a stall showing off baskets full of spun cotton, and then one with ceramic bowls of brightly-colored spices.

    


    
      “Imported from the J'Shen Empire,” she answered, rolling her eyes. “You seem to think no one would trade with us.”


      “You do try to conquer other countries,” Rasvim muttered, but the female cat only grinned.


      “So does the Shun Empire. As I recall, they have controlled Juva, Shin-se, and the southern half of Sacavuni over the past century. Do you cut off trade with them?” Now the fox felt a little outclassed, but still wanted to continue the discussion.


      “But they didn't enslave their populations.”


      Now Erinna sighed. “Yes they do. Juva and Sacavuni both have quite profitable slave trades, and most of that property comes from each other.” Would the fox have any point she could not undo?


      “They don't make wars over it...” Rasvim continued. This seemed to be going as well as the conversation had with Trent.


      Now she just scoffed at him. “I study the histories of the other countries very often, fox. The War of Shin-se Independence involved raiding slave ships bringing the otters to the mainland. The Shun Empire thought they could destroy the morale of the country by shipping the capitol's population off. How is that not a tactic of war?” She had him there.


      They walked in silence for a few minutes before Erinna noticed a shop she wanted to step into, letting go of Trent for the first time since leaving the inn. The remaining Chosen stood outside with the posing slaves, sighing heavily once she was out of sight.


      “She's quite intelligent, Rasvim," Trent said. "I really wouldn't argue with her.” Vorel chuckled under his hood.


      “How do you live with her?” Acton asked, and the cat only shrugged.


      “I don't," he answered. "I live with Irin.”


      “Who is that?” Mier added.


      “My other wife. I have three.” Now Rasvim let out a heavy sigh. Polygamy was quite common in Sacavuni, but other than his brief meeting with King Hivih Zoshi, he did not have any direct experience with it.


      “How often do you get to see each of them them?” Rasvim asked. Thinking about not being around Vorel made the fox a little depressed.


      “That depends on what I must do. This is the first time I have seen Erinna in six years.”

    


    
      “How many children do you have?” Vorel asked. The fox looked at his husband when the wolf asked that question.


      Trent did not pause. “Seven. Six are already in army training, and my youngest is still in Vasani.” Rasvim remembered Mier talking about that; the Wolfen and Chosen had met when Trent needed to hide his daughter from the K'Mir Empire.


      “Will you see them again?” Rasvim asked.


      The corner of the feline's mouth twitched. “In a few more years. I am not permitted to speak to them for the first three years of their training. When this is all through, I plan a visit to them again.” Erinna came back then, showing off a new dagger and scabbard to Trent.


      They spent a few more hours in the markets, mainly following Erinna as she bought trinkets or weapons. Other than a few jewelry shops, Rasvim was allowed to walk into a leather armor boutique, all stitched together to fit Chosen. Only one shop they stepped into was not owned by one of the larger, striped cats, and that petite otter spent much longer chatting with the slaves than custom preferred. He wanted updates on court gossip and the like, but none of them could honestly tell him anything. When someone used to come into the temple to spread some rumor they'd heard about a noble, Rasvim made a point to disappear.


      That night, they slipped into one of the many taverns for dinner. Erinna had specifically chosen it so slaves could eat with masters; a younger Chosen with nearly-black stripes ran the place and used his place behind a griddle to complain loudly about a local merchant who had offended him. Rasvim helped serve the stewed goat to the others, folding the fragrant chunks into a piece of unleavened bread. The meat might be a little stringy, but it tasted good due to the heavy spices.


      “Have you ever been to Vasani?” Vorel asked, looking at Erinna.


      “I would not be welcome in your country, wolf.” She said between bites. Rasvim kept his attention on the two, curious how this would develop.


      “What makes you say that?” The lupis added, “We try to accommodate everyone. There are many cats and other races, especially in the capitol.” Unconsciously the fox's eyes shifted between the many different people around him. Their chapel might as well be a cross-section of the country.


      “I'm a cleric, Vorel.” She waved her paw to encompass the room. “My duties are here.”

    


    
      “It would shock me if, after this is all done, you could not found a chapel in Eldere,” the wolf continued. That got Rasvim thinking. Could Erinna open a church near him? The poor of Eldere would probably not appreciate such a building, and it would not surprise the fox if someone attacked her or desecrated the land. Would she teach obedience to the Chosen? Subjugation? How would she adapt her holy book to the new audience?


      “We will see then, wolf,” Erinna answered, smirking. “Though I would bet you a small bag of gold that your king would never accept such a progressive idea.”


      Trent came to get them an hour or so after dawn, and once their robes and hoods were on, they made it out of the city. Without being allowed to drink, Rasvim slept well without waking up to pain. Erinna and Trent both smelled like sex, but then again, the fox didn't really want to say anything since the Chosen was in a remarkably good mood. He and his wife talked about some of the local political changes – two magistrates had changed since he left – and complained about the recent actions of the High Generals. Apparently several of them were threatening to resign if the others did not vote to remove Takashi Ironskin from their ranks.


      “Didn't they elect him as an equal in the first place?” Rasvim asked, his voice muffled by the hood.


      “Not exactly,” Trent answered. “Kristof Slicer simply offered him the position, because he wanted the undead armies Takashi controlled.”


      “Could he do that?” The fox only had a vague idea of how the government worked here.


      “He threatened several of the other generals with prison if they did not back him once he returned here," the cat said.


      “On what charges?” Vorel asked.


      “Every one of the High Generals – except, ironically, Takashi Ironskin – keeps slaves. Slicer was going to accuse them in court of sleeping with their male slaves. It carries the death penalty for most people, but a High General would just be disgraced and forced to resign.”


      “Hold on,” Acton commented, holding a paw up. “He offered the position before threatening the people around him? That's...confident.”

    


    
      Trent shrugged. “If he killed them, it could be tied back to him. A threat can't be proven.”


      “But to wait until he got back? Aram Ruby killed the other guild leaders before even mentioning taking over the city in public.” Rasvim looked over at his husband, even if the fox knew he couldn't see any reaction under the hood. Vorel probably knew Aram better than anyone else. Had he been aware of the wolf's plans?


      “Aram Ruby is not a Chosen,” Trent answered simply. “We actually violate the tenants of Ahkeron by killing our own kind outside of self-defense.”


      “What if you have to fight back against your own people once we enter Uchani?” Vorel put forward. Erinna and Trent looked at each other, making some sort of silent exchange.


      “There is an...understanding between Ahkeron and some of his faithful. Does the Hopegiver give certain clerics or paladins permissions to break some oaths?”


      Acton's ears flicking caused his hood to rustle. “I have a few of those,” he murmured. Unlike the rest of the paladins, the mouse retained a few special exceptions to his duties as a servant of the Hopegiver. If he stole something back from a thief – even another cleric or paladin – he would not lose his powers.


      “It's along the same vein,” Erinna continued for her husband. “Ahkeron just gives us more...leeway when we are attacked. We can do whatever it takes to defend ourselves.”


      “We are only expected to kill when it is necessary,” Vorel answered.


      “We are expected to kill those that dare to stand in our way,” Erinna said simply.


      They continued to trudge through the sand, Rasvim glad the hood covered his face. Images of their group having to rip people apart kept flashing in his head. All of them could defend themselves without question, but that didn't mean the fox wanted to kill anyone, or see his friends have to do the same. After these last weeks together, he would even consider Trent his friend, and though thinking of the cat killing someone wasn't an alien thought, it didn't bring him comfort. In the few years he'd been a paladin, the vulpine had never needed to kill anyone. He knew there were points that Vorel did, and a few people Acton had been forced to when one of the Thieves' Guild tried to kill him, but the fox still remained free of the task.

    


    
      When it came down to it, could he?


      The next few villages melded into a blur to Rasvim. By the time they could see the walls around Uchani, he could not remember which tavern had been which night. One featured topless Chosen dancers; at another they ate so many honey-coated and sugared desserts the fox thought he would be sick all over the table. By the time another giant, walled city came into view the fox just hoped that they could stay somewhere for more than one night. He knew that idea would not come true any time soon, especially since their journey into Uchani would not be pleasant.


      Erinna kept them near the city but out of the gate guards' sight until after dusk. The temperature dropped very fast, but Rasvim tried to ignore the growing chill in his legs. Acton, though normally not one to suffer in silence, understood this was no the time to complain. They walked around the city, until the female Chosen decided it was safe for them to approach from a certain angle. They stayed low, all of their weapons hidden for fear of the glint off the polished metal revealing their location. No guards stood at the top of the wall where they stopped – when Rasvim took the chance to look up and down the wall, he noticed there weren't any except at the gates.


      “Follow me,” Erinna whispered. She ran her fingers along the wall, tracing the mortar between the stones for a while. The group stayed a few feet behind her, the fox watching her intently until she paused at one of the massive stones. She retrieved her holy symbol, pressed it to the block, and whispered again.


      “In the name of Ahkeron, The First Chosen, I open a path to home.” The stone flickered for a few seconds before disappearing. The fox peeked around the female, surprised to find a smooth, round tunnel leading through the twenty-foot-thick wall. He could see people at another brick wall at the far end, illuminated by a torch. What would they be walking into?


      “You first,” she continued, pointing at Mier. “I don't know if you will fit.” The Wolfen nodded, climbing into the tunnel. His ears and tail might be scraping the roof, but he immediately began to work his way forward. Acton jumped in afterward without waiting for a prompt. Vorel followed, then Rasvim. Trent crawled in after him, with Erinna still waiting outside. It was too dark to see anything with Mier blocking the entire tunnel, but the fox just swallowed the feeling of the walls closing in and kept moving forward, using the swinging wolf tail in front of him as his guide. Acton stumbled and cursed a few times, but they made it into a dim torch's light rather quickly. Once Erinna had climbed out, she turned back around and repeated the prayer. This time the block reappeared.

    


    
      “What's the point of that?” Acton asked. The air in the room might be stale, but Rasvim was no longer bothered by the tight space, since the single torch let the brick, windowless walls and heavy oak door show.


      “What do you mean?” Erinna responded as she wiped her paws on her trousers.


      “You're a cleric,” the mouse countered. “You can walk through the gates without a problem.”


      “Not always,” she answered, before pushing past them to the door. She retrieved a heavy iron key from her pocket. “Those passages serve as an insurance against unruly cities.”


      “Unruly?” Vorel asked, causing the Chosen to smile as she unlocked the door.


      “If a city attempts to break from the chapels of Ahkeron, we use these to put them in their place – a few feet underground. Now take your hoods off. The sand doesn't blow in the capitol.” Rasvim heard the wolf gulp, but neither of them said anything; no church in Vasani had possessed that level of authority since the country's foundation. With Erinna and Trent going first, they walked out into a crowded street.


      Rasvim loved to watch busy streets in Eldere, and even at night Uchani proved just as entertaining. Residents painted the fronts of their houses ridiculous colors, and merchants worked to draw the eye with outlandish paintings on the sides of their stalls. The streets did not seem as loud as other cities he'd walked through, but it still took him a few glances around to realize why. About half the crowd were slaves, carrying purchases or just serving as company for their master, and none of them spoke a word.


      “Where to now?” Vorel asked, making sure to keep his voice low enough no one around would complain.

    


    
      “To my home,” Erinna answered. “I don't live in the chapel, so its as good a spot as any.”


      They made their way through several major streets, a dozen alleyways, and past four different chapels devoted to The First before entering a residential district free of both merchants and beggars. Before, Rasvim had wanted to stop and give to the homeless, most of them disfigured lapins. Then again, if he passed them a copper coin or healed their scars, it would reveal their little group, so he just had to give them pitying looks. They stopped in front of a wide, two-story house, the doorframe painted gold. Instead of a knocker, the door sported a silver disc painted with the First's slashed eye. Erinna let them in.


      The living room was full of poofy couches and chairs, which both Chosen waved them toward while they proceeded into the kitchen. Rasvim slumped down on one, thankful for something besides the floor or a slave cot. Padding pressed in all around him, and a moment later he got to smile a bit wider – Vorel stretched out on the couch next to him, his feet dangling over one of the arms and his head in the fox's lap. Vorel flashed him a toothy grin, and he couldn't resist but rub his husband's ears. Would they have any time to relax tonight? When he looked up, he noticed Mier sat on an elaborate carpet in the middle of the floor. He must not trust the couches to support him, but Acton curled up in one of the chairs.


      “Could you at least have the decency to not pull your feet up on my chair?” came Erinna's voice from the entrance to the kitchen. She was carrying a bottle of wine, and once Acton slipped his feet back down to the floor, she continued to walk in.


      “I need all of you to sleep tonight,” she started as her sharp claws dug into the bottle's cork. “Tomorrow will not be pleasant.”


      “How so?” Mier asked, making Rasvim wince as he cracked his neck.


      “There will be nothing subtle about tomorrow. Trent told me where this font you are looking for is, and having four armored males who are not Chosen entering the Head Chapel of Ahkeron...”


      “We've been in one of the First's chapels before,” the fox reminded her.


      She glared at him. “A chapel anywhere else is not the same. This is the holiest site in the entire world. It is said if a non-Chosen touches the altar, then it is forever corrupted.”

    


    
      “Your blessings must suck,” Acton commented. Before she could answer, Trent chuckled.


      “I suppose they do," he said. "You would be surprised at how many traditions make no sense.”


      “I bet I wouldn't,” Vorel answered with just a hint of playful challenge in his voice. “I've been a paladin for a very long time.”


      For the next hour, they passed the wine bottle between them, each paladin trading a story about a weird ritual or taboo they'd seen. Though they all drank straight from the bottle, Rasvim noticed the Erinna was the only one to wipe the rim off first. He tried to ignore it, but the fact Trent didn't only made it more obvious. The fox lost track of what Acton was talking about – something about the Wing Goddess clerics being allowed to kill people, but not eat meat – to focus his attention on her. Now he was picking up on little things like how she looked like something unpleasant sat right under her nose whenever Mier spoke, or made a point not to look directly at Acton. He knew Chosen held other races as inferior, but she was helping them. It seemed counterproductive to act the way she did.


      “Well, I think I am going upstairs,” Erinna said eventually. She stood up, waving a paw at the group. She made a point of leaning down and kissing Trent on the cheek. “Make sure to lock the door on your way out tomorrow.”


      “You aren't coming with us?” Vorel asked. He looked concerned, and the answer did not sate any worries.


      “No," she answered. "I am not insane. Goodnight.” Once she stomped up the stairs and out of sight, Rasvim couldn't resist telling the others what he'd noticed.


      “I really don't think she likes us,” the fox ended with.


      “I would not be surprised. It's why she doesn't own slaves – she finds other races disgusting,” Trent said with a shrug.


      “Then why is she helping us?” Mier asked. In the last hour he'd moved closer to Acton, one paw completely covering one of the mouse's knees. The cat smiled as he stood up, wincing when he needed to straighten his back.


      “Because she hates Takashi Ironskin much more than she could hate any of you. She's a cleric – necromancy is only a step above necrophilia. Now get some sleep. I want to leave before services start tomorrow.”

    


    
      “It isn't the holy day,” Vorel observed, but the cat dismissed it with a sigh.


      “This the First Chapel – there are services three times a day, every day. Now sleep.”


      As soon as he made it upstairs as well, all four paladins stripped down to their loincloths and the living room re-arranged. Acton curled up completely in the chair, making a point now to rub his feet in the fabric. Mier rested his back against the side of the chair, letting them be close while still remaining comfortable. Rasvim simply slid down until he was in the wolf's arms. He breathed in the canine's heavy scent, silently praying that none of them died tomorrow. Asking that no one be hurt sounded too much like wishful thinking.


      When Trent shook them awake, they all dressed in relative silence. For the first time since landing in the K'Mir Empire, Rasvim donned his chainmail and Acton strapped on his black leather armor. Just getting to pull it out of Mier's magic bag made the fox feel a lot more secure, and one he felt the weight of it on his shoulders he smiled inwardly. Since all of his allies had chosen close-range weapons – Vorel his longsword and shield, Mier his greataxe and Acton his special, magic-draining daggers – the vulpine opted for his new bow. It fit very well in his paw, and after making sure one of the quivers from their collection could sit comfortably on his back, he felt as prepared as he could be. Trent led the way out of the house, wearing his stone armor. Rasvim had never seen anything like it, but it must be sturdy if the cat chose it now. He carried no weapon, which did surprise the fox more than his armor.


      The streets may not have been crowded this time of day, but the few people they did cross made a point to walk in another direction. More than anything, Rasvim thought, the lack of collars on any of them would give away their intentions, but no one seemed intent on stopping them. Even a group of city guards noticed them, and rather than drawing the batons on their belt, made a point to look down. What was going on? Shouldn't they have to fight their way through the streets? Rasvim didn't want to hurt anyone, but it just seemed too easy.


      “Want to tell us why they aren't interfering?” Acton asked after the second group of guards made a point to turn and talk to each other instead of intercept them.

    


    
      “Because I am leading you.”


      “And what makes you so important?” the mouse pressed.


      “You will see,” the cat answered simply.


      They continued down an empty road for half an hour before entering a wide, cobblestoned space. No statues or benches cluttered the area – instead, fifty yards into the cleared space rested a single, massive building. Even the First Chapel of the Hopegiver could not compete with this; a dozen giant steps that the fox would have to hop led up to a structure of white marble, the open doors trimmed with gold and silver highlights that sparkled in the morning sun. Above the doors, emblazoned like a giant wax seal, rested the holy symbol of the First, wrought in bronze to separate it from all the gilding around it. Rasvim could hear a voice booming from within, telling him that services had already started.


      “You know we may have to kill everyone in there,” the Chosen commented, as though it was no more serious a topic than the weather.


      “I hope not,” Vorel answered, bumping the cat's shoulder with his shield. “And try not to make us.”


      The feline smiled wide. “Just don't die here. Your god would want you buried at home.”


      Trent led their little group into the massive, incredibly bright marble hall. Pews took up the vast majority of the central room – the ornately carved wood supported dozens of people. Services must be going on, since every pew had been filled with Chosen. In front of them stood a wide podium, not wide enough to obscure most of an armored cat behind it. On the walls, rather than murals displaying the blessings of the god, waved alternating banners of the Holy Symbol of the First, a gold eye slashed with three light blue claw marks, and the flag of the K'Mir Empire, the same symbol done completely in maroon.


      Dozens of clerics in gold robes stood at attention on every side, some leaning against columns, others paying attention to the paladins as they walked in. Seeing anyone besides the big striped cats in armor must be a shock, let alone with weapons in their paws. Oddly, no one moved toward them, though after recognizing what was going on, many stood tense. They must be waiting for some sort of cue. A few other cats, dressed in full plate armor, stood at the far end of the room near the Chosen behind the podium. He glared at their group, but Trent did not stop his advance into the building.

    


    
      “You are not welcome here,” the cat behind the podium stated, loudly enough for the whole room to hear, causing the other two males to start walking toward them. The cat in their group did not even slow down.


      “I am welcome wherever I choose to go. I have come for the Font of Light,” Trent called out. Rasvim noticed his claws coming out. Did he plan to fight off armed paladins with just his claws? Many of the congregation were edging away from the central aisle, probably sensing the conflict the fox had expected for days now. Trent raised an arm, pointing to the podium.


      “You have no right to stand there, Kristof Slicer. I will take what I have the right to.” In a matter of moments, the other two paladins would reach them. Rasvim, just to be safe, notched an arrow. His weapon would be useless against them at this range, but he could stop anyone else moving to aid them.


      “You have no rights here!” The male turned around, which only seemed to pump up their Chosen ally even more. The first paladin reached them, and reached out one paw to grab for Trent.


      Their ally's paw sliced out, a snarl erupting from the other cat's lips at the same moment. The paladin's words were cut off with a gurgle – Rasvim saw the sudden spouting of blood from his throat, and even as he placed his paws to his own throat, trying vainly to stop the flow, the fox saw no red stains on the marble floor, or on Trent's paw. The blood suspended in mid-air, slowly being pulled by some unseen force to the cat's armor. As soon as the blood touched against the stone, the protective gear's tone shifted to match the freshly-spilled color. The blood continued to creep up, staining Trent’s entire sleeve in a moment. Rasvim could feel waves of power rolling off the cat now, some terrible magic pulling the life energy in that blood into him, converting it for his own purposes. The second male skidded to a halt, horror evident in his eyes. Trent looked up again at the male behind the podium, roaring out for all the crowd to hear.


      “I am Acheshin Hern, Head Paladin of Ahkeron! I have every right!”


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter Five: The Font of Light


      When power is left untouched, it fades.


      When magic is left untouched, it grows stronger.


      Sometimes, magic needs to be channeled somewhere.


      Ever wonder where ball lightning comes from?


      - Archduke Kite Amethyst, Headmaster of the School of the Sword and Staff


      Chaos erupted all around them – clerics drew weapons, paladins moved to block them, but Trent ripped through anyone that stepped close to him, the blood staining more of his armor. Rasvim ducked out of the melee, stepping first on an armrest of one of the pews, then onto the back. Luckily, the weight of the Chosen in the pew stopped it from tilting over. Many of them rushed for the open chapel doors, so he would not be able to hold this position for long. Two clerics had their eyes on him – he needed to keep them busy. Everyone could take care of themselves and keep track of their own adversaries. He fired once into one of the cat's shoulders; he went down, snarling. The other didn't slow down as the fox notched another arrow. No one here besides him carried a bow, so for now, he had the advantage. The second cleric he got in the thigh, watching as he crumpled to the ground.


      Rasvim jumped from pew to pew, surprising himself at his grace. Sure, Acton could do this with a smirk on his muzzle, but without his burst of adrenaline the fox shouldn't have been able to do this. Three more armored felines rushed toward him; he notched an arrow, continuing to move toward the podium. He could see Vorel out of the corner of his eye, knocking attackers away with the side of his sword or bashing them with his shield. They had invaded here. Even if the paladins of The First would try to kill them, they should do their best not to do the same.


      A howl erupted behind the fox, and before he had time to turn around Mier leaped over him, barreling into the group headed toward him. Swords clanged against the Wolfen's armor, and while the giant canine wrestled them to the ground, disarming them in the process, Rasvim continued forward. The cat behind the pew had not moved to engage his attackers yet. Instead, he just bared his teeth at the crowd, shoving the podium to the side so it fell over and hit the marble floor with a bang. In a few moments, the fox would be nose-to-nose with him.

    


    
      Kristof Slicer drew the sword hanging from his belt, a shield on his other arm a moment later. How he armed so quickly was beyond the fox, but he and Vorel both reached the fallen podium at about the same time. The wolf grabbed the male's shield; Rasvim fired into the cat's arm, but it bounced off his armor. He swiped at the canine, thankfully banging off his armor as well. The fox dropped his bow, lunging and getting a hold of the big cat's sword arm. The two males weighed him down, but knew they hadn't stopped him yet, especially if someone else reached him to assist.


      The air started to feel heavier, a high-pitched buzzing ringing out all around them. Combat mages were nearly unheard of here – did they summon one? The noise that came with the chaos of battle grew quieter, and when Rasvim chanced a glance to the side, he noticed many of the cats had dropped to their knees, their paws covering their ears. Blood trickled between their fingers. What was going on? A moment later Kristof Slicer shuddered and collapsed, both canids losing their group on him as he started to convulse.


      “What's going on?” Acton called out, louder than he needed to over the sudden, ominous silence. Rasvim didn't have an answer. When the fox looked at him, he saw the mouse surrounded by collapsed Chosen, some shuddering and bleeding from the ears like the ones near Rasvim, others strangely still. When the vulpine's gaze flicked to those immobile clerics, the mouse held up one of his treated daggers as explanation.


      “Paralyzed. They'll be fine...eventually.”


      The fox continued to look around, bewildered. The only ones in the room not currently collapsing or bleeding were their small group, with Trent being the only Chosen not currently on the ground. Blood did trickle from his ears, much to the fox's worry, but he seemed otherwise unaffected.


      “They would not listen when I spoke to them,” said a voice behind the fox, smooth and deep without being reassuring at all. “So I needed to make them listen.” Rasvim could not help but look.

    


    
      A Chosen stood right behind the collapsed form of Kristof Slicer. Though the white fur and light blue stripes of the cat's arms and face could be seen, muscles rippling under the fur, his chest and legs were covered with a K'Mir Empire general's uniform; an immaculately tailored blood-red vest, with a tight, white shirt under it and trousers that matched the vest. Rather than the medals and ribbons a general may wear to show his achievements, only a single object hung from the male's chest – the holy symbol of the First, cast in silver. A cape trailed behind him, not looking the least bit ridiculous as it would on anyone less regal.


      “It is a cleric's duty to teach his god's word, and a paladin's to execute his orders. None of these...” he looked down the shuddering male at his feet like the fox would look at dung in the street. “...cats obeyed me when I told them to let you pass.” His eyes, so golden and deep they made the fox afraid that if he looked into them long enough he would lose himself, moved to Trent.


      “You, however...” He stepped over the cat on the floor, moving past the fox and wolf paladin without a glance. “You have done what I asked.” When he stood in front of Trent, he placed a paw on the male's shoulder. The noise in the room must have dissipated, since the Chosen around them stopped writhing in pain. No other cats moved, however, probably as much terrified of the noise returning as the god that had caused it.


      “I serve you, as I always have,” Trent said. The deity leaned down to touch his lips to the feline's forehead. Trent shivered, and even from several feet away Rasvim could feel magic coursing through the newly-revealed paladin, re-energizing him with the power he must have been suppressing. It occurred to the fox that Trent must have purposefully never meditated so his connection to his god would not be revealed by magical detection. His reserves must have been drained long before reaching Vasani, since Mier made no comment of seeing the male cast any spells or heal anyone.


      “As for the rest of my blessed,” the god spoke out, causing the room to vibrate slightly, “You will remain silent until I give you permission to speak. My worshipers should leave. Now.” No one answered that, though most of the non-armored Chosen rushed for the door. The First remained silent for nearly a full minute until the last faithful stepped past the threshold. With a motion of the god's left paw the massive doors slammed shut.

    


    
      “I know why you are here, paladins,” the god started, his eyes now on Vorel. Just as the fox had felt earlier, he noticed the wolf apprehensive of the cat's glare.


      “We humbly ask...” Vorel said.


      The deity held up a paw for silence. “There is no modesty if you boldly walk into my largest chapel. You have come to take what you desire...” Before the canine could wince at the strong words, the giant cat continued. “...and I respect you for that.” He smiled, but it was more baring his teeth than trying to put the wolf at ease.


      “You lupis are so easily intimidated by my Chosen. It is good to see a challenge every now and then.” He swept his arm out, indicating the other three foreign paladins. “You are all strong – stronger than most of my clerics. Your drive is something they could learn from.” After giving several of his clerics a once over, he stepped back to the head of the chapel, and with a flick of his wrist righted the podium. He stood behind it, placing both his paws on the polished wood. Rasvim's ears flicked at the sound of the wood creaking under the god's pressure.


      “You have come for the Font of Light, the last piece of that wonderful weapon in your bag.” His smile shifted from intimidating to victorious, and with a nod of his head Mier's backpack lifted off of him and upturned. Their many potions, scrolls, and artifacts tumbled to the ground—thankfully none of them broke—along with the three pieces of the Light of Creation. One head of a warhammer, glittering with carved runes, retrieved by Mier in Wolfen Valley; a second head, recovered from Shin-se by the fox and Vorel, and the handle, long enough to function as a quarterstaff, brought to them by Acton from the Dark Isles. They needed the power residing here to forge them together, but for now they glowed slightly even in the bright room.


      “Tell me, paladins...” His eyes shifted between each standing male. “If you happen to kill Takashi Ironskin, what will you do with this weapon afterwards?”


      Rasvim thought it over. Such a powerful artifact could help them stop murderous cults, repel invaders, and heal whoever they needed to. As the fox understood the weapon, it channeled and amplified the magic of the wielder. If Mier swung it, it could blast apart anyone nearby him, but if the vulpine used it, it could channel healing magic through an entire mob. More than anything, it could help them stem the tide of sickness in Eldere, especially since another plague was long overdue. If the Light of Creation could stop someone else from going through the loss that he had, it was worth cherishing. Since no else seemed willing to answer the deity, he did.

    


    
      “We'll use it for good,” Rasvim said.


      The First's eyes settled on him, and even though the fox tried to focus on his chest, his eyes were invariably pulled up.


      “And what do you define as 'good', paladin? Killing my clerics and paladins should they challenge you? Making sure the Chapels of the Hopegiver remain powerful in your homeland?”


      “No,” he answered, despite the gaze boring into him. “We'll use if for peace.” The First may be a god of warfare, but the fox would try to get him to listen. He knelt, causing both Mier and Acton to look concerned.


      “We will not use the Light of Creation against you, or any of your people, unless they attack us first.” The fox heard the god stepping across the floor until he stopped in front of the smallest paladin.


      “Do you swear on this?” When he looked up again, the god was holding out a paw.


      “Shouldn't I...” Vorel interrupted, but the god silenced him with a snarl.


      “You will not be leader of this church forever, lupis. The vulpine will live much longer than you.” Mier took a step toward them, but paused when the god looked at him.


      “Do you think you will take the mantle of a leader? Do you think the mouse will?” When the fox looked over at the white-furred male, he could see the doubt in Acton's eyes. Rasvim knew his friend wouldn't become a leader, and the fox would bet Mier would follow wherever he went. They would travel together, so when either refused the title, the other would accept it without question.


      “There has never been a vulpine Head Paladin of the Hopegiver,” Vorel answered. “They have always been lupis.”


      Rasvim looked up at his husband, surprised by that detail. In hundreds of years, there had never been a non-lupis leader? Could he even become one? Sure, the image of him in full plate armor, bestowing blessings on everyone around him had entered his mind, but it came more from his idolizing of Vorel before he had been inducted as a paladin. He would ask Vorel more questions about it after this entire endeavor was over.

    


    
      “You should be prepared for changes in your homeland,” The First commented, still holding out his paw. “You have already changed how the world will evolve, and what races will live in your country. Now, paladin...” His eyes moved back to the fox. “Will you swear to keep that weapon only in your own homeland, and never use it in an attempt to destroy my people?”


      Rasvim had taken an offered paw in contract only twice before in his life – once to become a paladin, and again to contract an incubus for a night of pleasure. If it helped them save their home, he would do it again. The god's paw was warm when the fox clasped it, and golden chains appeared for a moment to connect them. As soon as the god let go, the links disappeared.


      “As for the font you seek...” The deity said with a smile. “It is not here.”


      “What?!” Acton blurted out, probably on the verge of cursing before the cat held up a paw.


      “I moved the Font from here to stop my Chosen from using it," the god continued. "I suspected if they figured out how, it would grant my clerics far more power than they knew how to control.”


      Rasvim gulped. Acton had told him about the black-furred nezumi, who found the Font of Death and tapped it in place of actual training in arcane magic. After the mouse had taken the source of the font away, they could not even create magical light.


      “Where is it now?” Mier asked. Though the Chosen below him should be struggling to their feet by now, the presence of the giant canine seemed to deter them from getting up.


      “I will tell you once you have left my country,” the god answered. He glared at the paladin behind the podium. “Some of my followers are more power-hungry than they should be.” When he stepped away from the cat, he looked at Trent.


      “You need to assert yourself as one of the High Generals if you expect to protect these paladins for much longer,” The First said.


      “I am aware of that," Trent answered." Should I take Kristof's place?”


      The god nodded.


      Rasvim turned away the second he saw Trent lunge, but couldn't plug his ears to the other cat's groan, the horrible sound of his armor clanging against the floor, and the acrid smell of even more blood filling the room. When he turned back, Trent was wiping his mouth, his breastplate now brightly red, and the blood dying his teeth.

    


    
      “I think we're good now.” The First began to walk down the central aisle of the chapel, motioning at the clerics and paladins still on the floor around him.


      “You will follow your new High General as you have, unfortunately, followed Kristof Slicer. Stand up,” he said. Almost everyone immediately moved, wiping the blood from their ears as they did so. Their eyes stayed on the ground, but several lashed their tails in annoyance when Trent stepped past them.


      “Follow me, paladins of the Hopegiver,” the Chosen said.


      The First marched out of the chapel, causing everyone still loitering outside to gasp and drop to the ground. Of the four of them, Rasvim moved first, following the god out of the building as fast as he could. He could hear other sets of feet behind him, and a moment later one of Vorel's paws met his own.


      “What's going on?” the wolf asked.


      “I think we'll find out,” was the only response the fox could think of.


      The five paladins, including Trent, stayed silent behind the deity as they walked. They did not have to go far – one of the buildings on the edge of the clearing was larger than every other but the chapel, the front door draped with the K'Mir Empire flag on both sides. The god kicked it open, snapping the hinges without effort and sending the heavy metal door flying into the room. Rasvim could hear armored people moving around inside, but then the god roared, causing the whole building to shake. It settled as they entered the building.


      The inside reminded Rasvim of one of the meeting rooms in the Vasani royal castle – sparsely decorated and clean. The only furniture in the room consisted of a large central table with chairs all around it. Most of those seats were taken by Chosen in different styles of dress; three of them wore a paladin's armor, three others dressed in a K'Mir Empire officer's uniform similar to the First, and other two preferred clerical robes. Most stood up as they walked in after the god.


      “Sit down,” the god ordered, and all the people at the table suddenly slumped down into their chairs . Four chairs still remained empty.

    


    
      “Now, High Generals,” the First started, stepping up onto the large table. It bowed under his weight. “You will grant these paladins access to one of the barges transporting soldiers to Vasani. That ship will instead travel to...” The deity paused for a moment. “...Frontier.” Wait, Rasvim thought. Why Frontier? Were Torr and their other friends already there? They shouldn't have left Smuggler's Light yet. He didn't know if the god could read minds, but the deity did turn to him.


      “By the time you reach the other continent, your allies will be there,” The First said.


      “Alright...” The fox murmured, not sure why the god seemed to only pay attention to him. Did The First know something he didn't? Well, he probably knew a lot more than the fox did, but Rasvim didn't want to know about his near future. He would find out soon enough.


      “Why are you doing this?” Vorel asked. All of the generals stared at him, but the god still responded.


      “My people have allied with Takashi Ironskin for long enough. I should have stepped in when Kristof Slicer brought that bastard here, but I assumed the other generals would stop him. It is time I reminded these generals who they serve.”


      Rasvim and the other paladins did not stick around once The First began to yell at the High Generals. They loitered outside the chapel, watching as clerics, paladins, and worshipers walked in and out, all giving them sideways glances and flicking their ears. Acton made a point to stare back at everyone, but the rest of them just stayed together, thankful that none of them ended up injured in this assault. Mier made a point to stay seated so he didn't tower over everyone around him, but it didn't seem to stop the passing people from avoiding them at all costs.


      The news of The First appearing here did not cause the level of ruckus the Hopegiver appearing in Eldere had. One of the witnesses would put his arm around the shoulders of someone new and whisper into their ear. That person's ears would perk up, he would listen with interest, looking over at the building with the High Generals inside, then once they detached, keep walking as though nothing had happened. It took another hour before Trent came back to them; by then, the red stains in the Chosen's armor had dried.


      “We will be leaving as soon as possible,” Trent said. He'd been with the High Generals since they'd left the building.

    


    
      “Will we have to run?” Vorel asked.


      The Chosen chuckled. “We have a full military escort back to Laden Port. Ahkeron was...quite adamant about his support of your assault against Takashi Ironskin.”


      “Your god wants us to succeed against General Ironskin?” Rasvim asked.


      Trent smiled wide. “My god wants you to kill him.”


      The week back to Laden Port ended up more comfortable than Rasvim could ever have expected. They traveled by day on camels, or as Acton kept calling them, “damn spitting horses.” Many of the soldiers warmed up to Vorel and Rasvim – well, as much as expert Chosen soldiers could – when they worked to remove some of their scars and maiming. One of the higher-ranking females had lost an eye early in her career, and the clerics here had not been able to heal it. When she blinked twice after a little channeling, she was willing to shake their paws without a scowl.


      By night, they found completely different accommodations than when they posed as merchant and slaves. Soldiers stayed in completely different taverns, ones that were much cleaner and staffed with retired military personnel. They could actually get some alone time, which the fox really appreciated, but more than the hour of intimacy, it was the hours before and after where they could talk and cuddle freely that really mattered. Even being in a room with Acton and Mier meant certain topics couldn't be broached. On one such night, the fox was cuddled in the wolf's arms, just taking advantage of the situation to breathe in only his husband's scent.


      “Do you think we'll be successful?” the fox asked. Blunt claws gently ran down his back, making him shiver.


      “I hope so. We need to protect the people. The military was doing all they could, but most of the soldiers deserted when Takashi took the crown,” Vorel said.


      “Who else will help us when we get there?” The fox pressed closer, letting his nose in to part the wolf's fur.


      “Torr will try and find Typhon Saltpeter, and hopefully that will give us another ally. The king is in hiding, but when we are ready, those still loyal to him will march to Eldere.”

    


    
      “Is there anything else we can do when we get to Frontier?” Rasvim asked.


      The wolf kissed him between the ears. “We will find that out once we reach it. Maybe Torr will find someone else to help.” After a moment, he added, “at least we can rely on Aram.”


      Rasvim stuck out his tongue. Aram might be his husband's best friend, but the fox couldn't really like the other wolf. Though Aram looked almost exactly like his husband, his personality couldn't be more opposite – he was greedy, self-righteous, conniving, and constantly horny.


      “So, we have two people to help us take down a king,” the fox commented.


      “We'll find others.”


      “Like who?”


      The wolf didn't answer him, but the fox could think of a few people. The king of Sacavuni loved when Vorel came to visit, and Mier talked about Kite Amethyst, the only Oyan noble not involved in the civil war. The fox might help them if they asked, and he ran a mage school. Maybe his husband knew other people that would be useful, and though the fox did not know that many people outside Eldere, he could think of a few there that would help him with anything if he asked.


