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  Chapter 1 Pacts


  


  “Are you sure about this, little paladin?” the incubus sneered from inside the summoning circle. A vulpine, armored in chainmail and carrying a morning star seemingly too big for him, kneeled just outside the glittering circle. He stared stonily at the creature within the barrier, trying to ignore its jests. After a moment, he turned to another vulpine sitting behind him. This fox had a massive tome open in his lap and his eyes were out of focus.


  “I’ve checked the circle four times. He can’t get out of it until we let him.” The smaller, less muscular of the two vulpines did not even raise his eyes from the book. The armored fox sighed, turning back to the creature. The incubus resembled a great, red lupis, his fur the shade of recently spilled blood. Bat-like wings protruded from the back of his shoulder blades; small, black horns, only a few inches high, graced his forehead. Clothing was something incubus didn’t believe in, apparently, since every inch of the demon’s fur was exposed. His sheath bulged with the prospect of the holy vulpine only inches from him.


  
    “I have a prospect for you, incubus,” the vulpine stated strongly. He may have been inwardly worried, but his voice did not betray it. The demon just smiled.


    “And what could such a….holy servant want with me?” he said innocently. He dropped to all fours, crawling to the edge of the circle, licking his chops, reveling in the vulpine’s nervous twitch.


    “I….” the paladin had to pause. Was he really going through with this? He had been a paladin for less than a year, though he had lived among them for several, and he was already intentionally conversing with a demon. Did this violate his vows? This doubt only clouded him for a moment before he continued. “…..want you to take a different form and spend the night with me.” He finished. Without flinching he stared directly into the creature’s eyes. There was no shock there.


    “Oh? And who would that be little paladin? A married female? An unrequited love? A family member?” He smirked as the fox snorted at the last suggestion. After a moment, the demon shifted his body to resemble the fox wizard near the back of the room – clothes, tome and all. Another moment and he looked like the king of Vasani, a regal wolf dressed in black robes. In the form of the king he rolled onto his stomach, lifting his tail for the vulpine. Without seeing he still knew the paladin shuddered. In a second he was back to normal.


    “How do you intend to pay me, little fox? You know I can come across most valuables on my own.” At that question the vulpine pulled a small glass orb from within his armor. It was bronze in color and had something small and twinkling inside of it. The demon’s ears and eyes perked up at the site of it.


    “Will this pay for a single night?” he asked, knowing full well it would. What he held was a Memory Orb, a magical object that held the entire memories of a single individual. A bronze one held the record of an evil leader – the paladin knew for a fact this particular orb had once belonged to a general of the dark legions.

  


  
    “Of course it will, little fox. Let us make the contract as long as you add in one more condition.” The incubus added a slight growl to his voice for this. He would have mated the vulpine purely because of his occupation – sheltered religious males were the best to corrupt in his opinion. A little caveat would just sweeten the deal.


    “What would that be, incubus?” Now the fox thought hard. What else could the demon want? What else could he give this, this…..living incarnation of male desire?


    “We will spend this night – tonight – in your quarters, inside your church.” The demon chuckled as the vulpine turned away, his arms crossing over his chest. The demon let the paladin think for a few minutes before standing up to his full height, over six feet of pure carnal desire.


    “Or I could just leave if the price is too high.” That got the fox’s attention. He turned back around and held out his right paw. After clearing his throat, he stated what the fox mage had explained to him. Only he could say it, because it was he who was making the deal.


    “Shake and bind us in a magical contract. You spend the night, in my living quarters, in the shape I desire, in exchange for a Memory Orb. I offer my paw.” He thrust his paw within the circle – the magic of the incantation wrapped around it in the shape of chains. The incubus smiled from ear to ear, looking more like a beast than a sentient, conniving demon. His raised his right paw, clasping the vulpine’s in a firm grip. As the magical chains wrapped around the two paws, the demon laughed out loud. This one was going to be fun.


    The lead paladin sat cross-legged in his study, listening to a ghostly violin. He had no musical talent, so he occasionally hired a local bard to play for him during his meditation - he found somber tones brought him into a better state of mind. The paladin stretched out a kink in his thigh, opening his eyes to better see where it was. His muscular, chiseled wolf form, dressed only in a pair of white trousers, contrasted with the bard only a few feet from him. Along with his muscles, his combat skills were second to none – a cleric had once said his shaggy form terrified his allies as much as his enemies. His intimidating form was only helped by the numerous scars all over him; his healing magic had run out many a time during larger battles. After an hour or so of meditation he stood, stretched, and handed the lutrin musician a few gold pieces.

  


  
    “Thank you, sir. You always pay so well,” the otter chirped in a musical voice. “When would you like me to come back, Vorel?” The wolf frowned and handed the male another gold piece.


    “Next Friday, and don’t call me by my first name. I’ve asked you not to do that multiple times.” The lutrin just smiled and handed the last gold piece back.


    “I have been here dozen of times – I see no reason to be formal with you.” Vorel frowned again, but didn’t push the issue. He had a point. The bard bowed with a flourish, lifting his hat and sweeping it in front of him before replacing it on his head. After a wink he departed, a whistle on his lips. The muscular lupis stretched again, shaking his shaggy muzzle.


    It was early morning – the head paladin decided to wait a little bit to wake up all of the other paladins. Besides him, there was Torr, the snowcat felis; Acton, the mouse who served as a liaison between this chapel and the other churches; Mier, a giant Wolfen who could defend others far better than him, and finally Rasvim, the newest and youngest of the paladins. Rasvim was probably Vorel’s favorite, just because of his attitude. The vulpine did not join the Order for glory, or for riches, or to slay evil creatures. He had joined to help protect and safeguard those around him. The day after the young fox had reached adulthood Vorel had initiated him into the Order. Not only did he actually wish to help the people of the city, his bow work wasn’t bad either. He even studied daily to increase his knowledge of undead, angels, and demons – creatures he was likely to encounter during his travels. Perhaps he should bring Rasvim some hangover cure – the wolf had heard the smaller male stumble in after midnight. The wolf smiled and headed to the kitchens.

  


  
    It took Vorel over an hour to work his way to the fox’s rooms. First of all, the servants in the kitchen were so busy preparing breakfast for the hungry paladins and clerics that they wouldn’t make room for him to mix the salty beverage. Once he agreed to let them make the cocktail it took another thirty minutes for it to reach his paws. After that, Acton stopped him midway down the hall to introduce the lupis to his newest one-night stand. The mouse went through females like most males went through clean clothes; Vorel had a feeling this one wouldn’t last more than a few days. Once he escaped from the two – the female was a young lapin still dressed only in Acton’s tunic – the wolf silently approached Rasvim’s door. Without knocking, he opened it. What he saw made the stein of hangover cure clatter to the floor.


    There lay Rasvim in the arms of another male – a male Vorel recognized. The male was him; it resembled him perfectly, down to the cris-crossing scars on his upper back. Each had their arms around the other; Rasvim’s muzzle was nuzzled against the other Vorel’s shaggy chest. The smell of sex permeated the air, and Rasvim was a testament to it. His fur had large, white dried patches on it and it looked like he had been roughed up in a brawl. There seemed to be bite marks all over him along with scratches down his back and nail marks in his arms.


    “Hmm?” The clatter of the falling stein seemed to have awakened him. He rolled the still-unconscious other Vorel away from him and opened his eyes, unfocused. They went wide when he saw who was standing shocked in the doorway. The one person in the world he didn’t want to see this, the one person he didn’t want to know about this tryst, stood unmoving only a few feet from him.


    “Awake?” the other Vorel, still sprawled out on the bed, whispered. Once he saw who was standing in the doorway, he giggled rather than seeming shocked. “Ahh. Looks like I should make my escape.” The demon stood up on the bed, stretching a kink out of his back. Still nude, he picked up the Memory Orb from a bedside table and growled. Giving the shaking fox one last grope, black bat-like wings burst from his back. Before either of the other males could react, he lifted off, shattering a stain-glass window on his way out. Vorel could hear haunting laughter as the creature flew away.

  


  
    “Rasvim?” the wolf said gently. The fox seemed to be in a state of shock until the larger male started to move toward the bed. With a whine he pulled the stained, torn sheets around him, wrapping them as tightly as he could. Vorel had seen him touching another male, had seen that male take his shape, had seen that male ravage him, had seen that male fly away with bat-like wings. The wolf was intelligent – he would know it was an incubus. There was no way Rasvim could remain as a paladin now.


    The wolf crawled on to the bed, straddling the fox on all fours. The fox couldn’t see the other male’s position, since he had covered his muzzle and eyes with the sheets as well. Vorel leaned down, nuzzling the young paladin through the thin sheet.


    “It’s alright Rasvim. I’m not mad at you,” he whispered gently. The fox only pulled the sheets tighter around him, pushing his muzzle under the pillows so the lupis couldn’t even touch his face through a barrier. Vorel only pushed the pillow aside, placing his muzzle against the fox’s own. He spoke gently, none of his shock betrayed in his voice.


    “You don’t need to hide. I’m not going to be angry at you for this. Acton brings back lovers all the time. It’s not that….unusual.” Those words seemed to relax the vulpine a little bit, since his grip on the sheets slackened slightly. Vorel took the opportunity to slowly peel the sheets away from the fox’s muzzle.


    The young paladin’s face was as roughed up as the rest of him. Fur stood out at strange angles all over it. Vorel could see a full mating bite on his throat – the teeth had pierced the skin, so small blood spots had formed. White, sticky globs of a familiar substance stained the corners of his mouth. As Vorel continued to pull down the sheets, the fox closed his eyes, burying his face in his paws. His body sported numerous bites and scratches, especially over his thin chest. Even more white dried patches permeated his fur. For the moment the wolf dropped the sheets at the fox’s waist; he would give the fox that piece of dignity.

  


  
    “We need to get you a bath,” he said lightheartedly. The fox only whined into his paws, trying to curl up into a ball. His tail shifted under the covers, wrapping around his groin. Vorel just moved his paws to cup the fox’s muzzle.


    “Don’t worry. We’ll have you cleaned up and healed in no time.” Vorel leaned down again, his tongue flashing out of his muzzle. Before the fox could stop him the lupis moved the smaller male’s paws aside, his tongue cleaning the slender muzzle. Sputtering and thrashing, Rasvim tried to stop him, but to no avail. The wolf’s tongue lapped up the white globs around his lips, straightened his fur back out, then tenderly licking the bite marks on his throat. The vulpine could only whimper piteously at the treatment. His paws were effectively pinned; the other paladin was so much physically stronger than him.


    “Please…” the wolf paused at the fox’s voice, his tongue still gently cleaning away the dried blood. The fox’s voice shook; he sounded near tears.


    “I….didn’t want you to see me like this,” he whimpered. The wolf blinked a few times before raising his muzzle so he could look directly into the fox’s eyes.


    “This is how I will see you many times in the future, my young paladin. This may not be deadly combat against the wicked, but you’re hurt either way. So please, let me help you.” The wolf bumped their noses together playfully at the last suggestion. The fox relaxed a little more, but still looked concerned.


    “But you saw…..” he started, before the wolf cut him off with a lick across his lips.

  


  
    “I saw you in bed with another male, a lupis with scars over his back. You had a night of rough sex – a bit too rough by the looks of all these scratches and bites. Now you need a little care and a bath. The Order doesn’t care who you have sex with, as long as it’s not a child. So stop worrying and let me get you cleaned up.” The wolf waited for Rasvim to think it over. Vorel knew full well the other male was a shapeshifter who had taken his form for the pleasure of the vulpine, but it was better he ignored those details for now. That shapeshifter was more than likely an incubus, a demon of carnal desire, but summoning it alone did not anger the Hopegiver. If it had, Rasvim wouldn’t be exuding divine energy right now, as he had every day since he became a paladin. Better to save Rasvim’s dignity for now.


    “Alright. I’ll go get a bath,” the fox said quietly. He slipped his paws out of Vorel’s grip and rolled out from under him. The wolf only had a second to marvel at how fast the young fox could move before he was out of bed with the torn, stained sheet wrapped around him. Vorel smiled inwardly and crawled back, sitting at the end of the bed while the lithe vulpine gathered towels, bath salts and conditioning oil. Once he started limping towards the bathing rooms, the lupis gathered up a few other things the fox would need after the bath – healing ointment and bandages. Vorel had a feeling the young paladin wouldn’t want the other males of the chapel to see his mating bite.


    The bathing rooms were deserted except for him – a thankful coincidence. The last thing he needed was to explain his sore form to Acton or Torr. Filling a tub for a single person took only a few minutes, since the water heated magically. Rasvim sank into the warm water, sighing and finally relaxing completely. Warmth seeped through every part of him, curing his sore muscles and flattening his ruffled fur. His lithe body did look worse for wear, but the bath did its trick of reviving his spirit. Spreading out completely and letting the salts do their work, he gazed down at his form. All in all, the demon hadn’t really hurt him. Only a few cuts and bites were truly prominent and a little healing magic would help with those.