      By the time they reached Laden Port, news of the protected paladins had moved faster than their escort. The fox wondered how this was possible in a country without many mages, but rumors always traveled faster than anyone expected. Chosen and slaves alike poked their heads out of windows and doorways, intent on seeing the four foreign religious males. Trent stayed at the front of their large group, strutting much more than anyone really should. Then again, being humble probably wasn't in the list of admirable qualities in a paladin here. When they could see the formidable docks district again, Trent stopped their group, holding out his paw to Vorel.


      “This is where you go have your fun,” the Chosen said, waiting for the wolf to clasp his paw before continuing. “I have work to do here.”


      “You should come with us,” Vorel said.


      Trent only shook his head. “I should make your coup easier. The High Generals are cowed now – I intend to use that to make sure they break their alliance with Takashi Ironskin before you get there.”

    


    
      “Can you do that?” Acton asked, and the other male only bared his teeth.


      “You would be surprised what I can achieve,” the cat answered. He shook paws with each paladin in turn, begrudgingly accepted a hug from Mier, and saluted the troops escorting them.


      Even if Rasvim had not known the Chosen paladin for very long, what mattered were not his tactics or his attitude, but his actions. Even exiled from his homeland, he'd helped them infiltrate a hostile country, braved confronting his usurper, and allied with Mier when the Wolfen had planned to travel alone. If that did not speak to character, nothing would. Yes, he'd killed when the fox would not have, but he followed a different code of conduct. Rasvim hoped they would meet again, however impossible it sounded now, under less stressful situations.


      “Do try not to get yourself killed,” Trent advised, making Acton grin.


      “We’ll do our best," the mouse answered. "You do the same.” The connection between the mouse and Chosen should have surprised Rasvim, but he realized they served similar roles. Both swore fealty to a law-abiding god, but both worked outside of the normal bounds of their position to do what was necessary.


      “We’ll remember this, Trent...or should I call you Acheshin?” Vorel teased. Snorting, the cat waved a paw.


      “I have gone by Trent for several years. I think that name will be best when you are talking about me. Now go to your ship, and don’t fall off the side before you can even kill one darkmage.”


      Their ship could easily hold a hundred crew and passengers, but the paladins stepped on to it with only a minimal escort. Rasvim still didn't like being at sea, but this vessel felt much more stable under his feet. Dozens of Chosen moved across the deck without much of an issue, but they all pointedly avoided one of the large cats standing by himself. The First was here to see them off. Their group all stepped up in front of him, and Rasvim made a point of bowing a little. Vorel and Mier copied him, but Acton remained standing straight up.


      “It is good to see you gone,” the god began. “Your presence has caused enough excitement for the year.”


      “We're glad to be gone,” Acton answered, and the cat only smirked.

    


    
      “I can see that.”


      “Will you tell us where the Font of Light is now?” Vorel asked, much more humble than the fox would have expected from his husband. The First, however, nodded graciously at him.


      “I will.” The deity held out a paw, palm up, and as he continued to speak magic began to swirl around his fingers.


      “I love my Chosen, but they are naturally power-hungry. As you well know, the Light of Creation is a weapon powerful enough to kill a god – this includes me. I could not allow even a fraction of that power to remain here. So, for quite some time, I have been imbuing it into mortals I believe to be trustworthy.”


      “Trustworthy to do what?” Rasvim asked. A vaguely canine shape now levitated above the deity's paw.


      “To not grant that power to someone who does not deserve it. He would have to voluntarily surrender his abilities.”


      “Will we be able to find him?” Mier asked, and the god only nodded.


      “I would think so.” The magic in his paw finally took shape in a small lupis. Rasvim recognized the wolf as someone they had traveled with before, someone that made the fox blurt out a name.


      “Gyr?!”


      

    

  


  
    
      Part Two: The Mages


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter Six: Smuggler's Light


      Never fear your magic.


      If you fear your power, it controls you.


      If you let your magic fill you, engulf you, yet still remain in control,


      you will be able to do incredible things.


      - The Codex of Darkness, Chapter Five, “On Darkmages”


      Something woke up the lithe fox before dawn. Saso Pyronnus blinked a few times, sitting up in his bed, trying to figure out if it had been a noise, a motion, or something magical in the room. Unlike the petite wolf besides him, he actually wore something to sleep in; his green silk pajamas covered most of him. He stepped off of the bed, stepping into some slippers to protect him from the cold marble floors. The other canid stirred, but didn't wake up. The only thing that ever bothered Gyr was a storm.


      The fox concentrated for a moment, feeling the ebb and flow of magic through his comfortable home. Protective charms on the doors and windows warned him of intruders; spells across the stairs and pathways created a safe path in case of fires. An entire room sat filled with potions, scrolls, and other prizes he'd gathered over the last decade. All this was normal, so it must be something else. Now he walked out of the room, sniffing around. Other than his own scent, the light odor of the wolf still sleeping in his bed, few others permeated the hallway.


      He passed another bedroom door, where two of his other companions slept. Torr, a snowcat paladin from Eldere, and Mhegan, his lover as far as the fox was aware, slept there. Though Smuggler's Light, his home city, stood inside the borders of Vasani, it was not under that government's control. The exiled paladin could remain here as long as the fox wished. The third door along the hall stood ajar, and his flicking ears picked up only one person snoring. Whichever one of those two was missing must have been what woke him up.

    


    
      The vulpine walked with no sound at all, when he reached the bottom of his stairs, someone entered his line of sight. Sven, a thin lion who cut off most of his mane to appear less masculine, sat at one of his working tables, the notes and inkwells carefully pushed aside. One of the cat's claws traced the wood's grain in front of him, his tail lazily twitching back and forth. That left Gix, a rat with tatters for ears, sleeping soundly upstairs. The fox made a point of shuffling his feet a little to get the feline's attention. His head snapped around, alarm in his eyes for only a moment.


      “Oh! Sorry, Saso. I couldn't asleep,” Sven said.


      “Is something wrong?” the fox asked. The fox stepped up closer to the other male, sniffing the air. He detected the lingering scent of some of the brandy he kept in the cellar. The cat might not have asked, but the vulpine could let a glass or two of his stores go to someone else.


      Sven always seemed to be worried about something. Unlike the fox, who channeled fire through his body, the lion's powers were seen more as a curse. He could rip the life force from someone near him, move between shadows in a moment, or form blades from darkness itself. He did not like having those abilities, but it was something he needed to come to terms with, rather than just trying to hide it.


      “Just wondering what I'm going to do,” the lion answered. The snowcats in his house might be devoted to saving Vasani from High General – now King – Takashi Ironskin, but the rest of his tenants remained here for entirely different reasons. Saso and Gyr worked for King Aram Ruby, the wolf ruler of this city, while Sven and Gix could not go with the other paladins to the K'Mir Empire, so instead asked to stay in the fox's home until they knew where they wanted to go. Saso knew the two of them would probably end up going wherever Torr went, since the lion was such close friends with Rasvim, one of the other paladins of the Hopegiver. Gix thought he protected Sven, not the other way around.


      “You'll figure something out,” the fox said. Saso didn't really like touching most people, even if the cat had been in his house for a few weeks now, so he just smiled. Being awake did him no good, but after walking downstairs, there was no purpose in going to sleep for another hour. He padded into the kitchen, intent on grabbing a few pieces of bread from one of the cupboards.


      “Are you meeting with Aram today?” Sven asked. It made one of the fox's ears flick to hear the cat speak of his employer so casually, but he let it go.

    


    
      “An hour after dawn,” Saso answered. There was half a loaf left from yesterday – a little more stale than he liked it, but it would work. It only took him a few more moments to find an open jar of preserves before the cat asked another question.


      “Can I come with you?” the lion asked. Now both his ears and the tip of his tail flicked. What harm would it do? He knew why the powerful wolf had asked him to come to his castle today; King Ruby would ask him to help Torr, he would agree once enough money appeared in front of him, and part of their deal would be that Gyr went with him. The small wolf sleeping upstairs might be safer in this city than anywhere else in the world right now, but his powerful magic would come in handy.


      “I don't see why not,” the fox said. That seemed to satisfy the cat, since he just put his head down on the desk and let the fox eat in peace.


      By the time everyone else in the house began to move, Saso had already donned his chainmail armor, heavy boots, and gem-studded gauntlets. As he checked to make sure he could move comfortably and hadn't missed anything important, he heard the wolf behind him begin to walk around. The fox did not turn around to see what he was doing; if he kept his eyes on the naked wolf, thoughts would pop into his head that could not be fulfilled. When he heard the wolf step back into the room, he felt it safe to look.


      Gyr never reminded the fox of a proper wolf; he stood even shorter than the fox, had no real muscles hidden under his fur, and smiled at nearly everyone. Even now, his tail wagged at the vulpine looking at him. He'd dressed in a poet's shirt that nearly reached his knees, trousers, but he went without shoes. Most people in the city did, but Saso found that he didn't come home with dirt and dust caked up past his ankles if he wore them.


      “Are you coming with me to the castle?” Saso asked.


      The wolf nodded, his tail continuing to wag as he walked out of the room. Always happy, or at least always trying to be – that defined Gyr. His magic could not only kill everyone around him, but destroy the entire city, yet he didn't try to lock it away or separate himself from society. Saso loved the little wolf for entirely different reasons, but those definitely made him easier to get along with. By the time he had everything in place, he could hear the two snowcats moving through the halls. Time to go.

    


    
      Gyr and Sven both walked behind him as they left his house, situated in the rich district. Most of this section housed mages, with a few affluent merchants mixed in with them. It was easy to tell who lived in which house; the spellcasters kept the front of their houses plain, while those who had traded their way to fortune placed expensive statues in front of their windows, and filled those windows with ornately-stained glass. He passed a few of his acquaintances along the cobblestone road (he didn't count any of them as his friend), nodded curtly, and kept walking.


      The wolf with him caught up by the time they started down Market Street, the main road that led to the castle. One of the wolf's paws slid comfortably into his own. No one else would dare, but Gyr knew the normal rules did not apply to him.


      “Will you be alright if we have to leave the city soon?” Saso asked.


      The petite male nodded without a pause.


      “King Aram Ruby will want us to help Torr. I know we helped Vorel and Rasvim, but if you don't want to go wherever we need to, I'll turn it down.”


      Gyr looked at him, puzzled. The fox rarely turned down money, especially since leaving Oya a few decades ago, but if Gyr was uncomfortable, that took precedence. The wolf stood still, forcing the fox to come to stop in the middle of the road. He stood up on his toes and licked the underside of the fox's muzzle.


      “I'll take that as you are alright with it,” the fox murmured, pressed his covered thumb to the corner of the wolf's mouth. Gyr accepted the touch with a wag of his tail. Someone bumped into him then, cursing something about them standing still in the middle of the road. They started walking again, the fox's tail swishing side to side now, hearing the lion stepping along behind them.


      “How long will we have to wait once we get there?” Saso asked, looking back at the lion a few steps behind. Even if people wove in between them and gave the fox no berth, they made a point to always give Sven a foot to two of space in all directions. Now that they walked in the sunlight, the cat's concentration and training over the last few months had begun to show – tiny black flames constantly circled his eyes and bare paws. Darkmages weren't a common sight even here, so despite the lion wearing only a pair of skintight trousers and a loose cloak, most found him disconcerting.

    


    
      “I can walk right in,” Saso said. That made the cat's ears flick, but he seemed to visibly relax. Saso wasn't very good with reading people, but Sven's tail did wave back and forth a little. Maybe that meant his worries over people overreacting about his magic would be sated.


      The castle gate guards did not stop any of them; they knew Saso as someone their king trusted, and anyone he brought with him would be considered the same. One of the giant Wolfen, all tall and muscular even for their own race, did glance more than once at Sven, but not for the reason the lion probably expected.


      “He looks like he wants to eat me,” the cat said nervously once they started into the castle.


      “In a matter of speaking,” the fox answered. It took the cat a moment to understand, but then he blushed. Did it really surprise him? He was petite, exotic even for Smuggler's Light, and walked with confidence. Also, if he lost control of his magic during anything carnal, it wouldn't do much to one of the giant canines.


      The many buildings that made up the castle complex all attached, and everyone with business this early in the morning loitered in the extravagant entrance hall. Dozens of lupis, vulpines, and felis chatted amicably, only a few even bothering to notice the new group. Saso stepped between them, walking right up to the Wolfen guarding the door into one of the meeting rooms. Aram only used his throne room to impress visiting dignitaries or intimidate merchants he didn't trust to play by his rules. Though a few sour looks passed his way, the fox opened the door.


      King Aram Ruby could impress anyone, even as he sat in a plain, wooden chair, his paws folded on the table in front of him. He kept his fur trimmed to show off the many scars he'd collected in his life; expensive paintings hung even in this room used only for short meetings. As usual, he wore no shirt, probably both to expose even more scars and to show off the muscles in his arms, shoulders, and chest. Saso, like many, had been enchanted during their first meeting and had ended up in the wolf's bed within hours. Now, however, he could acknowledge the canine's attractiveness, but ignore the undertones in his voice and his incredible personal scent.


      “Glad you could make it so early,” the wolf said. He stood up, walking up to them to clasp paws with Saso, lean down to give Gyr a nuzzle, and pull Sven into a hug. Both the cat and his still-sleeping rat lover had recently spent nights in the large wolf's house, so personal boundaries remained negotiable. At least all three knew it was purely for fun, rather than the fox's heartbreak after his time with the wolf. With Aram no longer blocking his sight of the far wall, he made note of the two tiger felis guards and one vulpine between them wearing a mage's robes. Even in his own castle, the king traveled with extra insurance.

    


    
      “I figured I wouldn't hold you up today,” Saso said.


      Even if the king of Vasani used to call Aram Ruby “The King of Thieves,” he was very savvy when it came to business. This interaction would take much less time than it took them to trudge up here.


      “Good,” Aram said. He motioned for one of the tigers standing against the far wall, who silently picked something up, walked over, and set a small chest on the table. Well, small enough that the fox could carry it out of the room. “I think this should cover you helping Torr.”


      The fox made a point of opening the chest and running his fingers over the exquisitely cut sapphires, even picking one up off of its satin rest to inspect it closer. Aram Ruby never disappointed in the way he paid his favored employees. Once, the fox had been compensated in black lotus flowers, each worth more than his house.


      “I think they will,” he finally answered, setting the gem back in its case. The tiger shut it, but did not walk away, probably waiting for the large wolf's order.


      “Then consider that your payment. You will escort the paladin wherever he needs to go, and make sure he returns to Vasani alive,” Aram stated. The next part of this conversation would go a bit less smooth.


      “Gyr will be accompanying me,” Saso added. Now the wolf moved back to his seat. Once he was comfortable – Saso knew full well this was just to delay the inevitable – he tapped his claws on the table.


      “Wouldn't Sven be a better choice?” the wolf asked. The lion smiled wide, probably not realizing the lupis was just using him as a bargaining chip. Those around Aram Ruby were not just his confidants or his lovers. They were 'his', and would only be separated from him if he deemed it necessary. From what the fox had heard, when Vorel and Rasvim left, he had been just short of a tantrum.

    


    
      “I think they could both be useful,” the fox answered coolly. He could practically see the gears in his employer's mind turning. If he let all four of them go at the same time, he would be down two mages-for-hire and two lovers.


      “You are quite sure you would need two other mages to protect one paladin and his lover?” One of Aram's ears flicked, a sign he was getting irritated. Saso tried not to think of Mhegan, the female snowcat that had come with Torr. Supposedly, she was just a consort of some kind, visibly pregnant with his child. However, if Saso concentrated, he could see a powerful core of magic within her. She was something – something powerful, more so than even Gyr, which worried him. Why did she need to hide?


      “I am sure nothing involving what they need to do will be normal,” Saso answered. Aram just sat there, thinking. In all honesty, the fox could just walk out with his gems, make sure everyone left with him and be done with it, but he'd found things went smoother when he came back if everything was done with the wolf's blessing.


      Finally, Aram Ruby sighed. “Fine. Take them all, but their lives are on you.” Sven gulped next to him, but he shouldn't be worried. Darkmages were notoriously hard to kill.


      “I will accept that,” the fox said. He lifted the chest of gems, pressing it to his chest with one paw. After giving the giant wolf a cursory nod, he put his other paw on Gyr's shoulder and steered him out of the room. Sven followed.


      Almost as many sour looks greeted them when they walked back out through the entrance hall, but Saso knew better than to engage any of these merchants in conversation. None of them would want to talk to him anyway, but once they were back on the main road, the fox turned to the lion still trailing behind.


      “Need me to pick up anything before we leave?” Saso asked.


      Sven shook his head.“I think Gix already got everything we'll need.” Of course, considering the rat, that probably meant the original owners were not compensated for what the couple needed.


      “You need to tell him I won't put up with him stealing on the road,” the fox continued. Sven looked down, probably not ashamed at all of his lover's actions. If there was anything that would make communities turn against them on the road, it would not be the presence of a darkmage – it would be theft.

    


    
      By the time they made it back to his home, the snowcats were already gone, so Saso left Sven to rouse his lover and Gyr to lock away the sapphires. He needed to tell Torr the news, and the paladin would only be in one place this early in the day. For some bizarre reason, the paladin had been going to a nearby homeless shelter each day. There were more than enough clerics and volunteers to deal with the influx, but rather than conserving his magic, he healed and blessed those that asked him. It wasn't really the fact the cat went that bothered him, but the fact that he went where he truly wasn't needed. Others could use a paladin's gifts, especially in this city, and would pay him a high price for it.


      Sure enough, when he walked into the shelter, stepping over a few ragged lupis sleeping on the floor, there was the snowcat, talking with one of the clerics. He'd left his armor at Saso's home, wearing only a pair of loose trousers while he worked. The lack of covering showed off the prominent scar across the spotted cat's chest, left after a near-deadly encounter with King Takashi Ironskin. Even now, white fire trailed from his paws, telling the fox that the paladin had already started. When Torr noticed him, though, he nodded acknowledgement but did not dismiss his magic. A decrepit fox stumbled into view, his tunic more stains than fabric, and Saso decided he could sit down and wait. No need to anger the locals.


      “How did your meeting go?” The white-furred cat asked a few minutes later, wiping his paws off on a mustard-yellow cloth. Even using magic, he still ended up with unpleasant things in his fur.


      “We are all coming with you,” the fox said. Torr nodded, looking over at the small crowd of people still waiting patiently for his attention. Other clerics, mostly lupis, might be free, but everyone seemed intent on the newest addition to the healers. Saso glared at the group.


      “You know,” the cat murmured, leaning closer so they wouldn't be overheard. “being angry won't make them go away.”


      “It makes me feel better. I don't know why you come here,” Saso said as he folded his paws together.


      “Because if I didn't have something to do, I would go crazy," the snowcat answered. "Oh, and Mhegan was finally able to get those scrolls you needed from a friend of hers.” Good – that meant they could leave as soon as everyone was packed. Saso might be very good at short-term teleportation, but he wasn't confident enough to try and move their entire group across the continent. Even with those scrolls, the closest he could get them to Frontier, the city where Torr was headed, was Anon Anubi, the capital of Juva. They'd tried sailing around the continent a few weeks ago, but the K'Mir Empire had set up a blockade. Magic then became their only option.

    


    
      “Where is she?” Saso asked.


      Torr looked thoughtful for a moment before answering. “She should be in the back. She said she'd help with bandaging the people who don't need a healer.” He nodded and let the cat get back to his admiring crowd.


      No one asked him for a copper piece or food as he passed through the building, which is something he appreciated about this city. The poor in Smuggler's Light understood that people gave them coins when they could afford it, not based on how loudly they begged. Yes, a lupis did grab his tail as he walked by, but when he turned to yell, he could see the female muttering to herself. It took him another few minutes to find Mhegan sitting on a stool in one of the treatment rooms, but when he did, he again needed to wait for her to finish with a patient.


      Though Saso was very rarely attracted to cats, he could see that she radiated beauty; expertly trimmed fur, deep, gorgeous eyes, and a smile that made even those in pain smile back. Her engorged belly drew the eye even more, covered by the loosest tunic they could find. Even now the fox glanced down at it, concerned by how fast her pregnancy had progressed. Since moving in with him, she had gone from possessing a barely visible bump to looking as though she would go into labor any day. It did not slow her down, though – her paws still deftly wrapped clean cotton around a jackal's forearm.


      “Come back and get it changed tomorrow,” she ordered, shooing the canine away as he began to thank her. Once he stepped around the fox, Saso took his opportunity.


      “The scrolls are in my bag, over on the desk,” the cat commented, placing a paw on her lower back as she stood up. Once he'd retrieved them from the worn, leather satchel and tucked them safely inside his armor, he turned back to her.


      “Can you get everything packed tonight?” the fox asked.

    


    
      “I think so,” she answered. Her tail lashed – she was worried about something.


      “Your child will be fine,” he commented, guessing at her distress. She smiled, but the relief looked muted. It occurred to Saso that she probably already knew that, but wanted to appear ignorant of how complicated magic worked. Torr might not be aware of the power inside her. Could she shield herself from a paladin's powers?


      “We'll leave tonight, then?” He nodded curtly before working his way back out of the shelter. Torr turned from a dirty lutrin to ask him something, but his business was done. Their other concerns could wait until they left the city.


      By the time Saso walked into his house again, Gix was grumbling around the kitchen, eating whatever he could find. Most of the cabinets stood open, making the fox flick his ears in annoyance. Yes, Gix might be a very easy person to live with, and he might be far too skinny for what was healthy, but he shouldn't take advantage of Saso's hospitality. The fox cleared his throat, making the rat twist around, a bread crust in between his teeth. He bit and quickly swallowed.


      “We leaving tomorrow?” the rat asked, at least having the decency not to continue his foraging with the fox present.


      “Tonight – as soon as Torr and Mhegan come back,” Saso answered.


      “Hrmm...” Gix muttered. He knew the black-furred male liked it here, especially with all the free food. Rather than try and make the rat feel better, he simply sat down at his workbench and started pulling papers toward him. Without any specific work to do right now, he just started to organize everything for when he got back.


      The fox never kept track of time when he worked – he only knew it was getting late when his stomach started to complain about skipping breakfast. After walking down for a few meat skewers and taking a few minutes to pack, he ended up quietly working until the sun moved to the other side of the house. He only paused when Gyr walked by, smelling of sex with both some kind of felis and an otter.


      “Go bathe, please,” he asked without looking up. The wolf nodded, making a point to courteously stay a few feet away from him. When he came back down, only his natural scent clinging to him and wearing a clean tunic and trousers, the fox let the wolf give him a quick nuzzle.

    


    
      “I already packed for you,” Saso commented. They couldn't bring their mount, a dire wolf Saso had named Prettyfoot, and most of their gear was devoted to him. Without him, clothes and the fox's magical gear would be more than enough for wherever they went. Saso flicked his ears at sounds outside the front door, and a few moments later Torr and Mhegan walked in. He calmly started rolling up scrolls.


      “...it was already beginning to gangrene, but luckily I was able to get it under control,” Torr said.


      “How long will it take the two of you to pack?” Saso asked, stopping the conversation about infection before it continued in his house.


      The fox now had the male cat's attention. “Not very long. We've kept most of our clothes in our trunk.” Both cats treated the house like they didn't live here, which the fox appreciated. Their dirty clothes did not end up all over his very expensive hardwood floors.


      “When you're done, bring down your trunk, and tell Sven to bring down everything he's bringing with him,” Saso ordered. With a thought he added, “And remind him if he can't carry it, I can't move it.” Both cats chuckled, but the fox found it very irritating that such a small cat possessed so many clothes. When they started walking upstairs, Saso pulled a small leather bag from near his feet and began packing most of the gear on his work table.


      Gyr appeared first, a backpack slung over one shoulder. The fox passed him the bag full of his scrolls and inks before walking upstairs. He could hear Gix and Sven arguing over what the lion could bring with him, but Saso would ignore that unless it continued when they came downstairs. Torr and Mhegan switched between debating over who they would contact in Anon Anubi and talking sweetly to each other—at least they had the decency to always do that behind closed doors.


      Once he retrieved his own bag, the fox concentrated on the magic around the house again. Dormant spells would protect his belongings while he went north. Anyone who dared to break in would come across a few nasty surprises, and while he waited for the others in the house to be ready he mentally activated them, starting with the enchantments on the windows. The expensive glass in every frame darkened to the point that even someone pressed up against the glass could not see inside. Next, he focused on the doors and alley entrance to his cellar behind the house. Wood melted into wood, leaving someone in need of an axe if they decided his house would be worth the effort.

    


    
      Working around the many spellcasters in the house proved difficult for his next set of protections. The white fire inside Torr bent the lines of power in his bedroom, while they seemed to wrap around the small, yellow star in Mhegan. He waited until they carried their trunk from the room before putting those lines back in order. Dust would not gather in his home, the sheets would stay fresh, and food would not spoil in his cabinets. He felt Sven walking down the stairs, those spells clinging to him, the feeling almost as though the fox's house did not want him to leave. Magic could not feel, he reminded himself – the magic simply changed with the presence of a darkmage.


      Gyr, most of all, shaped the enchantments on his home. With each one of his steps the lines vibrated like violin strings, power coursing into and around the spell, strengthening them. Saso wondered sometimes if the wolf knew the full extent of his abilities. Could he drain another mage of his power? Change the weather? Bring the dead back to life? All of that could wait until after their little trip. Foregoing those thoughts, he silently put everything in order as he made his way back to the living room.


      “We need to form a circle,” Saso called out, waiting for the small group to rearrange to his liking. Sven stood next to Gix, leaving a space for Saso between the lion and Gyr. Mhegan and Torr ended up each holding one end of their trunk, rather than each other, closing the circle between the small wolf and cat. The fox pulled one of the scrolls from beneath his armor, unfurling it before stepping into his space. A gray-furred paw rested on his arm, a tan one on his other shoulder. When he checked one last time, he noticed everyone besides the paladin and his lover had reduced their belongings to a single bag.


      “Breathe in,” the fox ordered. Chests moved, paws gripped him a little tighter. His fingers moved over the scroll, feeling the magic activate. With a twist of his wrist, the spell moved from the paper to their group, a crack like a whip echoing through the room.


      They were gone.


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter Seven: Anon Anubi


      Anzivo shields the living with law,


      Anzivo shields the dead with peace.


      If they chance the law,


      let them pray for that peace.


      - old jackal prayer


      Even if he had traveled all around the world and seen every wonder, Saso always took a moment to climb onto an inn's roof and just look at the skyline in Anon Anubi. Most of buildings here had been built from black marble, even the taverns, so when the sun came up the entire city gleamed. At first, the area had simply been the only jackal monastery on the coastline, by default becoming the center of trading and government for Juva. Now, the buildings expanded to fill the entire valley basin, all built from the same black marble as the original temple. Each highly polished wall reflected off each other, creating such a dazzling display that the vulpine would need to shield his eyes in a few more minutes. Now, besides the pious jackals who still took up residence here, hundreds of merchants from every nearby country had built shops. It was those shops that the fox loved, because since the start of the Oyan civil war, this was one of the only cities where he could consistently buy rare magical trinkets.


      “Where are you going first?” Torr asked. The cat had climbed up with him, taking the fox's silence as consent instead of irritation. They could have simply teleported again to Frontier, but even working that kind of spell from a scroll left the fox feeling drained and sore. His focus had been on fire magic, and though he could weave flames to destroy anything around him with little issue, moving a large group of people took a lot out of him.


      “A few people spoke to me last night. I have errands,” the fox answered. When they'd decided on an inn for the night far enough inland that the smells from the docks would not sicken him, Saso found people waiting for him. Of course Aram Ruby would know his habits and have people there for him, but what had surprised him was a cleric of Anzivo there as well. The King of Thieves made a point not to deal with churches, so the fox knew that the robed jackal would need something different from him. His employer's contacts could wait – someone new always took precedence.

    


    
      “Anything Mhegan or I can help with?” Torr asked.


      The fox shook his muzzle. “Most people I deal with are skittish with...strangers.” That wasn't completely true; many here simply found paladins insufferable.


      “Well then...what should the rest of us do until we reach Frontier?” Torr asked.


      The sun finally reached the point where the fox needed to look away until the angles changed again.


      “Try not to kill anyone,” the fox answered.


      Torr frowned, but that did make him drop the subject. Why did he care what the fox thought? He could make his own decisions.


      Saso carefully climbed down off the roof, not bothering to wait for the cat to follow him before starting to work his way down the street. The only people awake at dawn here would be the dock workers – none of whom would be in this section of the city – and the clerics. At all times someone could see a group of black-robed jackals, tall and thin, walking in silence down the street. Everyone gave them a wide berth, even the sparse city guard, though a few did press coins into their palms as they walked by. The fox did the same, seeing a thin tail wag a few times when he slipped a gold coin into the black paw.


      Down a few more wide roads and the vulpine walked into the temple district. Eldere and Smuggler's Light might have temples, but nearly half those cities did not boast huge cathedrals and monasteries. Yataa, god of storms, and the Green Lady, goddess of nature, who normally shared a chapel, showed off separate massive halls with dozens of potted plants and tapestries within them. If they'd gone by boat, Saso would have dropped off a small bags of coins in each. He passed the Hopegiver's local chapel, built from gleaming white marble and decorated with stained-glass windows. The Wing Goddess's temple, serene, beautiful, and exclusive gleamed on his left side. The fox resisted the urge to spit.

    


    
      Finally, he noticed the cleric who he'd spoken with last night. Another black-robed, quiet cleric might appear no different from his comrades, but this one did stand out. When he held out a paw to exchange pleasantries with the fox, white fur appeared in the morning sun. Saso did not know how the rest of the world responded to the male's condition, but he did know the jackal's brilliantly white fur and pink eyes often made others uneasy.


      “Thank you so much for coming,” he whispered, stepping backwards so they no longer stood in the sun. They only stood a few inches apart now, the fox able to take in the jackal's scent without the many smells of the street interfering. Though his natural scent was strong, it was almost completely overwhelmed by fear.


      “Will you tell me what you need now?” the fox responded, allowing both the cleric's paws to grip his forearm.


      “I need you to get me out of the city.” Saso sighed, causing another wave of fear-scent to flow off the other male. Why did so many people try this with him? Before he could answer, the jackal continued.


      “I know you're a mage that works for the thieves – those lupis from last night are all thieves. You talked with them. Can you help me?” Someone behind him stopped at the entrance to the alley. Saso caught a whiff of leather and lapin – probably one of the guards. This city used to be a center of the Shun Empire, and even after the occupation ended, rabbits remained in most positions of power.


      “We will see,” the fox muttered, and when he heard the guard behind him begin to walk down the alleyway, the jackal nodded, let go of him and started moving deeper into the shadows.


      “Stop!” the rabbit shouted. Saso watched the rabbit, more than a foot shorter than him, rush down the alley, a heavy baton in his paw, but by the time he reached the corner the cleric was already gone. His long ears flopped before he glared back at the fox.


      “Where did he say he was heading?” The guard asked, kicking some garbage out of his way.


      “He didn't,” Saso answered.


      The guard stood in front of him, crossing his arms. “I'm going to need you to come with me.”


      Saso flicked an ear. “Make me.”

    


    
      It took the guard a few seconds of shocked silence to respond, and when he did, he raised his baton to rest on his shoulder.


      “You will assist me in Frin's capture...or I can arrest you as an accomplice.” The guard grabbed his arm.


      Saso didn't like a lot of things, but more than all his peeves and irritations, Saso did not like to be touched. Instantly he twisted his arm, his other paw slamming into the rabbit's torso, a burst of powerful magic sending the smaller male a dozen feet further into the alley. He rolled through garbage and stagnant water, coming to a rest only to wheeze loudly and clutch his abdomen.


      “You will do no such thing,” the fox said. Before he got air back in his lungs, Saso calmly walked out of the alleyway.


      It took a few more minutes before he could hear the rush of feet behind him. Of course, the guard would find comrades to chase him. Of course, he could probably find a mage to help bring him down. It dimly occurred to him that perhaps throwing a city guard down an alley had not been the best decision, but they could not keep him in jail for very long even if they did get chains around his wrists – Aram Ruby had too many spies here. Someone called out for him to stop, but he continued his leisurely pace. With his magical senses he could feel a darkmage a hundred yards or so down the road. Knowing this city, it would have to be Sven. He twisted his paws, small violet lights appearing around his fingers.


      To anyone passing by, it appeared as though he had simply taken a step, disappeared, and reappeared in the market district. He stumbled a little, like someone suddenly realizing the floor in a store was half an inch taller than the road's cobblestones, but recovered quickly. The lion stood a foot in front of him, startled, one arm elbow-deep in a basket of cheap copper jewelry. Luckily, the morning still remained overcast, so the flames around his eyes weren't visible just yet.


      “Are you alright?” the cat asked timidly, passing the robed jackal behind the stall a few coins before putting on the cheap bracelets.


      “I think we may have a problem,” the fox answered.


      “I'll go get Gix,” Sven said. Markets were always loud, but Saso knew the difference between controlled chaos and the noises of a small group of people forcing their way deeper. Noise around them died down, and as he flicked he ears, he knew the guards had not let his jump deter them. He couldn't jump again so soon – the first had left him slightly dizzy – but having the cat here would definitely help his chances. Sven stepped around the booth, and a moment later the rat appeared in his vision, carrying a lamb kebab that smelled more like ginger than the meat.

    


    
      “Fox, you stop right there!” the guard yelled.


      Sven visibly tensed while the nezumi next him quietly slipped a dagger into each paw. The fox wanted to tell him not to kill anyone, but he suspected Gix would not listen. Several lapin guards pushed through the shoppers, another three jackals moving to create space in case of a brawl. Saso identified the mage amongst them; the rabbit wore a starburst insignia next to his guard badge.


      Before someone stepped up and started attempting to lock manacles on him, Saso peeled off his gauntlets. One of the rabbits raised a baton, probably trying to be intimidating, but the fox coolly waved a paw at the polished wood. It ignited, buying them a second of shock.


      “I'd recommend you come quietly,” the mage commented, twisting his paws so a breeze started to pick up. It would be a weather mage – Saso hated dealing with them.


      “I'd recommend you not continue your pursuit,” The fox said as he shifted his stance, bringing his paws up in front of his muzzle. With a thought fire engulfed them, causing the two non-mage guards to take a step back, leaving the baton's exposed lead core on the ground. The rabbit swept his arms out – air rushed past him, but Saso's flames did not waver. Saso punched out, the magic forming into an orb to hover near him. Again, the fox jabbed, and again, until five small spheres floated around him. Now the rabbit looked worried, but his voice didn't waver as he slowly rotated his wrists.


      “You assaulted a city guard. You are hereby under arrest under the authority of the Anon Anubi City Guard. Dismiss your magic and come quietly.”


      Now that Saso's adrenaline pumped, he smiled.


      “Good luck.”


      A sudden blast of water against his back felt like a mule kick. He rolled forward, mentally ordering two of the orbs forward. A yelp pierced the air, but the fox was already on his feet again, not wasting any time before placing one paw over the other and shoving into the mage's chest. He didn't fly back or crumble; he remained perfectly still, and a moment later, let out a strangled gagging sound as his fur flattened and turned an unhealthy shade of gray. Only his eyes remained their original color, and a moment later he might as well have been a statue.

    


    
      “Anyone else?” he asked calmly, looking at the other guards. The one still with a baton clutched it tightly, but otherwise did not the react. The third stepped behind one of the jackals, who at least had the decency to look at Saso with scared respect. When the fox looked back, he made a note of Gix pinning one of the jackals to the ground and Sven intimidating another into inaction just with the black fire surrounding his paws.


      “You should not have attacked me,” Saso commented, sweeping an arm out to encompass every guard, a few of them flinching. Many of those still in market had not fled or cowered – instead, they watched curiously from beyond the jackals still holding them back.


      “You are endangering the people of this city!” One of the jackals called out to him.


      “So are you by antagonizing mages in the streets,” the vulpine retorted. “I spoke to a contact...”


      “...who is a wanted criminal.” The guard finished for him, but Saso did not let that stop him.


      “Who asked me for help, which I will give him. You will not interfere in me legally attempting to prove someone's innocence.”


      That jackal, along with most of his allies, looked shocked at the statement. “Will you bring him to us afterwards?”


      “We'll see,” Saso answered.


      The jackal huffed, but still nodded before pointing at the petrified guard. “Can you release him?”


      After thinking it over for a moment, he snapped his fingers, which caused the spell to disappear and the rabbit to fall on his nose. Once he struggled back to his feet, shivering from the feeling of being encased in stone, he glared at the fox.


      “Go back to your duties. I will come to the market guard station after I speak with him again.” After receiving a nod from the speaking jackal, probably the highest-ranking guard, the others let the crowd back into the area.


      “You have until dusk,” the guard mage said.

    


    
      It took Saso another few hours to find the white jackal again. A robed, veiled cleric did not stand out at all here, so when he caught a flash of ivory fur he gripped the canid's wrist, he steered the tall male into a nearby pub. Noise levels even shortly after noon remained high, so they could talk without fear of being overheard.


      “Will you get me out of the city?” The jackal asked even before the fox had the chance to take a sip of his beer.


      He sighed. “You could start by telling me your name, and what you are accused of.” The jackal looked at the tables beside them before leaning closer to the vulpine.


      “I'm Frin Stirrup, cleric of Anzivo,” he whispered.


      “And you are accused of?”


      After draining half his beer in one gulp, he let it slip out. “They think I killed someone.”


      Damn it. Saso calmly folded his paws on the table, not letting any of his sudden stress bleed through. Moving a pickpocket or burglar out of the city would not bother him, but taking even a suspected murderer with them would be impossible.


      “Tell me what happened,” Saso said. Just having the fox not immediately try to arrest Frin caused him to further relax.


      He took another cautious sip before speaking again. “I was in the kitchens the day before yesterday, after midnight, when I heard someone yelling in one of the storage rooms.”


      “Explain the layout of your chapel...please,” Saso added with a thought.


      Frin frowned. “Well...” After setting his empty mug down, the jackal placed a finger on the table, and another an inch or so to the left. “The storage rooms with all the grain share a wall with the kitchen. I wanted something to eat, and then someone screamed.”


      “What happened next?” the fox asked. One of the jackal's ears twitched – he was probably planning to lie. “If you expect me to help you, you will tell me the entire truth. I don't want to have to use spells on you.”


      Now he gulped. The fox weighed options while the jackal thought it over. He couldn't actually work a truth spell, but he knew a few people here that definitely could. Would he be able to get Frin to one of them without seriously hurting him?

    


    
      “Alright...I'll tell you, but you can't bring me to the guards. They'll torture me.” Unfortunately, Juva did still believed in forcing answers out of criminals. Saso would keep that in mind if and when he turned the jackal over.


      “I will make that decision," Saso said. "It will depend on how honest you are with me.” The jackal's eyes grew a little wider, and as he spoke the fox kept an eye out for any proof that he might be lying.


      “I ran around the corner and opened the door, and Winkly was already on the ground. He was bleeding – I tried to stop it, but whoever attacked him slit his throat.”


      “Who is Winkly?” Saso asked.


      “One of the chapel's slaves,” the cleric elaborated. Again, the fox resisted the urge to spit. Sacavuni and Juva both still practiced slavery, though the felis country based their system on tribal wars and indentured servitude. The jackals put chains and choking collars on anyone that could be captured, including those of their own race. Saso had spent time in the past intercepting vessels moving slaves from Juva to the K'Mir Empire.


      “So the clerics called the guards?”


      Frin shook his muzzle. “There was a guard in the chapel. He tried to grab me, and I climbed out of a window in the storeroom.”


      “Hmm.” If he had just gone with the guard in the first place, this entire debacle could have been avoided. Then again, the threat of torture probably caused him to flee in the first place.


      “Are you going to help me?” the jackal asked.


      “Will you come down to the guard station?” Saso asked. Frin looked down at the table, one of his claws tracing part of the wood grain.


      “Can you make sure I am not brought to interrogation?” Frin asked back.


      If the guards listen to me, he thought, but this morning had proved at least a few of them possessed sense.


      “As well as I can.”


      They stood to walk out of the tavern when the door opened again. People had been moving in and out the entire time they had been here, but this wolf, dressed in leather armor dyed a mix of brown and black, made a point to linger in the doorway until Saso had to stop in front of him.

    


    
      “You didn't come see me this morning," the thief said. It wasn't a complaint as much as a statement, but the fox did not let it intimidate him.


      “I had other things to deal with first. I will get to you when I'm done,” the fox answered. When he went to step around the lupis, he again stepped in his way. All of Aram Ruby's contacts here felt the fox worked for them, not that he helped them only to stem his employer's bitching.


      “You'll talk to me now,” the wolf stated. He didn't have time to deal with this right now. Saso lifted a paw. A sword, shaped from fire itself, suddenly appearing in it.


      “You will move out of my way, or I will make sure there are nothing but ashes to send back to your family,” Saso warned.


      For a few moments, all of them stood in silence. He could smell the fear rolling off the wolf in front of him, along with similar scents from the jackal at his side and the many patrons still in the tavern. No one liked when mages flaunted their power, and even fewer liked when those mages threatened them. The wolf looked between the fox's eyes, paw, sword, and Frin, probably debating what course of action to take. Lucky for him, he chose the wisest path.


      “You come find me,” he muttered. Don't count on it, Saso thought to himself as the canine moved out of the doorway. He had to grip Frin's wrist to get him to move along, but they made it back out into the midday sun.


      Even after their scuffle this morning, guards did not try and stop Saso as he worked his way through the now-crowded streets. Most in the market district now were visiting merchants, intent on filling their cargo holds before sailing off again. People in robes of many different races brushed past him, and though he felt several paws attempting to pickpocket him, there was nothing for them to take. Frin jumped a few times, but Saso made sure to stay within reach of the jackal.


      Each district showed off several guard posts, but none more than the docks. The Captain of the Guard worked within site of the bay, making sure above everything else that no one partook in daring raids on anchored vessels. Unlike the other administrative buildings in the area, built tall and imposing to collect taxes from imported goods, the guard post sat squat and wide like a fat patron lounging in a bar. Two armed and armored jackals stood at the main door, and when Saso walked up with one paw securely holding on to Frin's arm, they tensed.

    


    
      “Call the captain,” he stated, surprised the guard on the left immediately nodded and stepped back inside. Someone must have already informed him, and after half a minute of waiting, the jackal reappeared.


      “Come on in,” the guard said.


      Saso made a note of everything in the entrance, just in case he needed to make a quick exit. Teleporting across town again would be a bit jarring, but pulling Frin, if he didn't know what was happening, could be disastrous. Moving Gyr never became a problem, since the small wolf trusted him implicitly, but anyone else would naturally resist magic pulling at them. Unlike the guard posts in Smuggler's Light – if you could call them that, since they housed just a different kind of thief – the interior of this building gleamed from constant cleaning, including the practical wooden desks, chairs, and 'waiting posts'. Just seeing those made the fur on the back of his neck stand up; a prisoner would be tied with his back to it, his paws behind the post, and left until someone felt like processing him. Many of the innocent ones broke down crying there, though none were occupied at the moment. The guard kept them moving, only letting him catch glimpses of reports for the local magistrate and wax-sealed envelopes on the desks. At last the seated lapins noticed his casual snooping and covered what they worked on.


      They passed by holding cells for drunks and pickpockets, already occupied by a wolf puking into a bucket and a rabbit curled up on a bench. The smell did not overwhelm the fox, and he noticed why once they stepped around the corner and noticed several fragrant ferns to cover up the scents. Frin, however, smelled more and more nervous as they kept walking. Saso thought about taking a moment to calm him down, but he wanted this over with.


      When the guard opened the door, Saso flicked his tail in surprise at the Captain of the Guard. Papers covered most of the desk, leaving only a small opening for a ceramic mug of water. The heavily-scarred male behind the desk, a fox, wore a patch over one eye like a theatrical pirate. The fur on his left arm had mostly been burned off, showing off shiny new skin in its place. His green silk vest covered very little of his chest, but the cris-crossing slashing marks on his other arm showed he was tougher than his clothes indicated. When he looked up from the letter he was reading, he looked at the guard still with them.

    


    
      “Leave,” the captain told the guard. The jackal did not waste any time fleeing the room. Saso and Frin stood quietly while the fox neatly folded the letter, placing it on top of a stack of papers that threatened to fall over at the slightest touch.


      “Is this the jackal accused of murdering a slave?” he asked.


      “Yes. This is Frin,” Saso started, but before he could continue the other fox pointed to a corner cabinet hidden behind the open door.


      “Please grab one of the truth candles – I want to get this over with and call off this stupid hunt for him.” Already, the mage suspected he would like this new captain. After he opened the cabinets, surprised again by an array of organized, labeled magical objects including bowls, gemstones, and vials of holy water. He pulled out one of the candles on the lowest shelf, and as he walked back to the desk he snapped his fingers and lit it. The flame changed from the normal red-and-orange flicker to a bright, pure white. They must be cleric-made, but either way, the magic that expanded out of the tiny flame made him shiver.


      “Now, jackal,” the captain spoke, his voice more reassuring than before. “I am going to ask you a few personal questions, then a few yes-or-no questions. If you do not answer any of them, I will have to assume you are covering up something. Do you understand?” Frin gulped, but still nodded.


      “Alright, then.” The captain folded his paws on the desk. “What is your name?”


      “Frin Errin, sir.”


      “And how long have you been a cleric?”


      The jackal made a point to keep staring at the desk. “Three years.”


      “And how long have you lived in your current temple?” A pause then, but Saso did not feel anything new in the flow of magic across the room.


      “Since I was born.”


      “And were you in the temple when the temple slave Winkkirri was assaulted and killed?”


      “Yes.”


      “And did you kill Winkirri?” Saso picked up another wave of fear off the jackal, but he still answered in a quiet voice.


      “No,” Frin said. Now he looked up, but it was the two foxes who exchanged a look. Saso did not feel any ripples in the candle's aura, so he nodded the slightest bit. The captain then stood up.

    


    
      “Frin, you are free to go," the captain said, "but let me tell the guards about this first.”


      It took the captain a few minutes to get the word out, but when he returned he ushered Frin out of the guard house, but motioned for the other fox to stay back. Once the jackal pulled his hood up and started down the road, the captain looked at Saso.


      “I suppose you have other tasks to do today,” the other fox started.


      Saso knew a hint when he heard one.“I can ignore some of them.” Working with the guards would make Aram Ruby's lackies here not come anywhere near him for a while. Just the peace he needed.


      “Then can you help me catch the actual murderer? We don't have any tracking mages here.” After the mage didn't immediately respond, he added, “and we'll pay you.”


      “I'm not very good at tracking,” Saso admitted.


      “Can you cast the spells?” the captain asked.


      “With enough time,” he countered. The other fox placed a paw on his shoulder.


      “We don't have any other leads. You will have your time, and anything else you need." After holding out a paw, he added, "By the way, I'm Captain Yiyain of Mejor.”


      “Saso,” the fox said, clasping the captain's paw with his own.


      Torr liked walking through new cities, especially ones with a large market district. By noon, Juva's market bustled with dozens of merchants, shoving food and other goods under his nose. Even though he wanted to, he couldn't really concentrate on anything. The letter he'd pondered over since leaving Smuggler's Light worried him, more than anything else over the past few months. He hadn't shown it to anyone else but Mhegan – and she did not understand the implications.


      The snowcat slipped into a tavern, waiting for an ale to be presented to him before he unfolded it again. He'd already read it four times, but the words burned into his mind. Some of his friends did not flee when Takashi Ironskin took the crown, and they worked to keep him updated. Though the letter went through several topics – the state of the slums, the names of a few of the non-cleric healers still working in the city – one section gave him pause. Almost all of the churches of the Hopegiver in Vasani had apparently banded together several weeks ago and attempted to dethrone Takashi Ironskin, only to be systematically defeated, captured, and executed. That left no clerics of his god in the country, with none far enough in their training to help them in a large attack. If none of his allies had died in the K'Mir Empire, only the five of them remained.

    


    
      Few avenues remained now for them once they made it back to Eldere. Their chapel's protective wards would keep out the general's undead soldiers, but without actual clerics to help in the city, it would be tough. They would probably have to split up, which would make taking down the powerful darkmage all the more difficult. He really needed to just sit down with Sven for a few hours and find out the extent of what a darkmage could do, but he suspected, like other mages, power was unique to the person. After all, Torr had access to abilities that even Vorel did not.


      “Another one?” the bartender, a pot-bellied otter, asked.


      “Sure,” he answered.


      While he worked on his second ale, people moved around him, always giving him a wide berth. No one sat on either side of him, until he remembered how paladins worked in this city. The church of Anzivo worked as the higher law enforcement; most judges were actually clerics or paladins, using their knowledge of law to ensure justice.


      He turned to the door as someone slammed it open, surprised to see Gyr rushing into the tavern. The canine walked up and placed a paw on his upper arm. His eyes were pleading, and he motioned back to the doorway with his muzzle. Torr silently left a few copper coins on the bar, following the small wolf out of the building.


      Crowds were common for this time of day, but not so stationary or dense as they were now. Jackals and lapins all packed in to the common square, and after Torr shoved past a few of them, most of the rest stepped out of his way once they saw the heavy plate armor and holy symbol dangling on a chain around his neck.


      In the center of the square next to the fountain, a small group stood at odds. Sven stood between Gix and Saso, black fire around the lion's paws. Saso mirrored him with red fire, but neither had thrown spells yet, judging by the un-ignited trash on the ground near them. A group of guards stood behind the fox mage, but did not interfere just yet. Torr swiveled his ears around, surprised by the buzz of the crowd. Very few worried about the possible mage battle or the mass of guards; instead, concerned murmurs reverberated about black magic killing them all. The snowcat thought the Juvans didn't mind darkmages, but apparently his thoughts were off a country or two. Gyr looked at him, waiting for him to act.

    


    
      It took him a few moments to realize why the wolf did not interfere before coming to get him. He possessed more magic than anyone the snowcat had ever seen. He was the only living person with the Voice of Creation, the greatest gift the gods granted to a mortal. He could warp reality around them, save hundreds of lives, destroy armies, or raise the dead. However, like many young mages with power, his abilities scared him.


      “I need you to do me a favor,” Torr said, leaning down so Gyr could hear him over the rising noise of the crowd. “Go back to our tavern and grab Saso's bag. The second teleportation scroll should be in there. And find Mhegan – have her get the other bags. We might need to leave as soon as possible, even if Saso said it isn't best for him.” Gyr nodded soberly, dashing out of the crowd much faster now that Torr didn't need to wade in with him. Now to deal with the impending mage duel. A guard said something to him as he reached the edge of the forced clearing, but he still firmly moved the jackal's arm out of the way. No guard would dare stop a paladin, even here.


      “Saso!” the snowcat called out.


      One of the fox's ears flicked, but he didn't move his gaze from the lion and rat in front of him. “Go away, Torr. The city guard needs Gix, and Sven won't let me bring him to the station.”


      “Why does he need to go to the station?” Torr asked, trying to keep his voice down. He could see the guards pushing people back, trying futilely to create just a little more space before magic started to be thrown.


      “Saso thinks Gix killed someone!” Sven yelled, the fire around his paws flaring with his emotions. First of all, the snowcat needed to get Sven to calm down. He made a point to step between Saso and Sven, blocking the lion's sight of the other mage. Despite his reservations after looking down at the ebony fire, the paladin placed his paws on the smaller cat's shoulders. Now that he was this close, he could see that Sven had been crying.


      “You need to calm down, Sven,” he spoke very clearly, chancing a glimpse back at Gix. The rat, as usual, looked remarkably aware of the situation, and had made the smart decision to stay put, sitting on the edge of the fountain. If he'd run, Saso might have started casting binding magic, setting the darkmage off. At least he understood how his lover's mind worked.

    


    
      “He's going to...” The lion didn't finish the sentence. Both Torr and Sven slammed toward the fountain, the wind knocked out of the snowcat. He wheezed, looking down to see the lion's eyes rolled up in his head, blood staining the water from a wide gash across the back of his scalp. He must have impacted the marble base. Before standing up – he could barely breathe as it was – he placed a paw against the darkmage's face. Power surged from the paladin into his small ally, mending the flesh in moments. Of course, the slam had also knocked Sven out, so that, at least, stopped the mage duel. However, no one threw spells at his back. He propped the lion up so his head would stay out of the water, then turned to the fox.


      “Saso!” he croaked, standing up now that his adrenaline pumped. He drew his sword, just in case, the sharp edge gleaming in the sun. Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Gix on the ground, fiery chains around his ankles and wrists. He'd drawn a throwing dagger, but it rested next to him out of reach. Torr knew the spell: flame shackles. As long as the captured individual remained still, the fire wouldn't burn them. Gix had the good sense to stay limp in the magical chains.


      “He's a criminal, Torr,” the vulpine said calmly, his eyes icy as his paws flicked.


      “He was a thief in Eldere,” the paladin countered, “but he's our friend now.”


      “Then let me bring him into the guard station,” the fox retorted. The vulpine's stance shifted, and Torr could feel the air get heavier. He knew how to counter some magic, but he didn't know if he was powerful enough to work against Saso. Practicing deflecting pain magic with Vorel was not the same as negating a real elemental mage.


      “I saw him in a scrying bowl. He killed someone in a temple last night, and the guards are paying me to bring him in,” Saso roared. Torr didn't lower his sword, but he was taken aback. He didn't keep track of his comrades. He didn't know where Gix had entered the country. Could he have enemies here? He didn't think the rat would jeopardize what they needed to do, though.

    


    
      “There are probably a lot of rats here...” Torr began, but Saso coolly started forward, fire swirling around him.


      “No, there are not. Now move, or I will move you,” the fox warned. Wasn't the fox friends with any of them? No, Torr reminded himself. Saso was here because Aram Ruby had asked him to be here, on behalf of Vorel. They were merely annoyances.


      “SLEEP.”


      The word rang out through the square, and for a moment Torr's balance reeled. He fell to one knee, the point of his sword hitting the stones with the clang. When he looked up, Saso had slumped down, small, gray paws on either side of his head. Every guard and the gathered crowd had fallen down, stunned by whatever spell that was. Torr struggled back up, sheathing his sword while Gyr set the fox gently down on the street. He calmly pulled a scroll out from under his tunic, tossing it to the snowcat. The wolf looked hurt, but he silently walked over to Gix, and with a whistle, dispelled the bonds holding him. He'd been knocked out with the rest of the crowd, but now the spell did not threaten him when he woke up.


      “I sometimes forget what he can do,” a soft voice commented. Mhegan gingerly stepped over those still on the ground. Her paws were full of bag straps, and behind her walked two of their inn's servants, carrying their trunk between them. The awake lapins looked shocked, probably half at the scene and half at the fact they weren't in the mass. His trunk had many protective spells on it, so the fact that they were holding it had probably shielded them from the spell.


      “What do we do now?” she asked next, once the two servants set the trunk down and accepted a few copper coins from her. They had the good sense to run.


      “We need to get out of here,” Torr answered honestly, looking down at the scroll in his paw. He couldn't work something like this, but maybe...


      “Gyr,” he called out, waiting for the small wolf to turn to him. “Can you wake up just Sven?” The wolf nodded, padding over to the fountain. A moment later the lion's eyes sprang open, and after getting over his disorientation, he hopped out of the shallow water, running first to Gix and placing a few fingers to the side of neck. Satisfied he was still alive, he started wringing the water out of his clothes.

    


    
      “Sven, you can fix your clothes later,” Torr said, holding up the scroll. “Can you cast this?”


      “Yes...” He walked over and took the scroll from the paladin's paw. After unrolling it and scanning the parchment, he shrugged. “Probably. I haven't been to Frontier before, though. We may be a day or two of walking to get there.”


      “Why?” Torr asked.


      He shrugged again. “That's what happens when you teleport and don't know where you are going. You can be off. That's why Saso was casting the spells – he knows where he is going.”


      “It's better than nothing,” Torr answered.


      It only took them about a minute to get everything together. Rather than waking Saso up and starting this whole situation over again, they draped him over Torr and Mhegan's trunk. Sven needed a paw free, unlike the fox mage, so they more formed a crescent than a circle for the spell. Eventually, it ended up with the lion on one end, followed by Gix, Gyr, and then the two snowcats. The lion might not be confident about his abilities, but when he started reading the scroll aloud, Torr knew it sounded just like the fox had yesterday. They would be fine.


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter Eight: Frontier


      Never underestimate the Commonfolk;


      they are the oldest of races, the most truly clever of races,


      and have one of the best leaders in recent history.


      The explosives don't hurt, either.


      - High General Takashi Ironskin


      Saso was furious when he eventually woke up a few hours later, but by then they'd already made camp on the beach. The lion had been right – since he wasn't positive of their destination, they'd ended up on a picturesque beach below high cliffs. Mhegan explained they could be anywhere between Frontier and Anon Anubi, but after their fox companion woke up and calmed down, he explained they were about a day and a half from the edge of the peninsula.


      “So,” Saso finally said, after simply glaring at everyone for several hours, “did you actually kill that slave?”


      Gix rolled his eyes. “No. Did you really think there weren't any other rats in that whole damn city?”


      “There aren't any in Smuggler's Light," he retorted, "and only a few in Eldere or Nue.”


      “Think about what you just said,” Gix countered. “Only one of those are port cities, and none of them are close to the Dark Isles. Up here, both kinds of nezumi find their way on ships, stow away on merchant vessels, or steal a ship to make their way somewhere else. I landed in Deaqiz – there were dozens there.”


      “That's on the southern side of the continent," Saso said.


      “Yeah, it is, but it’s also a merchant haven, unlike Smuggler's Light.”


      “Hrmm,” was the fox's only answer. He remained silent after that.


      The next day, they kept walking down the coast, Gix trading stories with Torr about city living. Although the lion also contributed to the conversation, Sven remained silent about his life before Vasani, and the snowcat wondered why. Before they'd left Eldere, he'd asked Rasvim about the lion, but the fox had only told him “he doesn't like talking about himself. Don't push him.” No one should be ashamed of their past; he'd been a vigilante, almost put to death for dealing with crimes the guards would not. He'd killed people, both accidentally and intentionally. What could the lion have done?

    


    
      They might be traveling along a beach, but it surprised Torr that they didn't come across a single caravan or merchant group. Wasn't Frontier supposed to be a Commonfolk city? Families of them moved through countries in large caravans, trading and crafting some of the best goods in the world. Wouldn't they be in constant contact with the only city governed by their own people?


      Torr observed with fascination that the cliffs gradually shrank, eventually giving way to the dense forests common in Vasani. He could not see more than a few feet into the brush, and when he stepped closer, numerous insects and animals skittered away from him. At least they wouldn't go hungry once they stopped for the day.


      As expected, they reached the tip of the peninsula by sundown that day, getting a spectacular view of the bridge leading to Frontier. A few years ago, the leader of the city had commissioned a massive army of mages to move the city and the surrounding countryside a hundred yard or so off the coast, claiming it as a separate and autonomous country. A large, wide bridge connected it to the mainland, crafted of magically strengthened, dark wood and wide enough for a half-dozen coaches to travel side by side. However, the wind had begun to pick up about an hour ago, and even if it was probably the strongest bridge in the world, Torr did not trust himself to walk across it right now. They made a fire and waited for Gix to return – he'd gone into the woods with a sling in his paw.


      About an hour after dark they noticed a patrol moving down the bridge toward them. The wind did not seem to push any of the three cloaked individuals, and even their lantern hanging from a pole over one of their shoulders did not shake in the gusts. Torr did not stand up, motioning for everyone else to stay seated as well. The snowcat still wore his armor, and if any of them drew weapons or started weaving spells, it would not bode well. When the small group reached them, one of them pulled back his cloak, revealing himself to be a Commonfolk.

    


    
      Torr had very little interaction with Commonfolk, and when he looked at the newly revealed male – well, he assumed he was male, since his hair was cropped short against his skull – he wasn't entirely sure how to introduce himself. The muzzle-less, tail-less person nodded without smiling at them, undoing the clasp of his cloak to casually reveal tight leather armor, a gleaming badge pinned onto the left side of his chest. In the dim firelight, the snowcat could not make out the engraving.


      “We saw your camp from our post halfway down the bridge,” the Commonfolk began, his voice oddly devoid of any form of accent. “We wanted to make sure you weren't a reconnaissance team.”


      “How do you know we're not?” Saso commented dryly, taking a swig from his waterskin.


      The guard raised an eyebrow, looking between each present person. “Because the K'Mir Empire would not send a paladin or a pregnant female to see if we were conquerable, let alone the rest of you.” One of the other two guards tensed when Gix stepped out of the woods, three dead rabbits in his paws. He looked between the two groups before shrugging and beginning to skin his catches at the forest's edge.


      “I didn't want to risk the winds over the bridge,” Torr said, but the guard waved a paw.


      “It's not a problem once you start on – the mages spelled the thing so winds curve above and below it.” Thinking of the guards' unruffled cloaks, and more than anything the prospect of sleeping indoors instead of outside in the elements convinced him.


      After they doused their fire and waited for Gix to finish skinning, the group followed the guards onto the bridge. As soon as they took one step on to the polished wood, the breezes that ruffled their fur ceased. Sven gulped.


      “This is really powerful stuff,” he said nervously, causing one of the guards to look back at him.


      “Try not to let the magic get to you," one of the guards said. "If you focus on it too much, you'll pass out.” The lion looked to either side of him.


      “I passed out the first time across the bridge, trying to figure out all the layered spells,” Saso added.


      Torr's eyes stayed on the guards in front of them until the city walls came into view. Besides the archers patrolling above them, large, metal objects stood at every dozen yards, hollow tubes pointing toward the bridge. Torr didn't know what they were, but he supposed he could ask once they stepped inside. The guards stopped at the entrance, leaving the paladin shocked again – there was no portcullis to shut off the wide archway. Were the metal tubes above them a different type of deterrent? One of Mhegan's paws found his, grasping it firmly.

    


    
      “You don't want to try and siege this town,” she mumbled.


      “Have you been here before?” Torr asked.


      Her eyes were unreadable. “Not enough.”


      Like many trade cities, the setting of the sun did not deter people from buying and trading goods. A second market sprang up once the daytime one shut down in a different section of the town, generally where someone could buy more illicit goods. As Torr and his allies began walking into the city, he was surprised to see wooden stalls illuminated by small lamps. The noise level was nowhere near what the day market would have been, but the snowcat could pick up whispered bartering and arguments amongst the chatter. Guards patrolled even more frequently than they would during the day, but made a point not to inspect what was on any of those tables. One thing remained constant, though – besides their little group, everyone that walked down the street or sold goods behind a booth was a muzzle-less, tail-less Commonfolk.


      “There are dozens of inns along the main road,” one of the guards that had escorted them in commented. “I would advise you to watch your purses, and not to buy anything until after dawn.”


      “There isn't a chapel of the Hopegiver here?” Torr asked. The speaking guard turned to look at him.


      “We're Commonfolk, paladin,” he answered simply, as though that answered the question. Mhegan squeezed his paw.


      “I'll explain,” she muttered, smiling at the guard. Before they walked away, Torr made a point to pass each of the guards a few silver coins. No matter where he traveled, he knew guards did not make the money they deserved. All three smiled and thanked him before walking back to the city entrance, leaving the six of them in the middle of a bustling street.


      “How much do you want to spend on an inn?” Saso asked, glaring at a teenage Commonfolk who reached for his belt.

    


    
      “Enough that I don't get my throat slit,” Torr responded.


      “That's every place here," Saso answered. The fox looked back at Gyr, whose tail hadn't stopped wagging since they walked in. The petite canine flashed a few paw signals so quickly that Torr did not have a chance to follow them.


      “What's the range in prices?” Sven asked, pulling off his gloves, blushing under his sand-colored fur at the curious stares from several of the passerby. They probably didn't see many cats this far north.


      “Fine, Gyr,” the vulpine said with a heavy sigh, patting the wolf on the shoulder. “We can stay at The Lord's Delight.”


      “One of the finer places, I assume?” Mhegan commented, causing the fox to roll his eyes.


      “That would be one way of describing it," the fox said. "I think another way would be 'a classy whorehouse'. It’s at the edge of the administrative district. C'mon.”


      Torr and Mhegan both walked silently down the road, with Saso and Gyr leading the way. Sven said he would catch up with them in an hour or so – according to the lion, he could find a well-known tavern in this new city without much of a problem. Gix, naturally, followed him deeper into the maze of stalls. That left the snowcat to either ponder over his own thoughts and worries, or have a decent conversation with Mhegan for the first time in several days. He chose the latter.


      “When were you here before?” he asked, keeping a hold of the other cat's paw.


      “Several years ago.” Her eyes darkened for a moment as she spoke.


      “Were you here as a teenager?” When he'd asked Mhegan when she was born a few months ago, she'd asked him to drop the topic. By his best guess, she was in her early twenties.


      “I was an adult,” she answered evasively. “They were thinking of building a temple near the bridge.”


      “Only one?” Torr asked. The strange emptiness the snowcat felt in this city suddenly made sense to him. Anywhere else, he could concentrate for a moment and sense a connection, however tenuous, to other paladins or clerics of the Hopegiver. Here, however, he couldn't even feel the echoes of clerics attached to some other faith.


      “Where's the temple district?” he asked, and Mhegan sighed.

    


    
      “There isn't one," she said.


      He gripped his lover's paw a bit tighter. “Well..is there a chapel in the slums, or near the docks?” If they'd moved the city offshore, surely the other end of the city was where the docks and subsequent market would be.


      “There isn't a single chapel, church, or altar in the entire city,” Mhegan reiterated.


      “Well then,” Torr asked, thoroughly confused. “Where do they worship?”


      “They don't,” the other cat answered. “The Commonfolk don't pay homage to any god.”


      “But...” He really didn't have any answer for that. Every village he had ever visited contained at least a small chapel, with a village healer to help deal with serious wounds or stem the onset of illnesses.


      “How do they deal with plagues? Keep the city guard alive?” he asked. They walked in silence for a few moments before passing a small patrol of guards. Mhegan pointed at the member in the center of the four males, a white stripe of cloth around his upper arm that glowed faintly in the darkness.


      “He's a healer – not a cleric or priest, but someone who is born with the gift for healing wounds. There are a few of them in Eldere, but mostly they turn to churches anyway, since they think their gifts are blessings from one god or another,” she explained.


      “So, if someone gets sick...” Torr started.


      “They don't need a church to heal them,” she finished.


      Torr kept tossing those facts around in his head as they walked. Here was a city, devoid of even the weakest of clerics, that thrived without the assistance or protection of a god. He'd always been taught that the gods, in one way or another, made sure that those that worshiped them would be protected and better off than those that didn't. Yet, here, through the ingenuity of a cadre of mages and architects, they thrived while making a point to ignore the powerful beings that watched over the rest of the world. One question flared in his mind, one he needed to ask aloud to make it go away.


      “Why don't the gods wipe this city from the world? Surely they've offended someone,” Torr said.


      “The gods protect this place, more than the Commonfolk will ever acknowledge," she answered, rolling her eyes. "Their leader may not look kindly on deities, but they shield this place for a very simple reason.”

    


    
      “What is that?” he pressed.


      She looked at him. “Isn't it obvious? It's neutral ground. They oppose people who threaten them, not people who disagree with their ideology. Of every city in the world, this is probably one of the most free.” Saso suddenly turned right, walking into a shabby-looking tavern. The paint around the windowsills was cracked, and the sign nailed above the door of a lupis in robes drinking from a goblet was faded so much that the cat could not even tell what the original color had been.


      “Are you sure this is...” Torr didn't get the chance to finish that sentence. Both the fox and wolf were gone from view, so he looked at Mhegan.


      “Is this where we were headed?” he asked.


      “I say we trust him,” she answered, stepping forward now and leading him into the establishment.


      The outside of the building must only remain that way to deter thieves from entering the tavern, since the first thing to hit the paladin was just how glittery everything was. Gold shone on the counter, each glass glinted in the bright light, and even the tables had been covered with emblazoned cloths. Other than the Commonfolk waiters and other bar staff, many lapins and lutrins lounged in large, comfortable chairs as they sipped wine, had their feet massaged, and gossiped with each other. Torr and Mhegan froze in the doorway, but the environment did not deter Saso and Gyr, who had already taken up seats on a long couch, each drinking from a silver goblet.


      “I think we should find another another inn,” Torr said quickly.


      “I think I'd like to sit down,” Mhegan commented to the air, ignoring the snowcat's statement entirely. She promptly walked over to where their two companions were sitting, flopped down next to them, and propped her feet up on the small table in front of them. One of her paws rested on her belly, and she leaned her head back, closing her eyes. As though on command, a Commonfolk knelt in front of her and started massaging the pads of her feet. Torr sighed. It looked like he would not get a say in the matter. After accepting an offered glass of wine, the paladin took a seat next to Mhegan, surprised at her eagerness.


      “We have tonight to relax,” she said, as though reading his mind. “Take it.”

    


    
      Sven and Gix appeared about an hour later, the lion with a few more bracelets on his wrists and a swath of shear emerald fabric draped over his shoulders. Torr knew better at this point in their interactions than to chide the cat for spending money they really shouldn't be, so the snowcat just gave him a disapproving glare. They both ordered several drinks at once, taking up a table in the corner. Though the rat exuded his usual gruffness, Sven openly flirted with the waiter that dropped off their drinks.


      “Does he ever stop?” Torr asked no one in particular.


      Saso looked at him. “You know why he does it, don't you?” When the snowcat shook his head, the fox flicked his ears in annoyance. “He's a darkmage – at any time, he could lose control of his magic and kill us, or himself, or Gix. Rather than curl up in a corner and cry, he enjoys life.”


      “Sven's still afraid of his magic,” Torr reminded the other male, but the fox only shrugged, pausing for a sip of wine.


      “He is, but it won't stop him from having fun. It is very brave of him.” The paladin looked past the vulpine for a moment, realizing Gyr had disappeared.


      Saso answered his look. “He's upstairs with one of the waiters. We were here a few months ago, and he wanted to catch up.” Torr looked at him incredulously.


      “He's entitled to do as he pleases,” the fox said with a shrug.


      “I thought you two were, well...”


      “No,” the fox answered firmly. Torr decided to change the subject.


      “Have you spoken with Typhon Saltpeter before?” the cat asked. That got the fox to perk up his ears.


      “Only once," the fox answered, "and that was to make sure I wouldn't be arrested for meeting with a business associate here.”


      “You mean, one of Aram Ruby's thieves,” Torr said.


      “Yes,” the fox answered, no emotion in his voice. “He is a...logical person. If you put forth your case, and he sees an advantage for Frontier in helping you, I think he will do what he can.” Thoughts of having a brilliant tactician on their side definitely brightened the snowcat's outlook on the near future.


      “By the way,” the fox commented, looking over at Mhegan, now lightly dozing. “Do you have any other ideas for allies? You are taking back a country, after all.” Vorel and Torr had discussed this before the other paladins heading West, but he'd forgotten to inform the fox before leaving Smuggler's Light.

    


    
      “Vorel said he could call on a few people, but he does not know if they will back a coup,” the snowcat said.


      “Takashi Ironskin threatens everyone on this continent," Saso retorted. "You don't think other governments will help defeat him?”


      “I think other governments will not see it as their problem,” he answered.


      Saso chuckled at that. “Then at least you understand international politics better than most people.” The fox motioned for a waiter to refill their glasses before continuing.


      “There is this strange idea everywhere I've been – that the ancient tales of everyone coming together under one banner, uniting without quarrel to defeat a greater foe is somehow more than complete fiction. High General Takashi Ironskin could legitimately control Oya, Juva, and Shin-se within twenty years if he had the drive. I hope Vorel is correct, Torr, or you may find this entire trip a fool's errand.” Wine poured into the glasses in front of them, and the fox gratefully continued drinking. The snowcat drained his glass almost as quickly.


      The fox had a point, even if Torr didn't want to admit it aloud. If anyone could muster an international army, it would be Vorel, but if he could not, there would be little hope for them. Five paladins and a few allies, mages or not, could not hope to retake the capitol city. A few battalions of soldiers, whether from the warring noble houses of Oya or Frontier, might give them the edge they needed.


      “What about the Transcendent Priest?” the fox asked. Torr made a point to set his goblet down before answering. It was a subject he didn't like thinking about.


      “What about him?” the cat asked. More importantly, how did Saso know about that? Torr thought only clerics and paladins were informed of the ceremony.


      “Do you know who he is?" Saso asked. "He would definitely help during the assault. Why aren't we trying to convince him to help against Ironskin?”


      “He's is already assisting us,” Torr said.

    


    
      Saso set his goblet down, his ears staying swiveled toward the snowcat. “Is it Vorel? I would feel sorry for Rasvim.”


      “How much do you know?” Torr asked suddenly. He was not supposed to tell anyone outside of the church more than necessary.


      “Enough,” the mage answered simply. “I studied the ritual involved several decades ago, when I was still in Oya. I was supposed to assist the Oracle in copying it, but she found...someone else that did not disagree with the church of the Wing Goddess on who should be allowed to worship inside the temple.” The chapels of the Wing Goddess did not allow males who slept with other males to attend, and did not allow males to step into the inner sanctum at all. With Saso's blunt attitude, Torr could see why the fox would be at odds with religious figures.


      “Let me just say not to worry about it,” the cat answered. Saso flicked his tail, an odd look in the fox's eyes.


      “You know who it is,” he said plainly. “You are afraid to tell me.”


      “I am not allowed to tell you,” Torr admitted, “unless I have to.”


      He could almost see the fox's mind turning over and over behind his eyes. There were only a few clerics and paladins of high enough prominence to be granted the blessing, and fewer of those who had not died in the last decade. Well, the fox had probably been alive much longer than the cat, so he might be thinking about every important holy figure in the last several centuries. His eyes suddenly grew a little wider.


      “It's you.” Before the cat could answer, the fox continued in a rush, thankfully keeping his voice low.


      “You're the only one it could be – Mier couldn't have the blessings placed on him, Acton wouldn't take the responsibility, and Vorel's been Head Paladin for almost as long as he's been a paladin. The Oracle wouldn't trust one of her own clerics with the power, and no cleric of Moro or Jakkin would agree to participate. Rasvim hasn't been in the church long enough.”


      “Fine,” Torr finally whispered. “It's me. Are you happy?” The fox didn't look very happy.


      “Does she know?” Saso asked, looking over at Mhegan as she slept.


      The snowcat swallowed hard. “I will not tell her.”


      “You have to!” the fox urged, picking up his glass and draining it, his attention not leaving the other male. When he set it down again, his ears kept flicking back and forth. “What if you have to use your abilities?”

    


    
      “If it comes to that, I will tell her,” he answered simply.


      “She's pregnant! You can't really expect...”


      Finally, Torr held up a paw. “It would not change anything. There can only be one Transcendent Priest at a time. I would have to die for the ritual to be done again. If she needs to know, I will tell her.”


      “You should not have gotten her pregnant, then,” was the fox's only response before standing up and walking over to the bar, his tail flicking back and forth. The cat sighed. She hadn't been in season – he would have been able to smell it. He truly had no idea how she'd gotten pregnant. There was something different about her, surely, but it wasn't something he could explain. Perhaps she would tell him, someday. For now, he just continued drinking.