  


  
    Rasvim took a deep breath. If he could summon a little healing magic. His god might have stripped him of all his powers for making a pact with a demon. This was the moment of truth. The fox assessed his wounds and picked one he’d prefer to fix on his own rather than let Vorel look at. During the night the demon had bit into his sheath, one of his fangs pricking open a hole large enough for a piercing. That would be what he would heal.


    His paws moved down, gently pressing against his sheath. He winced – not only did the tear hurt, but he was still sore from last night. Closing his eyes, he reached down into the part of his soul he knew his divine healing rested. Power surged through him and cascaded from his paws. In his desperation to know his divine connection was still there, he tapped far too much. Gold fire spread over his entire body, healing every wound he possessed. The young fox smiled as the flames even moved underneath him, unperturbed by the water, repairing the scratches on his back and his sore tailhole. After every cut and bite was healed, the fire receded back into his paws. Rasvim relaxed in the tub for a few more minutes, then stood, pulling a towel around his waist. He had neglected to pull a privacy curtain around the tub, since he had been alone, and now he blushed furiously.


    Vorel had been sitting within sight of the fox’s tub for quite a while – he had bandages sitting at his side and a holy book open on his lap. He still wore only the simple white trousers. Rasvim clenched the towel protectively and stared at the other male.


    “Are you ready?” Vorel asked. The fox cocked his head in confusion.


    “I have to cleanse you. That shapeshifter had an evil taint about him and I want to make sure there aren’t any residual effects.” Rasvim breathed a sigh of relief; he wouldn’t have to tell the head paladin about the demon and a ritualistic cleansing would resolve him of all guilt for the action. He padded over to the older male, took a deep breath, and let his towel fall.

  


  
    A cleansing required a state of purity – one had to be completely awake and aware of their actions, and not restrained by anything that could absorb the holy water. Any clothing at all fell into that category. As the vulpine stood before his leader, arms at his sides with paws turned up, the wolf began the ritual. As the paladin began reciting from the prayer book open on his lap, he dipped a single finger into a vial of holy water blessed by the Hopegiver himself. The claw, shining slightly from the magic, first traced the Hopegiver’s symbol – a shield embossed with a wolf’s paw – over the fox’s chest. After re-dipping his claw in the holy water, the lupis drew stars on the vulpine’s paws and feet. Finally, because of the nature of the events, he drew a final star over the fox’s sheath. Rasvim blushed, but did not move. At the last words of the incantation, Vorel stood and placed one of his paws against the smaller male’s forehead and the other over his eyes.


    “May all your transgressions be cleansed, Paladin of the Hopegiver,” he concluded. While the male was so relaxed Vorel took the opportunity; he gently pressed his lips against the vulpine’s. Before the fox could react the larger wolf broke the intimate contact.


    “And the next time you wish to spend the night with me, all you have to do is ask.”


    Acton curled around his newest mate, licking over her long ears. Though she had been enjoyable last night and possibly for a few nights more, the mouse doubted this one would last much longer. Acton was very discriminating when it came to women, even if he loved being with them. A relationship was something other young males hunted for – he just wanted a few nights of pleasure. His paladin oath didn’t stop him from enjoying the beautiful females of the lower city nor did it forbid him from dating outside his species. The problem was the more he slept around, the fewer females wanted to be with him. Apparently his reputation as a playboy overrode his reputation as a feisty stallion in bed. Many of the younger, poorer females hoped to marry into wealth. The mouse let go of the lapin, about the same size as him if he didn’t count her ears. For a nezumi – a race hailing from an island chain far to the north – he was tall and muscular, but compared to males like Vorel and Mier he was positively effeminate.

  


  
    “It’s time to go, pretty,” he whispered into one of her ears. She looked back at him, bliss on her face.


    “What do you mean?” she asked, shifting her paws to grip the male’s thighs.


    “I mean I have duties today. You’ll need to escape before the clerics wake up or they’ll be plenty irritated.” He emphasized this by standing up quickly and beginning to hunt for the female’s clothes; they had been scattered over his quarters throughout the night’s endeavors. The lapin stood up as well, irritation on her face now.


    “You know, I could just come back once you’re done.” She spoke with a thick city accent; many of her words flowed together like she only had a few moments to relay essential information. Action spoke the same way, but it wasn’t as pronounced.


    “Don’t think so. You and I both have places to go and things to do,” He handed her back her assorted clothing. She placed her hands on her wide hips, scowling at him.


    “What’s my name?” she asked. The paladin stared at her. A very formidable question.


    “What’s my name, Acton?” she asked again, anger seeping through into her voice. The mouse racked his brain – why couldn’t he remember the beautiful female’s name? After a few pints of ale last night, most of the names he had heard last night ran together. The next thing he remembered he was in his quarters, ripping off this lapin’s dress and trying to get to her small, round breasts. Her name……was it Eliz? Elan? Alana? He flashed his bewitching smile, trying to soothe her anger.

  


  
    “Of course I know your name, pretty – lover,” he cooed at her. Her reaction wasn’t one he expected; she backhanded him, sending him back a step, causing his knees to knock out and him to sit on the bed.


    “It’s Alianna, you sex-crazed rodent!” She stormed out, pulling her clothes on as she went. Acton stayed on the bed. That lapin was the first female to react so badly to his “you’ll have to go” speech. Some had gotten angry before, for sure, but most had laughed and understood. Every female he courted down in the slum bars knew full well he wasn’t in it for the long haul. Why had this particular female reacted so poorly? As he pondered his love life, one of the other paladins stuck his muzzle into the threshold. It was Torr, the nosy snowcat who lived next door. For such a strong, handsome, desirable male, he never seemed to bring anyone back to the chapel.


    “That one looked angry. What did you do?” the felis asked, his eyes full of the irritation of being woken up. Acton glared, pulling on a pair of black trousers. They accentuated his snow-white fur nicely. Being conceived as an albino had its advantages – females loved the taste of the exotic.


    “I slept with her. What did you think I did?” His voice had a tone of finality as he pulled on the rest of his town clothes. Black skintight armor, black leather gloves, leather boots trimmed in hematite and a necklace with a black diamond teardrop pendant completed his look. He didn’t really have errands to do around the chapel – his chores would take place in town. Visiting other churches, especially the more seedy ones, required a delicate touch. Strutting in donned in magical full plate and swinging around a broadsword was not the smartest of tactics. There was a reason Mier didn’t have his job.


    “Maybe you should have been more subtle when you kicked her out,” the powerful cat continued. Acton walked toward the room’s door, looking up at the felis.


    “Move and let me get to work. Why don’t you go back to your rooms and masturbate?” The mouse had apparently hit a nerve. Torr growled and moved out of his way, staring at the little rodent as he skulked down the hall and around a corner.

  


  
    “At least I don’t have to sleep with every female in the city to make myself happy,” he muttered under his breath. Without another word he walked down the hallway in the opposite direction the mouse had headed.


    After his spat with Acton, the snowcat paladin didn’t know what to do. He had intended fully to just tell off the mouse for bringing yet another female back to the chapel, but yet again it hadn’t worked like he wanted. All Acton did when he brought a new flame back to his rooms was keep everyone else awake at night and away from their religious duties during the day. Whenever a particularly attractive female left his rooms distraught or upset it kept every cleric in the temple buzzing for weeks. Why didn’t he just bring her to a clean inn like everyone else? That’s what Mier did, Torr reasoned with himself. When the Wolfen found a male or female who was willing to mate with him – being over nine feet tall and appropriately endowed it was difficult – he just paid for a lush room in one of the city’s better inns.


    Retracing his steps, Torr padded back towards the paladins’ rooms. Every paladin had their own bedroom and study along the back corridor of the large chapel. Most had carved their names into the doors; the snowcat saw no reason to desecrate such beautifully carved oak. Touching each door as he walked by, noticing Mier was once again missing this morning, he counted three from the right to reach Vorel’s corridors. This particular door had decorations of The Hopegiver’s actions and most famous disciples, since Vorel was the head paladin. He knocked, waiting for the lupis to answer. It took a few seconds, but the wolf did answer, looking amused with himself.


    “What do you need, Torr?” the lupis asked with a look of mischief on his muzzle. The other paladin hadn’t seen his leader look like that in years.

  


  
    “It’s about Acton. He brought another female back to the chapel last night,” the felis began.


    “I am aware,” he answered formally, the humor fading from his eyes. Talking with the less experienced paladin had become much more difficult since Acton and Rasvim had joined the Order. Torr believed neither of them had what it took to follow The Hopegiver’s edicts.


    “Why do you allow this?” the felis responded. Vorel took a breath before he responded.


    “As I have told you before, there is no religious law against him bringing females back to the chapel and mating them all he wants. Also as I have told you before, I will not order him to desist because of this. Why does it bother you so much?” Vorel pulled the massive door open all the way so he could stand muzzle to muzzle with the other paladin. Vorel was planning to lead the prayers today, so he wore full plate embossed with his deity’s holy symbol. A glittering longsword was sheathed at his waist, along with a heavy polished steel shield on his back.


    “Because he distracts from the purpose of this chapel! Whenever he has a sexed-up female here, it keeps the clerics distracted! Why in all the hells do you just let him……” words left the snowcat for a moment as he drew in a deep breath. “defile these blessed hallways with his lust!” Torr had yelled so loud he heard someone down the hall moving in their rooms. Vorel’s eyes narrowed and a dangerous tone underlined his voice.


    “You have no authority to stop him from bedding anyone he wants. Go back to your quarters, paladin, or I will discipline you.” Torr growled at the other male, spun around, and stomped down the hall. Once he reached a corner he turned, nearly blind with rage. Pushing past a few startled clerics he stormed out of the chapel, dressed in his full paladin chainmail. It was lighter than his plate and more comfortable in the early autumn heat. Right now, though, he just wanted to find someone to yell at, someone to let him release the rage building inside of him before he lashed out at the wrong person. To The Snarling Bear he went.

  


  
    The Snarling Bear was a tavern in the temple district of the city where missionaries and other religious travelers paid top dollar for spectacular rooms. During this time it was practically deserted – most pilgrimages were made during late fall and early winter. Torr knew of one person who was always there – Leon of Nue, the bruin innkeeper. Strong yet gentle at the same time, he always listened when Torr needed someone to vent at. Leon would be awake at this early hour, but the tavern wouldn’t be open – perfect for the angry felis. The inn stood huddled between two large temples, giving onlookers the impression of a child in the shadow of its parents. The temples on each side were marble, while the inn was plain, unpainted wood. The outside belied an extravagant interior, however.


    Once Torr burst through the front swinging saloon doors, growling in rage, the few servants already working shifted into action. One jackal servant greeted him, escorting him to an empty table where another servant – a vixen dressed only in a breastband and loincloth – sat a large plate of grilled sausages, meat patties, and bacon in front of him. Torr ate like a savage, clawing at the meat with his bare paws and shoving it into his snarling muzzle. Once the plate was clear of food another thick ceramic plate, this one piled high with local fruits and vegetables appeared before him and mauled with equal ferocity. It took another four plates of alternating food groups to satisfy the raging male.


    “Feel better, Torr?” a voice asked him from behind the bar. The snowcat looked up, focusing on the large form. As a felis he didn’t have a problem seeing in dim light.


    “Morning, Leon,” he muttered, still angry at his leader. The bruin leaned on the bar, pointing at one of the sturdy stools in front of it.


    “Tell me what’s got you in a rage.” It was more of an order than a request, so Torr lifted himself away from his pile of dirty plates and slid on to the stool Leon had pointed at. As soon as he sat down he began to weave the whole tale, from his anger at Acton to Vorel’s attitude, to his other current worries, such as Mier’s frequent trips to the seedier parts of town and Rasvim’s taste in large, strong males. It took over an hour for him to finish ranting, during which Leon hadn’t spoken a word.

  


  
    “Those are a lot of problems,” Leon said slowly. The massive bear, larger than even Vorel, pulled on one of his tree-truck arms until his shoulder popped. “There’s a few of those you can’t really do nothin’ about, though. Acton’s gonna screw who he wants to screw, even with ya complainin’ ‘bout it. Try just askin’ him to bring his lady friends somewhere else. Your paladin leader’s just lookin’ out for you. He’s not really mad. As fer the kid, it’s his choice if he wants ta raise his tail fer a few big lads.” Hearing these words from the bruin somehow put things in perspective for Torr. He’d have to deal with these problems himself – the other paladins just weren’t going to cooperate. He thanked Leon for his time, paid for the food, and departed.


    Sunlight streaming into the open window awoke Mier with a start. Trying to roll over, he grunted as he realized he was still tied to the male from the night before, so instead he leaned down and licked over the nezumi’s face. Unlike Acton, this Nezumi much more resembled a sewer rat – black, shaggy fur; long, cruel nails on his paws and feet, and a distinct pointed muzzle that always looked like it was plotting and scowling. After a few licks the rat stirred, swiping the giant male’s paw away, moaning as he felt the lodged knot.


    “Don’t move,” he moaned, shifting his thighs so he could better squeeze down on the still-rock-hard shaft. Spikes of pain and pleasure shot up the Wolfen’s spine; Mier whimpered, stretching down to nip at the other male’s neck.


    “Don’t do that,” he whispered as he licked over the rodent’s tattered ears. The only thing squeezing would do this early in the morning was not let him pull out for another hour – apparently exactly what the smaller male wanted. The Wolfen moved his paws, each which was larger than the rat’s head, to grip the male’s hips. With a grunt from him and a squeak from the rodent he yanked his slightly deflated knot out before he’d have to mate the male for a fourth time. Mier rolled over, pulling the rat on to all fours in the same motion.

  


  
    Mier climbed on top of the smaller male, marveling at his flexibility. Sometimes the Wolfen wondered how such a small, nearly emaciated male could take him so regularly. Probably being a thief didn’t hurt his ability to take it under the tail. Nipping over the male’s scruff and back, the Wolfen slowly worked his way down the thick fur. The nemuzi’s body might have been thin, but he had the stamina of a warrior with the sensitivity of a virgin. Each time a fang scraped his skin the rat shivered; every time the Wolfen tugged on his fur with his lips the smaller male clicked his prominent teeth.


    “Mmmm,” the rat breathed, relaxing so his shoulders and muzzle rested on one of the large pillows, presenting his rump to the larger male. He wrapped his prehensile tail around Mier’s neck lightly, trying to pull him further south. Taking the hint, the Wolfen’s massive muzzle descended, gnawing lightly on the base of his tail, his tongue slobbering wetly all over the bare flash. Like most nezumi, this one had no hair from his tail down and around to his balls. The rat wiggled his hips, trying to get the tongue to move down - Mier happily obliged. The giant male’s tongue dove into the stretched hole, lapping up the slowly leaking cum from under the lashing tail. With each dive of his tongue, the skinny rat squeaked and gripped the sheets. Every few laps he pulled his tongue out, tracing the ring of muscle sloppily.


    With another growl Mier reached down underneath the nezumi, gripping his shaft. The rat’s cock was thin but had length to make up for it. The Wolfen’s rough paws tugged at it, his other paw pulling the smaller male’s cheeks farther apart to give his tongue deeper access. The nezumi started to moan, thrusting alternatively between the probing tongue and the caressing paw. His clawed paws ripped holes in the thin, flea-infested sheets as he thrashed around, looking to an observer like his was both desperately trying to get away from the giant predator and overwhelmed with pleasure.

  


  
    Mier’s tongue slurped out of the abused hole, moving down as the large male bodily lifted up the nezumi. His paws gripped the slim thighs as his long, wide tongue now wrapped around the thin shaft, making the rat gasp with pleasure. He just panted now as the large male began to sloppily work his shaft, moving from clumsily rolling the small balls around on his tongue to snaking around the shaft and trying to suck on it from behind. The large male grunted, pulling the shaft back between the nezumi’s legs so he could actually get his tongue around it. The rat spread his knees farther apart, giving the Wolfen easier access and getting rid of that pseudo-painful feeling of his shaft pressing backwards against his balls.


    As the rat got closer to cumming he began to buck around, wanting more and more of the large male’s tongue around him, his paws gripping harder on him. He loved the rough way Mier always mated - claws and teeth everywhere and no regrets about what got stuck where or if either of them bled. He felt the pressure in his balls begins to rise and he huffed, trying to warn the other male he was so close. The Wolfen seemed to know intuitively he was close – they’d spent so many nights together, it shouldn’t have surprised him – that one of his paws gripped his balls hard, squeezing them almost to the brink of pain. It was just what the rat needed.


    The nezumi came hard into the larger male’s muzzle, squeaking and hissing as he released, far more than he should have been able to after such a rough night. He heard the Wolfen growl around the shaft, sucking mercilessly, making the rat see stars. There was just too much stimulation between the relentless tongue, vacuuming muzzle, the paw gripping his balls and the other scratching down his back. His whole body went limp as he passed out.

  


  
    Mier knew something was up when the tail around his neck slackened. He pulled his lips away from the shaft, kissing away the last drops of cum. Looking up and seeing the nezumi’s unfocused keys and unclenched paws he smiled. Mier climbed on top of the smaller male, kissing him on each of his tattered ears.


    “Goodbye,” he whispered, knowing full well Gix couldn’t hear him. He rolled off the bed, pulling the tangles out of his fur. He had his armor donned and was out the door before the rat regained consciousness.


    


    

  


  Chapter 2 Secrets


  


  Vorel didn’t see Mier enter the chapel, and it was probably a good thing. Most of the time the Wolfen came back from the lower city he was covered in small scratches – today there were extremely prominent ones across his muzzle. Other scratches marked his torso, but they were hidden by his armor. His size virtually stopped him from sneaking anywhere, so he just kept his muzzle low so the light didn’t emphasize his wounds.


  “Have a good night?” Acton asked on his way out. The mouse was the only paladin in the chapel who knew why he went on these “adventures” in the slums.


  “Better than most,” he muttered back, wincing as a side step around the smaller paladin made a bite on his thigh open up. He’d have to heal that once he had the chance. Walking through the main chapel room, he made sure the head paladin was no where in sight.


  The main worshiping room served as the central access point for the entire church. Nearly every surface was plated in silver, with stained glass windows set in every wall. They depicted the Hopegiver in various states of leadership – brandishing a tower shield to protect peasants, handing down holy artifacts to his disciples and finally burning away a horde of undead. The artistry of the deity handing down wisdom lay on the wall behind the main podium. That way those attending service could see the head paladin or cleric as a divine messenger. Right now the chapel floor was almost completely covered in kneeling forms – service would start within the hour.


  
    Most of the patrons of this chapel were from the lower city so everyone was in some state of shambles. The Hopegiver, as a deity of protection, attracted many of the poor and unfortunate. As Mier looked around, he observed many males and females he had met while visiting Gix. There were slum lords, dock workers, prostitutes, beggars and even street performers. After giving the crowd one last look, Mier limped into the left corridor out of the main room.


    He had to move through that entire corridor, down another, and then find his room. By the time he reached the doorway the bite was causing pain to shoot up his leg. Deep bites were a downside of mating with a black-furred nezumi. He opened the door, kicking excess suits of armor and crates of supplies out of his way with his good leg. By the time he made it to the bed – if you could call it that; it was more like a nest of sheets and pillows – he just wanted to find a nice gallon of ale. Curling up around his wounded leg, he touched a paw against the bite. Even through the armor his powers worked well; well enough to make most of his bites and scratches disappear. He left a few of the smaller marks intact. There was no need to waste his finite healing on minor wounds. After he meditated for a few minutes to clear his head of Gix and the night before, he stood up and gravitated back toward the main chapel.


    This time he took another way around, going down the hallway with the paladins’ living quarters to turn to another corridor, this one lined with the live-in servants’ rooms. These included the cooks, physicians, and their mates. Padding silently past the unmarked doors, Mier decided to view the service from afar. Taking a staircase hidden behind a brilliantly colored tapestry, he worked his way to the second floor. Balconies on the second and third floors looked down on the main chapel room – one of these would let him covertly watch the ceremonies without having to participate.

  


  
    As all the praying began, Mier found a vantage point directly across from the podium. This would let whoever was leading the ceremony today see him without any of the devotees noticing he was there. Many of those living in slums believed paladins could pull them out of their miserable existences. Every time the Wolfen had attended one of these larger congregations the poor had gathered around him, touching him and begging him for a divine blessing. Trying to push them away only made them angry – then they accused him of not caring. So now he observed from afar.


    Vorel took the podium after the opening ceremony, leaning over it and reading from one of the Hopegiver’s holy books. He had chosen a very optimistic story, Mier thought. The tale was one of the Prophet Gyr, a commoner who spoke the Words of Creation. Everyone had just assumed he was mute, until the seraphim Azrael, the archangel of forgiveness, revealed to him his speech could alter the very fabric of the universe. That lupis had fought against an invading army, saving the entire town of Smuggler’s Light. The tale contained many attributes the Hopegiver held dear – reliability, courage, and protecting the innocent. Even better for the crowd, the actions had only taken place a year or so ago.


    The story took only half an hour, since the majority of the service was devoted to helping those in need. Sickly peasants trudged up to the podium, waiting in line for the chapel’s healing services. Others moved to the eastern end of the main room, milling around in a small group to wait on the temple cooks to bring out free bread and soup. Mier sighed – many of those beggars legitimately couldn’t afford food. The final group of worshipers chatted amongst themselves and waited for the others to disperse. These males and females would stay the longest – they were here for counsel about their love lives, how to deal with their neighbors, and family matters. The Wolfen turned back toward the staircase. There were far too many ill for Vorel to heal alone.

  


  
    Acton turned a corner, ducking into a shadowed alleyway, clutching his ribs. The dagger wound was bleeding profusely; if he didn’t heal that soon, he’d be in trouble. The mouse slipped a dagger out of a sheath strapped to his lower back, praying he wouldn’t have to kill anyone today. The mouse should’ve known better than to venture this deep into the slums; even Mier sometimes came back roughed up. There was movement on his right, a form passing into his vision. He swung without thinking, his blade catching only air. Turning, the cloaked creature stepped back, two oddly curved daggers in his gloved paws. Acton flicked his wrist, another dagger appearing in his free, though bloodied, paw.


    “Don’t make me kill you,” he growled, his lithe form shifting into a fighter’s stance. The potential assassin charged – Acton jumped, twisting his body over the other’s head, one of his paws grabbing at the offender’s hood and flipping it off. As he landed he tumbled out of the other’s reach. Spinning around, he dropped his daggers in surprise when he saw who it was. His assassin was Gix, the nezumi Mier visited on a regular basis. The mouse looked up at him, his mouth agape.


    “Hey,” he commented gingerly, hoping the other male recognized him. Though the rat didn’t visit the chapel very often, it was generally Acton who smuggled him out for his Wolfen ally. The nezumi’s eyes focused on him. He relaxed, sheathing his daggers underneath his cloak.


    “Mornin’ Acton,” the black-furred male growled. He helped the mouse up, eying the still-bleeding wound in the paladin’s chest.

  


  
    “Heal afore we get outta here,” he hissed, switching his gaze between both ends of the alleyway. The mouse took a moment to call on his healing magic, white lightning coruscating from his paws as he pressed the wound closed. A second of concentration and he was good as new.


    “Let’s move.” The paladin grabbed the other male’s wrist, leading him out of the alleyway and down a packed, dirty street. Whoever had tried to kill him the first time apparently had lost heart; no one descended on him, even when the two cut through a dark alleyway or behind rickety buildings. It took them a few minutes to get out of the immediate area. When they did, Gix pointed him in a new direction. Puzzled, the paladin followed the other male.


    A dozen blocks or so led them to a crumbling building on the very edge of the slums bordering the temple district. Four stories tall, the brick building looked like a good sneeze could make it collapse. Beggars loitered in front of it, their paws held above their heads. The nezumi went right through the door, up three flights of rickety stairs and to a shabby-looking door, looking back a few times to make sure Acton still followed. Kicking it open, he pulled the dazed paladin into the single room.


    Gix’s apartment was simple, but made comfortable by amenities. A mattress took up the majority of the room with barely enough room around it to stand. Acton blushed under his white fur – a set of Mier’s giant chainmail lay discarded at the edge of the bed. The thin walls – the paladin could hear crying children in the next room – were decorated with crude paintings of the Wolfen paladin and the rat, some of them pornographic.


    “Who attacked you?” the rat growled, peeling off his cloak and throwing it unceremoniously on the bed.


    “One of Jakkin’s worshippers,” the mouse explained, double-checking to make sure he could reach all his daggers. Jakkin was the felis god of thieves, gambling, alcohol and general deception. “They tend to get irritated when I roam around the city.” Acton turned to the other male, placing his paws on his hips.

  


  
    “Why do you want to know?” he asked playfully, his naked tail whipping around behind him. The nezumi glared at him but didn’t raise a paw.


    “You’re one of Mier’s friends. He’d be mad if you died in the slums.” The mouse nodded, visualizing the destruction the massive Wolfen would cause if he went on a rampage in this part of the city. He chuckled, giving the paintings on the walls a closer look. One of them portrayed the two exchanging sword blows; another was the two standing back to back nude; the third depicted them having sex, the Wolfen bent over the smaller male, his knotted cock pressing in underneath his tail. Acton stuck his tongue out when he realized where the painted paladin’s maleness had to be going.