      Saso tried to get to sleep quickly, but did not manage it before Gyr returned to their shared room. He kept on his side of the large bed, hoping that the wolf would simply go to sleep. The closer they got to another large confrontation, the more the fox worried about his friend. If Gyr would not use his magic to its full extent, they might not survive a siege on the capitol city. Then again, he could not really expect the small male, still cautious of his power, to work outside of what made him comfortable. A paw on his back pulled him away from his thoughts, and after he rolled over, Gyr pulled one of the fox's paws up to his throat. Saso knew the gesture, and quickly worked the spell to temporarily allow the small male to speak normally. As long as he maintained contact, the canine's voice would not trigger his magic.


      “What are we going to do once we get home?” he asked, pressing in close to the fox. Saso always kept his home open to the little wolf, so it didn't bother him that Gyr counted it as 'their' home.


      “That will be up to Aram.”


      The wolf whined. “Can we..do something else?”


      “What do you mean?” Gyr clung to him, their bodies pressed close to one another. The fox always wore silk pajamas to bed, but they did not stop him from feeling the heat of the small canine's body through them.


      “Can it...just be the two of us? No Aram or anyone?” the wolf asked. Gyr kissed him under the chin, making Saso nearly lose the spell. The wolf never led action, never touched him intimately. The fox had tried to initiate contact before, but with little success. How should he react to it now?

    


    
      “Whatever you want,” was the only thing that came to mind. Suddenly those small paws started trying to move him, and he obeyed, finding himself on all fours above the wolf. When he looked down at the most important person in the world to him, Gyr kissed him very gently on the lips. The fox parted his lips, letting the exploring tongue in, moaning despite his normally-controlled nature. He braced on his elbows, just wrestling his tongue with the wolf's own before he felt fingers undoing his silk shirt. Right now he didn't care about being naked in front of someone else, or someone walking in on then. He was touching Gyr, he was kissing Gyr, and more importantly, Gyr was kissing him back.


      A paw sliding into his pants forced him to break the kiss. His member had already begun to respond to the caresses, and while the other canine unlaced the front of his pants, he nuzzled against him, kissing down his muzzle. He normally resisted these sorts of carnal urges, partly because he rationalized they distracted from his magic research, but mainly because he waited for Gyr to come to him. Now that the wolf's delicate fingers pulled his slowly hardening member out into the air, the smooth pads starting to slide over the red flesh, he whimpered—something the fox never did during sex. Gyr nuzzled him, now beginning to slowly stroke forward and back.


      All his fantasies of the little wolf, and the only thing he could do now was stay as he was, rocking his hips slightly as Gyr's other paw gripped his swelling knot. Saso kissed the other male when his intermittent panting and moaning would let him. He wanted to please the lupis as well, but his arms shook as it was. He occupied himself with kisses and licks at any place he could reach, letting out a loud whimper when the wolf started to spread his precum back across his tight flesh. It needed to last, even if his quivering hips did not want it to. Gyr was good, very good, even with nothing more than exploring fingers. A thought of messing his clothes passed through his head, but he pushed it aside. Damn the silks.


      With several huffs he splattered seed all over the wolf's chest, embarrassed by the suddenness of it all. The orgasm felt good, amazingly so since he inhaled Gyr's chest at the same time, but it all faded too quickly. He didn't have the stamina he should at his age, but the wolf made no disappointed noises. Gyr kept hold of his knot, and when the fox looked between them he watched as the smaller male finished himself off rather quickly. The wolf gasped and barked, his seed mixing with the fox's in his fur, Saso shakily kissed him, feeling him whimpering through his peak as much as hearing it. When the wolf relaxed completely, spent, he nuzzled against the fox.

    


    
      “I love you,” the fox whispered, steeling himself for the response, even if it was inaudible. Gyr kissed him on the cheek, rolling him over so they rested on their sides. Saso did not have the concentration to work the suppressing spell, even if he needed a reply. The little wolf cuddled into the fox's arms despite their stickiness. One day, the fox hoped, he could hear an answer without the need for complicated magic.


      Getting to the administrative section of town was not difficult, but finding out where to meet with Typhon Saltpeter proved infuriating. Apparently, the Commonfolk scheduled everything days or weeks in advance, so their group arriving in the middle of the day without an appointment brought them no favors. Torr's rank normally would have gotten him nowhere, but explaining himself (as Mhegan had recommended) as a “holy emissary” at least brought them within sight of the Governor's Mansion, Frontier's equivalent to a royal palace. It resembled a noble's estate, the main building several floors high and painted a shade of red far too bright for a state-owned building. White columns supported a wide entrance, where Commonfolk in formal clothes loitered, looking over papers or just chatting.


      “Any suggestions?” Saso asked. His advice had been shot down an hour ago; he wanted them to all pose as dignitaries from Smuggler's Light.


      “I suppose simply trying to make an appointment for the next few days would be the best bet,” Sven commented, sticking close to Gix. The rat look as much irritated at the delay as Torr felt.


      “I don't want to have to wait any longer than we have to,” the paladin said.


      As they continued to walk toward the mansion, a high-pitched wailing suddenly pierced through the air. Mhegan's paws flew to her ears, as did most of the others, but Torr simply shook his head.

    


    
      “What's going on?” the snowcat yelled at one of the guards rushing past him. The Commonfolk did not stop running, but did yell back at him.


      “Raider attack! Get inside!” When the paladin looked at his comrades, he noticed Saso smiling wide.


      “Here's our chance,” the fox called out. The fox grabbed one of Gyr's paws, pulling the whimpering wolf along with him in the same direction the guards were running.


      “Where's he going?” Mhegan asked, but the paladin understood. If they helped in a crisis, they might just have a way to get around the appointment system.


      “Follow me,” Torr said.


      It did not take them very long to find where the guards had been headed. As they shoved through the markets and stepped onto the docks, the snowcat could see three giant ships fifty yards out from the shore, all without a flag hanging from their masts. Though he couldn't pick out many details, he knew a trained line of archers on the deck when he saw them. However, the guards around them did not look worried. Another group were rolling out those metal tubes from the gates.


      “What are those?” he asked a nearby guard. The female, a large burn covering the entire left side of her face, glared at him.


      “All civilians need to evacuate the docks...paladin.” She'd looked down at the cat's armor, and suddenly changed her attitude.


      “Would you be willing to heal?” she asked. Torr nodded.


      “Then take up positions behind the cannons," she continued, "and get some cotton for your ears from one of the guard healers.”


      “Cannons?” the cat asked, and the guard pointed at one of the metal tubes.


      “We'll make short work of these raiders, but I need you ready in case their archers get a few rounds off.” She paused, looking over at a commotion on the other side of the docks. Torr could see a white light, and something rising off the thick wood, surrounded by swirling lines of magical power. Torr did not want to look at it in his magical vision; he felt he might go blind.


      “What the...” The guard didn't have a chance to finish, because a moment later something shot a beam of raw power at one of the raider's ships, and the sound of the mast cracking echoed through the evacuated docks. Torr could see people rushing in all directions, but more flashes of light appeared across that ship's deck. A moment later those panicking raiders appeared in front of the cannons, dazed and scrambling. Guards rushed forward, manacles at the ready.

    


    
      “What is that?” The guard asked, looking at the paladin. Torr could put forth a guess, but he couldn't confirm it without getting closer. As the first ship burned, the white ball shifted its attention to the others. Guards did not stop and watch as the paladin did, though – they continued to move around the cannons, pouring some sort of black powder into the tubes and shoving it back with a tool that looked like it was used to reach bread in the back of a baker's oven. A piece of parchment followed, then a small, black ball. By the way the guard was struggling to lift it, it must be very heavy.


      “Here,” the guard commented, reaching into one of her pockets and passing a few pieces of pressed cotton into his paws. “Shove a piece in each ear, and make sure all your friends do the same.”


      “Are those thing that loud?” he asked while he passed the pieces to everyone else. They didn't fit right in Gix's ears, but after he chewed on them a little bit they served their purpose. They didn't completely deafen him – it was like listening to the world through a closed door. He kept his eyes on the guard now, and when she raised her arm he noticed everyone covering their ears. He mimicked the action.


      “Fire!”


      Muted explosions erupted all around him, dust and heat filling the air. Torr watched as those little metal balls soared through the air faster than he'd expected, slamming into the ships in a matter of seconds, ripping through the wood as though it wasn't even there. One ship already listed to one side, and the white ball took the opportunity to teleport the now-panicking raiders to the shore. The metal slugs that had veered toward the third ship, however, did not strike into the side of the ship. They hovered near the ship before sinking into the bay. Torr could see purple lights shining up from the deck.


      “Looks like they finally realized to bring a mage,” one of the guards yelled out as he helped reload one of the cannons. Several of the others around him laughed, but did not stop working. Torr would help, if he knew what needed to be done, but instead he just readied himself to heal. The archers on the third boat had launched a volley, the arrows arching toward the shore. He could see Saso now, stepping out from the center of a circle of guards, fire shooting from his paws. Black fire entered the cat's vision; Sven's magic incinerated just as many arrows mid-flight. A few got through, but the guards could track those and escape their trajectory.

    


    
      The cannons fired again, this time all trained on the single vessel. He watched as two of the spheres paused before striking the ship, but the third and fourth got through, ripping the wood apart. Another group of lupis and felis landed in front of the paladin, but they had the good sense not to try and run this time. The mage, the only vulpine in the group, twisted his paws, and before the guards could reach him he disappeared.


      “Well, losing one out of dozens isn't bad,” Mhegan commented, and the female guard still beside them chuckled.


      “That's a good way to look at it,” the Commonfolk said.


      “Anyone need my help?” Torr asked, trying to appraise everyone nearby. The guard glanced over as well, but merely shrugged.


      “I think the only thing anyone has to worry about it soot at the moment,” she answered, a smile on her face. Saso had made his way back along the docks, pulling his gloves back on as he came to a stop beside the paladin.


      “I think that went remarkably well,” Saso said. The fox had a smirk on his muzzle, as though he'd just achieved something none of the rest of them possibly could have.


      “Where's Gyr?” Gix asked, before turning his muzzle to stare out across the water. The white sphere had made its way back to the docks near them, and after a few more seconds set down on the wood. The swirling magic dissipated, revealing a stumbling Gyr. The small wolf didn't fall, however, and just wagged his tail absently as he rejoined the group.


      “That was amazing,” Saso whispered, putting an arm around the canine's shoulders. Several of the guards were staring at them, and though Gyr panted, he showed no other outward sign of fatigue.


      “He blew up that ship?” one of the guards cried out. To be fair, Torr was just as shocked, even if the lupis's magic had been explained prior to them leaving. Power and control like that was something he'd never seen up-close, especially considering the lack of casualties.


      “We need to go report the outcome to Saltpeter,” the female guard beside the snowcat said. “Would your...friends mind coming with us? It will be difficult to explain that wolf's magic without him present.”

    


    
      “We will do anything we can to help,” the paladin responded simply. The fox's gamble had paid off – they had a path into the mansion. Hopefully Typhon Saltpeter would not have anything scheduled right now.


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter Nine: The Commonfolk's Genius


      I'm not an atheist - I'm an agnostic.


      I am a Commonfolk, so your gods have no power over me.


      - Typhon Saltpeter, leader of Frontier


      Typhon Saltpeter looked very different from most other officials the snowcat had encountered in his life. First of all, he wore no insignia or clothes to represent his rank, instead opting for tight-fitting leather armor and long, heavy gloves. All sorts of devices and contraptions cluttered his desk, holding down innumerable scraps of paper sketched on with charcoal and chalk alike. His dark eyes shone with intelligence, and even while he was sizing up their considerable group, the snowcat bet he was also considering a dozen other things that needed his attention. When he finally did speak, he ran his fingers through his short hair, smiling wide.


      “Well, if what Commander Jenson tells me, one of the pirate ships was taken down by a tiny wolf, the only arrow volley deflected by a mage and a darkmage working together, and that a paladin, a pregnant snowcat, and a black-furred nezumi waited for them to work with no shock at the turn of events. Is that correct?”


      “Yes,” Torr answered. Typhon rolled his eyes.


      “You are aware of how ridiculous your little team looks, right?” the Commonfolk asked.


      The snowcat could only think of one answer. “There have been stranger groups.”


      The Commonfolk chuckled. “That's true, though most of those groups are in fairy tales. So what brings you to my city?”


      “We seek your assistance,” the paladin began, “in removing High General Takashi Ironskin from Eldere. I was informed that you traveled with him many years ago, so you may have information we could use to defeat him.” As he talked, Typhon opened a drawer, drawing out a small pouch smelling of tobacco leaves and a few scraps of paper.

    


    
      “Give me a reason,” the leader said simply as he pulled out pinches of the chopped-up leaves, licking along the edge of one piece of paper before rolling it up tightly.


      “You will have the gratitude of Vasani as a nation...”


      “...which I don't need.” Typhon finished for him.


      “You will have the alliance of the churches of the Hopegiver...”


      “...which might be nice, if I worshiped your god. Try again,” he added. Torr sighed. This had gone much smoother in his head.


      “What would you want then?” he asked. Now the Commonfolk looked up at him. Saso gasped when the male snapped his fingers, a small flame appearing and igniting the rolled tobacco.


      “You didn't cast magic,” the fox said plainly.


      “I'm not a mage," Typhon said. "I'm a chemist.” He placed his fingers together in front of his face. “These gloves are laced with different chemicals that let me do all sorts of things.” His smile was so infectious the paladin felt the corner of his own mouth twitching.


      “As for what I want,” he continued. “I can think of a few things, but it would require some, frankly, dangerous assistance from you.”


      “Whatever it takes,” Torr said.


      Typhon arched an eyebrow, a motion the cat had never seen before. “How does infiltrating Takashi's castle sound?”


      Torr did not answer immediately. What would an infiltration provide them? They could not hope to kill Takashi without the Light of Creation, and even if they retrieved some vital information, getting back out would be near-impossible. He did not even know if the magical protections on the castle still functioned, but if they did, there would simply be no way for them to even attempt such an assault.


      “Why don't we walk and talk?” Typhon offered after the first few seconds of awkward silence. “I have a few experiments and assistants I need to check up on.” After looking at the others in his group, who all offered no protest, the snowcat nodded.


      They proceeded out of the Commonfolk's office and down a few corridors, the paladin looking over a few of the frames on the walls. Few of them contained the normal portraits or landscapes; instead, schematics filled most of them, with only a single painting of a beautiful vixen near the end of the hall. He pushed open a door, leading the way into a brightly-lit workroom.

    


    
      The smells overwhelmed the cat so much he needed to cover his nose. Alcohol and other strong elements made his eyes water; he squinted over at Commonfolk working at different tables, all with scarfs covering their mouths and noses. Some looked to be carefully measuring different fluids. Others sketched out plans for something or another, arguing amongst themselves. Typhon gave some of them a cursory glance, while a few he actually stopped and spoke with them. Against one of the back walls Torr noticed one of the cannons, large enough that it couldn't be wheeled out like the ones on the docks. What would they need one that big for?


      “Our noses aren't as sensitive as yours,” Typhon commented as they made their way out another door, this time into a walled-in courtyard. Bushes had been pruned into geometric patterns all around them.


      “What was all that?” Sven asked, wiping his eyes on his sleeve.


      “One of my workshops. Did you see the cannons being fired?” The lion nodded once he blinked a few times to clear his vision.


      “They take a careful mix of black powder to work correctly – we mix it here. I'm trying to figure out how to make them more effective.”


      “They worked very well at the docks,” Gix said. Typhon smirked.


      “They could have worked better. I am trying to find a way to make the cannonballs out of neutracite, or enchant them. The powder destroys enchantments, but we're figuring it out.” He kept strolling through the garden, toward an open doorway on the other side. “Now, I can think of a few ways for you to enter the castle, but one sticks out now that I see the members of your little group.”


      “What can we do?” Saso asked, and the Commonfolk shook his head.


      “You can't do anything, but there's one very simple way to enter the castle undetected,” Typhon said. He pointed a finger at Sven. The lion blinked. “Come with me.”


      They moved through a few more workshops, a storage room, and a meeting hall completely occupied by scribes before stepping into a massive library. Shelves reached several feet over Torr's head, but the Commonfolk did not pause to look like the rest of them did. He swiftly walked over to one of the shelves, touching spines of books until he yanked a large stack of vellum bound together with twine. After carefully opening it and turning a few pages, he set it down on a wide, low table.

    


    
      “This is my copy of the Codex of Darkness,” he explained, flicking his gaze between his onlookers and the tome. “I couldn't get one of the original copies, but this is close enough.”


      “It even has the illustrations,” Sven commented. Torr noticed a charcoal drawing of a lupis, fire around his paws and head, but what more intrigued him was how an effeminate cat got a hold of a rare holy text.


      “Have you read this before?” Typhon asked. The cat nodded.


      “I needed to, a few years ago,” Sven admitted. “It has a lot of useful advice.” When he noticed the paladin's look, he added quickly, “Rasvim let me read it.”


      “Well, for the rest of you,” he continued. “The Codex of Darkness has some of the only information on darkmages. I've read it a few times since knowing Takashi, and come up with a few theories of how to get to him.”


      “We will need the Light of Creation to kill him,” Torr blurted out, but the Commonfolk brushed the idea away.


      “I'm not looking to kill him right now – I figure that’s in your plans for taking back the city. What I need is something he always keeps nearby. It’s most definitely in the palace.”


      “What are you looking for?” Saso asked. “An artifact he has? A spellbook he collected from a wizard?”


      On both counts Typhon shook his head. “I need a small, glass orb he keeps very close to him. It glows at all times.”


      “What is it?” the cat asked. The answer made Torr immediately regret asking.


      “A trapped soul,” Typhon explained. Everyone but Saso gulped; the fox merely blinked a few times before keeping the conversation going.


      “Why do you need it?” Saso asked.


      “My wife fought Takashi a few years ago, and lost. He ripped her soul out of her body, and I intend to get it back. So far, I've been unsuccessful,” he said. Typhon turned a few more pages in the codex.


      “How will we make a difference?” Torr asked. After reading a passage under his breath quickly, he pointed at Sven.

    


    
      “I don't have any darkmages on my payroll – he can get into the palace and back out without tripping any of Takashi's defenses," the Commonfolk continued. "Darkmages are naturally immune to most scrying, and definitely anything Takashi Ironskin can do.”


      “I've killed another darkmage before,” Sven said, his voice low and attention inward.


      “I'm not talking about open combat,” Typhon said dismissively. “He won't be able to track you through the palace, and I can get you back here without much of an issue.”


      “I'm...not very good at teleporting,” the lion admitted.


      Again, Typhon just smiled. “I have something better.”


      They loitered in relative silence for about a minute while Typhon rushed out of the room, his boots ringing down the hallway. He came back almost as fast, holding a small bundle of sticks held together with string. Two of these he carefully pulled from the collection, placing them on the table next to the Codex of Darkness.


      “These are recall tabs,” Typhon said. The name didn't register with Torr, but Saso immediately stepped up, picking up one of the delicate twigs. They were maybe half as thick as a finger and about the same length.


      “How did you get them this small? They should be...” The fox gestured with his paws, showing a distance of about a foot. Typhon moved the fox's paws up closer to his face, so the small stick rested a few inches from Saso's eyes.


      “Look at the groove and enchantment pattern. It took me about three months to perfect it – I wanted them small enough that someone could carry them comfortably,” Typhon explained.


      “Aram Ruby would probably pay a fortune for these,” the fox offered.


      The Commonfolk shrugged. “Thieves always use what works best for them. If he wants to set up trade relations, we could probably discuss it down the road. Anyway...” He picked up the other one, gesturing it at Sven.


      “You'll take this with you to the palace. When you get the orb, you break the stick in the middle,” the Commonfolk made the gesture, but did not actually snap the twig. “And it will automatically teleport you back here.” Sven looked unsure at the little stick, but still nodded gravely. Torr knew Sven needed Takashi Ironskin out of the country as soon as possible; more than anything, the lion just wanted people not to be scared of him. A darkmage conquerer did not help his chances.

    


    
      “If we do this,” the paladin said, keeping his eyes on Sven instead of their host, “will you promise your assistance in ousting Takashi Ironskin?”


      “I can do better than that,” the Commonfolk answered. “I can probably give you one more ally in your little assault.”


      “Who is that?”


      “You know who my wife is, right?” Typhon asked as he hopped up to sit on the edge of the table, his hands behind his head.


      “Azuyi Swiftstep,” the snowcat answered. “She was a battlemage.” If the cat remembered correctly, they'd met each other many years ago while helping Sir Guy du Surai, one of the knights of Vasani and now the Minister of War, on a mission for the king. She may have been the daughter of an Oyan noble, but that did not stop their highly-talked-about romance.


      “We could always use another mage,” Gix commented, causing Typhon to shake his head.


      “She's not just a mage. She's Archduke Kite Amethyst's daughter.” Torr knew that, but by the looks around him, he'd missed something the others hadn't. Then it clicked.


      “We'll have the School of the Sword and Staff...” he said, looking at the Commonfolk's twinkling eyes.


      “Think further,” he prompted. Nothing else occurred to the paladin.


      “She's a legitimate heir!” Mhegan gasped.


      “An heir to what?” Sven asked, and the female snowcat took a deep breath.


      “She can stop the Oyan noble's war! The Archduke refused to take the throne when the in-fighting started, but she could still be crowned!” she exclaimed.


      “I thought there weren't any heirs left, and that’s what caused this mess,” Sven said.


      “She isn't...yet,” Typhon said, looking triumphant. “Once I get her back, you should have the whole country of Oya on your side as well.”


      “Wait,” Mhegan said, holding up her paws. “Are you planning to resurrect her?”


      “That's the plan,” he said with a smile. “I can have her body here in a matter of hours.”

    


    
      “You're not a cleric!” The female blurted out. “How can you expect to perform such a complicated ritual? Do you have someone already available?”


      “I can do it,” he assured her. “I have the proper scrolls and artifacts.”


      “It’s not that simple!” she cried out. “You have to forge a connection with the Realms of the Dead. Some clerics study the ritual for years and never truly master it.”


      “I don't have to contact the Realms of the Dead,” he answered matter-of-fact. “I designed this ritual just for when I get her soul back. I have it solved.” She didn't push the subject any longer, but did look to be in a much fouler mood. Torr put an arm around her shoulders, but that didn't seem to soothe her in the slightest.


      “Now,” Typhon said, clasping his hands together. “Why don't all of you head back wherever you are staying, and we can discuss this after dark. As excited as I am, I know an infiltration in the middle of the day is foolish.”


      Typhon Saltpeter said goodbye to each of them, promising them entry back into his mansion an hour after dark. According to him – and the paladin had no idea how he knew it – the sun set an hour later in Eldere. Sven and Gix both disappeared soon after leaving the Commonfolk's presence, and Saso and Gyr both wanted to look at some of the local mage shops. That left the two lovers to stroll for a few hours, the female snowcat much more tense than the male.


      “Why did him talking about resurrection bother you?” Torr asked as they bought some grilled fish just off the docks. Many of the guards here smiled as they passed – they must be attributing Saso and Gyr's actions to the paladin.


      “You're a paladin, and it doesn't bother you?” She said as she took a bite of the whitefish.


      “I've been brought back to life,” he reminded her. “And you were there.”


      “A god brought you back to life,” she grumbled. “Having someone who doesn't even like the gods using notes to do it just seems...unnatural.”


      “You said the gods protected this city. I don't think they'll mind,” he said.


      She glared at him. “I still don't have to like it.” She took another bite, looking out at ships pulling in and out of the docks. Torr liked watching this sort of activity. The workers here had to be the most efficient in the city, since there were only so many spaces for ships being offloaded. Commonfolk lifted, tugged, yelled, and moved cargo at a lightning pace. Most were ships from Shin-se, and Torr watched otter merchants argue adamantly with dockworkers over what they needed to be careful with, how much they would pay, and naturally getting offended about having to pay taxes. Some things were universal.

    


    
      As they stood near a food stall, Torr noticed one of the ships turning toward the docks. The construction sent the guards into high alert, and the paladin recognized it immediately – a K'Mir Empire warship.


      “We need to move,” he said, steering her away from the main path the guards were rushing down. However, one of them stopped and put a paw on his arm.


      “You need to come with us,” Commander Jenson ordered. He nodded, looking back at Mhegan.


      They rushed in a train, the commander holding on to Torr and the snowcat holding on to his lover. Everyone made way for them, until they reached someone looking through a spyglass. They passed it to the paladin, and after he got it situated, focused on the new ship. Scanning the deck, he only saw a few individuals, most of them Chosen, but a few did stand out. A K'Mir Empire warship would not let slaves wear armor. More than that, he trained the spyglass up to the main mast. It wasn't the K'Mir Empire's flag that flew – instead, a wolf's pawprint replaced it.


      “Call the guards off!” he roared. Mhegan jumped, but Commander Jenson turned to a team already rolling out a cannon.


      “You heard the paladin!” She called out, then looked at him.


      “You better have a good reason for this,” she warned.


      Torr grinned wide. “That ship's full of paladins.”


      The guard did help clear one of the spots at the far end of the docks for the ship to sail into port. Before Torr even reached the ship, he saw a white-and-black blur leap from the ship. Acton swayed a little before shaking his head back and forth, stomping on the heavy planks. Mier followed him, slamming down and causing those same planks to rattle. A few guards stepped back from the massive Wolfen, especially when he stood to his full height.


      The plank went down, connecting the ship to the dock. Vorel and Rasvim disembarked quickly, swaying very little. The wolf and fox both looked excited, their tails wagging hard in the afternoon sea breeze. The guards kept their eyes on the paladin's weapons and didn’t seem to notice the holy symbols emblazoned on their breastplates. The lupis noticed the snowcat paladin still standing to the side, and swiftly walked up to him to grasp his paws.

    


    
      “Looks like he was right,” the wolf commented with a wide smile. Torr didn't question the cryptic statement, but accepted it when the head paladin pulled him into a hug.


      “It’s good to see you again,” Torr said once they detached. “I had hoped nothing had happened out there.”


      “Trent proved just as trustworthy as Mier expected," Vorel said. "We made it to Uchani without much issue, though the Font wasn't there.”


      “What?” Torr felt the fur on the back of his neck stand up. Would they need to take another long, dangerous journey?


      “Don't worry,” the wolf assured him. “We know where it is. Were you able to meet with Typhon Saltpeter?”


      They traded stories of their adventures as the four paladins walked back on the ship to retrieve their gear. After everyone carried their own packs, the two paladins walked side-by-side back into the town proper, animated and happy. Torr had spent so little time with Vorel since the start of this entire movement against Takashi Ironskin, being able to just talk comfortably was a blessing by itself. Rasvim joined them, of course, and he could add to the conversation easily. Mier and Acton went off somewhere, and the fox disappeared after about twenty minutes to find Sven. Mhegan left the two males to talk as well, saying she wanted to check on a silk shop. That left the two paladins, inducted in the chapel longer than the rest, alone to chat.


      “I hate to ruin the reunion,” Torr commented late in the afternoon. They'd taken up a table in the Lord's Delight, pointedly ignoring the prostitutes. “But I do have something you need to read.” Vorel looked puzzled until the snowcat passed him the letter he'd received in Smuggler's Light. The wolf read it quickly without any expression passing across his muzzle, folding it back up after he was done.


      “That leaves the five of us to defend all of Vasani,” the wolf said.


      “There are a few clerics still alive, but we won't have a holy backing once we get there," Torr said.

    


    
      “What about the other churches?” the wolf asked. His blunt claws absently traced the grain in the table's surface.


      “I suspect they are still there, though not fighting back," Torr said. "They want to remain passive until something motivates them.”


      “They are probably waiting for us to return. I told a cleric of Anzivo and one of the Wing Goddess what we were going after. They may expect the weapon to be that powerful,” Vorel's said with his ears drooped.


      “Will it be?” Torr asked.


      “I don't know," Vorel said, "but I hope it is.”


      “Do they know who the Transcendent Cleric is?” Torr needed to ask the wolf this, while the subject was on his mind.


      The wolf looked at him for a long moment before answering.


      “They might, if the Oracle told them," Vorel admitted. "Only six people were there, and only three of us are still alive.”


      “Should I consider the option?” Torr asked. Vorel's pause was longer now. The wolf knew the ramifications. He knew the risks, and he knew what it would mean to Mhegan. Torr watched him open his mouth to speak a few times, then close it without a word. Finally, he spoke very carefully.


      “Honestly, it is your decision to make," Vorel said. "No matter which way you choose, it will be honored.” Torr nodded gravely. This would come up. He knew it. He needed to be prepared, both mentally and spiritually.


      “So, what will happen with the Font of Light?” the snowcat asked, changing the subject abruptly.


      “Apparently, we've had it for a few months already,” Vorel said.


      “What do you mean?” Torr asked, leaning on the table.


      “Its Gyr – that's where his magic comes from,” Vorel said with a smile.


      The snowcat's eyes went wide. This entire time, they did not have to endanger four paladins of the Hopegiver by trudging through a hostile country? Anger flooded him for a moment, making him dig furrows in the table before the more rational part of his mind took over. There was no way of knowing that before leaving, and it would not altar anything now. At least it retrieving the Font of Light would not require them to make another long trip.


      “When should we...” Torr started. It occurred to the cat he didn't really know how to describe the situation. “...figure how what to do with Gyr?” Vorel shrugged.

    


    
      “I would say we finish with what Typhon tasked you to do first, then worry about controlling ancient magic,” Vorel said. They clanked glasses then. One problem at a time.


      Sven didn't like to meditate.


      He needed to sometimes, but sitting with his legs crossed and his eyes closed generally just made him fidget. Concentrating like this, however, helped his center his power and work to control it. If Torr expected him to be ready to sneak around someone as powerful as Takashi Ironskin, he needed to make sure he could react in an instant. Going down mental checklists of everything he'd mastered in the last few years was the easy part. Mentally steeling himself to not panic if the black wolf found him would be the problem. Would anyone be able to go with him? Could he protect someone if they did? He heard his door open, and peeking made him jump out of internal struggles.


      “Rasvim!” the lion yelled. They hugged, giving each other nuzzles and pressing in close. They might not be lovers – anymore – but the lion didn't waste an opportunity to be this close to his most consistent friend. The young fox would never hate him for his powers, or blame him if he lost control. He pressed his face into the side of the vulpine's neck, inhaling deeply. Even after Sven returned from the Dark Isles, they hadn't been able to spend any real time together. He just wanted to cling to the paladin, inappropriate or not.


      “I'm glad you're safe,” the fox whispered, nuzzling him on the cheek. “I know what Typhon asked you to do.”


      “I don't want to,” Sven admitted. His friend's hug didn't loosen in the slightest.


      “You need to be strong," Rasvim whispered. "We all do. I'm sorry you need to do this, but none of the rest of us can.”


      They moved to sit next to each other on the bed, talking quietly about everything but the upcoming night. Most of their city guard friends had stayed in Eldere despite the regime change, since they considered their duty to the commoners and not to the crown. They worried together, trading embarrassing stories about nights with the big wolves, about horrible dates, and most of all about what they would do once they could live in the city. Sven wanted a home again. He wanted to be safe again.

    


    
      “Take Gix with you!” Rasvim said suddenly.


      “He doesn't have any magic." The lion said. "Takashi Ironskin's spells would rip him apart.”


      “But he knows how to avoid them," the fox said. "The black-furred nezumi are all darkmages, right? He'll be able to help you get around magical traps and all that.” The idea hadn't occurred to him, and the cat quickly hugged his friend for the suggestion. It wouldn't be too bad if the rat went with them.


      “Let me go grab him," Sven whispered. "He's in the tavern.”


      It only took the lion a few seconds to explain their idea to a slightly drunk Gix, and he agreed without question. Rasvim worked a little healing magic to burn the alcohol from his system before leaving to give them a little alone time. Once they were alone, he only spent a few minutes touching and kissing his lover, but pulled away when a paw went down his pants. He wanted to – gods did he want to – but he knew his multitude of other worries would stop him from really enjoying it. It only took a whispering of his worries for the black-furred nezumi to smile and kiss him.


      The slim rat wasted no time getting cleaned up and strapping as many weapons to his body as he could manage. Sven might think a dozen daggers excessive, but he knew the rat would use every one of them to its full extent. He even attached a few small leather satchels to his belt.


      “What are those?” Sven asked, pointing to the little bags.


      “Garroting wire," the rat said, his work not pausing. "Sturdy lockpicks, silk rope, and some poisons.


      “You've had those this whole time?” Sven asked.


      “We were in Smuggler's Light," Gix explained. "I didn't wanna be unprepared. We haven't needed to kill anyone yet.”


      “I hope we don't have to in the palace," Sven said.


      Gix rolled his eyes. “I don't wanna kill anyone at all, but we might need to,” the rat added. The rat secured the last pouch, a satisfied grin on his muzzle before he walked over to the cat, kissing him very gently on the lips. Sven almost relaxed completely before the other male broke it.


      “I'll protect ya,” he whispered.


      They made it back to the Governer's Mansion with about half an hour to spare. What surprised Sven was not that a few people preceded his arrival, but that within a few minutes of them loitering at the entrance, everyone had returned. Saso and Gyr stood to one side, murmuring to each other. He knew they didn't have sex, but really wished they did. The fox needed someone. Vorel, Rasvim, and Torr all talked with Typhon as he worked on drawing a magic circle on the polished marble entrance, a tall, older vulpine supervising. He noticed something long, oddly shaped, and covered with a sheet resting on the stone behind them. Sven gulped. That must be Azuyi Swiftstep's body.

    


    
      Acton stood away from the rest, speaking in hushed tones to Mhegan. The cat looked angry about something, but he wasn't very good at reading lips. He recognized an open tome on the ground as the Codex of Darkness. Why were they using a Wolfen holy text here? Did it have something to do with the body? Focus, he told himself. Letting his mind wander would get him killed. One of Gix's paws found one of his, squeezing lightly. At least he would not be alone.


      “Alright,” Typhon called out. “Are you ready, Sven?”


      “Yes,” the lion answered, surprised by the sudden silence. How could he broach the topic of a companion with so many pairs of eyes on him?


      “I'm going with him,” Gix said. His tone conveyed he didn't want an argument. Now many of the cat's onlookers focused on the rat, then on Typhon. The Commonfolk didn't comment, instead just holding out two of the recall tabs.


      “Be careful,” Rasvim whispered as they did as Typhon instructed them – tying the sticks to hang around their necks like a necklace, so no movement would accidentally snap it.


      “We will be,” Sven promised. The Commonfolk then passed a scroll to the darkmage.


      “According to Torr," Typhon started, "you know how to work a teleportation scroll. Your best bet would be to focus on an area you are familiar with in Eldere, teleport there, then move to the castle. Go in through the kitchens. The least number of guards are posted there.”


      “Don't pick the chapel,” Vorel put in. “You can't teleport directly into it.”


      “Alright,” Sven mumbled. Gix kept his grip on the cat's paw as he unrolled the parchment.

    


    
      “Good luck,” Typhon commented, and Sven knew it was sincere. After a deep breath, he started reciting the scroll.


      The feeling of being teleported always remained the same. A sudden, powerful wave of magic overtook him, it felt like he was being squeezed flat, but before he could scream or start to panic, the darkness in front of his eyes lifted. He blinked a few times to get used to the new brightness, and Gix leaned over to give him a reassuring nuzzle. He'd picked one of the only places in all of Vasani he could picture completely. It was one of the only places he felt safe, and had spent far too many nights here when he'd first come to the city. The warm atmosphere of The Snarling Bear, a tavern in the temple district of Eldere, surrounded him. The jackal and vulpine attendants had frozen around him, and when he looked over at the bar, he noticed Leon, the overweight middle-aged bruin bartender, lowering a crossbow.


      “Y'know,” the bear commented dryly, “I have a door.”


      “Sorry, Leon,” Sven said. “We're not here to drink.” The bartender huffed as he stored the loaded crossbow out of sight.


      “Whatever you're doing here,” he warned. “Don't scare away any of my customers. I've got few enough of them as it is.”


      They left the tavern then, Sven leading. They flitted from dark alleyway to dark alleyway, never staying in the open for more than a few seconds. The lion didn't see many living city guards, and the few armored skeletons they passed unnerved him more than actually interfered with their progress. When he needed to stop for a few minutes to let a large battalion of marching skeletons pass, he noticed what the guards were doing. They weren't upholding the law – he doubted they could – as much as they were keeping order. If someone stopped in the middle of the road, the skeletons moved to force them off the road. If a group of people started having an argument, they broke it up.


      Once they moved through the noble's district, which was completely devoid of residents by the looks of the estates, they made it to the wall surrounding the palace. Sven noticed the golden, glittering soldiers on the top of the wall, but none of the ethereal lupis moved or lifted a weapon. He smiled despite the situation. If they'd still been activated, they might as well have turned away now. Sven placed a paw on the cool stone, looking back at Gix and gripping the rat's lower arm.

    


    
      “Hold your breath,” he warned. Gix obeyed. With one thought the cat shifted them into an unnatural form. He knew they were something like ghosts as they walked through the thick stone masonry. A moment later they rematerialized, the rat gasping for air.


      “Sorry,” Sven breathed, and they kept walking.


      The point of the open fields around the royal palace was to stop an invading army before they reached the buildings, but that didn't phase the cat right now. He built an illusion around them in an instant. To an onlooker, they now were two of the royal family's prized hunting dogs, rushing back home to the kennels. Someone would have to touch them to see through the illusion. Sven passed by six different living guards, all lupis, who didn't look at them twice. He couldn't keep this up forever, so he'd decided to burn it here. Already the tickling in his paws that told him he was using a little too much magic was beginning to set in. Luckily, they reached the side of the palace before that sensation traveled up his arms.


      He needed to rest for a few minutes once they reached the side of the palace. Gix kept guard as the lion took deep breaths. He'd never used this much magic at one time before. Even during the fight against all the necromancers on the Dark Isles, it had only been one big burst of magic. This was more a marathon than a sprint. He drank from Gix's offered waterskin, smiling as he stood back up. He knew he couldn't walk through the walls of the palace – there had to be ancient spells that stopped him. Instead, the lion walked through a service entrance that lead into the kitchens.