    “Gross,” he mused, looking sidelong at the nezumi. “How can that feel good?” The rat scowled at him, punching him lightly in the back.


    “Never been with a male?” he croaked. It seemed everything the nezumi said sounded like a growl. He cackled, a strange, grating sound that sent shivers up the paladin’s spine.


    “You’d have to be the only male in Eldere who wasn’t had a cock up his tailhole one way or another.” Acton shrugged, not seeing what the big deal was. He doubted anything a male could do to him would compete with the numerous females he had been with, especially not one from this part of town. He turned toward the door, his paw on the knob.


    “Don’t think I need it,” he remarked. He didn’t have a chance to open that door.


    The nezumi bum-rushed him, pressing him against the wooden door. The paladin struggled, trying to push the other male off of him. They were nearly identical in body shape and size, so the rat had the advantage at the moment. He quickly pinned the other male’s paws against the door, gripping his scruff between his teeth. Acton froze – at this point, he couldn’t escape without hurting the nezumi.

  


  
    “Let me go,” he said firmly, hoping to intimidate the scrawny male. It didn’t work; the nezumi growled against his fur, sending vibrations up into his skull. He slackened the grip he had on the white-furred male, one of his paws still firmly pressing against his wrists. His other paw reached around, unbuttoning the mouse’s leather pants.


    “Stop!” Maybe someone else would hear him, come to his rescue. He was a paladin, a protector of the weak, and here he was completely in control of a skinny thief from the city. The rat’s paws shoved the paladin’s trousers down, just enough to expose his rump and groin. His fur was extremely short and soft, contrasting sharply with the nezumi’s long and bristly strands. The paw moved away from his sheath as the mouse blushed from his neck to his ears, pressing his forehead against the cold wood. This was degrading, humiliating, embarrassing…..why was he breathing hard, trying to control his arousal?


    A sucking sound from behind him brought him back to the task at hand. The paw still holding his wrists gripped harder as sharp claws dug into the cleft between his cheeks, spreading them apart as one of the fingers probed around between them. He squeaked, arching his back and tensing in reaction to the attention. The intruding fingers were cold and moist, sending slight shivers up and down his back. The rat’s paw braced to hold his cheeks apart, the wet fingers tickling some of the only skin on his body not covered in fur.


    “Don’t….” he breathed, panting against the door. Something wet pressed against his anal ring; with a gasp from the mouse and a bite from the nezumi, the rat pushed his middle finger in the tight hole up to the second joint. The white rodent’s eyes filled with tears as the first male to ever touch him let go of his wrists. His claws dug deep into the cheap wood as his body betrayed him. Gix pressed roughly down on a spot inside him, Acton feeling his sheath bulge, blood rising in his shaft.


    “I’ve had my eyes on you for a while,” the rat hissed in his ear, moving the digit in to the next joint, massaging whatever it was in there that made his knees weak. “You’re too cute for a paladin. You should be a harem slave, or some noble’s toy.” The digit shoved in to the base, now wiggling around, rearranging his unaccustomed insides. A second finger pressed against his ring; Acton squeaked and lifted himself up on his toes as the rat shoved mercilessly, going all the way in without pause. He wrapped his flexible tail around the rat’s wrist, tugging at it.

  


  
    “Mier told me how you refused to let him touch you. How he pined for you, how he loved you…” Acton pressed his entire face against the door, hot with embarrassment as much as arousal. He had known the Wolfen wanted to experiment with him a few years ago, but to go as far as love…how could he not have picked that up? He was so experienced at telling when females were interested in him, and he didn’t notice a male living in the room next to him?


    The fingers began slowly moving in and out of his tailhole, pressing down firmly on something that took his breath away with each thrust. The mouse’s knees buckled; as he started to collapse a strong arm wrapped around his waist, the clawed paw gripping his dripping, fully erect shaft. Acton could only pant helplessly against the door. Gix didn’t need that paw to hold his cheeks apart now; it squeezed down, sending pre shooting against the door still supporting him.


    “I’m just a substitute for his precious mouse. Always his comrade, but never his lover,” the rat’s voice was tainted with emotions the mouse rarely heard together – jealously and sadness at the same time. The paw on his maleness began to stroke vigorously, the thumb rubbing precum all over his sensitive head. He whimpered, his short claws digging deep scratches into the wood he was pressed against. Females never touched him like this; they want to be mated and nothing else. No foreplay, no touching, no roaming paws.


    “Now I can tell him you’re a tailraiser just like him,” Gix whispered into his round ear. The paw didn’t relent, and Acton cursed his carnal drive for working against him. He loved this – he didn’t want it to stop. The fingers pressed against a point of pleasure he didn’t even know about, the nezumi’s rough, yet still somehow gentle treatment driving him wild. Every time the paw on his ass moved to press that spot he rose on to his toes; every time the fingers nearly pulled out of his tail hole he lowered to pull them back in.

  


  
    “Enjoy it,” in his other ear made the mouse blush, then cry out as the rat bit down on his ear. His ears were one of his most sensitive points; he didn’t even let the females he slept with on a regular basis touch them. The bite sent shock waves through his whole body, setting every nerve on fire. The fingers left his ass completely and were replaced my something else wet and similarly shaped. Still on a euphoric high from the bite, the mouse could only moan loudly as the nezumi’s long, thin shaft pressed into his tailhole, pushing past the ring of muscle easily after the fingers had stretched him.


    The maleness pressed inside him like nothing else ever had; Acton couldn’t move, forced on to his toes by the slight height difference of the two and the sensations emanating from under his tail. He squeaked with every inward thrust – the rat gave him no time to adjust. He shivered, collapsing against the door, still weakly trying to move the black-furred male away. The paw that had moved inside him before now moved up and down his tail, shifting it to wrap around the rat’s waist. Acton obliged; now they were in a true rodent mating position.


    “Show me how much you love having me inside you,” the rat hissed, licking along the overwhelmed paladin’s super-sensitive ears. Every wet pass of the tongue fogged his brain; every gentle nip made him jump slightly, squeezing down hard on the shaft inside him. His own maleness ached with need – he wouldn’t last much longer in the rat’s pistoning paw. The nezumi’s thrusts slowed, becoming deeper and more intense, his paw matching the rhythm. Every time the rat hilted he’d bite down, piercing the mouse’s left or right ear; within a few minutes his ears were as tattered as the rat’s. Gix’s other paw braced against the door, supporting the deliberate movements.

  


  
    “I’m not gonna stop until you release in my paw,” the rat whispered. He pulled out until only the head of his cock was behind the anal ring and then thrust completely in, making the paladin moan out loud. Hissing into his ear, his teeth sank into the paladin’s neck and his paws both went to his groin, one rapidly jerking his shaft while the other rhythmically squeezed his balls. Acton couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe, and most importantly, couldn’t resist. Again, again, and again the rat did these powerful thrusts until the mouse couldn’t take it more. He squeaked several times in rapid succession, his eyes shut as his balls pulled up close to his body.


    The rat didn’t relent as white juices poured over his black paw; if anything, he tried to overwhelm the spasming male. Just as the paladin’s orgasm started, the nezumi pushed his entire length inside, hilting himself and nipping over the mouse’s now-reddening ears. He sprayed his seed inside the other male, reveling as Acton’s passage squeezed down on him from the male’s own orgasm. Once he began shooting, he shoved in and out rapidly, making sure to hit the paladin’s prostate with each inward thrust. This only lengthened Acton’s pleasure; every press on his pleasure spot made another glob of cum shoot from the head of his abused maleness.


    The paladin collapsed first – only the paw milking his shaft held him up. His legs burned as he was forced to stay in this semi-upright position. The thrusting didn’t cease when he was spent; the mouse started to cry from the intense sensations coming from his stretched passage. Females had sometimes tried to play with him right after sex; that was nothing compared to the aching pleasure filling every part of him. Clawing at the doorframe and begging the rat to stop didn’t help; it was another minute or so before he finally stopped shoving in and out of the white rodent. The rat leaned back, slowly falling on to the floor and pulling the shivering paladin on to his lap. Acton was too weak now to resist much, so he spread his sore legs out in front of him, still impaled on the nezumi’s long maleness,

  


  
    “Males aren’t that bad, are they?” The mouse looked down at himself, cum staining his normally jet-black leather armor. His own shaft still stood completely at attention, a few drops of seed leaking out of it. He could feel the rat’s lashing tail between his legs, lightly slapping his covered lower thighs.


    The reality of what he had just done hit him; his whole body tensed up in blind panic, making the rat hiss in pleasure. He pulled off of the shaft, a squelching noise reaching his ears. As Gix grumbled at him – he didn’t hear the words – he clenched his tail hole shut to stop the rat’s seed from leaking out, tugging his pants up and buttoning them with lightning speed. Trying to work the door when he was so shaky and spent was too difficult, so he leaned against the wall next to the door, stars in his eyes.


    “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” came a voice from behind him. Acton could feel the rat’s presence right behind him. He heard the door click open, the rat pulling it wide for the mouse. Acton staggered through the hallway, his unsteady legs driving him to the staircase.


    There was no subtlety during Acton’s return trip. He sprinted as fast as he could back to his chapel, blindly pushing and shoving anyone out of his way. Inside the chapel he dodged questions about his wounds – there was very little left of his ears. Down a hall and around a corner he was in the bathing rooms. Pausing only long enough to strip off everything he wore, he sank into the magically heated waters. His paws flashed as he grabbed every basin of bathing salts within reach. He scrubbed the sands into his fur, trying to rub out the memory of what had just happened as much as the pungent odors. His flesh was raw within a minute – normally he was very gentle with his soft skin. The abrasive sands did their work, eliminating every trace of the nezumi and the other male’s seed from his body. He felt the seed still inside him leek out into the comfortable waters; the mouse moved across the communal tub. Lucky for him, there was no else one here mid-afternoon. He wrapped his arms around himself, praying silently for guidance. He was scared; he had not only raised his tail – however unwillingly at first – for another male, but he had enjoyed it. He had loved it. He bowed his head, beginning to cry from shear worry into his paws.

  


  
    Another swing of the massive broadsword; Rasvim barely blocked the powerful blow. As he pushed the other sword back with his own, he saw an opening in Vorel’s defense. Kicking out to connect squarely with the lupis’s knee, he turned his blade to the side and slammed into the paladin’s abdomen. The wolf tumbled back, his blade spinning from his paws. After catching his breath, he stood up and chuckled.


    “You’re getting better. It only took you an hour to disarm me,” he wheezed, holding his side. The fox sheathed his sword and rushed up to the head paladin.


    “I didn’t hurt you did I?” he whined, folding his ears back in concern. The wolf only laughed, placing a paw on the smaller male’s shoulder.


    “Don’t worry about me, Rasvim. I’d be more worried about you.” The fox yelped as the other male tackled him, easily knocking him to the floor. He beat his paws against the wolf’s back, but for all the good it did he might as well have hit him with pillows. The muscular male hoisted him into his arms, pinning the vulpine’s arms against his chest.


    “Put me down!” Vorel only chuckled, exiting the practice arena through a side door and taking a shortcut to the paladin’s living quarters. Once they reached that hallway, the lupis carried the fox into his quarters, throwing him down on to the bed. The vulpine landed on his back, his legs high in the air. Before he could roll over, the wolf grabbed a hold of his ankles. He bent the smaller male’s legs back until his muzzle was between his knees. The fox winced, a joint in his armor jamming in his ribs.

  


  
    “You know it’s easier if I’m not in armor,” he teased. Vorel smiled, letting the fox’s appendages free. He stood up and shut the door, clicking the lock shut.


    “I can help that,” he growled, climbing back on to the bed. Rasvim rolled on to his belly, relaxing his arms above his head. The strong wolf’s paws pressed against the middle of his back.


    “Can you get the kinks out?” the fox whispered, turning his muzzle so he could look at the larger paladin. The lupis nodded and began to go to work. First, he unbuckled the straps holding the vulpine’s practice armor together. He started at the male’s neck, unhinging the protective guard. As he pulled it away he gave the smaller male a kiss on the scruff of his neck, inhaling his sweaty musk. Then, he peeled away the large chunk of padding over his back and sides. The male below him sighed, raising his shoulders up so the paladin could lift the entire faux hauberk off of him.


    Once his torso was bare, the paladin’s calloused paws began to knead the smaller male’s shoulders like bread. Knots seemed to be all over his upper body from the hard training; as the wolf worked out the cramps one by one, the vulpine’s body seemed to melt into a relaxed pool. He didn’t even object when the lupis undid his tassets and greaves, pulling them off his sore legs. The vulpine’s fur was so sweat-soaked it was maroon rather than bright red.