      Cooks wouldn't be working this late, if they still worked here at all. Only a few servants cleaned, all lupis, and Sven suddenly thought of something that would help them get past most questions. He normally tried to suppress the outward signs of his magic, but now he let them go, knowing that black fire appeared around his eyes and paws. It didn't burn, but Gix still let go of him. Now, as they walked boldly between a bar covered in cleaned knives and a pig carcass hanging over a bucket to drain, no one dared to speak to them.


      Hallway after hallway stretched in front and then behind them. Like almost everyone in Eldere, he'd been to the palace once during a festival. He knew the layout of the entrance halls and banquet halls, and hoped that he could figure out how to make his way to the king's private quarters with little backtracking. The lion knew if someone saw him wandering, it would show he did not belong. When he looked behind him, he noticed Gix didn't have a dagger in either paw, but kept touching the scabbards on the outside of his thighs, as though making sure he could still draw them if he needed to.

    


    
      Luckily, he figured out which way to go very quickly. The presence of powerful magic pulled him down a specific hallway, leading him to a set of guarded doors. Rather than the skeletons that patrolled through the rest of the castle, these two guards were lupis, armored as well as brandishing waraxes. Sven remembered Wolfen moving through the palace before. They must have left with the king.


      Gix moved before he could cast anything, and without a word the first wolf fell to the ground. As the second took in a breath, a dagger sunk into his throat. The rat then helped him to the ground. As Sven rushed forward to try and help, or do anything for that matter, the rat was already pulling daggers from the guards. He looked up at the lion, a neutral expression on his face as he cleaned the blades off without a word. They would need to leave the guards here and hope that no one walked by.


      The first door only took the rat a few moments to pick, but it only led to a bare meeting room. Two other doors led off of it. Sven concentrated, feeling more spells on the left one, so he walked up to that one. The lines of dark power swirled, promising agony to anyone who tried to open it besides the spellcaster. As he tried to discern which line he could smudge or drain without hurting himself, he felt Gix beside him.


      “Break the line near the center, rework the rune right above it, next to the doorknob.” Sven obeyed. He could feel the spells trying to fix themselves as he worked, but what little resistance the spell put up he quickly squashed. Everything moved away from the lock then, and the rat went to work. The lion listened while the other male carefully worked pins; he couldn't hear anyone coming down the hall just yet. How much longer would they have?


      The door swung open suddenly, letting them into a comfortable set of living quarters. Gix stepped in first, his steps slow and deliberate. The lion watched while the nezumi made a point to peak at the elaborately-carved table, the cabinets that smelled like liquor across the far wall, and the window curtains before making his way to the far end. He waited at the break between this sitting room and another, motioning for the cat to follow him.

    


    
      “Stay here,” Gix warned before walking into the bedroom. Sven's eyes lingered on the large bed with its purple sheets, and then on a large, cracked mirror leaning against one wall. A set of armor had been discarded on the floor in front of it, dark magic glowing along the arms and legs. Takashi Ironskin must know how to enchant his own armor. Was this a spare set, or was he nearby? If the wolf was a few doors away, the lion did not want to run into him.


      “Here,” the rat whispered. Sven moved to his side. Even before the lion reached him, he could feel the powerful enchantments over one of the bedside tables. These would kill them if they tried to open the drawer. By how the spells had been laid down, he didn't think it was actually locked, but he could feel another layer of power behind it. It was guarding something powerful, something that bled through even these dangerous spells. He took a breath. This was different than anything else he'd seen. It would take the lion far too long to pick apart the runes, and when he looked over at the rat beside him, Gix shrugged. Taking a chance, Sven placed a paw on the drawer handle.


      The moment before the magic lanced into his body, he shoved raw power forward, literally ripping apart the spells from within. He watched as the symbols warped and shattered while a pounding exploded behind his ears. The lion swayed, but Gix's arms surrounded him before he fell. With a shaking paw he pulled open the door, drawing in a breath as the pain in his head started to fade.


      Inside the drawer, resting on what looked like a white tunic, were a multitude of magic objects. Gix whistled low, but Sven needed to turn off his magic sight to not be blinded. Between what looked like a crudely-carved flute and a small book sat a small orb, about the same size as an apple. Even without concentrating on its inner workings, the lion could feel it radiating power. He lifted it very carefully, closing his fingers around it before closing the drawer. Gix tensed beside him. What was going on?


      “You would do well to turn around,” said a voice the small lion had only heard once before in his life. He shakily lifted himself up to his full height before carefully turning to face who was speaking to him.


      Takashi Ironskin looked no different than when the cat had seen him several months before, despite the fact he now wore no tunic. Besides his naturally strong scent the lion could pick up even across the room, he detected several different soaps. The black-furred wolf must have been in the baths when they'd arrived. He carried a longsword in one paw, black fire already surrounding it.

    


    
      “I will make this very easy,” Takashi growled. “You will set down whatever you are here to steal.” No negotiation, no bartering. Sven's empty paw flew to the recall tab around his neck, but the lupis reacted faster than he'd expected. A black shot of magic flew at him, causing the lion to duck to avoid it. Pain lashed along the side of his neck, and to his horror, the magical trinket flew away from him. Now wasn't the time to panic, he told himself, and before the wolf shot at him again he let loose a few balls of black fire of his own.


      Takashi twisted away from them, leaving an opening for Gix to rush forward, a dagger in each paw. Before he could even get a single cut in, the wolf has regained his balance, blocking the attacking rat. Sven tried to find an opening to at the very least incapacitate the wolf as the two males whirled around each other, blocked, feinted, slashed, and snapped their teeth. There was something very primal about it all, and the lion realized very quickly he would not be able to hit the other darkmage without hurting Gix. Instead, he quickly scanned for the recall tab, finding it on the floor beside the bed.


      It was broken.


      Swallowing panic, the lion rushed forward, black fire around his left paw. He didn't know if the orb would be destroyed by his magic, so he kept it free of any of his power. Just as the wolf turned away from him, blocking a slash as his face, the lion punched him in the small of his back.


      Sven screamed in agony. It felt like stepping into a fire – mind-wrenching pain pulsed through his limbs, and to his horror he felt his magic drained out of his body through his fist. All strength drained from his body. He collapsed, his limbs seizing up. He could taste blood on his tongue. That wolf, that horrible, horrible wolf had enchanted his own skin to drain mages if they connected with him. He looked up from the floor, his half-lidded eyes flitting between the rat and wolf, hoping for something, anything to happen in their favor now. He could see slashes on Gix's arms and chest, but the rat's eyes showed nothing but determination. He suddenly kicked, sending the wolf flying back. Even before Takashi impacted anything, Gix knelt down, yanking off his own necklace.

    


    
      “No...” the lion rasped, knowing what the rat would do a moment before the little piece of wood pressed into his empty palm.


      “Said I'd protect ya,” was the rat's only response. He pressed the lion's fingers against his palm, breaking the recall tab in two.


      Sven disappeared immediately, leaving the rat alone with his attacker. Gix twirled his daggers in his paws as Takashi Ironskin rushed back at him, the wolf's fire lashing out at him. He knew this was hopeless. He knew he would die. However, he had done what he'd intended. The rat had kept Sven safe from harm. Even as they circled again in this deadly dance, there was a smile on his lips. Let the wolf kill him. His friends would avenge him, one way or another.


      The sword came in under his guard then, meeting little resistance as it plunged between two of his ribs. Gix felt his blood spilling to the floor, the pain worse than anything he'd ever felt. Takashi Ironskin kept pushing until the sword's hilt pressed against his chest, his muzzle an inch from the rat's. He slumped, his strength gone, his life moments from passing, but still he smiled. He'd done well. They'd gotten the orb.


      When Takashi Ironskin finally let the rat fall down to the ground, he did not stop to catch his breath. Instead, he moved quickly to the formerly-spelled drawer, yanking it open before snarling at no one in particular. He heard footsteps in the hallway and threw his bloodied sword to the floor. They'd taken it – his last piece of insurance. The one person he respected on the battlefield would now work to stop him. He slammed his fist on the top of the dresser, letting out something between a howl and growl.


      “What is...” The new wolf said as he stopped in the doorway, staring at the corpse on the floor.


      “Get rid of this rat, Wentir," he growled, "and call whatever allies are in the capitol. We have a problem.”


      Sven reappeared in Frontier. His arms and legs still would not work on their own, but his eyes suffered no such punishment. Tears blinded him, hot against a face that rested sideways on the cold stone. People moved around him, someone took the orb from his paw, but he did not care. There was a horrible pain inside him that had nothing to do with the drained magic. He'd wanted to bring Gix with him. He'd been too scared to go alone, and the rat had paid for it. He couldn't survive against someone like Takashi Ironskin, not by himself. The lion had caused this, and the rat had still been willing to give his own life up to save his lover.

    


    
      Someone lifted him up to a kneeling position, but did not move him away from the wide space. He slumped into arms he knew, a scent he knew, the feeling of fur against his face not as much comforting as just letting him cry without being seen. As soon as he felt his arms working again, he clung to the body, his chest heaving, his mouth open with nothing but a high-pitched whine coming from it.


      “I'm sorry,” Rasvim said, hugging him tight as the fox's tears fell as well. Sven didn't know if he could stand up, but right now, he didn't want to. The pain was too much to bear by himself.


      

    

  


  
    
      Part Three: Takashi Ironskin


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter Ten: The Seven Noble Houses of Oya


      Why do the nobles fight?


      Because they are too stubborn to realize something very important:


      they don't matter without a monarch.


      - Sir Guy du Surai, on being asked about the Oyan Civil War


      The door closed with little noise. Rasvim slumped against the outside of it, wiping his eyes on his sleeve for the fourth time in the last few minutes. Sven would be fine, physically, but the fox really didn't know how to deal with something like this. He'd helped widows and widowers deal with the loss of their spouses, held parents while they cried over their children dead from plague, but Sven was different. It hurt Rasvim so much just to see the little lion's chest heave with tears he was unable to stop. This felt different from so many other people, mainly because Sven was not a 'crying' person. Rasvim knew the cat had dealt with tragedy in his past, and might need to be alone for a while, but he never cried in front of others. Acton had told Rasvim about Sven killing Kit, a dragonkin they'd picked up on the way to the Dark Isles, but the fox figured that was more from shock than true sadness.


      “Rasvim?” Vorel asked. The wolf was standing in front of him.


      “He'll be fine,” the fox said, answering the unasked question. The wolf went to hug him, and though he accepted the gesture, he didn't want to focus on his husband, still alive and able to comfort him. Once Vorel stepped back, he continued.


      “He got drained – he won't be able to cast magic for a while, and he can barely walk," the fox explained. "We shouldn't move him for a few days.”


      “What about...?” Vorel started.

    


    
      “He's worse than I've ever seen him," Rasvim said with a sigh. "I think it might be best if people let him be alone for now, if that's what he wants.” Vorel nodded gravely, and the fox knew his husband wanted to keep him in his arms for a while right now. This new development reminded them all of the consequences they might have to face.


      “Typhon's ready to resurrect his wife,” the wolf said, making a point to not look past the fox at the door. “He said he wants as many paladins there as possible, just in case there's a problem.”


      Rasvim nodded. Sven would not be waking up any time soon; the fox had put him into a dreamless sleep to help the healing process.


      Once they walked back out into the courtyard, the fox was surprised by the crowd that had formed. Besides their many friends and allies, most of the Commonfolk apprentices had formed into little groups, chatting excitedly while their eyes stayed on the runes painted on to the smooth stone. Now that it was done, it was the most complex magic circle the fox had ever seen – the glittering silver and gold paints swirled in hundreds of symbols and patterns, all drawing the eye to the center, where a beautiful vixen lay in leather armor. More spells glowed from the leather, and he could see faint traces of black fire floating around her head and chest. Were those traces from the spell that had ripped out her soul?


      “Everyone, please take a few steps back!” Typhon called out, stepping out to the edge of the circle. He carefully walked along that edge, his eyes darting between inspecting the spells and glaring and people that didn't listen to him. Rasvim gripped his husband's paw. He'd never seen a resurrection before, and as the Commonfolk nodded satisfyingly at his own work, he held up his arms, showing off the glowing orb still grasped in one hand.


      “Everyone would do well to shield your eyes," Typhon called out. "I don't know how bright this is going to get, and I'd rather no one be blinded. Vorel, if you could step up.” Rasvim stared at his husband, but the wolf only smiled before letting go of him and moving to the Commonfolk's side. The fox paladin noticed a few confused looks around him, so he must not be the only one out of the loop.


      “Vorel Freedsire will be taking the place of the city guard healer in the plans,” Typhon explained, smiling. “Are you ready?” the wolf nodded, healing fire beginning to gather around his paws. The Commonfolk pulled down a pair of smelting goggles over his eyes, his grin getting wider.

    


    
      “In case of a magical backlash,” he cried. “everyone should note the closest healer or paladin. And remember to shield your eyes!” Despite the events of the last few hours, Rasvim felt the corner of his mouth twitching. Typhon's excitement was contagious.


      The Commonfolk cracked his knuckles, wiggling his fingers a little before stepping inside the circle. Vorel followed him, and as soon as the wolf moved within the circle's barrier, everyone began to shine brighter than any lantern. The clearing glowed as bright as day, causing Rasvim to need to squint. He could see his husband's magic pouring off into the spells, powering them as though the wolf had drawn them himself. By the time they reached the vixen lying in the center, Rasvim's fur from standing on end from the sheer amount of power in the air.


      “Let's hope this works!” came Typhon's voice. Everyone around them had grown silent as the Commonfolk's hand with the orb positioned over the vixen's chest. He let his fingers relax. The small glass ball fell until it hovered about an inch above small, swirling black flames.


      For the briefest of moments, Rasvim felt like he was going to vomit. A wave of evil energy pulsed out from the corpse; the darkmage's magic was breaking around the body, but putting up a fight. Typhon let out a whoop, pulling Vorel closer and moving the wolf's paws over the body. The black fire then sputtered out as it was overwhelmed by the paladin's fire. The glass orb loudly cracked then, shattering into nothing but dust a moment later. It didn't look like anything flew or floated out of it, but the magic imbued in the circle rushed inward, causing the body to glow for a few seconds. Her eyes opened. Azuyi Swiftstep sat up, letting out a string of very colorful curses, her paws patting her chest and arms before looking around.


      “What did you do?” she asked, looking at Typhon Saltpeter, her tone harsh. Her husband pulled the goggles up, letting out a whistle.


      “Do you hurt at all? Soreness? Dizzy?” Typhon asked.


      She shook her muzzle, her eyes examining the crowd. Shakily, she stood up, stretching before locking eyes with the ecstatic male beside her.


      “Are we in Frontier?” She asked. Typhon nodded enthusiastically.


      “Did Takashi kill me?” Azuyi asked. Rasvim was shocked by the vixen's bluntness. Most vulpines he'd met liked to dance around sensitive subjects.

    


    
      “About a year and half ago,” the Commonfolk explained.


      “I've been dead for a year and a half?!” she yelled, her ears folding back. He nodded again, and she stamped a foot.


      “What took so long? Did you refuse to work with any organized church again?" she yelled. It was then she looked to the side, noticing the big, armored wolf beside her husband.


      “My friends were able to get your soul back from High General Takashi Ironskin,” the wolf commented in a low voice. He kept blinking rapidly, making Rasvim realize he must be very tired from being used as a conduit for Typhon's spells.


      “Oh,” she answered. All of her anger seemed to deflate then and she leaned forward, kissing the Commonfolk on the lips. Once she pulled back again, her wide tail was wagging.


      “Then I have to thank you...after Typhon cleans up this circle,” she said.


      He nodded, clasping his hands together. “Apprentices!” he yelled. “Time to serve as the minions that you are!”


      It didn't take Azuyi Swiftstep much time to be caught up on events since her original demise. The older vulpine that had supervised the circle had been her father, and their reunion was just as animated as the one with Typhon. She was not surprised at hearing that Takashi Ironskin had chosen to invade Vasani shortly after killing her, but it did shock her that he'd been successful. According to her, his range of control over his undead minions had been much less several years ago, so she had not expected him to be to able to stage such an invasion. However, once his alliance with the K'Mir Empire entered the conversation, she cursed and stomped around for a while.


      “It shouldn't surprise me,” she growled, accepting a refill of her glass from one of the apprentices. The five paladins, Mhegan, Typhon, and Azuyi sat around a table in one of the temporarily abandoned workrooms, eating sandwiches and drinking wine. Everyone that worked here had been given the rest of the week off work, paid in full, in celebration of the resurrection circle's success. Typhon looked incredibly proud of himself, and Rasvim could not blame him. He'd successfully undone the work of a powerful darkmage. Who wouldn't be proud?


      “The question is,” Typhon said between bites. “Will we be able to muster a force large enough to take the country back?”

    


    
      “I think so," Vorel said with a nod. "I have a few friends that will send me battalions of soldiers if I ask them, and if your theory of control is correct, Takashi Ironskin can't move his undead soldiers out of the capitol.”


      “That would be my guess,” Azuyi said, draining her glass rather quickly.


      “You think there will be much resistance outside the capitol?” Rasvim asked. He'd never been to a war meeting, but the fox bet they were very similar to this, despite their lack of maps to draw on.


      “I remember the start of the Oyan civil war," Vorel said. "All the lords started by securing their home cities. It took them a few years just to do that, and that took the first wave of mercenaries from Vasani.” Rasvim gulped. He might not have been aware of what was going on in Oya at the time, but he remembered the wolves at the taverns talking excitedly about making money off the 'lazy fox nobles'. Most of them had not come back.


      “Speaking of the Oyan civil war...” Typhon said, looking sideways at his wife.


      “Oh no!" she exclaimed, throwing up her paws. "I told you before I wasn't getting involved in all that mess.”


      “You're the only heir,” Mhegan said, looking earnestly at the vixen.


      “I don't even want to be a noble. What makes you think I'll run a country?” Azuyi asked.


      “The Green Lady mentioned another heir, but that he was dead. You would only have to be on the throne until we find his body.” Vorel offered.


      “And then you'll put a corpse up there instead of me? That's refreshing,” Azuyi huffed, but the wolf did not let that deter him.


      “We can resurrect him – properly," the wolf continued. "I can oversee it.”


      “And what if you don't find his body? What then?” Azuyi asked. Rasvim could pick up the change in the vixen's scent. She was scared, though only a little. Torr tapped the table with a finger, drawing attention to him.


      “How about this?” Torr offered. “You take the throne long enough for us to find his body. If we don't, abdicate to one of the noble lords in...one year?”


      Rasvim watched the vixen ponder over the idea. Though he couldn't really understand the specific dilemma, he knew the internal struggle between personal freedom and duty. Only a few years ago, he'd chosen to don the armor of a paladin, and that vow had been for his entire life. Azuyi's ears stayed flat against her skull, but before long she looked back up, determination in her eyes.

    


    
      “Fine," the vixen said. "But if you don't find that other heir, I'll just tell you I know how to throw fireballs from miles away.”


      Rasvim made a point to stick close to Sven, however much or little good it did. The lion had not spoken since waking up, though he could walk with only a little stiffness. At least he didn't refuse food, as so many of the grieving did. The fox didn't try to cheer him up; he knew better than that. Instead, he just stayed close to the cat, ready if he needed a shoulder to cry on, or just the companionship of someone who would listen without interrupting. One thing did start to stand out about the lion, however – he chose to stop trimming his mane. Even after a few days, the golden fur started to fill out, making Sven appear much more masculine than before.


      Typhon's vast array of scrolls allowed them to travel much faster than even Saso's teleportation magic. The large group bounced from city to city without much of an issue, arriving in Primsii within a few hours. The Commonfolk did not even appear winded; according to him, since he was not a mage and merely working the scrolls, it did not bother him. A captain from House Citrine complained about them accidentally appearing in the middle of an army encampment, but before they could muster a defense the group moved again.


      Most of the residents of Primsii were used to marching soldiers by now, so a new group appearing and making their way down the main thoroughfare attracted little attention. Azuyi and Typhon lead the party, speaking in hushed voices until they reached the high wall that separated the palace grounds from the rest of the city. The flags above the gateway were that of House Diamond, who had controlled the capitol since soon after the start of the war. Azuyi spit.


      “Figures,” she muttered. The vixen pulled a glaive off her back. It was a strange weapon for a mage, but then again, she had already proved strange in other aspects. Perhaps, like Rasvim, she had been raised away from the confines of Oyan culture.

    


    
      “Hey!” she yelled, drawing the attention of one of the archers posted on the arch above the closed gate.


      “No one outside of House Diamond's soldiers are permitted on the palace grounds, miss,” the new fox said.


      “I am Azuyi Swiftstep, daughter of Archduke Kite Amethyst,” she said as she leveled the glaive at the gate. “Open it or I will.” The guard did not look impressed, though the other one up there had the good sense to begin knocking an arrow.


      “She died a while back,” the second guard answered lazily. “Nice try, though.”


      Azuyi thrust the glaive forward into empty air as she mumbled something. The gate exploded inward. Both guards ducked at the crash, though as soon as they stood up they began firing arrows. Azuyi expertly blocked them with the long blade of the glaive, smirking as she swung again. This time both guards froze in place.


      “Draw your weapons, paladins,” she said casually, smiling the same way Typhon had when activating the magic circle. “This might get rough. Though, try not to kill anyone. I plan to be queen in a few minutes.” Rasvim notched his bow, feeling his adrenaline start to pump as they started to sprint on to the royal grounds. He noticed Saso already had rings of fire swirling around his wrists, and Gyr was whispering, causing raw magical energy to swirl around him. Sven was the only one not his usual self, but he'd even pulled out one of the lead-core batons the city guard in Vasani favored.


      The palace of Primsii gleamed less than a hundred yards from them, seemingly untouched by the years of vacancy. Then again, the fox mused as soldiers and mercenaries rushed at them from every side, House Diamond probably kept it pristine out of respect. He fired a few warning shots at mercenaries, knocking weapons out of paws or grazing sides to slow them down. He hadn't killed any Chosen clerics out to kill him; the fox would not stoop to that level now. Saso, however, looked like he was feeling no such pity. He scorched anyone who charged them, sending dozens of armored mercenaries to the ground, clutching injuries.


      The fox could hear hooves, and as they moved closer to the complex of buildings several House Diamond officers intercepted them, riding powerful warhorses. Azuyi did not even slow down; she lifted her glaive above her head, spinning it quickly. The wind suddenly picked up, swirled around their group. The horses spooked, and the winds created a buffer against the many arrows being fired at them.

    


    
      “Call your noble lord,” Azuyi called out. “I'll be in the throne room.”


      Between the wind barrier, the other mages within it, and Rasvim's archery skills, they were able to keep the many soldiers at bay until they reached the wide doors into the main building of the palace. Mier and Acton could do little in this magic maelstrom, but neither let out a word of complaint. If the barrier fell, both of them would be the best defense. Rasvim noted the many Wing Goddess prayers carved into the steps as he hopped them two at a time. A line of determined mercenaries still advanced on them, but no one in their group slowed down.


      The entrance hall of the palace almost exactly matched the one in Eldere, but the fox did not have time to think about that now. He fired a few arrows off, interrupting a wizard as he tried to cast something. There were a half-dozen other mages twirling their paws. He couldn't take care of all of them. Saso suddenly stepped out of their closed space, letting the wind buffet him as he advanced on the spellcasters. Good, the fox thought. That will distract them. Another set of wide doors sat across the hall from their group, and Azuyi kept moving toward them.


      “Your wife's incredible!” Acton yelled to Typhon. The Commonfolk nodded, throwing some powder toward a wolf that had shoved past the wind, making him fall and start to twitch.


      “She is that!” the Commonfolk replied. Mier stepped in front of the vixen then, shoving open the large doors for their group. His tail wagged – this sort of chaotic battle must be right up his alley.


      No one waited in ambush for them in the throne room, and by the scents in the air, no one had been in here in a very long time. Rasvim could feel ancient magics pushing at him, trying to force him back out of the room, but his resolve would not waver now. Typhon, however, looked like he was trying to walk against a gale. The fox grabbed the Commonfolk's arm, sending a protective wave of power through him. The male turned to look at him, smiled in thanks, and started pulling more vials out of his pockets.


      “Stupid magic protections,” Typhon said ruefully, but now the fox had a moment to look around. Whoever had been in here last had pulled down any tapestries that may have hung before; the white marble walls looked forlorn without any decoration. The only piece of furniture in the room was a large, oak throne in the center of the room. Other chairs did not rest on either side, as in Vasani.

    


    
      “What now?” Acton asked, keeping his eyes at the open throne room door. A few mages had crowded at the entrance, along with an older fox in a loose tunic.


      “Azuyi, sit on the throne,” Saso ordered. “That should activate the magic.”


      “Should?” she asked, but the vixen still dropped the spells she had been keeping up and separated from the group.


      “I wasn't alive when Kaishun took the throne," Saso replied. "Just hope for the best!”


      No one besides their group had moved through the wide entrance, and Rasvim hoped their need to be respectful kept them from casting deadly spells into the room as well. As long as they stayed at that distance, he would not fire on them. Azuyi reached the throne, and with only a moment of hesitation sat down in it.


      A soundless explosion threw the entire group to the floor. One of the vulpines outside the doors yelled, and when Rasvim looked back up, he watched wave after wave of magic, each a different color in the spectrum, rush over the vixen. She didn't look to be in pain – more shock that something was happening. The fox paladin stood up, keeping his bow at his side as the last magic wave, white with streaks of red, dissipated. Azuyi's eyes remained out of focus for a few more seconds before she stood back up, her glaive pointed at the floor.


      She waved a paw at the doors, and one of the foxes loitering outside was pulled forward. He was the one in the loose tunic, and though he looked panicked at the magical control, when he came to a stop a few feet in front of her, the fox knelt quickly. His throat and around his eyes showed wrinkles, but Rasvim knew more from instinct than any outward sign that he was older than he looked.


      “Lord Diamond,” she called out, breathing hard. The magic pouring through her must have done more than just pass over her skin. “I have asserted myself as Queen of Oya. You will call your forces off immediately while I summon the other noble lords.”

    


    
      “Your Majesty,” the fox began, and Rasvim wondered why he would acknowledge her so quickly. Were the spells on the throne that trustworthy? “It will take me many days to bring my forces back together, and to convince my generals to...”


      “You will do it now,” she countered. She looked over at Typhon, who pulled a scroll out of his pocket. “Or I will start using the rights being Queen of Oya gives me. As I understand it, I have the right to grant your title to someone else if you prove disloyal.” Lord Diamond's eyes widened, but the vixen did not let that deter her. “I suspect your eldest son wants to see an end to this civil war. What do you think?”


      “I'll start contacting them,” Typhon said, not waiting for the older fox to answer. He did not wait much longer, though.


      “Of course, Your Majesty,” the older fox said. He sounded resigned, but then again, this conflict had been going on for years. It would be difficult for anyone to change after so long.


      “That was....easier than I expected,” Acton commented, sheathing his daggers. He looked disappointed.


      “They can't all be death-defying,” Rasvim commented, instantly feeling guilty when he noticed Sven out of the corner of his eye. The lion did not appear hurt by the comment – or, at least not more hurt than he already appeared. The fox started to relax, for the first time in quite a while. They'd been successful, without anyone having to die in process, for or against them. Saso and Gyr took the opportunity to escape before they got further involved in the process.


      Apparently, the nobles of Oya had faster access to mages than the nobles of Vasani, because once Typhon started casting whatever was on his next set of scrolls, large entourages began to appear outside of the palace gates. Five groups of over a dozen vulpines each proceeded into the palace entrance hall, shortly followed by Archduke Kite Amethyst, traveling with only a young, flustered-looking lupis assistant. Each party was greeted formally by Vorel, taking the place of a palace steward for the afternoon. Azuyi had recommended it, because the Oracle had not responded to magical messages. Typhon suspected, because he was sending them, she refused to even acknowledge their existence.


      “Why would the Oracle dislike you?” Rasvim asked. Most of them had decided to watch the nobles arriving. Sven sat across the wide path, keeping his face neutral, though pain was evident in his eyes. He'd refused to retire somewhere after the excitement this morning, which showed more progress than most grieving people the fox had helped.

    


    
      “We have...theological differences,” the Commonfolk explained. “I don't think one person should try to control every church in the world. I told her that a few years ago.” Rasvim did not answer; he had not expected such a logical disagreement. He didn't agree with the Oracle's position either, but would never tell her that in person.


      Once the last train of people passed through the palace gates, everyone made their way into the throne room. Azuyi had taken up the seat, motioning for Typhon to stand beside her. Vorel and Mier took up positions on either side of the doorway, for now acting only as guards. Rasvim would bet the seven houses had not been together in this room since shortly after King Kaishun's death, and even now many of the older vulpines looked uneasy at the presence of the other nobles they had been fighting against over the past several years.


      “Let me make this very simple,” Azuyi began, looking at each of the warring nobles in turn. Archduke Amethyst stood off to one side, since he was not involved in the civil war, looking immensely proud of the situation. “This war of succession will end. You have a monarch now, and there are more pressing matters to attend to. I will be pledging portions of each of your armies to fight against High General Takashi Ironskin, especially your battlemages and archers.”


      “Your Majesty, if I may interrupt,” one of the vulpines said. One of his eyes was missing, covered by a specially crafted extension for his helmet. He must be Lord Citrine, the noble who had successfully held Mejor through ten sieges.


      “You may not,” Azuyi commented. “I will make this very simple for all of you. You will grant me the troops I need, and your lands and titles will stay the same. If you don't,” she settled her eyes on Lord Citrine. “I will pick one of your children who agrees with me and transfer your titles to them, and privatize your lands.”


      “That will bankrupt us!” Lord Bronze cried out. He was missing his right arm below the elbow. Rasvim frowned. Why were they fighting the end of a war? He sighed heavily. The fox knew why, as stupid as it sounded in his head – they all wanted to win, and an outsider coming in and settling it had thrown them off.

    


    
      “I know,” Azuyi answered. “So if you'd like to keep collecting taxes from your local subjects, I would recommend you surrender what I want.”


      The conversation degraded into semantics and specifics, so Rasvim found his way out of the palace. It would take them a while to figure out exactly who and what would be moved, and the fox didn't feel like being in the middle of politicking. He rolled his shoulders, planning to walk down into the city proper. Vorel caught up with him before he even reached the gates, the wolf's tail wagging.


      “Already sick of the proper channels?” Vorel asked.


      “I don't understand politics,” the fox said as he grasped his husband's paw, glad for the company. Smiling, his husband stopped walking, pulling the fox into a sudden kiss. Rasvim closed his eyes, parting his lips as the wolf's tongue flicked into his muzzle. Vorel broke it almost as quickly, leaving the fox out of breath.


      “I need to go see one of the scryers here," Vorel said. "Want to come with me?” The fox took in a deep breath, telling his sheath nothing was going to happen right now.


      “As long as we can get something to eat on the way,” Rasvim answered.


      After finding a stall selling bread and cooked chunks of goat meat in odd spices that made the fox's eyes water, they found the mage district. According to Vorel, every major city in Oya had one; it was a subsection of the merchant's district, there to keep mages isolated from the bread sellers or carpenters, in case there was a mishap. Also, the food sellers tended to complain about the strange smells that emanated from the shops. Rasvim peeked into many of the doors, noticing racks of scrolls, enchanted weapons in elaborate display cases, and several different robed vulpines arguing with each other. Would this have been his life if his parents had chosen to live in Oya? He couldn't picture himself as a mage, but then again, he would not have been able to picture himself as a paladin ten years ago.


      “Here we are,” Vorel said, smiling as he stepped into one of the more plain-looking stores. The floor and walls were dingy, like the owner didn't care if he attracted customers or not. A few silver mirrors and carved bowls sat on shelves, along with a few cracking scrolls in a basket. Rasvim could smell a fire burning, making the heat in the room stifling. With so much competition here, she must not be doing well. When Vorel knocked loudly on the counter, the fox heard someone moving out of sight, and a moment later a vixen in only a breastband and loincloth appeared from around a corner.

    


    
      “Vorel!” she exclaimed, smiling wide as she walked around the counter, hugging him tightly. She was about an inch shorter than Rasvim, putting her face against the wolf's breastplate. Once she let him go, she did the same for Rasvim.


      “This must be your husband," she added. "I never figured you the type.” Before the fox could answer, she grinned mischievously.


      “Frey is the scryer,” Vorel explained. Rasvim stiffened. Could someone spy on them in the chapel? In their bed?


      “I like to keep track of my friends,” she said with a wider smile before stretching up to give Vorel a nuzzle. “Now, did you come here just for a social call, or do you actually need something?”


      “Business,” the wolf said, “though that doesn't mean we can't stay for tea. I need to contact Magistrate Yina, in Truda Paradi.” Rasvim remembered that name. She'd been a cleric of the Hopegiver, and now served the otters on Shin-se. They'd met her on their journey for a piece of the Light of Creation.


      “Sure,” Frey answered, her tail swishing as she walked back behind the counter. Before stepping back out of view, she held out a paw.


      “You do have gold, right?” she asked.


      “Of course,” the wolf answered, pulling out a small pouch that clanked when he passed it over. She hefted it in her paw before stashing it under the counter.


      “C'mon, then,” she insisted, winking at Rasvim.


      “She's...” The fox said with a blush. He didn't want to insult Vorel's friends, but she wasn't what he'd expected when the wolf had mentioned a scryer.


      “She's a flirt,” Vorel assured him, placing a paw on his shoulder. “Don't worry. She won't bite...unless you want her to.” His ears folded down, the fox followed his husband into the back room.


      Greenish-blue flames flickered warmly in a hearth, occasional sparks flying out of the charred wood onto a stone floor. Vorel stamped them out as Frey started measuring out powders on a long table. It smelled terrible back here, the heat wasn't helping anything, and when Rasvim put a paw over his nose, his husband patted his back.

    


    
      “You get used to it,” the wolf said, staying out of the way as the vixen mixed some components together, before finally mumbling something and throwing the powders into the fire. The color changed to a deep purple, and shapes began to blur in the flames.


      “Come over here,” she ordered, her paws moving in complex patterns. Vorel moved to stand beside her, while Rasvim stayed behind the wolf, peaking out from under his arm. He'd seen this kind of magic before, but never done through fire.


      “Hello?” Came a ghostly voice through the flames. Another second and Magistrate Yina came into view, a middle-aged, female lupis in a striped tunic.


      “Sorry for the intrusion,” Vorel said.


      “I am in a meeting, Vorel." Yina blinked a few times as she spoke through the flames. "The other magistrates do not appreciate magical fire appearing in the middle of an oak table.” Her tone was stern, but her eyes betrayed her amusement. “This had better be important.”


      “We need your help, Magistrate Yina,” Vorel said. His tone became much more formal now that she had mentioned the presence of other dignitaries. “We are moving to stop High General Takashi Ironskin, and are attempting to gather enough forces to take the capitol with minimum civilian casualties. I was hoping you could pledge a platoon of Shin-se's wild mages to my cause.”


      “Normally, Vorel, I would not have a problem with this,” she said thoughtfully, her eyes looking to the side of the fire. She must be watching the people around her. “However, those mages are very valuable for the defense of the country. A platoon is out of the question.”


      “What about just a few? The lightning mages?” the wolf asked. Vorel sounded disappointed, but this time Yina nodded slightly to whoever was out of sight.


      “That would be acceptable. If I may ask, why is this a church matter?” Yina asked. Rasvim felt his husband's eyes on him, making the fox blush. What did this conversation have to do with him? The wolf's answer, however, made the blood drain from the fox's face.


      “I have under good authority that High General Takashi Ironskin will be killing large numbers of the poor in Eldere, in an attempt to bolster his undead army," Vorel started. "We need to depose him before this process begins.” Rasvim did not hear the Yina's answer. He promptly turned around, rushing from the store. How could Vorel keep this from him? He had so many friends in Eldere – the fox could have made sure they fled to the countryside, or to another country altogether. Takashi Ironskin planned to kill them, rip the flesh from their bones and make their skeletons his reanimated soldiers. Why would the wolf not want his own friends to leave? He'd figured they were fighting Takashi Ironskin because he threatened the quality of life of the people he ruled. Instead, he threatened their very lives.

    


    
      “I have two more people I need to contact,” Vorel said behind him. “Give me a few minutes.” A paw on his arm lead the fox back out into the shop.


      “I'm sorry,” came the wolf's voice in his ear, but the fox didn't want to hear it right now.


      “Sven isn't my only friend, you know,” the fox mumbled, trying to control his frustration. He'd never kept anything from the wolf. Why wouldn't Vorel share the same courtesy with him? When his husband went to hug him, the vulpine stepped back.


      “They could be dead by the time we get back!” the fox yelled. He could see the hurt in the wolf's eyes, but Vorel's voice did not betray his emotions.


      “They could be – I wasn't aware of it until we were on the way back from the K'Mir Empire," the wolf said.


      “How could you have found out on the ship?" Rasvim asked. "Saso couldn't even contact Aram Ruby from the ship!”


      Vorel kept eye contact with the fox, holding up his paws. “The Hopegiver appeared to me one night," he explained, "and told me of what might transpire. It’s why I want as many mages as possible. There's no way Takashi could kill that many people by himself. He is probably recruiting as many darkmages and necromancers as possible. If we want to save everyone in Eldere, we need to get allies now, and then make our way to the city.”


      “What if...” the fox started. Rasvim could feel the burning of hot tears at the corners of his eyes, but he willed them back. “What if they're killed between now and then?”