    “At least you can move now after training,” he said softly, kneading the male’s tense thighs. Rasvim groaned when the wolf’s paws slowly worked the tough knots out of his aching muscles. When the paladin tried to take off his loincloth, the vulpine swiped at his face with his tail.


    “I hurt too much,” he whimpered. The wolf moved his paws away from the fox’s last piece of clothing, instead kneading his calves. Once every pained muscle in the small male’s body had been worked, Vorel lovingly caressed the pads on his feet. Rasvim rolled over slowly enough so the lupis didn’t lose his grip.

  


  
    “Thank you,” he whispered, already drifting off to sleep, his entire body in a state of bliss. The wolf continued to caress his feet until the young male was lightly snoring. The head paladin crawled up so he was braced on all fours above the cute male. Even drenched in sweat the vulpine was unforgettable – exquisitely soft fur, a trimmed body without being effeminate and a face unclouded by deep concerns. In the lupis’s divine vision the male glowed like a bonfire, gold fire surrounding and pulsing through his form. Without a thought the wolf kissed him on the lips, smiling as the fox instinctively kissed him back. He then kissed him once on each cheek, crawled off the bed, and departed.


    Instead of heading back into his quarters like he intended, the head paladin was intercepted by Torr just outside Rasvim’s door. The snowcat needed one of the holy artifacts from the temple vault; an original copy of the Hopegiver’s holy texts, written in the language of the gods. He knew the felis could read it, but it was generally only removed for special occasions.


    “What do you need it for?” he asked as he searched around his own rooms for the key to the vault. After drafting the other paladin to help him it still took a quarter of an hour to locate the errant key. Forged out of bronze, the ornate key was nearly as large as the lupis’s palm.


    “I need to look up some verses for meditation that aren’t in my copies,” the snowcat responded after he saw the key in the wolf’s paw. Vorel shrugged; that made sense. They left the paladin’s quarters, walking in sync to the main chapel hall. From there they pulled open a marble door in a far corner of the spacious room, descending down unlit stairs; a word from the head paladin turned on magical lanterns to light their way. At the bottom of the staircase loomed a threshold trimmed in powdered silver. The paladin inhaled, took a step over the glittering line, and exhaled once he was across it. The feeling from the magical barrier was strange – like claws raking over his brain. The lupis tossed the ornate key to the snowcat. Confused, Torr followed a moment later.

  


  
    “The key turns off the protective spells,” he said, the heavy air in the rooms absorbing his voice. Inside the vault shelves of beautiful ceramics, weapons and tomes stood covered in dust and cobwebs. Vorel moved between them, touching a tome here and a spellbook there. If any thief could find their way in here, they’d never have to steal again.


    “Do you remember which one you needed?” the wolf said, looking around for any holy books that weren’t falling apart. The head paladin decided he needed to spend a week or so just repairing everything here.


    “The one with the gilded illustrations. I remember that one was the best copy we still had.” After a few more minutes of searching they found what Torr was looking for. Sitting open on a pedestal near a weapons rack, the painted words within it glowed softly. Vorel picked up the hefty book – it weighed over twenty pounds because of all the gold in the ink. After shutting it and making sure the leather strap that closed it was secure, he handed over the large tome.


    “This is probably the best copy of the Hopegiver’s words we still have. Make sure to return it when you are done.” Vorel worked his way back towards the exit. He didn’t need the key to let himself out; he would let the snowcat hold on to it.


    “I will take very good care of it,” Torr whispered as the head paladin retreated. Cuddling the heavy book in his arms, he followed the wolf out of the vault and up the spiral staircase.


    Now that he had a legitimate copy of the Hopegiver’s words in his paws, Torr knew where he had to go. After politely seeing the lupis back to his rooms, the snowcat went back to his own to grab his traveling bag. He hoisted it on one shoulder, rushing as fast he could out of the temple.


    The snowcat reached his destination in only a few minutes, since it was only a few blocks away. The temple he now entered was much smaller than his own but contained resourced he, as a paladin of the Hopegiver, didn’t have access to. Many of the patrons of this particular church pointed him out to their friends or tried to stop him for chatter. He was pleasant, but firm, in his refusals for conversation. Once he was through the crowded common room he ducked into one of the reception rooms.

  


  
    “I need to talk to Alianna,” he commanded, slamming the massive tome down on the cleric’s desk. The startled jackal looked up and huffed at him.


    “You’ll need to wait until she’s done with her current confession,” he remarked before going back to the book he was perusing. Torr narrowed his eyes at the cleric.


    “Try again,” he growled, leaning over the desk to stare face-to-face with the jackal. He breathed hard – the pungent smell of his morning fish dish wafted directly into the other holy male’s face. He coughed and shut his eyes.


    “Get her now or I’ll start spreading that smell over your entire office.” The cleric lifted his nose to the rude paladin, retreating out a back door of the room, returning in about a minute, practically dragging a harassed-looking lapin behind him. The rabbit took one look at the paladin and spit on the floor.


    “What do you want? Come to apologize for Acton?” She looked like she might hit him as easily as talk to him. Torr picked up the holy book and waved it at the two clerics.


    “Quite the opposite,” he began, reveling in the shocked look on her face. “Can we talk in your study?” Alianna nodded, turning and motioning for the male to follow her. Once they were behind closed doors, Mier set the tome down carefully on her desk. He then sat down in the chair normally reserved for the confessor, propping his boots up on the desk next to his artifact.


    “You’ve got one minute,” the lapin said, taking her seat on the other side of the desk, her paws in her lap. Torr’s muzzle broke into a devilish smile.


    “How would you like to help me make Acton lose his place in the Order?” he asked, waiting to see the lapin’s response. At first, she looked shocked, but when she saw the door was completely closed, her face shifted out of the façade.

  


  
    “And how do you plan to do that?” She leaned forward in her chair, hunger in her large eyes. The snowcat licked his lips, a purr rising in his large chest.


    “By using your particular skills as a cleric of Anzivo.” Anzivo was the jackal god of law and death. He held order above all other aspects of life and punished those who broke the rules they had agreed to follow intensely. The lapin looked confused until Torr opened the holy tome in front of him, its words glowing slightly even in the brightly lit room.


    “Read these laws of the Hopegiver and find references so I can prove to Vorel the newer paladins and clerics within my temple have fallen from the path of light.” He said all this in a single breath, believing – knowing – this was the right thing to do. His comrades may be excellent fighters and wonderful friends, but they desecrated the holy grounds of Hopegiver with their sexual transgressions. As symbols of the Hopegiver, they must behave and appear above the normal.


    “And what do I get out of this?” she inquired, her fingers lightly tracing the gilded words. Torr shut the book, latching its buckle.


    “This tome. It’s worth a fortune and my temple has many other copies of the Hopegiver’s words.” Though the snowcat didn’t particularly want to be rid of this beautiful artifact, it made an excellent bargaining chip. “And, of course, you get to see Acton stripped of everything that makes him so confident.”


    He sat there for quite a while as the lapin thought it over. She reopened the book, carefully flipped through the vellum pages, and muttered under breath. After what seemed like an eternity for the paladin, she looked him straight in the eye.


    “You have a deal.”


    


    

  


  Chapter 3 Exposure


  


  No one saw Acton for the rest of the afternoon and into the night; every one of the paladins knocked on his door at one time or another. He didn’t show up for mealtimes or communal prayers either. It wasn’t until after midnight that people began to become worried.


  “Has anyone seen him since he left this morning?” Vorel asked the clerics right after the midnight bell. None of them had seen him go that morning or come back to his quarters. Now very worried, the lupis went to ask each of the protectors of the church. Starting with Torr, he knocked loudly on his door, hoping to wake up everyone living in that hall. The snowcat answered immediately.


  “Have you seen Acton?” the wolf asked before the other paladin could even greet him. The snowcat must have seen the worry on his face since he did not make a sarcastic retort about the mouse.


  “Not since some lapin ran out of his rooms this morning,” the paladin responded, moving to shut the door. Vorel let him, since that information didn’t surprise him in the least. Many females had stormed out of the rodent’s quarters in the early hours of the morning. Next the lupis knocked on Rasvim’s door.


  
    “Who is it?” the vulpine answered from within.


    “It’s me.” After a moment the fox answered, dressed in a silk tunic that was barely long enough to cover his thighs. Vorel blushed; if anyone else had been at the door, Rasvim would have taken the time to pull on pants.


    “Do you know where Acton went this morning?” he asked, looking at the ceiling. The two males hadn’t spent a night together, yet the vulpine had taken to heart the lupis’s affections. When the fox didn’t answer, the wolf looked him in the eye.


    “I was waiting for you to look at me.” Quietly the vulpine added, “I’m decent you know.” The two’s ideas of decency were vastly different it would seem. “I know he went into the slums to talk to the Jakkin temple. He probably got back and went to bed.” Vorel nodded, his blush not fading. The fox reached out, pressing a paw against his chest.


    “Not tonight,” the wolf whispered, holding the other’s paw against him. He wanted to stay with the fox – he truly did – but there were larger matters at hand. Instead the lupis leaned forward to kiss the smaller male on the lips.


    “Come back once you find him,” the vulpine said, closing the door between them. Vorel placed his forehead against the thick oak, thinking. There was nothing in the Hopegiver’s words against this kind of tryst, but the fox still made Vorel nervous. He had contacted a demon of desire in his efforts to be with the paladin; whether or not the wolf admitted to the other male, he knew the creature’s shape. How far would the vulpine go to keep a relationship together? For Vorel, there was no one who came before the Hopegiver in his heart, and there shouldn’t be anyone before the deity in Rasvim’s. The lupis paladin shook his muzzle, bringing him back to reality. He moved farther down the hall, intending to talk to Mier. The Wolfen met him at the door – the wolf’s heavy paw on Torr’s door had woken him up.

  


  
    “What’s wrong?” the large male asked, dressed only in a loincloth.


    “I don’t know where Acton is,” the paladin admitted, tossing his paws up in defeat. He hadn’t wanted to admit that fact, but Mier was the oldest paladin here, if not the longest initiated. If anyone knew how the others thought, it would be the Wolfen. Mier’s species lived longer than any other – Vorel had a sneaking suspicion the male was over three hundred years old.


    “I do,” he responded, opening his door completely and stepping out of it. “He’s in his rooms.” The Wolfen took a wide step to the door next to his, knocking lightly on it.


    “Acton?” he called softly. Vorel stared at the other paladin; he had never heard him speak so softly, since even whispering for him could carry across a room. He knocked again and still no answer.


    “He’s in there,” the Wolfen said, frowning. After he knocked a third time, the male growled slightly, looking at the lupis. “Let me deal with this.” Vorel looked him in the eye, then nodded.


    “I do want to talk to him tomorrow morning,” the head paladin remarked, turning to escape the corridor. He had found the mouse; one of his goals for the moment was complete. The other would take him a bit longer.


    Once he was in the central chapel room, he looked around for any remaining clerics. By midnight nearly all of them had gone to bed, but a few still remained, praying silently or meditating. Since the Hopegiver was primarily a lupis god, nearly all of his clerics were of that race. This wasn’t because of temple discrimination – the faithful just tended to gravitate to a deity that resembled them. As Vorel walked around the spacious room, he tapped one of the meditating clerics on the shoulder.


    “Yes, Paladin Freedsire?” Vorel had been an enslaved gladiator in his youth; Freedsire was the last name slaves took when they bought themselves freedom.

  


  
    “I need a favor,” he nearly whispered, keeping his voice low in respect to those around him. “And I need you not to reveal your actions to anyone else.” The cleric looked at him suspiciously, but nodded.


    “I know Torr is angry at many of the paladins and clerics for taking actions he deems against the Hopegiver’s codes. I need someone that isn’t a paladin to track him and see what he is doing when he leaves the chapel.” The lupis looked the cleric straight in the eye so he could see the honesty in his face. When the snowcat took one of the only original copies of the Hopegiver’s laws out of the vault, the head paladin’s suspicions had grown. Even if Vorel had ordered the other paladin not to act, it would not make a difference. The snowcat had only spoken to the wolf except to get the key for the holy libram.


    “And how do you expect me to do this?” the cleric asked, standing up so the two could speak more privately. The lupis had picked this cleric for a very specific reason – his past occupation.


    “I know you were once a wizard and can make yourself invisible. Follow him and find out where he took the Codex of Faith. I don’t want to punish him if he did nothing wrong.” The cleric’s eyes went wide as he realized how important the object was that Torr had taken from the temple. He nodded, bowing to the slightly taller lupis.


    “I will find out, Your Holiness.”


    When Acton didn’t answer after five minutes, Mier took a less diplomatic track of action. With a grunt and a shove, he forced the weak lock keeping the door shut; the somewhat rusted hinges buckled and gave way. Walking in, the Wolfen set the now-liberated door back in the frame and turned into the room.


    The mouse’s room was sparse, since the only time he stayed in it was for sex. A massive mattress served as a focal point for the room, just as Gix’s bed did. Most of the paladins’ beds were big enough for them and maybe one other if they cuddled – the rodent’s could fit four or five people his size. Small dressers sat on either side of the bed, adorned with lanterns full of oil. Neither was lit.

  


  
    “Acton,” the Wolfen said gently. When he heard no voice coming from the mass of rolled sheets, the large paladin strode around so he could sit on the side of the bed. It bent and shifted under his large weight, but didn’t collapse. The Wolfen reached a paw out and pressed it against where he guessed the other paladin’s head was.


    “You’re worrying everyone, Acton,” he said as he unfolded the sheets over the rodent’s head, leaving them at his neck. He didn’t look injured or in pain, but the Wolfen could see wet tracks down his cheeks.


    “What happened?” he whispered, physically rolling the male over to face him. His entire face was streaked with tears, his eyes blood-red from stress and fatigue. Normally they were the purest blue, so it made a startling and disturbing difference. Acton tried to roll back around, but a large paw on his side stopped him.


    “Tell me,” Mier pleaded, keeping the mouse from rolling away. After a few more attempts, the mouse stopped trying to escape, instead scooting down further into the sheets. Only his round ears showed above the edge of the white cotton. Mier could see a few newly-ripped holes in the right one. He crawled up over the male, his knees on either side of the paladin’s legs and his elbows just above the rodent’s exposed ears.


    “If you don’t come out, I’ll have to tell Vorel you’re sick.” The mouse shook his head vigorously underneath the sheets before scooting back up out of them. He left the white cotton just below his chest – Mier could see bite marks over his shoulders.


    “Did you get mugged?” he asked without thinking. The mouse’s eyes brimmed with tears – his paws snuck out of the bed to try and push the much larger male away. Mier grabbed his wrists, firmly yet gently restraining him. The Wolfen let go after only a second so as not the scare or panic the small paladin. Acton looked up at him, his paws resting on either side of his small body.

  


  
    “What happened?” The rodent’s lips pursed, mutely sounding out syllables without speaking. The Wolfen lay down on the bed next to him, pulling the lithe paladin against his chest. He was still cocooned in the sheets, but he face nestled into the male’s bare, shaggy fur. He tried to roll away, but the indentation in the mattress from the Wolfen threw him off balance.


    The giant canine’s large arms held the mouse against him, nearly knocking the wind from the smaller paladin. Mier could feel Acton shifting around, so he loosened his grip just enough to make him more comfortable.


    “Just tell me who hurt you,” the Wolfen whispered, his nose against the top of the mouse’s head. He was scared now – he’d never seen Acton like this. Sure, he had cried a few times when he was drunk, but never so depressed he wouldn’t leave his room. He cradled the small paladin’s head in one of his paws, rubbing over his ears.


    “I can’t,” the mouse said through his tears. He nuzzled into the black fur, his paws grabbing large tufts of it. The caresses on his ears were soothing, rather than nearly painful or overwhelming like they normally were. After a few minutes of gentle touches he had calmed down enough to explain everything.


    He started with his trip into the city early that morning. When he had reached the hidden temple to Jakkin, one of the clerics had stabbed him for asking them to return a holy artifact of the Wing Goddess, deity of love and fidelity. When he had escaped the temple, Gix had tried to rob him. They both recognized each other and were able to escape out of the deep slums. When Acton got to the part of the story where the two rodents entered the rat’s apartment, he stopped and gripped Mier’s fur.


    “Keep talking,” the Wolfen encouraged. The mouse looked up at him, meeting the elder paladin’s eyes before he continued. He started to cry again as he revealed what Gix had done to him and, more importantly, what he had told the mouse. Mier didn’t say anything through the tale, even when Acton admitted he knew how the Wolfen felt. When the larger male did speak, it probably surprised the mouse.

  


  
    “Did you like it?” Mier didn’t relax his grip; he needed to know that very simple fact. He had wanted to be with the beautiful male since before Acton had joined the order. It was because of Mier that the mouse had even considered the life of a paladin.


    The two had met over five years ago in the slums. The Wolfen had already been a paladin for nearly fifteen years; the only people who had outranked him then in the Churches of the Hopegiver were Vorel and the Oracle of Thirdeye. As a senior paladin he could go where and when he pleased, so he prowled the Eldere slums. Eldere was the capitol city of his nation, so it had the largest population of poor and the highest percentage of crime. Mier wasn’t subtle in any way when it came to his job; he found criminals who violated the sacred edicts of his Order and brought them to the city guards. If they had also broken the laws of the city, the vagrant was then officially charged by a city magistrate.


    That fateful day Mier had been tracking a pedophile through the deepest part of the lower city. He knew he was hiding somewhere in the Nightmarket, a loose collection of shops and stalls that sold less-than-legal goods. People moved out of his way as he passed through – no one harassed a paladin on official business. Prostitutes and shady businessmen alike helped him on his hunt. No one, even here, wanted a child molester out in the streets.


    After searching through most of the moonlight, the Wolfen traced the disgusting lutrin to a locked hovel. Without a thought he pulled the greataxe off his back and sliced the door into splinters, stepping through the wreckage to arrest the creature.


    “Who the hell do you think you are, breaking in my house?” a voice from behind him yelled. A moment later something powerful impacted the paladin’s upper back; even at his height and width, the strike unbalanced him. He crashed to the floor, the lutrin whooping and quickly rushing out the remains of the door. It took him a few seconds to get back up again – the force of the blow had knocked the wind from his lungs. Turning to face his newest adversary, his heart skipped a beat.

  


  
    A starkly white Nezumi stood before him, blazing sapphire eyes glaring at the paladin. His form was one of perfect beauty to the Wolfen: the mouse was thin, but not effeminate due to wiry muscles on every inch of him; his tail lashed behind him, creating hypnotizing patterns through the air. His muzzle was short, unlike most nezumi, so it didn’t change his speech into hisses. Best of all for Mier, he wore only a pair of tight leather shorts to give him complete freedom of movement. There were leather straps across his chest, thighs, and upper arms, together displaying over a dozen throwing daggers.


    “And what pissed you off today, paladin?” he asked, flicking his wrists and making daggers appear in his paws. The Wolfen narrowed his eyes.


    “That lutrin you just let escape has sinned against this city and the laws of the Hopegiver,” Mier mumbled, rendered nearly speechless by the male in front of him. The mouse growled low in his throat – it would have been intimidating if the male wasn’t so cute. “You just let a child molester escape,” he stated. The mouse looked like he had been slapped.


    “Oh…,” the mouse said dumbly. He twirled the daggers around in his paws and jumped back through the hole in the door, pointing down the hall.


    “Go get him yourself,” Acton ordered. Mier growled.


    “You let him escape,” the canine retorted. The mouse didn’t move, his left paw still pointing resolutely.


    “Help me and I’ll buy you a few rounds,” the Wolfen negotiated. The smaller male’s lips curled into a smirk; he lowered his arms, still wielding the weapons.


    “Lead on.”


    The two of them easily caught up with the lutrin after only a few blocks. The mouse didn’t even let him escape around a corner once they spotted him; he threw a set of bolas at the fleeing male, tripping and incapacitating him. Once the otter was safely in custody, Mier treated the mouse to a tankard of ale.

  


  
    Over many drinks, Acton admitted he had always admired the paladins, but never thought he could become one. The Wolfen offered to let him see the temple grounds and the chapel; the mouse happily obliged. It was less then six months after that night when Acton was fully initiated as a paladin.


    So now Mier lay there with that same young male in his arms, mulling over the same things in his mind he had many years ago. Would the mouse reject him? Or worse, would the Wolfen shatter the two’s friendship by speaking those three forbidden words? Acton’s sniffle pulled the canine out of his revelry.


    “I don’t know.” He shrugged sluggishly; the Wolfen could only guess what was going through his mind.


    “Did Gix hurt you?” he asked, one of his paws petting along the mouse’s back.


    “Nothing permanent.”


    Mier nuzzled his nose against the small paladin’s forehead, the Wolfen’s arms pressing him completely against his chest. His emotions bubbled up like a cauldron; the one person he cared about most had been hurt by the male he used to vent his feelings. Paws moved through his chest fur – he could feel the mouse struggling to pull away from him. Once the rodent got his muzzle free, he looked up, a desperate look in his eyes.


    “Just tell me one thing, Mier,” Acton pleaded.


    “Anything,” he answered.


    “Did Gix tell the truth? Do you really love me?” Mier didn’t pause to think about it. He pressed his lips against the mouse’s forehead, his paws gripping the male’s back.


    “I love you more than anyone else in the whole world Acton and it doesn’t matter to me if you love me back or if you want to mate with me. I told Gix that because he asked me to leave the paladin Order for him.” After a moment, he added, “You and him are the only ones who know.” As he spoke his lips didn’t move from Acton’s forehead. He needed to mouse to understand this perfectly; his was a love of purity, one that didn’t need to be sullied by sex. Even if the male didn’t ever want to even kiss him, it didn’t matter. Others could satisfy his carnal desires. Love and sex were two very different things in his mind.

  


  
    “I….” the mouse said, his voice weak, “…will cherish it, though you know I don’t…” he didn’t need to finish speaking. Mier knew what he meant. His heart didn’t break, nor did his eyes fill with tears. He had accepted the fact that the mouse would never feel for him the same way he felt for the small, beautiful paladin. Now Acton just knew the truth. The Wolfen kept his arms around the other male, nuzzling against him and caressing his ears until the mouse fell asleep.


    He tried to fall asleep, he really did, but Acton couldn’t after the day’s events. First Gix’s antics and now Mier’s; the mouse didn’t know what to think. He only knew he was scared of the consequences of that day, frightened about what might result from it. Once he could hear the Wolfen rumbling breaths start to slow, he slipped out of the larger male’s arms, abandoning the sheet. It wouldn’t be necessary this late at night. Without a sound he was out of his rooms and down the hall, his small feet not making even the slightest patters against the cold stone.


    Once he was in the main chapel room, he climbed up on to the risen platform behind the podium. It served as an altar for sacrifices to the Hopegiver, whether they were monetary or blessed animals. Any blood shed upon this altar was instantly purified and served as a base for the holiest of concoctions. Reaching into a hidden shelf, he pulled out a long, thin knife.


    He had fallen to the temptation of so many sins now, there was no turning back. Not even including the numerous females he had played with and then discarded, two great scars on his soul shown to him like so many dark gashes. He had ignored the love of his closest friend, somehow never seen the desire that burned inside him. Whether or not the Wolfen just wanted in his pants, his heart still pined for the mouse.

  


  
    And then he had pushed him away. Stated aloud he didn’t feel the same way for the one person who truly, madly, deeply loved him. Acton had rejected him in the worst way possible.


    He placed the stiletto’s razor edge against the inside of his left wrist, beginning the Prayer of Cleansing. Once he slit the blade across his vein, his body could serve a real purpose, one free from taint for the Hopegiver. Never again would his actions bring shame on his chapel or his friends; death before dishonor.


    Acton’s paw was unsteady as he continued through the prayer, tears dripping down on his outstretched arms. This would break Mier’s heart. If anyone needed to avoid more sadness, it was the Wolfen. The male’s entire tribe had been wiped out by invading armies; it was the reason he had joined the Order. Acton pressed the edge against his skin as he finished the prayer, squinting his eyes shut as he went to slice.


    He couldn’t move his paws, no matter how much he willed them to. His eyes opened and he saw a lupis’s paws gripping his own, one covering his left wrist while the other restrained the dagger. A wave of panic threatened to overwhelm him; Vorel saw what he was doing. It only lasted a moment until he realized the paws were too small and delicate.


    “Do not take your life, Paladin of the Hopegiver,” said a voice next to his right ear. Those paws, deceptively strong, moved the blade away from his skin. Acton dropped it, his whole body shaking. He had been willing to take his own life to escape his troubles. He was a coward.


    “Who are you?” he whispered as the gentle yet strong paws pulled him out of his kneeling position and into the other male’s lap.


    “I am Azrael, Acton Sadisle.” The paladin’s mind reeled. A seraphim, a direct messenger of a greater god, had descended to stop his foolish actions. “And I have come down to explain a few simple things to you before you try and escape to the Realms of the Dead.”

  


  
    “Do you…” Did he have to speak formally to such a being? “…speak with the authority of the Hopegiver?” The mouse could feel the angel’s head shake from side to side behind him.


    “I am here on my own behalf, little one.” Acton nearly collapsed with relief; only the Hopegiver himself or someone acting on his direct authority could strip him of his paladin powers.


    “But if you do not wish him to grow angry with you, listen well to what I say.” The mouse rotated around to face the creature.