      “I need you not to think of that right now, Rasvim," Vorel said with a shake of his muzzle. "We all have to be strong. I didn't tell you because I knew you would react this way – just like Mier and Acton would. You need to keep this between us, just to stop anyone from making a rash decision.” Now the fox accepted his husband's hug, and the kiss between his ears. The wolf was right, like he always was. If the wolf had told him on the ship, he would have fretted, then begged the captain to steer them to Deaqiz instead.

    


    
      “Who is the second person?” Frey asked from behind them. Her ears flicked in annoyance. “I do have other things to do today.”


      “King Hivih Zoshi, in Sanei. He should be done with his morning meetings by now,” Vorel said. Rasvim looked up at the wolf, shocked.


      “You're contacting a king?” the fox asked. They'd met the charismatic tiger in the desert, and Rasvim had helped him take care of an injured concubine. He was much nicer than the fox had expected.


      “I'm calling two – Aram will send me every troop he can muster," Vorel continued. "I just need to call His Majesty first and ask for full access to the teleportation circles again, along with what mages he can spare.” Aram Ruby, the king of Smuggler's Light, was Vorel's best friend and would probably give the paladin anything he asked for.


      “Alright,” the fox answered simply. “Let's see what you can get. Then we go back to Vasani?”


      “After putting the Light of Creation together,” the wolf reminded him. “That needs to be done before we leave Primsii.” Rasvim had almost forgotten about that with the chaos in the last few days.


      “Tonight then,” the fox promised, standing on his toes to kiss the wolf on the lips. “You call your friends. I will go find Gyr and Saso.”


      By the time the two paladins returned to the palace, the fox had tracked down his two mage friends. They'd been reluctant to come back with him – Saso did not look favorably on the entire country, let alone the noble families. The many parties of aristocrats had retired to estates and homes in the capitol, leaving the palace mostly deserted. Vorel had already dug through their magic bag, pulling out the three pieces of the Light of Creation and setting them together on the floor in the throne room, one warhammer head on each side of the handle. He hadn't drawn any symbols or circles on the floor, which surprised Rasvim. Wouldn't they need complicated spells to do this?

    


    
      “Do I need to do anything?” Saso asked, standing at Rasvim's side while Gyr walked up to Vorel. Typhon stood a few feet from the head paladin, frantically flicking his eyes between the weapons pieces on the floor and a piece of charcoal flying over parchment. This was a once in a lifetime event – it did not surprise the fox he wanted to record it.


      “I don't think so,” the fox answered honestly. “Vorel thinks it should be fairly straightforward.” At least, that was the wolf's best guess. None of them knew what was going to happen here.


      “You know,” Typhon commented, looking up from his notes. “This might be very good for you, Gyr.” He had the small wolf's attention now.


      “If I understand this ritual correctly," the Commonfolk continued, "your magic will be drained, and combine with the Light of Creation, forging the weapon back together, correct?” Both Vorel and Gyr nodded. Rasvim had filled in the petite lupis on the way up here, and he'd shown no resistance at all to participate.


      “So, if each piece of the weapon contains the power of a different font...” Typhon pointed with his charcoal at each of the pieces. “...You body will no longer contain the magic granted to you by the Font of Light. If my theory is correct, you'll be without magic, and able to talk normally. Is that something you can live with?” Rasvim's attention now shifted between the small wolf and Saso. Gyr didn't like having his gift, and Saso did everything he could to make the wolf comfortable. His gift being permanently drained would help their lives, and their relationship a lot more. It didn't take the small wolf any time at all to nod enthusiastically.


      “Alright,” Vorel said. “Now, place one paw on either head of the warhammer.” Gyr obeyed, looking up at the other wolf. “Now repeat after me.” When the small wolf looked up at him, Vorel tilted his muzzle down.


      “Your magic is tied to your voice. Saying the words will make the magic conform to them.” Gyr nodded slightly.


      “My magic is part of the Light of Creation.”


      “My magic is part of the Light of Creation,” Gyr repeated. When he said it, light began pouring from his body as though he stood within a lantern.


      “I grant my power to the Light of Creation,” Vorel said.

    


    
      “I grant my power to the Light of Creation,” Gyr repeated. Rasvim could not see the wolves anymore – the light pouring out obscured them.


      “I grant the power of the Light of Creation to the Head Paladin of the Hopegiver,” Vorel said. That line made the petite male look up.


      “I grant the power of the Light of Creation to the Head Paladin of the Hopegiver,” Gyr repeated.


      The light around the wolf shifted to a consistency closer to water, flowing down Gyr's arms into the weapons. The power arched between the three pieces and they snapped together, a loud crack echoing through the room. When the small wolf's paws lifted from the weapon, it began to levitate, righting itself to float above the floor.


      “Take it,” Saso said. When the other three males looked at him, he waved at Vorel. “It is your weapon. Take it.”


      The size of the weapon more closely fit Mier, but Vorel still wrapped a paw around the haft. As soon as he clasped it, the weapon began to shrink, soon matching the wolf in proportion. Vorel's eyes filled with something, an emotion the fox had never seen there. It took him a moment to place it – awe. Even Rasvim could feel the power pulsing into his husband's body, and when he moved his second paw to it, balancing it, the intricate carvings in the ancient weapon pulsed with the beat of the paladin's heart.


      The Light of Creation was whole again.


      “It’s...incredible,” Vorel whispered. Gyr stood back up then, taking a few deep breaths before walking over to Saso. The fox slipped an arm around his waist, and the wolf licked under his chin.


      “Saso,” the small wolf said, grinning when nothing happened.


      “Gyr,” the fox whispered. Saso kissed him on the nose, both of their tails wagging rapidly. Rasvim gave the two males a little privacy by deciding to inspect the hammer.


      He felt vibrations as he passed his fingers over the carvings along one of the warhammer heads, like the magic within it fought to get out. The power within it was stronger than anything the fox had felt, and it illuminated the room completely. Could this hammer truly be the greatest weapon ever forged? Other than the glowing, it could be any other ornamental weapon used by generals in ceremonies. Would this be the key to saving their home country?


      “I should leave it with the queen for now, but I want to see how it feels in my paws” Vorel said, leaning down to kiss the fox on the lips. When he started walking away, Rasvim followed, now heedless of the other two males in the room.

    


    
      They'd barely made it to a tavern and paid for a room before the vulpine leaped into the wolf's arms, landing a nip on one shoulder. The larger paladin tumbled back, falling onto the small, shared bed. Rasvim started working on the straps holding his armor on, keeping his thighs locked around the male's waist.


      “We have a few nights in the city, love. No one will be ready...” Vorel cooed, but the fox interrupted him with the firm kiss on the lips.


      “No we don't,” he answered as the wolf's breastplate fell to the floor. “Someone will tell you it would be best to move out tomorrow night, and you'll listen to them.”


      “What makes you think that?” Now the wolf lifted the fox's chainmail shirt and tunic off at once, revealing his white-furred chest. How long had it been? Rasvim couldn't remember, which made tonight even more important. When he gripped the wolf's sheath almost as soon as he yanked his love's codpiece off, Vorel shut up. Rasvim unlaced the front of the wolf's trousers, dropping down to his knees immediately afterwards. His nose pressed into the larger male's groin. He inhaled deeply, his tongue flicking out to tease, feeling the hidden flesh begin to stir. It only took him a few more seconds to shove his chainmail pants off, leaving his entire body bare. When the fox looked up at his husband's face, he was proud to see the wolf stripping off what was left of his armor.


      The head of the wolf's shaft escaped his sheath, and Rasvim began to lap across it, quickly drawing the rest of his love's member out. They would have tonight, and though hours of slow, passionate love-making might make more sense, the fox knew what he wanted. As soon as the wolf's knot began to form, he pulled his muzzle away from the shaft, climbing up into Vorel's lap. Both of the wolf's paws came to rest on his hips even before he'd started to angle himself correctly. Kisses and licks found their way across his chest and neck, each one causing his own shaft to expose another inch to the room's cool air. He started to leak precum onto the wolf's belly, whining just a bit when he felt the head of the shaft press under his tail.


      Even after he watched the wolf dip his fingers into a nearby lamp base and smear the oil on his shaft, the fox knew this would hurt, at least at the beginning. The canine's tapered head pushed in, finding too much resistance even with the oil. Rasvim whimpered, finding the slowly stroking paw on his shaft enough to keep him distracted as he slowly moved down, letting inch after inch sink into him. When Vorel's knot pressed against his tailhole, he held still, letting his body adjust, moving his muzzle down to press his lips against the side of the wolf's muzzle. His husband turned his head, and their lips met. Rasvim accepted the wolf's tongue pushing into his muzzle with a submissive whine, feeling the paw on his member speeding up.

    


    
      When the fox started to move, slowly at first, he knew his lover would not last very long. Precum spurted inside him, giving him a little more lubrication. The wolf's paw left his shaft, nails digging into his hips as he moved. It took him a few thrusts to hit the right spot, but when he did pleasure pounded up his spine. He sighed happily, wrapping his arms around the wolf's shoulders, kissing him, pressing close to him. They needed this night, just for each other, just to make each other whimper and moan in ecstasy.


      Vorel's teeth gripped his throat, and the fox didn't resist when the wolf's hips slammed up, shoving the large knot inside him. Cum flooded inside him, the knot stopping any of it from escaping his body, the warmth of it making him feel like he was part of Vorel, like it always did. Those teeth let go of him even before the shaft stopped twitching, kissing him passionately. Paws moved back to his member, sending little shivers through him. He licked the wolf on the cheek, instinctively squeezing down hard on the maleness inside him when he felt the first inkling of his own approaching peak.


      Pleasure rushed through him as the first spurt of seed splattered onto his husband's stomach. He whined, nuzzling against the wolf, trying to hump into the paw despite his limited movement. It always felt best like this, when he could lean against his love, be filled by him, and share his orgasm with the wolf. It faded far too quickly, but they could go again in a little bit. Vorel kissed his throat, letting out a satisfied sigh.


      “Do you feel better, love?” Vorel whispered. Rasvim really just wanted to slump down on top of his husband. His relaxed state and gentle kisses should tell the wolf all he needed to know.


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter Eleven: Pyronni


      It is difficult for mages to fall in love.


      Not with normal people, but with each other.


      It isn't that magic makes you incapable of caring for another;


      it just makes everything more difficult.


      - Anonymous


      Waking up in his husband's arms was the way Rasvim wanted to wake up every morning. Their escapades last night had left him sore, sticky, and exhausted, but he would not have traded that for anything. The fox nuzzled against the wolf's chest, not wanting to wake him up just yet, but it seemed the rest of the world thought otherwise. No sooner had he decided to sleep in a bit longer that someone knocked loudly on the door. He huffed, wanting to pretend he was still asleep, but whoever it was opened the unfortunately unlocked door and stepped in.


      “Paladin Vorel, there are people here to see you,” a young fox said. Rasvim peaked out of the sheets surrounding them, feeling the wolf beginning to stir.


      “Tell them we'll be down in a few minutes,” he called out, making the vulpine wrinkle his nose. The servant did not wait for Vorel to answer; he simply left, shutting the door behind him.


      “That was rude,” Rasvim mumbled.


      “This is Oya,” Vorel grumbled, struggling to sit up, cracking his neck and shaking his muzzle to get rid of his sleepiness.


      After getting cleaned up and brushing out each other's fur, the two paladins donned their armor. If someone was calling for 'Paladin Vorel', they did not want to see a wolf in a comfortable tunic. Rasvim might not like walking around all day in his gleaming chainmail, but it would definitely stop people from turning up their noses at him. For good measure, the lupis strapped the Light of Creation to his back. Even without a lantern lit, the room remained bright with the weapon there.

    


    
      None of the other paladins waited for them in the tavern downstairs, but an old friend did loiter. Vorel exchanged nuzzles with Aram Ruby, dressed in a set of leather armor studded with gemstones that covered his heavily-scarred body. The new wolf gave Rasvim a lusty wink and licked his chops, but the fox wouldn't let his husband's friend embarrass him. The three of them had been together for one night, but the king's personality and Rasvim’s just weren't compatible for long-term interaction. Truly, he had no idea how Vorel could stand being around him for so long.


      “Ready for a real war?” Aram asked Rasvim suddenly. The fox shrugged, making the wolf laugh. “You should be, paladin. It'll be fun!”


      “Fighting a darkmage general isn't the same as taking down crime lords, idiot,” Vorel said as he slapped his friend on the back. Aram just grinned, showing off a new chipped fang.


      “It follows the same pattern, Vorel," Aram said. "Surround his stronghold, separate him from his loyalists, and then execute him. You got your hammer back together – we can have our fun now.”


      “What did you bring me, anyway?” Vorel asked. The other wolf grabbed the paladin's shoulders and promptly steered him out of the tavern. Rasvim sighed and followed. He'd never met anyone else as controlling or confident as Aram Ruby. At least he'd agreed to help.


      Outside the tavern, several dozen Wolfen talked amongst themselves, but when they noticed Aram every one of them snapped to attention. Each carried a strangely-shaped waraxe; the blade curved like a crescent moon, but inward toward the haft. They shone in the morning sun, and the fox could see what looked like a bright purple undertone in the metal's sheen. All dressed in heavy plate armor that looked heavier than Rasvim's entire body. None stood less than nine feet tall, and all appeared from the same tribe – they all showed off streaks of white in their normally jet-black fur.


      “I present my personal bodyguards, at your service.” Aram waved an arm out and then bowed theatrically, smiling wide the entire time. Once his back straightened, he reached a paw over and ran a finger down the wide part of one of the axes. “These lovelies will drain a mage on the first cut. You said you were worried about darkmages.”


      Rasvim's eyes went wide. Neutracite was a very expensive stone from Wolfen Valley, and Aram Ruby had not only procured a very large amount of it, but figured out how to melt it into metal weapons.

    


    
      “I do appreciate you letting me borrow them, Aram.” Vorel sounded thankful, but the other wolf dismissed the motion with a snort.


      “As long as they come back alive.” Aram wagged a finger at the paladin. “If you get any of them killed, you'll owe me the money to replace them.” None of the guards seemed phased by their employer reducing them to the cost of their training, but then again, the fox couldn't think of anything that might take down a Wolfen.


      “You should have seen some of those foppy nobles,” Aram commented, suddenly putting an arm around Rasvim's shoulders. The fox flicked his ears, but didn't really want to offend him after such a useful gift. “I suspect they just don't know how to deal with me.”


      “Did you teleport onto one of their estates?” Rasvim asked, and the wolf just rolled his eyes.


      “Onto the palace grounds – apparently that new queen hasn't quite gotten the spells back up yet. They panicked.” He said the last word with such pride that Rasvim felt the inkling in the back of his mind that he would have liked to see that. The wolf knew how to make an entrance.


      “Is anyone else here yet?” Vorel asked.


      “I already met with Saso and Gyr – pity you drained his magic, by the way – and I saw Mier and Acton in the courtyard," Aram said, idly scratching his throat. "There was a very sexy cleric talking with Typhon Saltpeter. Well, that's who I assumed it was, since he was a Commonfolk, and I can't see another one being in the city.”


      “The cleric must be Magistrate Yina,” Vorel answered, politely lifting Aram's arm off the fox paladin. “We need to meet with her.”


      “You just don't want to share someone that striking with me,” Aram accused.


      “You can come with us,” the fox offered, resisting the urge to roll his eyes. “As long as you are polite.” Aram bowed low despite the fox's firm tone, his tail waving like a banner.


      “I can be the epitome of polite and charming, if there is a nice piece of tail on the table,” Aram stated. The fox snorted while the wolf turned to his guards.


      “In formation!” he yelled.


      They marched, armor and weapons clanging through the nearly-empty streets. Vorel and Rasvim led the way, the fox making a point to look behind him every now and then to check in on the other wolf. Twice he caught Aram staring at his rump, and both times his glare was answered with a wide smile. They should have let the soldiers lead, but the fox knew one way or another the wolf would be looking at him. It must be rare for him to find someone who found him attractive – and Rasvim had no problem admitting the wolf was, since he almost exactly matched Vorel in body type and features – but did not want to sleep with him again. They'd had their fun, and it had admittedly been a satisfying night, but the male's personality when he stopped trying to charm grated the fox. It reminded him of one of the rich merchants in Eldere; Aram had worked his way to the top, so he believed he could get anything he wanted now.

    


    
      Magistrate Yina met them near one of the fountains in the mage district, stretching up to kiss Vorel on both cheeks. She'd dressed in the cleric armor she kept in a display case in her home. Behind her, six lutrin sat on the rim of the fountain, oddly silent. The otters wore very little; the most-dressed one had chosen a loose shirt and a loincloth. The others wore only loincloths, necklaces,and bracelets. All of their thick tails waved back and forth slowly in the water, and all of their whiskers twitched at the same time. It took Rasvim a moment to realize what they were doing – they were using the water as a conduit to scry together.


      “I am sorry if they aren't talkative,” Yina said, smiling at Rasvim. “They are mapping out the weather patterns in Vasani, to know what they'll be able to do.”


      “Is that important?” the fox asked. He didn't know anything about weather magic, though the stories he'd heard about it portrayed the brand of spellcasters as near-omnipotent destroyers of cities.


      “A weather mage can only work with what is already there,” Yina explained. “If they want it to rain, they need to move the rain from somewhere else. They can do a few things without it – throw lightning, draw water from underground, for example – but their true strength draws in altering how the weather happens.”


      “How will that help us, though?” Rasvim asked. Other than the 'throw lighting' part, they sounded more useful for farmers with dying crops.


      “Takashi Ironkin's troops won't be deterred by a sudden thunderstorm," Vorel answered for her, "or hail, but that could ruin our assault. They are going to make sure there are clear skies the entire way to Eldere, and winds blowing the right direction to allow our arrows to travel further.”

    


    
      “Oh,” Rasvim said simply. That hadn't occurred to him.


      “This must be the beautiful Magistrate Yina,” Aram said, stepping in next to the female. Oddly, Yina blushed fiercely along her white-furred throat and extended a paw. Aram knelt down to kiss it, causing that heat on her neck to probably travel higher.


      “I'm flattered,” she answered, smiling back at the big wolf. “If I remember correctly, you are King Aram Ruby, of Smuggler's Light.” Quickly she added, “Many stories of your...salacious misdeeds have reached me.”


      “I assure you, madame,” he replied with a wink. “Every one of them is true.” Rather than scoffing at the thief's obvious pride in his work, the magistrate instead nodded regally at him.


      “Perhaps we can discuss some of the most outrageous of these stories. We will be traveling together with the paladins of the Hopegiver, after all,” she said. Rasvim started to share in the other wolf's blush. Seeing real flirting, not merely lust, occurring near him always seemed much more personal than a grope or leering stare.


      “Now we only need to wait for His Majesty to get back to me,” Vorel said.


      “Which one?” Yina and Aram asked together. They exchanged a glance, then a wag of their tails. Were they hitting it off that fast?


      “King Hivih Zoshi," Vorel answered. "We need access to teleportation circles to move this many people quickly.”


      “Do you plan to move immediately into Eldere?” Yina asked.


      “I would say we move outside Pyronni, then march south from there," Vorel said. "That will let us create a base camp as well.”


      “Let's see if Azuyi has heard anything yet,” Vorel whispered. Rasvim took his paw as they walked away from the two flirting wolves.


      The vixen was pacing up and down lines of vulpines in servants' tunics, ordering groups of them off in different directions. She'd chosen to wear something a bit more feminine today, a long, emerald dress with a slit up the side. That didn't deter her from carrying her glaive, however. When she noticed the two paladins, she pulled a folded piece of parchment from her cleavage, passing it to Vorel.


      “No pockets,” was her only explanation, and after Vorel read the tiny, scrawled writing on the parchment, his tail began to wag.

    


    
      “The king ordered a temporary seizure of all teleportation circles owned by Sacavuni-based merchants that connect Oya to Vasani. We have access to the one here and one five miles outside of Pyronni.”


      “Why is it outside the city walls?” Rasvim asked. “Wasn't the point of these circles to get around traveling for days, and more importantly, to avoid bandits?”


      “Local lord probably wouldn't let it be permanently set down inside the limits,” Azuyi answered. She scowled as the next line of servants walked in. “Probably thought it would be a risk to the security of his precious tax-paying citizens.”


      “Was that a problem here?” Vorel responded.


      “It was in Frontier – Typhon doesn't like them either," she said. "The circle near Pyronni is probably in a cave carved in the foothills.”


      “It's better than nothing,” Vorel offered, and the fox had to nod agreement. Ten miles was much better than an extra week of marching, clear skies or not.


      “It is,” Azuyi concurred. “Now if you'll excuse me, I need to get these servants to work getting the palace ready for everyone that will be moving in. You'll have your troops from me by tonight.”


      “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Vorel said, bowing a little.


      Azuyi groaned. “Don't start that."


      By the time all of their allies and connections had come together, Rasvim felt he looked down on a proper army, not just a loose conglomeration of everyone Vorel could contact. Legions of vulpine archers and mages stood in tight regiments; a few dozen Commonfolk stone mages and soldiers cracked their knuckles and cleaned their weapons, respectively. Mier, Torr, and Mhegan helped brief the weather mages and Aram's Wolfen guards on their roles in the coming assault. A few clerics of the Wing Goddess had presented themselves over the last few days, pledging to assist Vorel in whatever he needed. Healers had been one thing they'd been short on, and the presence of a vixen in white vestments near each group of archers definitely helped ease his worries. Aram's guards stood apart, helping each other strap into their armor, but the large wolf had not chosen to come with them; according to him, he preferred to stay alive.

    


    
      Saso and Gyr stood to one side, the fox on his knees as the two talked rapidly. By the worried expression on the fox's face and the stubborn one on the wolf's, Rasvim would bet the mage was trying to convince Gyr to stay behind, since he would be a lot less useful without his magic. The fox paladin understood the sentiment, but bet he would not be successful. Gyr had even found a rapier to strap on to his belt and a small buckler for his forearm.


      Sven, his magic now recovered from its draining, sat on the ground next to the fox. He'd been given some very nice clothes by Typhon for recovering Azuyi's soul; a deep red tunic secured with a black leather belt, matching pants, and a set of enchanted gloves. According to the Commonfolk, they would help him more effectively channel certain spells. However, what most had changed about him occurred above the neck; his mane now grew majestically out, giving him a powerful and confident appearance, especially if someone noticed the lion's determined gaze.


      “Do you want any of these sunbombs?” Acton asked, taking the opportunity to carefully rearrange his pack a few feet from the fox. Typhon apparently kept a stockpile of the magical devices – the small, metal orbs exploded in blinding light when they were thrown, incinerating undead and seriously injuring or killing anything living within the blast radius. Rasvim didn't like them, since they could kill innocents, but the mouse insisted they would be useful. Acton probably felt no remorse toward a darkmage that attacked him, and if his assailant died along with his minions, all the better.


      “How many are you bringing?” Rasvim asked.


      “I've got a dozen here,"Acton said with a smirk, "and Typhon is carrying another eight. They really helped on the Dark Isles.”


      “Do you think we will need them in Pyronni?” the fox asked.


      “Only one way to find out,” Acton said, forcing his satchel shut with a satisfied grunt. Someone blew a hunter's horn, the signal that the circle was ready. Several of the noble houses' mages had been assigned to keep the magic going until all of them had moved through the circle. They would stay behind, in case a hasty retreat was necessary.


      “Let's see what waits for us,” Vorel said, making the fox jump. He'd forgotten the wolf had been nearby, though he didn't know how. The Light of Creation glowed brighter than anything even the mages carried.

    


    
      A dozen soldiers at a time moved through the circle, disappearing immediately. The fox mage standing on the side of the circle delayed a few seconds, then motioned for the next group to pass through. Every borrowed mage and warrior faded from Primsii, and the paladins decided to take the final trip. The five of them, Mhegan, Saso, Gyr, Sven, Typhon Saltpeter and two of his stone mages walked into the glowing circle, feeling the magic immediately take hold of them. Rasvim closed his eyes, letting the sudden wave of nausea pass without a comment. A few seconds later their group appeared in a damp cave lit only by the teleportation circle, everyone else already moved out of the low entrance. By the smoothness of the walls, Rasvim could bet whoever set the circle here had carved out the cavern purposefully for it. They were back in Vasani, after far too long in toxic deserts and on the ocean.


      Their army marched quickly down the foothills of the Byridge Mountains, the fox paladin able to see the walls of Pyronni in a matter of minutes. It only took them the last few hours of daylight to come within a hundred yards of the city, and before the sun completely set, Typhon pulled out a spyglass to scan the parapets. He let out a whoop and tossed the expensive spyglass to Vorel. The paladin almost didn't catch it, but finally pressed it to his own eye.


      “What the...” he muttered. It passed through each of the paladins' paws, finally reaching Rasvim. It only took him a moment to gasp. The flag of the Vasani royal family flew above the gates.


      “Could King Silverway have taken the city back?” the fox asked.


      “I'm sure that's possible, though I thought he would still be in hiding. It might be some other group,” Vorel said. Typhon looked between the paladins before speaking.


      “How should we proceed?” the Commonfolk asked.


      “I'm the Head Paladin of the Hopegiver," Vorel said as he unhooked the Light of Creation from his back, gripping it with both paws. "I think whoever took that city will respond to me, if no one else.”


      “We should all go,” Torr mentioned, nodding at each of the other paladins in turn. “The five of us should lead, while the rest of the armies stay behind until our signal.”


      “What if someone attacks you?” Saso asked.


      “We can defend ourselves,” Acton responded. “I would like to see a guard take down a paladin.”

    


    
      “Sounds good to me,” Typhon commented, turning toward the other troops. “I'll alert everyone of the delay. If you don't signal us in two hours, I'm sending in the mages.”


      “Understood,” Vorel answered.


      The five paladins started to work their way across one of the fields surrounding the city. Rasvim kept his bow in his paw. The fox had a longsword on his belt and his enchanted shield on his back below his quiver, just in case, but hoped he would not need to use either. When he looked at his friends, none of the others carried weapons. Was he just paranoid, or did they plan to ambush anyone that attacked them?


      “You should probably put away your bow,” Acton said beside him, reaching for the weapon. “We don't want to be shot at before we can talk to anyone.”


      “What about Vorel?” Rasvim asked.


      The mouse rolled his eyes. “That's the Light of Creation," Acton said. "It’s more than just a weapon.”


      The gates for the city had been closed for the night, but guards still stood both on the closest and furthest side of the portcullis. The presence of a few armored lupis that could not be sent reinforcements looked like a bad idea, but when they got closer, Rasvim picked up the stench of death. One of the guards met his appraising gaze, the glow of the Light of Creation reflecting off his eyes. The fox knew those red eyes. The wolf's form became a blur, suddenly appearing beside the fox paladin, the rancid smell that clung to his fur was even stronger now that he was less than a foot away.


      “Rasvim! I heard you had been killed in the K'Mir Empire,” the wolf said. His voice was smooth, almost like honey as he leaned down to nuzzle the fox. Rasvim held out an arm, politely pushing him away before someone threw a dagger into him. When he looked behind him, Acton already had a throwing dagger in his paw, but relaxed when the fox shook his head.


      “Don't touch me, Renny. You reek,” Rasvim said.


      The guard sighed heavily, his eyes glancing between the other four paladins, finally resting on the warhammer in Vorel's paws.


      “Apparently you have been busy since leaving the capitol, and I'm sorry I haven't been able to bathe in a few weeks,” he cooed before nodding to Vorel. “This must be your husband, then. I do not believe we've met.” The wolf paladin kept looking the guard over, and the fox remembered that his friend could not have been to the temple before.

    


    
      “Vorel's the Head Paladin of the Hopegiver,” he explained.


      “He would be helpful to have in the city right now, as would you," Renny said. "I must admit, the locals do not respond kindly to me and my...comrades.”


      “We'll do what we can,” the fox assured him, looking over at the gate.”Will the other guards let us in?”


      “As soon as I tell them to,” the wolf assured him. Again, Renny faded from sight, voices now ringing back and forth behind the portcullis. A few seconds later the metal started to groan as it rose.


      “Are you going tell us who he is?” Acton asked, still looking tense but no longer holding weapons.


      “Renihardt Tanner," Rasvim answered. "He's a city guard from Eldere, on the night shift.”


      “What is he?” Mier asked. That question would be a little more awkward to explain.


      “Well...he's not exactly alive,” the fox said.


      “Be more specific," Vorel said, facing the slowly opening passage into Primsii. The fox couldn't really walk around a subject with their recent argument about keeping secrets.


      “He's a vampire,” Rasvim admitted. Oddly, none of the other four males really reacted to the realization. Acton still looked tense, but they didn't know the full extent of the situation. Mier hunkered down so they were closer to the same height, no anger or worry on his face. Torr appeared a bit concerned, but that might be more over the fact that he was undead than his specific orientation.


      “He really hates Takashi Ironskin,” Rasvim quickly added. That made the snowcat relax, but Vorel's intense expression had not changed.


      “He's an old friend of yours?” the wolf asked, and the fox realized where the wolf's weird expression came from.


      “Just a friend,” the fox said. Now the head paladin relaxed. Rasvim had forgotten his husband's trepidation about his past lovers. There was now room for them to walk through, and the fox heard the portcullis clang into place about fifteen feet above the ground.

    


    
      Rasvim had never been to Primsii, but it looked just like the mountain towns he'd read about at his home chapel. Sturdy buildings crafted from heavy woods to withstand snowstorms lined the cobblestone road. Like many small villages in Vasani, the fox could see a chapel of the Hopegiver built near the taverns and poorer houses, but exploring the city was not his priority now. The fox took his bow from his back, notching it with an arrow and sending just a spark of light into the arrowhead. It glowed, and then he fired it back over the entrance arch.


      “What was that for?” Renny asked.


      “That's to stop our army from marching in here and killing whoever we're fighting," Acton answered with a smirk.


      “Nice to see it’s not just the five of you, then," the guard said. "If you want to call your allies into the city, feel free. Seeing breathing troops will definitely cause the merchants to reopen their stores.”


      “How many...non-breathing troops do you have?” Vorel asked tactfully.


      Renny stuck his tongue out at the paladin. “It’s perfectly alright to call us the filthy undead that we are," the wolf said. "I have a few of my vampire friends from Eldere, some of their spawn, and most of the night shift from Eldere. Of course, they're with us, so most here think they burn up in the sun too.”


      “We'll do our best at making people not want to kill you...again,” Rasvim answered. Hopefully, having the locals' confidence grow would also convince the vampire to bathe. The longer he went between baths, the more he smelled like a corpse.


      Renny's prediction proved true. As soon as Typhon finished leading the battalions inside the city, taverns lit their fireplaces and breadsellers walked out into the streets, baskets on each arm. Sure, some of the storefronts stayed dark, but hopefully that would clear up in the next few days. The many soldiers in their group wanted to drink, and tavern owners remained happy to oblige, however strange the new occupants may be.


      “When did the K'Mir Empire soldiers retreat?” Rasvim asked once they settled in a tavern. Sven had caught up with them, sitting next to the fox. Renny sat on the other side of the lion, with Mier and Acton against the wall. Introductions had gone around once the first round showed up. Renny choked on his beer – the fox still had no idea how someone dead drank alcohol – before letting out a guffaw.

    


    
      “Was that your doing?" he asked. "I wondered why all of a sudden about a month ago every Chosen troop in the country made their way south. I'd figured Takashi Ironskin had pissed them off.”


      “He pissed off their god,” Acton answered. A few of the patrons kept looking at him, since the place was packed and the mouse had decided to save space by sitting in Mier's lap.


      “That would do it,” the vampire answered. “I tend to avoid blaspheming anyone in particular. Was it the undead thing, or the 'taking over a country without putting them on the throne' thing?” Everyone got a laugh out of that one.


      “The First believes necromancy an abomination," Vorel answered after everyone quieted down. "So they don't take kindly to a necromancer king on their watch.”


      “How do you plan to take the capitol, anyway? Do you have a concise plan?” Renny asked. He took another sip from his beer.


      “That depends on the current defenses,” Vorel answered. “If the Golden Army of the Hopegiver still functions, it will be very difficult. We have a few mages that can scry before we are even in sight of the city, so we will know where he is placing troops.”


      “The glittering soldiers on the palace wall?” Sven asked. Everyone looked at him – it had been the first thing he'd said in a few days.


      “Yes...” Vorel answered, and the lion flicked his fingers. Black fire settled on the table, making a few of the locals in the tavern scoot away from their table, alarmed, but it did not burn the wood. Instead, it warped and shaped itself, in a few seconds appearing like a war strategist's models of a city. Rasvim had never seen Eldere from above, but knew what the castle looked like, so it only took him tilting his head a little to understand it represented the royal palace, temple, and noble's district.


      “The gold soldiers don't move when you get close,” the lion continued, pointing at the wall separating the royal grounds from the rest of the city. “But there are guards on the wall.” Tiny, darker shapes began to patrol on the tiny model. “They are all armored skeletons.” Another wave of his paw and small clusters of the darker shapes started walking slowly down the main roads in the districts. “There aren't as many guards as there were before we left.”


      “This is...amazing,” Vorel said, reaching out to touch the image. When his fingers passed through it, the fire flickered, but reshaped itself when the wolf pulled his paw back.

    


    
      “Were you able to see the slums at all?” Mier asked.


      “I teleported into the Snarling Bear," Sven said with a shake of his head. "That's as far out into the city as I wanted to go.”


      “I have an idea,” Torr said. He pointed to the edge of the temple district. “I suspect Takashi Ironskin's undead soldiers are in the slums and market, since that's where the most disruption would occur.”


      “I agree,” Vorel answered. A point of white fire appeared at the end of his finger, and he drew careful lines outside where Sven's image ended, including the markets and slums in the picture.


      “If we send the majority of the close-combat mages into the market...” Vorel started.


      “What mages?” Rasvim asked. He understood everything needed to be precise, but the fox did not expect his allies to be using terms he did not understand.


      “Mages that specialize in taking down one attacker at a time,” Acton explained for the wolf. “Vorel doesn't want to send someone who can burn down half the city with one spell into a section of the city with so many people.”


      “Oh,” Rasvim said. That made sense, and Rasvim felt dumb not realizing that. Everyone here had some form of combat experience besides him; they'd done these sorts of meetings before.


      “What about the other mages, then?” the fox asked.


      “Put your weather mages here." Renny said and tapped where the city wall would be. "Their lightning spells will arc between escaping troops.”


      “Why not use those in the temple or noble's district?” Acton asked.


      Renny blinked, thinking it over before tapping the table again. “If you want them to keep the air clear of any weather patterns, you need them occupied with that most of the time. Having them only enter the fray occasionally will keep them on task.”


      “Good idea,” Vorel answered, smiling. The vampire's age and experience was helping with this. Hopefully, when it was all over, Rasvim and Renny could visit each other more often.


      “As for your large-scale mages...” Sven said, creating a few small balls of fire to float above the wall around the castle. “Use them to remove troops that pour out of the palace and the surrounding barracks. That's the only part of the city I can think of where they won't set unnecessary fires.”

    


    
      “Unnecessary?” the fox asked


      The lion met his eyes. “Burning down the barracks – after the scryers make sure they only have undead troops in them – will cause hundreds of them to be destroyed when the buildings collapse.”


      “That's...a very good plan,” Vorel commented, a bit of shock in his eyes. Rasvim bet, just like him, the wolf had not expected the lion to be able to contribute to strategy besides his own experience.


      “What made you think of that?” Renny asked, leaning closer to the lion. Sven's nostrils flared at the intrusion of death, but Rasvim noticed the cat did not shy away.


      “There's a game like this in Sacavuni,” he explained. “it’s called 'ransack'. One person sets up defenses around the city on the board, and the other tried to defeat them.”


      “Like chess?” Acton asked, and the darkmage nodded.


      “Think like chess," Sven answered, "expect one person gets to arrange their pieces however they like on the board, but can never move the king.”


      “Sounds challenging,” Renny answered, all the smoothness back in his voice.


      “I'm very good at it,” was the lion's answer. Rasvim made a point to look down at his own glass. He really hoped his friend did not make a move on Sven. With his level of grief, the lion might make him die a second time.


      “What about Typhon's stone mages? And the archers? Clerics?” Vorel asked. With each word, Sven pointed at the image between them.


      “The stone mages would cause the most havoc in the temple and noble's district – use them to secure that section of the city,” the lion answered.


      “Havoc?” Acton asked through a grin. Rasvim knew he enjoyed a little chaos. Sven stayed serious, twiddling his fingers to create another image, this time of one of the Commonfolk mages surrounded by floating stones.


      “All the roads there are cobblestone," Sven said as he manipulated the image, causing the mages to throw their phantom stone out away from them. "They have all the ammunition they need.”


      “Who are we sending to the slums?” Mier asked. He did not touch the image; the fox bet his friend thought his natural resistances would dismiss it.

    


    
      “The archers and clerics would be best there," Vorel said. "Most of the wounded will probably be in hiding, so we will send in the clerics to help. The archers will protect them.”


      “We'll go with them,” Acton stated. Rasvim knew who the 'we' was, and without hesitation the Wolfen nodded.


      “We'll need you at the castle,” Vorel responded, but the mouse shook his head.


      “You'll have every powerful mage with you. We'll be better used saving people in the slums,” Acton said. Rasvim knew the real reason the mouse wanted to separate from them, but chose not to voice it. Both Acton and Mier felt a connection to the slums. They would do whatever it took to protect their home, and the slums counted as more of that than the temple. Acton had spent more time living in the slums, and Mier had spent more time settling disputes there. The two paladins would make sure their friends and those they normally protected from injustice remained safe.


      “Fine,” Vorel answered, though the fox knew his husband wasn't happy about it.


      “What about the snowcat that was with you?” Renny asked. He waved down one of the waiters, asking for another beer continuing. “Will he be coming with you to the palace?”


      “I think that depends on what happens with Mhegan,” Rasvim commented. As soon as troops began moving into the city, the cat had gone off with his lover. Why, the fox didn't know, but it must have been important to miss this meeting. When Rasvim looked at his husband, he noticed a pained expression in the wolf's eyes. Did he know something about this the fox didn't?