    Azrael looked almost exactly like a lupis. His form was covered in gray shaggy fur, white on the belly. His tail, short but fluffy swayed slowly behind him. White, feathery wings sprouted from his back, glowing in the moonlight, but it was truly his eyes that set him apart. They resembled pools of black ink, small stars blinking in and out within their depths. As the mouse looked into them, he felt only kindness and understanding.


    “Will you listen?” the angel asked. Acton nodded, his eyes continually focused on the other male’s infinite pools of wisdom.


    “Your sins are not great enough to call down the Hopegiver’s wrath, but if you do not change your ways soon, he will descend to enact his vengeance upon you. Stop letting your loins override your duties, paladin.” The mouse could only blink to show his understanding, the seraphim’s eyes were so hypnotizing.


    “Do not fret over Mier of Wolfen Valley, young Nezumi; it is truly your choice and yours alone whether or not to accept his affections.” Paws graced the sides of his face; Acton couldn’t move a muscle, even if he wanted to. Lips pressed against his in a kiss so gentle he melted into the angel’s arms.


    “Know that every person has problems they must face and difficulties to overcome. You are not the only one, even inside these walls, that fights the demons within them. Go back to sleep, Acton, and know the Hopegiver still blesses you and does not find you wanting.” A last caress over his shoulder and the angel faded into small specks of light. They disappeared amongst the moonbeams coming in through the stained glass windows.

  


  
    Acton replaced the dagger where it was meant to be and went back to his quarters. Even if he didn’t feel the same way about Mier, that didn’t mean their friendship would be ruined by a little leeway on his part. Seeing the Wolfen still asleep in his bed, he curled up in his arms, falling into an exhausted and peaceful sleep within moments.


    A few days after his trip to the temple of Anzivo, Torr had returned to his temple walking on air. There is no elation like hearing exactly what you want to hear. He now sat inside his personal study, reading over and over the notes Alianna had given him. There were dozens of references the lapin had pointed out within the Hopegiver’s tome that could be used to thwart the snowcat’s comrades. He opened the massive book now temporarily back in his possession to read himself what the rabbit had found. In the chapter concerning the behavior of paladins and clerics were a few the felis chuckled over.


    May no worshipper in a position of authority


    Deceive any who listen to his holy voice.


    He who holds up a shield of protection for the Hopegiver


    May in no way worship in any other temple.


    Let not a worshipper of the Hopegiver


    Allow his loins to overcome his judgment.


    No paladin or cleric may be hold another


    First in his or her heart above the Hopegiver.


    The first and second he could apply to Acton: he knew for a fact the mouse gave offerings to both Eros, seraphim of carnal desire, and Israfil, seraphim of charity. Even if both of those deities were subservient to the Hopegiver, diverting worship from his god was an excommunicable offense for a paladin. There was also no way the rodent told the truth to every female he slept with, Torr reasoned.

  


  
    The third verse would damn Mier and possibly Rasvim as well. Though the snowcat didn’t know exactly who the Wolfen visited in the slums, he did know he came back sexually satisfied. Sometimes he returned to the temple covered in bites and scratches – a sure sign of rough mating. The vulpine paladin frequently served as a bartender at a local tavern; Torr believed it was called the Baker’s Bait. It was a den of debauchery, large males and females buying drinks and playing with the all-vulpine staff. Many of the clerics of the snowcat’s chapel enjoyed the lounge as well.


    The last law seemed to apply to everyone but Torr. Vorel was sleeping with Rasvim, he knew for sure. Several nights in the past week he had heard them both huffing and growling in the same room. Mier had outright moved into Acton’s rooms two nights ago – if that wasn’t a sign of the male disregarding his duties, the snowcat didn’t know what was.


    Torr’s only had a single regret about everything he would have to do; he would be the only paladin remaining to defend this city of Eldere. Invading forces from the K’mir Empire had already landed on the shores of the Shun Empire, the country directly west to them. At their current rate of conquest, they would reach Vasani soil in only a few weeks.


    The K’Mir army was the largest in the world and probably the best trained. Consisting of over one hundred thousand soldiers, the battalions had made short work of every army that stood against them. Even worse, once they executed any survivors, one of their generals reanimated the dead to fight again. Only paladins and clerics could deal with such large numbers of undead. The snowcat had to get rid of any taint within his church before those armies reached him.

  


  
    Perusing a bit deeper into the tome, Torr fingers traced down the gilded lines. Once he found the chapter about administering justice to those corrupted, he licked his chops.


    If one paladin finds the morals of another paladin or cleric wanting,


    It is his duty as a follower of the Hopegiver to cleanse him of sin.


    To absolve aforementioned sin, a ritual of utmost purity


    Must be performed within hallowed walls.


    Only then may the unclean follower


    Return to his duties.


    Here, within this chapel, and only within this chapel, could the snowcat confront his allies about their transgressions. Hallowed ground was required for most cleansing rituals, especially atonement. Since this was one of the most consecrated buildings in the world, it would be perfect.


    He closed the tome and stood up, leaving his rooms. Perking up his ears, he could hear different noises coming form every room around him. From Vorel’s room he heard giggles and growls; standing outside it, what sounded like playful wrestling floated out of the room. Moving down to hear into Acton’s rooms, voices carried through the thin wood. Since Mier had broken it down last week, it had been temporarily replaced with a pine door.


    “….I don’t want him to know.” Torr jammed his ear to the keyhole, slowing his breathing so he could hear accurately and wouldn’t be detected.


    “Why shouldn’t he?” a deeper, stronger voice answered. That must be Mier, the snowcat thought.


    “He’ll be angry, and then probably get depressed over it.” What could they be talking about? The paladin silently knelt down, bracing his paws against the doorframe.


    “But we have to tell him, it’s our duty. Let’s get some sleep. We can do it tomorrow.” Mier responded. He heard the two shifting around, their voices dying down. Standing back up, Torr tiptoed down the hall so he could slip back into his rooms. He collapsed into the pile of sheets and pillows that made up his bed and slipped out of his trousers and jerkin. Curling up under a sheet, he rolled on to his side and pressed a pillow against his chest. The two other paladins were keeping a secret from someone. As Torr fell asleep, he came to conclusion the two were hiding something from him.

  


  
    Cuddling was something Rasvim didn’t do very often; there was a different level of trust between having sex with someone and being held in their arms. Vorel’s warm chest pressed against his back, his breathing slow and steady. Neither of them was asleep – the lupis was nibbling on his ears and the licking over the top of his head. Both may have been nude, but they hadn’t done anything yet.


    The two paladins had been experimenting over the last few nights. The wolf had never been with another male before, so Rasvim had to teach him the finer points of play. Touching each other was easy; the lupis just had to be gentler with the fox than he would with himself. When the fox had first offered to please him with his tongue, Vorel had originally recoiled, thinking it was disgusting. That was, of course, until he had felt it. The one thing the lupis refused to let the fox do was go anywhere near his tailhole. As recently as earlier that night the larger paladin had pushed him away when the fox had tickled a finger under his tail, even though the paladin’s muzzle had been around his maleness.


    Now Rasvim felt the wolf wiggle around, the lupis’s arms still tightly embracing him. He pressed his nose against the fox’s scruff, making him whine. His teeth gently nipped at the soft skin.


    “Would you move in with me?” the wolf asked between bites. The vulpine blushed, leaning forward enough so the wolf’s teeth let go. He rolled over, nuzzling into Vorel’s shaggy fur.

  


  
    “Won’t that make you look bad?” the vulpine whispered. The last thing he wanted was to disgrace the chapel; he still felt bad about summoning the incubus. The paws against his back scratched lightly.


    “It’s my chapel,” the wolf said, kissing the fox on his nose. “And a lot of the clerics sleep around. Some of them have even moved in together. There’s nothing wrong with you sharing my bed.” Even the lupis nuzzling against the top of his muzzle didn’t soothe his troubles away. The vulpine had desired the wolf long before he’d joined the paladin’s path.


    Three years ago Rasvim had been a beggar in the slums of Eldere. His parents had died in a plague that had ravaged the city earlier that year; too young to make enough money to pay his rent, his landlord had kicked him out onto the streets. Reducing to sitting in front of the Church of the Hopegiver and begging for food, the vulpine figured he would die out there.


    One rainy night the fox huddled underneath the slight overhang at the front of the church, wondering if he would ever be dry again. After nearly an hour soaked, the chapel doors creaked open, an armored head poking out.


    “Are you going to sit out here all night or do you want to be dry?” Rasvim didn’t have to be told twice. He pulled his sodden form out of the mud, squishing his bare feet up and between the giant doors.


    The large lupis, completely armored in full plate, put a strong arm over the little fox’s shoulders, steering him through the main worship room and down a hallway. Opening a door with his free paw, the wolf pulled him into a sparse bedroom.


    “Do you need clean clothes?” a voice asked in his ears. The vulpine nodded, flustered. No one had been nice to him since he had landed on the street, and here was someone large and strong giving him a place to sleep. He saw a pile of cotton towels sitting on the edge of the bed; he picked one up and pressed it against his face. Somehow, it was pleasantly warm.

  


  
    Once he was completely dry and in clean clothes – the kind wolf had brought him a loose tunic and baggy trousers – he silently followed the paladin around as he was introduced to all the other paladins. There was Vorel, the lupis; Torr, a snowcat who scoffed at him when the lupis explained he was the beggar outside; Mier, a massive Wolfen who looked like he could rip someone in half but smiled gently; and finally Acton, a mouse who “could’ve sworn you were a lady, little fox”.


    After the introductions, the lupis left him in the empty bedroom to get a good night’s sleep. Curling up on a soft, comfortable mattress felt unnatural after months on the ground, so instead the fox left the room and knocked on the door Vorel had indicated as his own.


    “What do you need?” the lupis asked, his eyes fogged from sleep. The fox looked at the floor – the paladin was only wearing a loincloth, showing off a body that looked as though it was carved by gods.


    “Are you alright?” he asked again before motioning for the small male to step into his rooms. Once the door was shut, the wolf sat down in a chair situated opposite a small mattress. The vulpine stood in the middle of the room, not sure what he wanted to say.


    “Thank you,” he mumbled. The wolf must have heard him, since he chuckled.


    “You’re welcome, little one. What’s wrong?” He leaned forward, bracing his elbows on his knees. The fox looked up to meet his eyes, soon afraid he’d never be able to look away. They were the purest gold, sparkling in the darkness.


    “I can’t sleep here,” he whispered, still not able to break the wolf’s enchanting stare.


    “Why not? No one’s used that room in years. Does it smell?” There was no anger or disappointment in his voice, only concern.


    “I’m just not used to it…,” he muttered, not wanting the strong male to know he wasn’t comfortable with this level of generosity.


    “Would you rather sleep somewhere more worn in?” he suggested, blinking slow enough for the fox to look away. He didn’t know what the wolf meant until he stood up, opening the door and stepping out of it.

  


  
    “Then you sleep here,” he said, “And I’ll take the spare room.” Without another word he shut the door behind him. The vulpine sputtered refusals; he ran to the door, but before he could open it, he realized it would do no good. So instead he trudged back to the small bed, curling up in the center of it. The entire surface was permeated with the paladin’s scent – Rasvim inhaled deeply, wrapping the sheets around him. By some miracle, he had gotten off the streets. Not thinking about the future for the moment, the vulpine relaxed for the first time in months.


    The next day he found the lupis paladin sparring with Torr in the training grounds. Rasvim begged Vorel to let him stay there just a few more nights, which he happily agreed to. A few nights turned into a few months turned into two years, during which the vulpine learned everything he could about the Hopegiver and his teachings. The day after he was legally an adult, Rasvim was inducted as a paladin.


    Now he had the paladin of his dreams, the only person besides his parents he had loved with all his heart. There was nothing stopping them from being together now. So why was he worried? The wolf hadn’t stopped petting him while he reminisced, but now was making concerned noises.


    “I’ll move in with you, Vorel,” he finally said, pressing his nose into the wolf’s throat. Even if others would judge him, call him names, or become angry with him, all that mattered to him was the lupis that cuddled him. He loved him, more than anyone else would ever realize.


    


    

  


  Chapter 4 Celebrations


  


  Light streamed into the small room; it was well past noon. Rasvim rolled over, the sunlight hitting him directly in the face, waking him with a start. He looked around, disoriented. Where was he? It took him a moment to remember he had moved in with Vorel, the head paladin, the day before. After dragging all of his heavy furniture into the lupis’s much larger rooms, he had fallen asleep without undressing or, more importantly, finishing his daily paladin duties.


  He rolled off of the large mattress, stretching until his shoulders and hips popped. After rubbing the sleep from his eyes, he gathered his prayer books and a clean set of cleric’s robes; the vestments were normally all he wore inside the temple. Running down the hall, he shoved open the swinging door to the bathing rooms and slid into the public pool, ignoring the sideways glancing he got from Torr. He scoured his fur in only seconds, getting the majority of the sleep sweat out of it.