      “Alright. Sven, where will you go?” Vorel asked. The lion waved his paw, causing the image he'd created to dissipate.


      “I am going to the temple district," Sven said. "I am going to make sure the temple of the Hopegiver remains secure throughout the assault.” Rasvim hadn't even thought about that. They would need a safehouse, in case a retreat was necessary. Vorel stared at the lion.


      “Can you do that by yourself?” the wolf asked.


      Sven's eyes were hard now. “I will,” was his simple answer.


      Rasvim did not doubt it. Sven's power always drove higher when he was under emotional stress. The fox did not doubt he could hold the temple by himself.

    


    
      “That leaves me, and my troops,” Renny said. “I think we will take care of a few of those darkmages that came out of the woodwork to help Takashi Ironskin.” He licked his lips, leaving nothing to the paladin's imagination. Acton shuddered.


      “That has to be an unpleasant way to die,” the mouse muttered, and Renny only nodded.


      “Nothing better for them,” the vampire said. His eyes displayed a wonderful glee in the upcoming fight. Rasvim felt quite the opposite. He knew it was needed, and blessed by their god, but he did not want to kill anyone. He did not want to hurt anyone. Yet, he knew he would have to.


      Torr pressed close against the other snowcat in his arms, kissing her along her ears, her throat, across her face. He'd made a decision in the last few hours, and it would impact her more than anyone else. They would need every advantage they could muster, and he was one of them. The other snowcat's arms stayed around him, nuzzling against him, letting out little contented noises and purring loudly. Torr needed her to know how he felt about her, more than anything before he followed through with his decision. The worst part about it would be telling her. He'd left his armor on the floor, now in only his tunic, taking advantage of the few hours they'd had alone to make love. It was different with her pregnant, but no less enjoyable. She'd abandoned any form of clothing as soon as their door had closed.


      “I love you,” he whispered, biting down very lightly on one of her ears.


      “I love you too,” she replied, kissing his chest. Could he destroy this moment with his revelation? Did he have a choice?


      “I have to tell you something important,” he began, trying to find the least awkward wording. Torr felt her claws in his back, his body pressing in as close as her belly would allow.


      “I know,” she answered, scooting up a little to kiss the hollow of his neck.


      “You know?” he asked. How could she know? Had she been secretly awake during his discussion with Saso?

    


    
      “You need to do what must be done,” she said, and when he looked, he could see tears at the corners of her eyes. “You are a paladin.”


      “It isn't just the assault,” he tried, but she shushed him with a kiss.


      “I know what you are, and what you need to do," she said. "It is something I must come to terms with as well.”


      “How?” Torr asked. Now she blinked her tears away, moving a paw around to grasp one of his, moving it down to press into her engorged belly.


      “I brought you back to life because of him, knowing you would have to leave me again. I could see the power inside you then, more than any normal paladin.” Shock blinded his vision for a fraction of a second.


      “The Hopegiver brought me back to life...” he started. Something else about her statement brought him out of his stupor. “Wait. Him?” Now she smiled despite the pain in her eyes.


      “It will be a boy,” Mhegan said. She kissed him again, and he forgot to ask how she had brought him back. He was having a boy! A strong, brave, wonderful boy! She must have asked a cleric to look at her. The baby would be healthy, or that would have entered the conversation. He would be a father, whether he survived the assault or not. His son might not know him, but he would know what Torr has accomplished, and be proud of him. If he could not have the first option, he would take the second.


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter Twelve: Eldere


      Let a century pass for us,


      a millennium, a lifetime.


      Know I will be beside you,


      until the end of days.


      - Quote from “Twilight Passing”, Varnasio “Vance” Shertoni, bruin poet and playwright


      Marching to Eldere took six days, and Rasvim thanked the Hopegiver that they'd been granted real troops and not just a hodge-podge of anyone that could be summoned. Regiments kept themselves in line, and those that didn't Typhon threatened to murder horrifically. The clerics of the Wing Goddess made swift work of anyone that sprained an ankle or picked up ticks in the woods they marched through. Everyone had agreed to ignore the main road through the countryside, instead opting for the dense woodland about fifteen miles to the west of it. No one knew which state inns or patrols had pledged loyalty to the new king, and Rasvim did not want them to kill someone by mistake.


      Seeing the walls of his home city made the fox paladin sigh happily, despite what would follow the next day. They took up camp on a ridge about five miles from the city. Typhon directed tents to be planted in the right locations to so one looking from the wall could see them. The otter mages all sat in a circle, beginning to clear the low cloud cover and shifting breezes to favor their archers. Rasvim decided against carrying a tent – he did not need privacy if he wasn't sleeping in the same place as Vorel – and just set out his bedroll. It was already an hour past dark. The invasion would begin an hour after dawn, with no declaration of war as a king might demand.


      Typhon had been explaining the historical implications of this battle over the past few days, and what they had achieved was a bit mind-boggling. According to the Commonfolk, Oya had not sent troops into Vasani in five hundred years, and had not done so to assist the royal family of Vasani in nearly seven hundred. With Frontier as such a new, independent country, this stood as their first political alliance in history. Sacavuni, normally friendly with Vasani and cold to Oya, had switched that for this attack. All this because Vorel was so liked, so respected as a religious leader. Could the Oracle have brought this many people together? Rasvim didn't think so.

    


    
      Furthermore, bringing said troops into Vasani with the effort of defending an exiled king would be taught for years. When King Hivih Zoshi's family had taken over the crown of Sacavuni a century ago, Vasani had scrambled to ally itself with the new king. Now, that country was assisting to overthrow a new Vasani king that had been on the throne for less than a year.


      “Will you be alright?” Vorel asked. Rasvim was absently cleaning his armor, lost in thought when the wolf sat down next to him. The fox's paws only stopped moving for a second before he got back to work.


      “I have to be,” he answered. One of the wolf's arms gripped his shoulders, and he felt a kiss on the top of his head, but he did not look up. It took a lot of willpower right now to not focus on the idea that there was a legitimate chance he could die tomorrow. He did not even want to stop moving his paws, afraid they would start to tremble. He'd faced death before, both in the chapel by proxy when dealing with the mourners and when his parents had died. This should be no different, but it was so much closer. Sven had already been touched by it, and he did not want anyone else he knew to be so close to tragedy.


      “Why do you think the First chose me?” Rasvim asked. He'd avoided voicing the question aloud for so many weeks, but now he could not resist anymore. Vorel held him a little tighter, giving him a nuzzle before speaking.


      “I think the First knew, out of our little group, you would be the most willing to take responsibility for your actions,” Vorel said. What did that mean? Torr, Acton, and Mier were all paladins, and he treasured his relationship with the wolf as much as he was sure Acton and Mier cherished their's. When he didn't speak, the wolf continued.


      “If someone kidnapped Acton, Mier would take the Light of Creation and destroy anything in his way to get him back. If someone tried to tell Acton what to do, he would use the weapon to flaunt his authority. If Torr had it, he would try and right every wrong on the continent.”

    


    
      “What would I do, then?” Rasvim asked. He could envision all three of those scenarios, and had to admit his husband sounded completely accurate. Vorel kissed him again, this time on the ear.


      “You would keep the Light of Creation close, and only use it when absolutely necessary. It would be a last resort, because you respect the power it entails.” Sighing, the fox leaned against his love. Vorel was right, whether or not the fox would admit it aloud. A weapon that could kill a god should not be swung around like it was nothing.


      They sat in silence for a while, until the fox finished cleaning his armor and eventually dozed off, waking only when Vorel tucked him into his bedroll. He did not want to dream, and mercifully his mind obeyed. Tomorrow would change all of their lives, one way or another, and Rasvim just wanted to get there. A night of tossing and turning would drain his strength. He knew he would need every ounce of it.


      Someone lightly shaking him woke Rasvim up, and he donned his chainmail without a word. His paws shook despite his self-control, but someone passing a chunk of bread drizzled with honey distracted him for a few minutes. Vorel led the faithful who wished it in a short prayer as weapons were drawn, bows strung, and mages mumbled. Rasvim kept a longsword on his belt and his enchanted shield on his back, but he trusted the bow Hugof gave him most of all. Being able to stop someone before they reached him mattered more than anything, especially in an attack this large. Vorel's sword was on his belt as well, but the Light of Creation glowed in his paws. They would need to reach Takashi Ironskin and kill him with it, and to do that they would need to make their way through the entire city. At least they knew the streets.


      “You know your orders!” Typhon roared as troops lined up. He'd kept on his studded leather armor, and even now the fox could smell traces of the powder from his cannons on him. His smile was wide, the gleam of intelligence in his eyes more evident now than ever. Grimly, Rasvim thought that if anyone survived this, it would be the Commonfolk. The leader lifted a horn to his lips, letting out three short blasts. The lines of mages in thick robes moved forward, their paws already working, summoning fire, lighting, or ice around themselves. Rasvim did not see Saso amongst them; he must be with the close-combat mages.

    


    
      Rasvim and the other paladins followed behind the archers when they started down the hill. It only took a few minutes of marching before the fox could hear warning horns and see shapes scrambling back and forth on top of the city walls. The first line of arrows started toward them, but one of the mages yelled out a single word that made the fox stumble involuntarily, and the arrows paused in midair, reversing toward those who fired them.


      “Remember,” Sven said, walking behind Rasvim. “An animated skeleton doesn't just take one arrow or sword swing to destroy. You have to break them into enough pieces that they can't move anymore, or destroy the magic that holds them together.”


      “I know,” Rasvim said. He didn't like to remember, but he did.


      Explosions sounded in front of them – the mages had started on the city wall. They needed the gate up, and as the archers started to space out, Rasvim watched as the ground below the gate rose, the metal buckling and breaking against the stone. Now the mages went to work, obliterating the many troops that rushed out to attack them. Archers started to take up positions, assisting the mages in picking up stragglers. It took less than a minute for the rush of soldiers to cease, letting them proceed forward. Rasvim stayed beside his husband, an arrow notched, ready in case they needed to stop something. Nothing remained of the main gate into the city, causing several of the robed mages to trip on the rubble as the paladins ran through it. Others stopped to help them up before the next wave of armored skeletons showed up.


      “Get to the markets!” Typhon yelled at the close-combat mages. They started in that direction, while the archers, clerics, Acton, and Mier set forth toward the slums. That left Rasvim, Vorel, Torr, Mhegan, and Sven moving toward the temple district.


      Rasvim knew the rush of adrenaline, but had never felt it to this scale. Keeping up everyone else's sprinting pace should be tiring him out, especially since he carried two weapons and wore armor, but their feet stomped on the street without any delay. When a skeleton appeared out of an alley, his bones plated with iron, Vorel swung fast, the hammer connecting with the undead's chest. It exploded in a flash of light, its baton falling to the ground as white-hot lightning bounced around the alley behind it. Sven did not pause at the sudden outburst of magic; he picked up the baton and tucked it into his belt.

    


    
      Mages had control of the thoroughfare, with both undead and living soldiers fighting against them. Rasvim could see the blasts of black fire amongst the scarlet flames and blasts of chill, but their spellcasters drastically outnumbered the darkmages. As long as no one threw anything unexpected at them, they would be able to keep control of the markets. A group of armored skeletons intercepted them when they ran past all that, and Vorel swung again. This time, when he struck the first one with a mighty swing, not only did the first shatter, but the blast of white electricity arced to the skeletons behind them, destroying all eight of them at once. After a moment of being dumbfounded, the wolf kept running.


      No soldiers met them as they started rushing past chapels and temples. Rasvim had to hop over a few gaping holes in the cobblestones; Typhon's stone mages must have already been through. Some of the churches looked damaged, but the fox didn't think that had come from the mages. Temple doors hung open, and no clerics walked through or defended their homes. Some of Takashi Ironskin's troops must have ransacked the district. When they reached the Temple of the Hopegiver, thankfully no such damage was evident on the outside. Rasvim could feel the protections around the building still intact – they would have their safe-house. However, no clerics walked out to greet them. Had they not survived the last few months?


      Several of the pews had been moved aside, but the inside looked otherwise together. The stained glass windows still filtered light into the room, and the altar had not been desecrated. Mhegan leaned against the back of one of the pews, catching her breath with one paw on her belly as Torr panted. Sven pulled his gloves off, looking determined. Vorel put a paw on Rasvim's shoulder, his chest rising and falling heavily. Then the wolf kissed him on the cheek before reaching for Torr. They clasped paws, then the wolf pulled the snowcat into a powerful hug.


      “May the Hopegiver watch over you,” the wolf said, letting the snowcat go almost as fast as he had embraced him. Torr nodded at the wolf, smiling slightly.


      “May the Hopegiver watch over you, Head Paladin,” the snowcat said. Mhegan accepted a hug as well, and the wolf nuzzled Sven. Rasvim did the same to the lion, and it took him only a second’s delay before he hugged Torr. Torr had wronged him, but had made up for it over the recent past. In a foreboding way, the fox felt he needed to say goodbye. Mhegan gave him a one-armed hug, kissing him on the cheek.

    


    
      “Good luck, paladin,” she whispered before letting him go. Rasvim blushed, and awkwardly kissed the snowcat back. He could see a large amount of pain in her eyes, and hoped it was tied more to what might happen instead of a certainty. When the fox looked back at his husband, the wolf hefted the Light of Creation in his paws, looking like a paladin should. His heavy armor, the giant warhammer, the hard line of his lips, they all tied him to his title. Rasvim's mind told him something very simple, something that made him less panicked than an hour ago. As long as Vorel was there, they would be fine.


      Torr waited until the two other paladins disappeared from sight before beginning to strip off his armor. As each piece clanged to the floor, the weight of what he was about to do pressed down heavier on him, but it needed to be done. He'd seen the same mage battles as the others, but he knew what the situation meant – their troops were losing. When a spellcaster threw out their most powerful spells at the beginning, they wanted it over fast, and since the area had not been cleared in moments, they would all die unless he acted quickly. Mhegan accepted his weapons without a word, though the snowcat did take a second to look into her tear-filled eyes.


      “I could stop you if I wanted,” she said quietly.


      “Then do it,” Torr responded before kissing her one more time on the lips. He knew she would respect his decision, despite the cost to all of them. Sven stared at him, and Torr knew the lion didn't really know what was going on, but knew it was serious. To combat any complications, he walked up to the lion, gripping his wrists.


      “Whatever happens, please, please don't interfere," Torr said. Sven looked very worried and nodded gravely. Torr let him go, stepping into the open doorway of the chapel.


      Ever since that ritual so many years ago, the snowcat had known how to draw out the power granted to him. It felt so odd to think back on it. They'd drawn straws to see who would become the Transcendent Priest. It had felt like nothing then; just another layer of cleansing he'd needed to do as a paladin. It had been so much more, and with the eyes of all his friends on him the cat had accepted the duty, knowing what the cost could be only later. Now that price faced him, and he was as ready as he ever would be.

    


    
      First, white fire almost too bright to look at swirled around his head and eyes. He resembled Sven when he focused, but this magic did not, could not be turned inward again. When he opened his eyes again, he knew his pupils and irises would be obscured, leaving only fire in the sockets. The magic poured from a normally-stoppered well inside him, filling every bone, every muscle, every hair. It easily eclipsed his paladin power, now pulled back to give the special magic space in and around him. Even if Torr had never done this before, he could feel that the magic knew its purpose and was guiding him.


      His eyes could not close now, but he saw far beyond the near-deserted street. His magical vision traveled up and down each road in the city, in every building, finding the cowering clerics, those too afraid of the new king to act, those healers normally not powerful enough to destroy the undead soldiers, and he touched each of their minds. Their faith or affiliation did not matter; he could reach anyone and everyone touched by any of the pantheon. No holy protection could stop him, no chapel wall could deter his magic now. All froze in place, feeling his presence within them.


      Some might know what it meant – the ones that did not would soon. With just a thought power flowed from that guarded source within Torr, channeled into every cleric, every healer, every priest, powering them as nothing else they would every experience could. Bodies jerked, unused to the sudden exhilaration, but they could feel it. They had the raw energy to fight, to defend, to save the city. Even when some screamed from the fire filling them, every one of them heard the same message in their heads:


      SAVE THIS CITY.


      Torr knew the price he had paid, but also knew what he had accomplished. The city had its defenders, its own army, and they would be able to hold the undead forces at bay long enough for Vorel and Rasvim to make it into the castle, to kill the source. He felt his four friends, felt Rasvim stagger at the rush of energy, and knew that the fox had been one of the people who had no idea what was happening. Acton had groaned, Mier had howled out a victory. Vorel had gritted his teeth, letting the power flow into the hammer to cause its holy lightning to arc even more. Torr smiled, feeling the consequence for his choice beginning to take hold. Vorel had always been smarter than the snowcat. He would save the city. He would protect everyone else.

    


    
      Mhegan shone brighter than anyone else in his vision, and instantly the magic told him why. It made sense now – how she'd resurrected him, why she'd insisted on marching with them to Eldere. A real, true angel had been watching over him this last year, from his fall from grace, to his redemption, to now. Israfil, archangel of charity, had been his lover.


      That white fire around his paws had already made its way up his arms, down his torso, engulfed his legs. One body just wasn't capable of being a conduit for that much magic, and it took its toll. The snowcat stood perfectly still as the magic consumed him, burning him like no real fire could. He could feel Mhegan behind him, crying, and his last words should be for her. He could think of nothing sufficient to convey his feelings, so he did the next best thing.


      He turned to her, and smiled.


      The flames consumed his head then, instantly transforming into a pillar of flame, reducing him to nothing in seconds. Mhegan struggled forward, shielding her eyes from the blinding light, but it only lasted a few seconds before disappearing. A small pile of gray ash lay on the entrance floor, no scorch marks to prove what had just transpired. The remaining snowcat howled in pain, but before the winds blew them away she waved a paw, created an urn, ornate and beautiful around the ashes. She then collapsed to her knees, sobbing with no restraint now, feeling Sven's paws on her back, trying to pull her out of the entrance, but she would not move. She needed to cry, needed to let everything out now that she had felt her first true instance of loss.


      Sven did not have time to stand still or cry for the fallen paladin. After making sure Mhegan would not do anything rash, he concentrated on the wards around him. The spells on the chapel had held through the months being abandoned, but would not continue to do so if enough stress was placed on them. The alarms could stop a dozen soldiers, but not the tightly-packed battalion he sensed making its way to the temple.


      The cat pulled every spark of his power within him. No fire traced his eyes, no flames danced around his paws. He needed to direct his dark, unholy power in a different way if he expected to take care of the threat against him and Mhegan. They would need this building to heal the wounded, tend to the dead, and help the grieving. Vorel and Rasvim had better things to do, and they didn't need to worry about him. Sven though he had failed once. He would not repeat that mistake.

    


    
      After taking a deep breath to steady himself, the lion walked out of the chapel, standing just outside of the magical barrier that had entrapped him less than a year ago. The spells reached for him, but since Mhegan had destroyed the evil source of his power, they could no longer bind him. He suspected she could defend this chapel with little assistance from him, but that her emotional state prevented her. Crying over Gix right now would not help him stay alive. It could wait until this battle was over.


      Skeletal soldiers clanged down the damaged road to him, and he readied himself. Closing his eyes, he focused on the magic holding them together. Each contained a lattice of dark energy, almost like the blood in a living person. He mentally reached for one, drawing the power out of it, storing it inside his own body. Armor clanged against stone, signaling the undead literally falling apart at the seams. No tendons or muscles held one bone beside another – once the power left them, they were nothing but bones, iron-plated or not. The others started to run faster to them, and he realized he knew the magic of who controlled them.


      High General Takashi Ironskin should have known better than to send undead against a darkmage, but the black wolf had probably not expected Sven to fight here. Everyone assumed he was nothing but a swaying, effeminate cat, easily taken over by his emotions. However, that damn wolf had killed someone he loved. If he could not personally make him pay, he would do the next best thing; deprive him of what he treasured. Almost absently he yanked the magic from the rest of the group, sensing the other darkmage redirecting forces toward him.


      Let the bastard try.


      Almost as soon as the lion could see them he funneled the undead-raising magic into him, letting it saturate his bones, fill his body, shield him from harm. Sparks began to dance across his mane, but there wasn't anything he could do about it now – his body could only hold so much. When it began to feel like too much, he took to blasting the soldiers into dust. Fire was still fire, whether or not the same magic powered both his blasts and the skeletons. Two lupis darkmages started to advance on him. He recognized one of them as a murderer from the slums. He must have taken this opportunity to have more fun at the expense of others. He couldn't yank the magic out of the canine, but he could make him understand the lion was not to be trifled with.

    


    
      “The little kitty wants to thinks he can...” The wolf didn't finish the sentence as a thin, wire-like beam shot from one of Sven's fingers, piercing the other darkmage's windpipe. The lion watched as his attacker fell. If he wanted to, he could have killed the other, but he had the good sense to turn and run, no matter what his commander's orders may have been. Nothing else moved toward him; Takashi Ironskin must have decided not to waste any more troops on him. Mhegan looked up at him when he sat down in one of the pews, tears streaking her face.


      “What did you do?” she whispered. The lion looked over at the snowcat, blinking away his magical vision to see only her, and not the tight mass of incredible power inside her.


      “I protected the chapel,” he answered. She could only stare.


      Skeletons exploded all around him, momentarily blinding the armored fox. Saso did not like doing chain spells – they drained him too much, but he liked being surrounded a lot less. Gyr stood with his back to the vulpine, clumsily smashing anyone who got too close or wasn't completely incinerated. Other mages worked around them, repeating the same spells or twisting around in duels with darkmages too stupid to realize they should keep perfect control of their soldiers instead of engaging a vulpine twisting lighting around his paws. Saso could keep track of everyone with little issue, and he smiled despite the gruesome scene around him. Fighting like this had always been fun for him. He should really find a way to do it more often.


      “How much longer?” Gyr shouted over the chaos.


      “Until they're all gone. I don't think Takashi expected mages, or he would not have kept his troops out,” he called back. The fox reached a paw behind him, gripping the wolf's forearm. He let the other male go to shape a flaming whip in his paw, lashing at an undead soldier that got too close.

    


    
      “What if we don't make it?” Gyr asked. The fox could hear the fear in the wolf's voice, but Saso was nothing if not a realist.


      “Then we die," he said. "Let's try not to.” More fire coiled around his arms. Time to make sure the both of them walked out of the city together.


      Once Acton recovered from the feeling of magic being forcibly pumped into him, he and Mier found themselves surrounded by allies. The archers had formed a physical barrier between the two paladins and the undead swarming from every alleyway and guard post, giving them the chance to recover from whatever had been done to them. None of the Wing Goddess's clerics had come with them, but Acton felt the vixens probably had experienced the same thing.


      “What was that?” the mouse asked, having to shake his head to clear his vision.


      “Torr,” the Wolfen answered, looking mournful. How could the other paladin have done that to him? Acton did not have a chance to think about it – they were under attack. One of the archers had fallen with a cry of pain, a sword lodged in his abdomen. Acton sprang forward, a knife in his paw, severing the skeleton's right arm from the rest of him. It wouldn't kill him, but making the thing drop its weapon arm would certainly slow it down. Mier finished it by reaching over the mouse and physically ripping the skeleton in two.


      “How many more, you think?” one of the archers asked. Acton scanned the alleys and dark overhangs in front of some of these buildings. The stream of soldiers seemed never-ending, but he knew once they destroyed all of the undead here, it would leave less for others to deal with.


      “No idea,” the white-furred nezumi answered honestly. Thinking quickly, he sheathed his normal dagger and drew one that drained magic. Time to see if the expense for these would help against a legion of armored skeletons.


      “Let's move closer to the slum’s guard house,” Mier ordered, and Acton was more than willing to follow. They could clear that and funnel the skeletons through the entrances, bottlenecking their advance. As expected, dozens of skeletons and a heavily-scarred lupis with black fire around his paws moved to greet them once they came within sight of the squat, unpainted guard house, but this time Acton was prepared. He reached behind him, drawing one of the sunbombs from his pack and throwing it with all his might.

    


    
      As soon as the blinding flash cleared, the mouse ran forward, leaping onto the back of the darkmage trying to stand up. Somehow, he'd used his power to shield himself from the blast, and the mouse wasn't about to put up with that. Acton sank his magic-draining dagger into the wolf's shoulder, watching with some satisfaction as the spells on the blade activated, drawing raw power out of the flailing lupis. He kept a knee against the small of the male's back, waiting for him to start convulsing before he pulled the dagger out, letting a little bit of healing magic close the wound so he wouldn't bleed to death.


      “Why are you healing him?” one of the archers cried out, but the mouse ignored him. Even if he didn't agree with the darkmage's tactics, he knew what it felt like to be alone, oppressed, and hated. Anyone would take the opportunity to rise up, given the chance.


      “No one kills him,” Acton warned before starting to drag the wolf back toward the guard house. Many of the vulpines did not look happy about his statement, but he silently dared them to object. Mier held open the door for him.


      The inside had, oddly, not been gutted, leaving ample numbers of batons and crossbows along the far wall, normally under strict guard. Acton deposited his catch in one of the chairs around a meeting table, snapping his fingers in front of the dazed wolf's eyes. Everyone else but Mier pointedly stayed a few feet back, and a few of the archers covered the entrance in case another group found them.


      “What's your name?” Acton hadn't bound the darkmage, since having his magic drained would leave him weak as a baby. The wolf blinked a few times, as though shocked at the treatment. His jaw slackened, revealing that his tongue had been cut out. The mouse put a paw on the wolf's chest and concentrated, ignoring the growing protests behind him, and watched in satisfaction as the missing appendage regrew.


      “Now,” the mouse continued, noticing the amazement in the wolf's eyes. “What's your name?”


      “Rrrr, rrrr...” It took him a few seconds to adjust. “Rezzin.”


      “Keep answering my questions truthfully and you won't be executed when all this is done,” Acton said, hoping whatever resolve the wolf possessed for his cause would dissolve at the threat of execution.

    


    
      “Yes, sir,” he mumbled. Good. He was cooperating.


      “Are there other darkmages in the slums?” Acton asked.


      Rezzin paused, looking to either side, but still answered. "Wentir, further West.”


      “Is he it?” Acton asked. Rezzin nodded emphatically. Acton looked back at the archers.


      “Take his word or don't, but we're still going that way. I want to knock out their comfort zones,” the mouse said. Several looked irritated, but still started working their way back out of the guard station. Mier had to lean down to stand up in here, but he still remained, probably to protect the mouse.


      “I'm going to tie you up, Rezzin, but I will leave instructions for whoever comes by here next. Hope it isn't your own people,” Acton said. While he left the wolf in the chair to search for parchment and charcoal, he could smell a fresh wave of panic come from the darkmage.


      “What about my magic?” the wolf asked. Of course that would be his priority, and unfortunately for him, the mouse didn't have an accurate answer.


      “It'll come back anywhere from a few hours from now to a few days,” Acton said. He found what he was looking for in a desk drawer, quickly jotting down a short message and signing it. It only took him a few moments to tie up the wolf. He didn't fight, whether the lupis was physically able to or not. Once Acton was satisfied with his knots, he leaned down to stare the wolf in the eyes.


      “Remember that I didn't kill you,” Acton warned. He stuffed the folded parchment down the front of the wolf's shirt. Rezzin shakily nodded, not saying a word as the two paladins left the guard station.


      “What did the note say?” Mier asked once they were out of the wolf's earshot, continuing down the dirt road deeper into the slums.


      “I requested the king to pardon him,” Acton said. The Wolfen huffed, and out of the corner of the mouse's eyes he could see his lover's tail wagging slightly.


      “That was very nice of you,” Mier mumbled. Acton spat, tossing the magic dagger into the air and catching it. Any second now they would see another mass of these undead soldiers. Now would be their only chance to talk comfortably.

    


    
      “Darkmages aren't evil," Acton started. "He just wanted to be in control, and took the chance to be somebody."


      “Like you becoming a paladin,” Mier said with a grin. Damn, the giant canine could pinpoint his thoughts easily.


      “Exactly,” Acton answered. There – the sound of metal clanging alerted them to the approach of more skeletons, but this time no darkmage came with them. He must be hiding, controlling his personal troops from afar. The archers started to pepper the approaching forces, getting lucky with their broad-tipped arrows and severing a few spines, sending those to the ground. There were dozens of them, and already too close for the mouse to risk a sunbomb. Instead, once the archers started moving backwards, Acton rushed forward, drawing his second magic-draining dagger.


      He slashed at one, ignoring the pain in his ears from the sound of metal-on-metal when he found the skeleton's sternum. The dagger sang in his paw, and the undead immediately crumpled. Grinning, Acton spun, doing the same to two more in an instant. Others crowded around him, swinging, stabbing, but he dodged them all, laughing as he realized the flaw in using undead soldiers. This Wentir could only tell them to attack him, but couldn't truly orchestrate their blows to actually hurt him. They swung blindly, not able to keep track of his twisting and ducking as a living soldier could. Two more fell, then two more, then two more. A few of them came close to getting a knick or two in, but he was very, very good at what he did, and what he did was survive.


      He panted, grinning ear to ear as he stood straight up, collapsed skeletons all around him. Did this darkmage think mindless skeletons could take him down? He was a paladin, dammit! With a burst of healing magic he refreshed himself, instantly feeling like he had this morning. When he bothered to look around, Mier was smiling proudly at him and the archers looked dumbfounded. He knew he didn't look it, but they really should expect more from someone with his sort of background.


      Acton almost failed to dodge the blast of fire that whizzed at his back, but at the last moment he leaned to the left, feeling the heat through his leather armor. The archers scattered, keeping their weapons at the ready, now trained behind the mouse. He turned, easily ducking under the next three blasts, tackling the wolf stupid enough to attack him when his back was turned. This darkmage might only have one arm, but he reacted faster than his comrade, kicking the mouse off of him before the paladin could sink a dagger into him.

    


    
      “You killed Rezzin!” he screamed, throwing magic without forming it into anything. Acton could work around this kind of anger, but it did make his attacks much less predictable. He accepted a burn along his arm with a grimace, circling the darkmage carefully.


      “Actually, your little friend is tied up in the guard post,” he said, but the wolf only snarled, a wave of power bursting from him, causing the mouse to actually have to dive behind a bread stand to stop from being engulfed. The wooden stand caught fire.


      “Liar! I can always feel his magic! You killed him!” the wolf screamed. Another wave, now with the mouse trapped behind his burning cover. He peeked out to check on Mier, and he could see the big paladin shielding several of the archers who had not been able to duck for cover. His armor looked gritty, but otherwise he appeared fine. Acton needed to stop this, and stop it now, before any of them got killed. The mouse jumped out from his cover, dodging between blasts to reach the crazed wolf, dropping one of his daggers in the process and pulling one of his smaller sunbombs, designed to only kill a single attacker.


      He noticed the sudden rush of power a second too late. Stupid, he told himself, to assume the wolf would not be able to gather dark magic that fast. Black fire focused into a single blast right in front of him, and the mouse knew he could not slide, duck, or dodge in time. That dark fire shot out at him, impacting his chest and making the mouse feel more pain than he ever had before. He glanced down, watching his armor disappear in an instant, and fire boring through his fur, into his chest. Some of it swirled and spiraled into the fang on a chain around his neck, but the tooth cracked a few more times and shattered. Wentir must have thrown all his magic into this attack, just to kill him for supposedly murdering his ally. With what strength the mouse had left, he shoved the sunbomb into the wolf's muzzle.


      Mier howled, facing the sudden explosion head-on, taking the burns along his face to reach the center, to save the one person he loved above all else. The fur on his paws burned off, but he didn't notice the pain, reaching desperately for the mouse, to heal him, save him, anything. When he could see again, he found half of a wolf's body, which he shoved aside. Lying on the ground, his chest nothing but a black hole, was his love. Mier picked him up, whimpering, knowing he couldn't do anything now, but that didn't stop him from pouring healing magic into him, hoping, praying, just trying to do something. One of the archers put a paw on his shoulder. Mier shrugged him off, pressing the mouse against him, shaking, whining, nuzzling his face. How could this happen? How could he not have protected him?

    


    
      The Wolfen knew they still had work to do. He didn't care right now. Mier ran, holding Acton against him with one arm, howling out his mourning, a primal, terrible sound. He rushed past mages fighting for survival, barreled through undead regiments that did not react fast enough to move out of his way, shoved away people that tried to stop him. He just sprinted until he reached the doors to his temple, stumbling in. Mhegan was there, and Sven, but he didn't see Torr, confirming his suspicion from earlier. That news just pushed him deeper, forcing him to let out another echoing howl. He kept his muzzle up until he needed to gasp for breath before curling up against a pew, his mouse against him. Mhegan came over to him, kneeling down to hold him, and he did not push her away.


      He sat there for a few minutes, just cradling the mouse, before very gently setting him down on one of the pews. The Wolfen folded his love's paws over his ruined chest, leaning down to kiss him on the forehead. Something boiled in him, an emotion that clouded his vision. He stomped from the temple, dropping to all fours when his feet touched cobblestones.


      When Mier reached the markets his eyes locked on to the first skeleton he saw, rushing in and ripping it into pieces. A second swung at him, and that one suffered the same fate. He clawed at them, yanking arms out of sockets, bit down on exposed skulls and crushed them. It hurt when a few of them caught cinches in his armor with their blades, but he didn't notice it. They would pay, every one of them. A darkmage had the unfortunate timing of trying to blast him; he ripped the wolf's throat out. Someone larger than him grabbed him from behind, and he threw whoever it was over his shoulder. It was one of Aram Ruby's guards, and he only snarled at the other Wolfen.


      Turning from his attacker, he rushed forward and tackled three skeletons trying to cut off several of the mages from their friends. He savagely ripped them limb from limb, snapping at another when he felt the point of a spear pierce his side. He broke off the offending weapon, brutally stabbing it through the undead's skull. Blood poured from the wound, but he didn't care. He swung at someone else. Dully, he noticed that this legion of troops had reached him, since they all brandished spears, but he yanked more out of bony paws than those that stabbed into him. The wounds would not deter him. Every one of them would fall. They tried to grab him from each side, and he forced large amounts of healing magic into the undead creatures through the contact and blew them apart.

    


    
      One of them moved faster than the others, probably controlled by someone nearby, catching the Wolfen in his throat. With one slice a long gash opened from from one side of his neck to the other, blood gushing down his chest with wild abandon. He couldn't focus to heal the slash, and he fell to his knees, blood dripping down into the dirt. Someone tried to lift him again, and this time he couldn't resist. There weren't any healers in this section of town. He knew what the cold creeping up his limbs meant, and he silently prayed for Acton as his eyes closed.


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Chapter Thirteen: The Light of Creation


      Divine right is a funny thing;


      many people claim it, but only the gods know who it is granted to.


      Maybe 'king' is just another word for 'opportunist'.


      - King Takashi Ironskin


      Rasvim shot another arrow, feeling the muscles in his arms scream. He did not want to waste healing magic just because he was uncomfortable, despite the fact he could only keep up this pace for a few more minutes, if that. Vorel did not appear to even be winded, but the fox could bet that the incredible hammer in his paws probably had something to do with it. They'd already plowed through several groups of skeletons without an issue, mainly through the magical lightning arcing out of the weapon. The fox liked walking side by side with his husband, working to save the people that depended on them. It would only be a few more minutes before they would be able to see the palace gates – then the real fight would begin.


      Typhon's stone mages had ripped up the majority of the roads through the noble's district, but they'd also left hundreds of broken skeletons in their wake. Vorel made sure to finish off the ones not in bad enough shape to stay on the ground permanently, leaving Rasvim to cover him when he leaned down to deliver what would be a mercy blow for a living soldier. For the few civilians they passed in the noble's district, the wolf made a point to reassure the living or move the dead out of the line of fire. One well-dressed female lupis was hyperventilating over the body of her husband; Vorel had to put her to sleep to move both of them into the nearest home. They did not have time right now to bury or burn the bodies; they could do so at the end of all this.

    


    
      “Do you have a plan once we reach Ironskin?” Rasvim asked. The streets felt clearer as they passed the most affluent homes, like troops were being directed away from him. Their allies must be proving a challenge.


      “Other than hoping to get under his guard? Not much of one.” Vorel looked into the distance before shifting his attention back to the fox. “I've never fought him before – only a few living people actually have.”


      “Think we can stop him?” Rasvim avoided the word 'kill', even if he knew that would probably be the result. He would prefer the wolf darkmage be put to trial and convicted, though the rational part of his mind told him their encounter today shaped the future of the high general's life.


      “We can try,” was the paladin's only answer, and the fox felt a bit more nervous about the next hour.


      The stone mages had reached the palace gates, but gotten no further. Their charred bodies, only recognizable by the shapes of their skulls, had been tossed to the sides of the roads. Said gates had been closed, six living, armored lupis guards standing behind them. Golden phantoms stood stationary along the wall above them, with no undead or living soldiers behind them; the fox would bet they'd been needed somewhere else.


      “We are here for High General Takashi Ironskin,” Vorel announced, holding the Light of Creation forward. Rasvim noticed the crest of the royal family on their breastplates – they were knights of Vasani. He pointed it out to Vorel, who only nodded.


      “We are sworn to protect the King of Vasani,” one of them called out. The fox did not recognize any of them specifically, but knew their code of conduct. Could they stand against paladins of the Hopegiver? Why would they protect an invader?


      “The king is in hiding,” Vorel answered. Rasvim could feel power starting to build up around the wolf. What was his husband doing? Did he plan to fight these knights? None of them moved, but two of them drew their swords.


      “The current king is the one that matters," another knight said. "Despite our personal beliefs. We will honor our oaths.” The others followed suit, swords in one paw and shields strapped to the opposite arm. Vorel lowered his hammer, his ears folding back against his skull.


      “Rasvim, close your eyes.”


      “Why?” the fox asked. Vorel looked at him, and the fox realized the order did not come from his husband, but from the Head Paladin of the Hopegiver. He gulped and obeyed as the wolf's voice rang out in the relatively quiet street.

    


    
      “I, Vorel Freedsire, Head Paladin of the Hopegiver, hereby reactivate the Golden Army of the Hopegiver.”


      Rasvim kept his eyes closed as the wolf spoke, wincing when he heard the surprised cries of the knights and their footsteps as they tried to scramble out of the way. The fox had never seen the blessed protections around the palace in action, but by the silence that quickly afterwards, he could guess their effectiveness. There was a final clash of metal against stone, but the vulpine still kept his eyes closed.


      “Open the gate, please," came Vorel's pained voice. Rasvim listened as the palace gates scraped open, finally coming to a stop. He could hear something being dragged, and he silently prayed for those knights. They were only doing their duty how they interpreted it. They did not have to die, but fighting them would have lost them valuable time and healing magic. A paw gripped his, and finally he opened his eyes to see only his husband's chest.


      “I didn't want you to have to see that,” he whispered, leaning down to kiss the fox on the lips. He broke it very quickly, lifting the hammer up to rest on one of his shoulders.


      “How...” Rasvim whispered. How could Vorel have done that? When the lupis walked through the gates and turned off the path, Rasvim followed, letting out a sigh of relief when he noticed a knight's chest still rising and falling. They were wounded, ethereal arrows piercing their arms and legs, but none bled profusely.


      “They'll live, and I can heal them once we get out of the castle," Vorel explained. "The golden soldiers will bandage them. Now let's get moving.”


      No undead soldiers moved to engage them. No other guards or knights popped out from behind the sharpened wooden barricades set up on the royal grounds. When Rasvim paused to concentrate, he couldn't feel anything dead walking around near them. Had their allies caused that much trouble? Or was Takashi Ironskin so confident in his ability to defend himself that he did not see the need to post minions around himself? The latter option bothered the fox intensely.


      They ascended the steps into the castle together, the fox letting out a low whine when he saw that the great doors had been left open. Even as concern flooded his mind, he notched an arrow, prepared for whatever awaited him. He couldn't see or sense anything evil nearby. Why were his hackles standing up? The scent in the wide entrance hall had become far too familiar in the last few hours; the stench of fresh blood seemed soaked into the marble floor, causing him to not be able to pick up anything else. Shapes moved in the corners of his eyes, but he did not want to risk firing off an arrow at nothing.

    


    
      “It’s the magic controls,” Vorel whispered, sensing his confusion. “It takes a lot of power to control so many undead.”


      “I thought his lieutenants did that for him,” he breathed back. That did not make him feel better about the shadows moving across his eyes.


      “He still personally commands thousands,” Vorel answered. After that, the wolf's attention kept moving throughout the room. Rasvim tried to follow his husband's example, but the shapes now dominated most of his vision. He shook his head, trying to concentrate, but that only resulted in his balance tilting for a few seconds. Why wasn't this affecting Vorel in the same way? Was it the fact that he was the head paladin, or used to these sorts of things? One of the wolf's paws came to rest between his shoulder blades, and suddenly he could see clearly again.


      “You would feel the same way if you stood inside a wizard's working,” he explained before moving his gauntleted paw back to the hammer. “It’s much stronger than I thought.”


      It took them much longer to cross the entrance hall than it should have. Vorel stopped at each door that led into the dining halls and reception rooms, pushing each open to make sure no one would come out behind them once they found the general. By the time the wolf walked up to the doors leading into the throne room, several minutes had passed and the pain in the younger paladin's firing arm had faded into a dull ache. Vorel turned to the side, placing one shoulder against the heavy door. His eyes met with the young fox's, and Rasvim smiled weakly at his husband. With a grunt the wolf shoved.


      Rasvim had only been in the Vasani throne room once before in his life, and that had been for a royal wedding. It looked drastically different now; no banners or expensive drapery hung off the walls, no chatting filled the air to give the area a friendly atmosphere. It did not even hold the regal air a room like this should, despite the thrones at the other end from the door. Besides the fox and wolf, only one other person stood in the massive space, and he looked preoccupied.

    


    
      If Sven's image of the city had been beautiful, the ones floating around High General Takashi Ironskin made the lion's pale in comparison. Giant smoke-and-light representations of the temple and noble's district, the markets, and the slums rotated slowly around the black wolf, brighter spots probably there to show how his troops faired. When he looked at the two paladins, Rasvim could not see the lupis's eyes – the pupils and irises had been obscured by black shadows. The rest of him resembled the last time the fox had been near him, when King Silverway had abdicated to him in the chapel of the Hopegiver. The general dressed in heavy plate armor dyed black, and over it he wore a tabard depicting a howling wolf's head surrounded by black fire. Two scabbards with the hilts of longswords protruding from them dangled from his belt. No gloves or gauntlets covered his paws, just more raw energy streaming from them into his images. Nothing covered his head, but when the fox looked past the wolf, he could see the crown of Vasani on the floor a few feet from him.


      “Did the working after-effects bother you?” he asked casually, waving his paws and causing the images to dispel. Vorel took a step into the room, making a point to move in front of Rasvim. The fox kept his bow ready, not sure when he should fire. Would his arrows even reach the darkmage?


      “You won't be able to escape here,” the larger of the two paladins answered. Rasvim needed to keep a step behind his husband; white fire had begun to gather around him, dancing over the singed metal of his armor. Takashi Ironskin answered by drawing his swords, still looking relaxed.


      “You put too much faith in your weapon, Vorel,” the king answered. The head paladin took another step forward, gripping the hammer in a defensive hold. Black fire engulfed the darkmage's weapons.


      “You have murdered hundreds of commoners to strengthen your armies,” Vorel called out. Again, the black-furred wolf just tapped his foot, appearing as though the paladin showed no threat at all.


      “You just turned magical defenses against unprepared knights," the black wolf countered. "Perhaps your god will forgive me as well.” Rasvim winced at the first comment, but anger filled him at the second.


      “The Hopegiver demands certain people pay for their actions,” Vorel said. Now the darkmage sighed, twirling one of his oddly-textured swords. Though his voice had not changed, the fox noticed his stance shifting. Rasvim raised his bow, aiming for the wolf's sword arm. If he could disarm the general, Vorel stood a better chance.

    


    
      “It is a good thing I don't worship your god, then. And fox...” Takashi Ironskin's shadowed eyes bore down on Rasvim. “You might as well put that bow down. Its spells can't affect someone as strong as me.”


      “It’s arrows can,” he called back, his voice steadier than he'd expected, but the black wolf only rolled his eyes.


      “Don't embarrass yourself. Now, Vorel, would you like to damn me in the eyes of your god now, or after I kill you?” His bluntness shocked the smaller paladin. How could he be so confident, with the Light of Creation only a few yards from him?


      “Takashi Ironskin,” the head paladin began, strength in his words, “I judge you a threat to the safety of the innocent, and of slaying hundreds of the Hopegiver's worshipers.”


      “Do you think your magic hammer will do the trick? I know the Light of Creation when I see it,” the darkmage countered, his weight moving between his left and right foot. “A weapon is only as good as its wielder.”


      “I am more adept than you realize.” The gray wolf started charging forward, letting out an impassioned howl. Rasvim fired at the general, hoping he could get a few arrows off before his husband reached the darkmage.


      Takashi Ironskin faded into smoke right when the fox's arrow should have reached him and reappeared a moment later right in Vorel's path. Two swords bounced off the haft of the Light of Creation, a crack of magic sending the general into a stagger. The head paladin swung while Rasvim fired again. The darkmage dodged the large weapon and taking the arrow through the space between armor plates on his right shoulder. It didn't even slow him down, Without a missed step his healing power pushed the arrow out. The blood from the wound did not even soak through his shirt underneath.


      “The fact you actually managed to assemble the Light of Creation is a bit ridiculous,” Takashi spat out, jumping over the paladin's next swing. Vorel reversed and aimed for the darkmage's chest now, and that swing came so fast the black-furred wolf only dodged it by a few inches. Rasvim never knew the wolf had that much strength – he must have been conserving it for an occasion just like this. The fox let off two more arrows, both bouncing harmlessly off the wolf's armor. Takashi threw a blast of fire at him then, forcing the smaller paladin to roll away.

    


    
      When he righted himself, the fox watched as Vorel expertly blocked a slice at his chest, taking a second slash across his upper arm. The sword scraped across his armor, sparks flying from the two metals connecting before the sword sunk deeper, not causing a dent in the armor as much as sawing through it. The weapon came back out stained with blood, but Vorel shoved, using his weight to force the general away from him. It only took a second for some of the white fire around the head paladin to circle around the wound, healing it in an instant.


      “You aren't the only one who can heal,” Vorel jeered. Takashi Ironskin bared his teeth, the only white against his black fur.


      “There are wounds even your magic can't close.” How both kept talking through their combat, Rasvim could not understand, since just keeping his paws steady enough to fire arrows and keep the heavy bow up was taking up the vast majority of his mind. Rasvim circled the two battling wolves, trying to find more openings. Hopefully, if he riddled the necromancer with enough arrows, it would at least slow him down.


      Four more shots, four more arrows that bounced off of the black wolf's armor. Rasvim was getting frustrated, so on the next one he shoved a nice flare of holy magic into the arrowhead. When he let that one fly, it impacted the back of the darkmage's thigh, letting out a flash of light and destroying the metal protecting him. For a second, the fox could see bone and torn skin, but before he could even feel satisfied the flesh started to knit itself back together. Would even striking him with the Light of Creation stop that unnatural healing?


      Takashi ducked behind a column as Vorel swung at him. The hammer caused the heavy stone to crack dangerously close to the darkmage's head, but he escaped unscathed. Stepping back, the black wolf flipped up, kicking Vorel squarely in the jaw. The paladin fell back, barely blocking the following sword swing. Rasvim sank magic into every arrow he fired now, but they did very little good. Even when he got lucky and sank two in a row into the general's body, the speed of his regeneration pushed them out moments later. Realizing the futility, the fox finally dropped the bow, drawing his longsword and shield and starting toward the darkmage.

    


    
      The darkmage looked to be holding his own against Vorel, but when Rasvim grimly started to jab at him, the black wolf had to split his attention between the large and small paladin. He focused one sword on each attacker, yet the fox still found himself outmatched. The general could counter the wolf, kicking out to make sure he had to step back, then parrying Rasvim’s blow without a flaw. After a few failed attacks, the black wolf growled, and a wave of darkness enveloped the three males. Rasvim gasped, blinded, before losing his breath as pain exploded in his chest.


      Rasvim's feet left the ground, and the next thing he knew his back hit one of the room's columns hard. He slumped to the floor, wheezing, dropping his sword and placing a paw on his chest. By the radiating pain working its way up and down his right side, he could bet Takashi had broken several of his ribs with whatever had hit him. He forced healing magic into his own body, repairing the ribs before they punctured his lungs and killed him. A whine echoed through the room, and it hadn't come from the fox. He struggled forward, groping around blindly until the darkness spell lifted.


      All of his attention moved away from Takashi Ironskin. Vorel was on the floor, not moving, blood pooling under his body. Rasvim ran to him, heedless of the fact that the black wolf could kill him at any moment. The Light of Creation lay beside the paladin, still glowing, but that didn't phase the fox either. He rolled his husband over, trying to find the source of his bleeding. It was a stab in his abdomen right through his armor, blood oozing from it sluggishly. Steeling himself, the fox reached deep down inside himself, ready to shove all the healing magic he could into the wolf.


      Nothing happened.


      Panicking, he tried again, with no results. No, he told himself. This can't be happening. They were going to walk out of the royal palace, find their friends, and be alright. When he looked over, he could see the spark gone from the wolf's eyes. Tears flooded out, despite him trying to hold them back. They had a life together. They had a future to share. How could it end so quickly? He'd devoted himself to the life of a paladin, hoping against everything this would never, ever happen. Could he continue fighting, knowing the person he cared about the most had already fallen?


      “Healing magic doesn't work on the dead.” He whirled around, lunging for the speaker blindly, but the blurry shape stepped out of his reach. Wiping his eyes, he stood up, realizing he'd left his sword against the column. The fox didn't care. He ran straight at the general, holy fire surrounding him. When he swung his closed fist, rather than blocking or slashing at him, the black wolf sidestepped, a leg held out to trip him. His chin hit the floor, knocking his teeth together and forcing the wind from his lungs.

    


    
      “You can't kill me, fox.” He rolled over, trying to catch his breath and stand up, but the most he could manage was propping up on his paws and knees. No kicks or swords came for him in those precious seconds, and when he finally could stand up, he stared at Takashi Ironskin, coolly wiping the blood from his swords.


      “I'll let you run,” the wolf said, his eyes clearing of their shadows. “There is no purpose in killing you.” Rasvim looked behind him, and without disturbing his husband's body, he drew the paladin's longsword. It was far too big for him, but he still held it in front of him, knowing the shaking in his arms had nothing to do with exhaustion. This general, this monster, had killed his husband, the person he loved more than anything, and now stood there as though nothing had transpired.


      “I'll kill you!” Before he could even raise his arm, the wolf shot out a blast of energy, knocking the sword from his paw. Pain lashed up his arm, making it go numb a moment later and hang, useless. He gritted his teeth, growling, holding his enchanted shield in front of him. If the fox couldn't stab the darkmage, he would bash him to death. That plan lasted only a few seconds; when he moved to rush the general, Takashi Ironskin folded his paws together, throwing a raw column of power at him that threw him back toward his love's body, sliding across the floor a few feet. His shield buckled, disintegrating against the onslaught of so much energy. Before that energy melted his arm with it, Rasvim ripped the leather straps holding it to his arm with his teeth. His bracer still singed, but it left him still with one good arm.


      “Look, fox, your Head Paladin couldn't kill me. You certainly won't be able to.” Takashi now started walking toward him, deliberately going slow. Rasvim didn't know what to do. The only weapon left was the Light of Creation, but the fox didn't even think he could lift it. The black wolf continued.

    


    
      “Your other clerics tried overthrowing me a while ago. All of them together failed to even reach the palace doors. I made sure to execute the survivors.” What? No one had mentioned a past attack to him. Was that why there were no clerics in the temple? If they had all been killed, that left only his friends to defend the city.


      “Your snowcat friend sacrificed himself to convince the more cowardly clerics to do their jobs. Even I could feel him.” The news of Torr dying caught the fox's breath. Is that why he had seemed so resigned earlier? The fox should have known something was up, talked him out of whatever he had done. Takashi kept talking, headless of the fox's reaction.


      “Your Wolfen and white-furred nezumi paladins took out hundreds of my soldiers, dozens of my darkmages, and died in the process. Do you expect to suffer the same fate?” That hurt, and Rasvim let out a pitiful whimper. Why did they both have to die? That left only him, only one small fox to take down a powerful necromancer and his whole army. There were no clerics of the Hopegiver to help him, no other paladins to come to his rescue. There would be no Acton to say something sarcastic at the end of a dangerous situation, or Mier to silently smile and prove stronger than all of them.


      Something pulled at his mind, something far too bright to be Takashi Ironskin's magic. It pulled his teary eyes to the Light of Creation, glowing softly on the floor beside him. Could the weapon be calling to him? When he looked back up, the general was leaning against the column the fox had been against only a few minutes prior, looking at the fox as though waiting for him to do something. He needed to do something, even if it was stupid, even if it didn't make logical sense. Stopping High General Takashi Ironskin should be his top priority, not crying over his lost love, not mourning his friends. All that could wait.


      “I'm the only one left,” he said out loud without meaning to, an idea occurring to him. It made sense, and it might be his only chance. He shakily stood up, pushing against the magical presence in his head. As though on command, the Light of Creation's haft lifted from the ground, rotating so it pointed straight up, the head still against the ground.


      “Yes, you are,” Takashi agreed. Rasvim wrapped his fingers around the haft of the weapon, feeling alien magic empower him. Gathering his courage, ignoring the fact the hammer was far too large for him to swing, he stared down the general, sensing the touch of something familiar, yet new beginning to fill him.

    


    
      “You killed my friends,” he roared out, each word helping his mental resolve, glossing over the pain through his muscles, the weakness in his bones. “You killed my husband, and I am going to kill you for it.”


      “And how do you plan to do that?” Takashi Ironskin asked.


      Now Rasvim gripped the hammer's haft with both paws, watching out of the corner of his eyes as it shrunk to fit his grip, just as it had for Vorel. The words he spoke next mattered more than anything he'd ever said, and mentally he backed them up with a prayer.


      “I am Rasvim Freedsire, Head Paladin of the Hopegiver!”


      Like a door opening, raw, godly power filled him, burned inside him. He sprinted forward, faster than he had ever moved, crossing the distance between his fallen husband and Takashi Ironskin in less than a second. With all his strength he swung the Light of Creation, pouring every drop of that new magic into the weapon. The general's shocked expression registered for only a moment before the hammer impacted the side of his skull, driving it into the column and crushing him between the two surfaces, brain, blood, and bone splattering out in a gruesome arc. His body dislodged immediately, falling limply down, no more regeneration to keep him alive. A wave of divine power pulsed out of the room, and Rasvim somehow sensed every undead soldier disconnecting from their controller, collapsing as their master had.


      Rasvim's body gave out then too, his paws losing their grip on the Light of Creation, falling to his knees next to the necromancer's form. He crawled over to Vorel, shaking as he gripped the wolf's chest, crying as much from relief as sorrow. His love had fallen in this assault, most of his friends were either confirmed dead or in mortal danger, but it was over. High General Takashi Ironskin was dead. Now, and only now, could he let his tears fall. Large arms wrapped around him from behind, but he did not have the strength or willpower to shrug them off. He knew the scent, knew the heavy presence in the room that identified whose golden tears fell with his own on the fallen paladin.


      “I'm so sorry,” the Hopegiver whispered, holding him tightly, not trying to crush him or get him to stop. They mourned together, each letting out their sorrow in the same way.

    


    
      “You were right, you know,” the wolf god said after a few minutes, his deep voice cracking. “With you being the only one left, you are my Head Paladin.”


      “I didn't want to be, not like this.” His voice sounded worse than the god's and he knew it. The deity turned him away from the body, pressing him into the god's bare chest.


      “Neither did I. Vorel was more than just a paladin to me. I had hoped to see him so much later than this.” Rasvim could not look up, not between the tears and the stable embrace of his god. He did not want to think of Vorel passing on, even if he knew the wolf would be at peace, would finally, truly be allowed to rest.


      “Vorel was my son, Rasvim.” Now the fox needed to look up to the god, into his eyes that shown like burning coals and icy mountains all at once. Golden tears obscured them every few seconds, but the paladin could see the pain within.


      “It is a god-child's destiny that they will change the world, and that they will always die to do so. Vorel is no different, as is his brother.”


      “Who is his brother?” Rasvim croaked out, biting back the pain just enough to speak. Whoever it was, they needed to know. They needed to be here.


      “Aram Ruby, who will one day suffer a similar fate. For today, however, I will make sure he is here for you.” With that, the god's embrace left him, the deity beginning to fade from sight. Rasvim reached for him, wanting some comfort, any solace from dealing with the pain by himself, but the god was gone. He put his head in his paws, giving himself a few minutes to just let the horrible, heart-wrenching loss take him over. For the next few minutes, he would do nothing but cry and grieve any otherway he wanted to. After that, he knew he would need to see to the city. He knew others depended on him.


      For now, he could just worry about himself.


      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      Epilogue


      When Rasvim first walked out of the royal palace, some celebrated, but most knew what it meant when they saw him carrying the Light of Creation. Several of Aram Ruby's Wolfen guards transported the body to the First Chapel of the Hopegiver, saving the fox the burden. He immediately began healing the more dire wounded, not speaking, but those around him could see the streaks caused by tears in his fur. Only Sven asked him a direct question, and even then the fox's voice cracked. He accepted a hug from his friend for only a few seconds before going back to work. Even with him occupied, the lion stayed near the new head paladin, just in case.


      It took several days to finish cleaning up the city, and several more to magically fix the many destroyed buildings and roads. Despite their best efforts, several of the mages had started fires and destroyed a large section of the market district. Most of the fox mages survived the assault, but did not stay to help with the reconstruction. Instead, they started marching back to Oya, citing that their appointed task was now over. Many commoners threw eggs and trash at them when they refused to help rebuild the city, but it did not change their decision.


      Typhon Saltpeter’s experience building infrastructure and stone mages proved very helpful, and while scowling at the foxes leaving, he ordered his own troops to do whatever Eldere required. Though he could not personally reshape stone to his whim, the scrolls he worked fixed the many holes his mages had ripped in the main roads. When he yelled at someone to assist, they obeyed without question, and when he glared at a soldier slacking off, they knew better than to continue.


      Mhegan stayed in the church throughout the cleanup, doing her part by bandaging and keeping watch over those too wounded to be moved. If some of them recovered faster than normally possible, no one questioned it, attributing the fast healing to the spells on the chapel. Several of the miraculously cured knew better, but even they did not connect the images of the archangel of charity to the humble, quietly working snowcat that kept an eye on them. She would give birth in another month or two, probably in the chapel itself. A lupis midwife assisting her fretted over her doing so much so close to term, but she shrugged off the concern.

    


    
      Amongst everyone, Sven probably took care of the most living people. So many had lost friends and loved ones in the last few weeks, most unaccounted for. Between the assault and Takashi Ironskin’s conversion of so many adults into his skeletal soldiers, dozens of people needed someone to talk to about how to deal with the tragedy. Orphans crowded the chapel, sleeping in hallways and in the spare bedrooms. Teenagers learned to care for the younger children, even if it was nothing more than watching to make sure they didn’t run out into the street. The lion proved adept at this as well, since his shadow and smoke illusions could keep a large group enthralled.


      Saso and Gyr did not leave the city immediately or intact. A lucky swing caught the fox mage in the arm, and even with a healer nearby, it ended up needing to be amputated just below the shoulder. Typhon offered a metal prosthetic that could be fashioned by his workforce, but the vulpine turned it down, opting instead to keep the stump as a reminder of his deeds. The small wolf helped him get around as he grew accustomed to being less dexterous, keeping up conversation, joking and laughing as he would not have been able to do barely a week ago. Saso also felt no shame in his new relationship with Gyr, kissing the petite canine in the middle of the street now. They were both happy, and that’s what mattered to the vulpine.


      Rasvim, after making sure he could do everything that was expected of him, allowed himself to enter into true mourning. He set his chainmail aside, donning a black tunic, breeches, and gloves. He might not have been Oyan when he was born, but he would wear what was expected of him to honor the wolf's memory. His parents had spent three months in dark clothing when news reached them of his grandparents' deaths, and he would do the same now for Vorel, no matter how much it may stick out in Vasani. To remember Gix, Sven took a route common in Sacavuni; he temporarily died the fur around his eyes black, and after the funeral would not speak again for twenty-eight days.


      It took the fox a while to arrange the funeral, especially since he had so many to tend to. None of the paladins had close family, but their reputations brought hundreds to Eldere. King Silverway, now back in the palace, politely requested Rasvim delay the ceremonies a few days to allow all the foreign dignitaries to arrive. It was fine by him, since he was not in a proper emotional state to prepare Vorel's body, let alone all the others. The sorts of rituals he would have to perform did not take into consideration that paladins might be married, or even that they were closer than mere comrades in arms.

    


    
      King Hivih Zoshi arrived the day after the cleanup had finally ended, with a large entourage of mages and honor guard. He offered everyone with him to Rasvim, to line the streets outside the chapel on the day of the funeral as an homage to his fallen friend. The fox would normally have politely turned the tiger down, but the sincerity in the king's eyes convinced him to give a tentative yes. The black-clad tiger and cougars carried no weapons, but brandished highly polished shields painted over with the holy symbol of the Hopegiver. When the paladin thought about it, he rationalized that they would take the place clerics normally would in this ceremony.


      Aram Ruby had been in the city since right after Takashi Ironskin had been killed, crying over Vorel's body, staying with it when Rasvim first left the palace, and walking behind the corpse when his Wolfen guards carried it down the street. The muscular wolf soon drank himself into a stupor, stumbling back to the chapel to loudly pray or scream at the gods, damning them as often as begging for them to bring him back. The fox tried to get him to calm down several times, but Rasvim soon realized that was just how the big wolf dealt with the loss of a loved one.


      Magistrate Yina and Azuyi Swiftstep arrived together, both already in black. They offered their condolences twice, once for the loss of the Head Paladin of the Hopegiver, and a second time personally to Rasvim. The magistrate brought flowers, leaving the fox to display them on the altar in the chapel. All services had been canceled since their return to the city so those still recovering from injuries did not need to be moved, but those that did come sometimes looked at the simple bouquet and smiled.


      Several of the carpenters in the city donated time and material to fashion a few extra altars for the funeral. Vorel’s body, preserved as the others were through magic, would rest on the main altar, but the others needed to be honored equally. Acton and Mier were placed on the left side of the chapel, sheets covering their bodies. Torr's ashes had been placed between them, still in the urn Mhegan had put them in. It took a little scrying, but one of the few lupis mages in the city was able to find Gix's body, and after some spells to reverse its state, his corpse took up an honored position on the right side of the chapel, next to the one Wolfen guard that had fallen, half a dozen slain vulpine spellcasters, and the dead Commonfolk stone mages. All of them would be honored as much as the paladins. They had sacrificed just as much as Acton or Torr, and required as much admiration for it.

    


    
      The morning of the funeral dawned with low clouds, as though the gods felt the mood throughout Eldere. Almost every business had closed, and those that remained open in the morning would shut down at noon. King Silverway, in black and gray now for both the suicide of the crown prince and the death of Vorel, waited quietly in a pew, Queen Saphir sitting beside him. Princess Mina cried softly beside them, though the other two royals kept up their composure as pews slowly filled around them. There had not been this many dignitaries at the king's coronation, but everyone gathered for Vorel and the other paladins. More flowers and coins rested around the four dead paladins than the other covered bodies, but a few had still paid their respected to the others.


      Rasvim, however, was not in the main chapel hall. The fox sat cross-legged in his bedroom, looking down at the armor in front of him. Someone – and he still did not know who – had left a crate on the steps of the chapel this morning. After prying out the nails, he found a full set of platemail armor inside it, forged to fit a vulpine and light enough that it would not tire him. Powerful spells and protections covered every inch of the perfectly polished metal, but showed no etching or embossing.


      Had the person who had sent this to him expected him to wear it at the funeral? Was it a gift for future endeavors? If that person was in the audience, he did not want to offend them, despite his preference toward all-black for the next few months. When he ran his fingers across the metal, it almost felt like the armor sang to him. It was meant for him, definitely, and would serve him well, but could he put it on right now?


      “Put on the damn armor,” came Sven's voice from the doorway. Rasvim twisted around to look at the lion, not wanting to get up just yet.


      “I need to keep on the black,” he answered, but the lion glared at him. Rasvim focused on the black stains around the cat's eyes.

    


    
      “Of course you do, Rasvim, but you also need to take up your new position. You're the head paladin now, and you need to show it.”


      “I need to stay appropriate for the funeral...”


      Sven huffed. “You can do both. There are hundreds of people out there, waiting for you to deliver the eulogy.” Wait. How could there be hundreds? Seeing the confusion on his face, the darkmage nodded toward the end of the hall.


      “Put on the armor over your tunic, and walk out here. You'll see.”


      Reluctantly, but knowing Sven probably would not leave until he did, the fox donned his new armor. It felt as though whoever had sent it to him not only knew his exact measurements, but had memorized his full range of motion, since he found no restrictions in the wonderfully-crafted armor. Part of him felt guilty, but if this armor mattered that much to the people here to honor Vorel and his friends, he would wear it.


      When the fox finally did walk out into the hall, he resisted the urge to turn right back around. He was brave, he told himself, but seeing so many people looking straight at him caused a blush to run up his throat. Every feasible spot had been filled by royals, nobles, clerics from other churches, multiple sets of honor guards, and hundreds of both the poor and wealthy. They spilled out past the chapel's doors, filling the street beyond. All of their eyes stayed on him when he stepped up to the podium, remaining silent until he paws rested on either side of the original copy of Codex of Faith, removed from their restored archive for this occasion. No one commented on the dark tunic under gleaming armor, but the vulpine suspected they noticed. He took a deep breath, trying to remember what he wanted to say in the eulogy. The fox could not bring himself to practice it, but the points stood out in his mind.


      “Thank you, everyone, for coming here today,” the fox whispered, clearing his throat and repeating it again much louder. No one even shifted right now, all of their attention on him.


      “I know many of you have your own mourning to do for family or friends, so I will try not to keep you too long.” His eyes set on King Silverway first, sitting right next to the aisle on his right. He'd lost a nephew before any of this started, the pain piling on after that. Next, he looked at Sven, taking up the same seat on the other side. Hopefully, this would help with their own losses.

    


    
      “Let us first honor the many soldiers that fought and died these last few days to ensure our safety. They knew the risks allying against Takashi Ironskin, yet they were still willing to lay down their lives for the people of Eldere.” Most bowed their heads, though a few dozen pairs of eyes still stayed on the fox. He bit his lip, focusing his eyes on the ancient, gold-leafed tome in front of him. He didn't know any of the soldiers, and though he felt bad about their deaths, the tears he fought to hold back were not for them.


      “May the Hopegiver bless them in death, and bless their families in life.” Those words came automatically; many in the back of the room nodded and repeated the prayer in a murmur. When the moment passed, the fox continued.


      “I wish to honor one such soldier separately, gone before open combat began.” Sven bowed his head; he knew what the fox would say next. “Gix of Eldere was loved by many in this chapel, and worked to help us secure allies against Takashi Ironskin. He was slain in a reconnaissance mission, and only now are we able to give him the respect he deserves.” Aram, sitting next to Sven, put an arm around his shoulders, letting him cry into the wolf's tunic.


      “May the Hopegiver bless him in death, and bless those that cared for him in life.” Rasvim waited for those repeating his prayers to quiet down. Everyone needed their time, and even if they did not know Gix intimately, they knew him as one of the only rats in the slums. Many would miss him.


      Now came the hard part. Rasvim could repeat prayers and remembrances for people he spent very little time with, or for those that he did not know as well as he thought he should, but the paladins sat much closer to his heart. His nails scraped very lightly against the podium, and he tried to steel himself against this. As the head paladin, he should always be strong for those needing his support. The fox did not want to cry in front of so many people. Hoping the tightness in his throat would lessen before he reached Vorel, he focused his gaze on one of the covered bodies.


      “Acton Sadisle had only been a paladin a few years longer than me, but I looked to him as an example as much as everyone else. His troubles taught me about myself, and the few times he needed me I tried to be there for him. More than anything, he taught us all that protecting the less fortunate was what mattered, not rules or expectations. May the Hopegiver bless him in death, and bless those that mourn for him.” There was no way for the fox to contact the mouse's family, if he had any, but he knew others would take up the mantle of paying respects to the young paladin. That had not been as hard as the vulpine had expected, and trying to keep up his brave front, he moved his eyes to the much larger form under the next piece of cloth.

    


    
      “Mier of Wolfen Valley might have been the oldest out of all of us, but he showed the most passion for his role in the city. He patrolled the slums, knowing others would never go as deep as he did to make sure those he swore to protect were safe. He loved Acton so much...” he needed to pause there, yanking the sleeve of his tunic past the wrist cuff of his bracer to wipe his eyes.


      “Mier would do anything for him, even if it meant the scorn of those that surrounded him. He protected his friends as well, no matter who judged him for it. May the Hopegiver bless him in death, and bless those that mourn for him.” The Wolfen guards standing outside the temple let out a long, mournful howl, causing a shiver to go up the fox's spine. He could see many of the other mourners were made uncomfortable by the sound, but the vulpine did not call for them to stop. Instead, he waited for the haunting notes to stop reverberating around the room before letting his eyes fall on the ornate urn placed between Acton and Mier.


      “Torr stood above others in his devotion, doing what was right for the people, even when the city of Deaqiz tried to kill him for it. When he noticed Eldere in danger of falling to a great menace, he set aside his personal needs to grant hope to the city he called his home, sacrificing himself in the process.” Rasvim knew he couldn't look at Mhegan without breaking, so he kept his gaze fixedly on the urn. “May the Hopegiver bless him in death, and bless his family in life.” Some started to whisper at the shift in prayer, but Rasvim did not have the state of mind to focus on that. Next would be the most difficult person to talk about, and even trying to form the words together in his mind caused a bit of his control to break. Tears began to flatten the fur below his eyes, and the fox made no motion to wipe them away.


      “Vorel Freedsire stood up against tyranny, and served the people of Vasani for decades. He cared for the poor, did what he could to make their lives easier, and was always there for someone if they needed him. I know it hurt him to leave here while we searched for the Light of Creation. When we returned, we were forced to leave almost as quickly. It took crossing the Great Sea, but we were able to stop Takashi Ironskin.” Now he needed to wipe his eyes or he would not be able to see those gathered in front of him.

    


    
      “Vorel died to make sure all of us could live in peace.” His voice cracked, and he didn't care right now. “May the Hopegiver bless him in death, and bless his family in life.” Rasvim did not think of himself right now. If Aram was not aware of his blood connection to Vorel, the fox still hoped his god would bless the charismatic wolf.


      “I thank everyone for being here. I will be here to heal those that need it, and please feel free to leave whatever you want at the altars.”


      Rasvim stepped away from the podium then, too overcome with his emotions to properly continue. No one moved to intercept him, and the fox silently thanked whoever was blocking for him. The vulpine did not really have any specific goal in mind as he walked, but he did feel the drizzle of a light rain on his head when he made his way down the street. People parted for him, but his eyes couldn't focus on any particular face. Maybe someone walked with him, maybe the feet around him just blended together.


      When he did decide to look around him, he was surrounded by precisely-trimmed bushes and trees. The fox must have subconsciously made his way up to the royal palace, knowing he would not be crowded here. There were very few people in sight; a few lupis gardeners worked around him, but they only gave him cursory glances. On;y one person appeared like he did not belong there. A middle-aged wolf, dressed in a simple poet's shirt and breeches, both dark blue, looked over him and patted the bench he was sitting on. When Rasvim hesitated, the canine held out a handkerchief. That convinced the fox to sit down, if nothing else than to take the opportunity to collect himself.


      “It’s perfectly alright to cry,” the wolf said as the fox wiped his face. “It shows you're alive.” Rasvim didn't recognize the noble – well, he figured he was noble, if he could casually lounge in a noble's garden.


      “I didn't think it would come so soon,” he whispered, the only way he could keep his voice even. The fox knew he would outlive his husband by hundreds of years, but the idea of growing old together had been a wonderful idea. Having his love taken from him so soon felt unfair.

    


    
      “I knew Vorel, a long time ago. We spoke quite often,” the wolf responded. It didn't surprise him this stranger knew why he cried; half the city shared his pain, at least in part. When Rasvim looked at him, clear-eyed this time, he noticed the crow's feet around the male's eyes and a few leaves stuck in the fur on top of his head.


      “What did you talk about?” The casual tone right now helped lift the fox's spirits, if only a bit.


      The wolf chuckled. “He gave me very wise, useful advice about love...that I mostly ignored.” Seeing the wolf bare his teeth in an awkward smile made the fox sniffle. His tears had stopped, at least for now.


      “Was he able to help you?” Rasvim asked.


      “In a way, I suppose he did.” The fox noticed a moment of pain pass behind the wolf's eyes. “I learned to take advice when it was given to me by someone as smart as him.” Something occurred to the paladin.


      “You weren't at the funeral.”


      The wolf nodded slightly. “I have attended too many funerals in my life. I will pay my respects to the paladins in my own way.” Oddly, that made sense to the fox. Many did not like ceremony, and if anything fell into that category, it was a funeral. The wolf patted his knee before standing up, wincing and placing a paw on his hip.


      “I hate this weather. It makes the bones ache, even if it is appropriate.” He pointed at the handkerchief still in the fox's paw.


      “You can keep that. I suspect you will need it. Just remember – grieving is expected, and don't let anyone tell you otherwise.” Rasvim rose to his feet as well, gratefully patting his eyes with the silk cloth.


      “Someone sent me the armor,” the fox answered, thinking the wolf to be commenting on his attire. The other male smirked.


      “You don't know who?” Rasvim shook his head, and now the lupis chuckled.


      “It's a gift from your god, fox. It is a sign the Hopegiver wants to protect you, even when enemies bear down on you. Wearing it today, over your mourner's clothes, showed everyone at the funeral you know your place.”


      “And what is my place?” He didn't know why, but that statement bothered him. The wolf started to walk away, still smiling.

    


    
      “You are the Head Paladin of the Hopegiver. You are a beacon of hope and light, even in the darkest times.”


      When Rasvim eventually returned to his chapel, he tried not to focus on the emptiness of the building. The servants had returned, but not a single cleric prayed in the main hall or shuffled through the hallways. At least until more were called to follow the Hopegiver's teachings, he would sleep alone in the massive temple. All of the bodies would be moved tomorrow, to be burned in a ceremony he did not have the mental strength to take part in; the head cleric of the Black Goddess here would take his place. As the fox began to carefully take off his armor, he watched a folded piece of parchment slip under his door. The exposed part read 'your wolf friend'. When he unfolded it, his lips parted into a smile as he read.


      
        Rasvim,

      


      
        May the gods bless you. I mean all of them, not just yours. You have traveled around the world, defeated a great necromancer, and now stand ready to change the world around you. Your grief will never truly pass, but let it strengthen you. Vorel was a great paladin, and more than that, a great person. There is something important in this you must remember:

      


      
        So are you.

      


      
        Sincerely,

      


      
        A friend

      


      Rasvim carefully folded the parchment and placed it on his desk. Now, with no one who needed his help, the fox could simply mourn. In remembrance of his husband, Rasvim opened his personal copy of the Codex of Faith and began to read.
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