  “What are you in such a hurry for?” the snowcat asked as the vulpine poured a bucket of warm water over himself to wash off the remaining bathing salts.


  
    “Stuff from yesterday,” he muttered, jumping out the public bath and drying himself off. He was in his robes and out the door before he heard the other paladin reply under his breath,


    “Maybe if you weren’t so active at night…”


    He rushed down the hall and around the corner, skidding to a halt in the main chapel room. Masses of people clogged the entryway of every species, most holding garlands of flowers above their heads. Others gaily shouted out the vulpine’s name, beckoning him to the wall opposite the large doors. Before he could escape back down the hallway, the mob surrounded him, swaying around and moving him to the podium in a matter of seconds.


    “What’s going on?” he yelled over the crowd. A paw grabbed his wrist and pulled him up behind the podium; Vorel’s smile reached ear to ear.


    “Did you forget?” the wolf whispered teasingly. The vulpine could only sputter as the lupis patted him on the arm.


    “Thank you all for coming!” the head paladin roared; the crowd immediately silenced. Rasvim stood quietly at his side, still very confused.


    “Since apparently our youngest paladin did not remember what today is,” the wolf looked at him judgingly, his eyes twinkling.


    “I suppose we shall have to explain. This is the first anniversary of Rasvim joining this temple. Celebrate everyone!”


    The crowd cheered at him, making the fox blush and hang his head in embarrassment. It had never occurred to him anyone would remember when he joined the ranks of the paladins, except possibly Vorel. Yet here were dozens of worshippers come to pay there respects, to him of all people. The wolf cleared his throat to make the onlookers settle down.


    “Paladin, kneel,” he ordered, his voice sounding serious. The smaller male, still blushing, dropped to his knees beside his lover. He had been initiated already – why did he need to be blessed again? There was no way he could be promoted as a paladin. The lupis slipped something over his shoulders; he looked down, his eyes widening in surprise.

  


  
    It was a holy symbol of the Hopegiver, a silver medallion engraved with a shield marked with a wolf paw. Around the shield was holy writing, short prayers to ward away evil. Rasvim recognized it immediately; it was a holy symbol designed to burn the flesh of undead nearby. It required a strong divine force behind it as well. The vulpine’s paws shook as he held it in his paws; it meant he was truly a holy warrior.


    “Celebrate,” recommended a voice in his ear. Rasvim blushed; he hadn’t been expecting something like this.


    The denizens of the lower city had brought what they could for the fox. Some had made him necklaces of straw; others offered to buy him drinks that night. Even a small percentage promised to come to his quarters that night. He turned down most of the gifts though; in his opinion, these slum folk should spend what little extra money they had on themselves. Drinks floated in from the kitchens – the head paladin had informed the servants to keep the alcohol flowing.


    Normally, Rasvim didn’t like large social gatherings; they made him nervous, since he was so small and could be lost easily within a crowd. This group though, surrounded him, gave him praise, patted him on the back and occasionally nuzzled him. As the alcohol made its way around the room, the vulpine noticed how much stamina many of the city folk had. They could drink down tankards of spiced mead and not even feel it.


    Within a few hours Rasvim couldn’t tell which way was up. His small stature didn’t let him hold liquor well; neither did his inexperience. Before this celebration he had only ever drunk wine at dinner, and even then very rarely. One of the temple clerics produced a bottle of something called “whiskey”: the vulpine hated the way it burned down his throat, but loved the warm feeling it spread through his entire body. The weird floating feeling it gave him, where worries didn’t exist, let him act in ways most unbecoming of a paladin.

  


  
    “You shouldn’t have drunk so much,” someone whispered. Rasvim could barely stay focused on the words moving in and out of his ears. He tried to lean up and kiss the wolf, but he was hanging between the male’s arms; one of them gripping his shoulders while the other hooked under his knees. In this particular hold the only thing he could do was giggle and run his fingers over the lupis’s lips.


    “Not now,” Vorel said sternly. The vulpine’s arms flopped down, hanging limply. In the back of his mind he realized he was acting very strange; he would never normally have touched anyone in public, let alone the paladin. The fox grunted as he was thrown down unceremoniously on a bed, his legs up in the air. It occurred to him dimly he was back in his own quarters, and had been carried there like a child. With a pounce the wolf was on top of him, planting wet kisses on his nose and neck. Laughing loudly, the small male braided his paws though the fur on the paladin’s head.


    “You should go back to the party,” he giggled, nipping at the lupis’s throat. He wanted a lot of things right now, the main one of which was to sit up. His arms, curiously weaker from the whiskey, feebly pulled at the other male.


    “What’s wrong little fox?” the male above him asked. He leaned back, pulling the vulpine up with him. As his head leveled out, it felt like Rasvim’s belly had moved into the back of his throat. Even though he only had a moment’s warning, the wolf seemed to know what was going on. He picked the vulpine up again, flipping him over until his mouth pointed down. He felt dirty and disgusting as he got sick all over the floor, his whole body convulsing and his chest heaving as he tried to breathe around his revolting stomach.


    Once his whole body went limp – and everything voided from his stomach – the wolf picked him up, cradling him against the male’s warm chest. He felt horrible, but inhaling the paladin’s scent somehow cleared the alcohol haze from his mind.

  


  
    “Thanks,” he said weakly, shivering despite the heat of the day. Here he was again, helpless in the wolf’s arms. Would things ever change?


    “Try and get some sleep,” the lupis suggested, kissing him on his forehead. The wolf was always so gentle to him, no matter what he had done or how he had acted. Rasvim let the wolf lay him back down, letting go of the other male’s fur. His eyelids felt like they were made of lead.


    “Love you,” he breathed, already shifting into a better position for sleep. His mind only stayed active long enough to hear:


    “I know, my little fox.”


    Unlike Rasvim, Acton could hold his alcohol from years of practice. One of Vorel’s bard friends had coincidentally shown up, a lutrin who could play any instrument the crowd desired. Right now he pounded an infectious beat on a pair of small drums, accompanied by Mier on a much larger set. The Wolfen had abandoned his armor, instead dressed like he was back with his own people. Only a loincloth covered him: numerous bands of feathers, bones, and animal skins were draped over his shoulders and arms.


    The mouse moved through the crowd so he could gaze at the Wolfen. What looked suspiciously like dragon teeth were threaded on a catgut braid around his neck; more large teeth adorned his ankles. Unlike the rest of the races in this room, the Wolfen’s feet were digitigrade, so he stood on his toes. Everyone else’s feet were flat. Except for his seemingly delicate ankles and toes, the rest of him was pure muscle under his shaggy fur.


    Acton turned away from the Wolfen, working his way back through the crowd. He had been harassing the canine to wear his tribal gear more often; a celebration was the perfect opportunity. He knew the hides brought back bad memories, but they were a piece of the paladin’s life he shouldn’t forget. The rodent picked up a smell; someone he knew was here.

  


  
    Slipping between two very drunk lupis, the mouse came face-to-face with Alianna, the lapin from a few days ago. She looked good, dressed in the ebony robes of a cleric of Anzivo. That didn’t really surprise the paladin; she was far too serious and unforgiving for a normal person. Acton sidled up to the rabbit, making her jump.


    “A little nervous?” he asked, keeping his paws on his waist. The female regarded him for a moment, then narrowed her eyes.


    “Hello, paladin,” she spat. Acton smirked; there had to be a reason she had come back here other than to irritate him.


    “Come for the wine?” he asked, keeping up his charm. The partiers around them began to back away; they could sense the lapin’s irritation.


    “I came to tell you something,” she whispered, her palpable anger shrinking down enough that the people moved back near her, though her wicked smile remained.


    “And what’s that little lass?” His city talk didn’t seem to amuse her.


    “That you won’t be here for very much longer.” Acton didn’t even react from the news. This female, whether or not she was a cleric, couldn’t move him from the chapel or strip him of his powers.


    “Such a scary little bunny,” he teased, ready to dodge in case she swung. She didn’t, which did surprise him.


    “Mock all you want, paladin, but you’ll be gone by the next new moon.” Confidence lit up her face as she turned toward the chapel doors, pushing revelers out of her way.


    Confused and a little concerned, Acton snuck into a side exit and around a corner. He made it into the hallway with the paladins’ rooms just in time to intercept Vorel as he came out of his rooms. He looked tired and amused at the same time.


    “Vorel,” he called. The lupis’s ears perked up as he turned to meet the other paladin halfway down the hall.


    “What’s wrong?” Vorel had always been good at reading the emotions of others.

  


  
    “I need to ask you something,” he explained as he motioned the head paladin into his quarters. After the door was locked securely, he leaned against the door and faced the larger male.


    “Am I being transferred to another church?” Surprisingly, the wolf chuckled.


    “I don’t see what’s so funny,” the mouse muttered; he had been genuinely concerned and this is how the paladin reacted. After over a minute of the wolf bent over guffawing, the rodent began to get irritated. He ripped the door open, growling under his breath.


    “Wait, wait…” Vorel gasped, snatching at one of his paws. “It’s not you.” Acton closed the door again, giving the head paladin a chance.


    “Then what is it?” he asked. The lupis stood up to his full height, taking a deep breath.


    “Torr’s been skulking around over the past week, trying to find reasons for me to kick you out of the order.” Acton’s eyes went wide; he had never particularly gotten along with the snowcat, but for him to go this far…


    “But I’ve been ignoring him.” Those words wiped any concern that remained in the rodent’s mind. If Vorel wasn’t even giving the felis the benefit of the doubt, he didn’t have any reason to worry.


    “That’s good, because I just had a very strange encounter.” He explained about Alianna – not just her comments, but the assurance she had in her voice. By the end of the quick tale, Vorel’s face had gone from laughing to skeptical.


    “I wonder what makes her so sure of her assumption.” Acton shrugged; the wolf’s guess was as good as his. An idea did float into his mind, though.


    “Do you think Torr might have told her something?” This time it was the lupis’s turn to shrug.


    “Even if he did, neither of them can do anything here. As for moving you away, only I or the Oracle has that authority, and I doubt she’d stoop to that level. As for your paladin oaths, they are between you and the Hopegiver.” The mouse nodded. Ever since his discussion with Azrael, he had changed, at least in part.

  


  
    Since his divine encounter, Acton had not invited any females back to his rooms. Sharing his quarters with Mier hadn’t changed his sex drive; he still craved the touch of a girl with hips that didn’t quit. His bed was big enough for him to sleep on one side and the Wolfen to sprawl out over the rest. Most nights the canine ended up curled around him by morning; he didn’t really mind, since the male didn’t try to do anything to him.


    The mouse had laid down only a few ground rules for Mier to move in with him. First and foremost, the Wolfen wouldn’t try to do anything more intimate with him until he said it was okay. The idea of two males mating, especially when he was involved, wasn’t something on his mind right now.


    Second, the large male would bathe on a daily basis. Most Wolfen only took baths when the scent of their musk was overpowering, and to the mouse’s sensitive nose, Mier could reek after two or three days. This was also the only time the mouse would touch the other male. The caresses in the bath were more clinical than sensual, but the young paladin knew the other male enjoyed it. He would rub soap into the Wolfen’s fur, even under his tail just to stop him from smelling.


    Finally, Acton made a few concessions. He would let the Wolfen nuzzle him, touch him and kiss him, as long as he didn’t go below the belt. In his opinion, this behavior served two purposes. It kept Mier satisfied, and it let him become more comfortable in the arms of another male. He wasn’t sure if he really liked it, but he knew now it wasn’t revolting.


    Acton nodded absentmindedly to the wolf, leaving the room and going back to the party. Dusk was approaching; many of the poor had already left so they didn’t have to walk the streets at night. Most of the remaining revelers were temple personnel: clerics, servants, and all of the paladins except Torr. The mouse looked around again; the snowcat was no where in sight. He sighed.

  


  
    “Probably trying to get Rasvim kicked out now,” he said under his breath. He walked up to Mier, now leaning against a wall and nursing a whole barrel of ale.


    “Finished with the party?” he asked. The Wolfen looked down at him – they were over three feet apart in height – and smiled.


    “If you are.”


    The two snuck out of the main chapel room, quickly making it back to their quarters. Acton didn’t want to sleep right now; he just wanted to wash to sweat out of the large male’s fur.


    The Wolfen didn’t argue when he was shoved into the bathing rooms; it gave him an excuse to see his mouse naked. Whether or not he needed to mate with the small male, he still loved to have Acton touch him. The small paladin pressed paws against his back, pushing him around a curtain in the large, humid room. There were seldom-used private tubs along the walls of the room; the Wolfen had never used one. Only one was big enough to fit him, so he waved a paw over the magical sensor to start filling it with water.


    As he started to unhook the hides over his shoulders, he felt the mouse’s paws untie his anklets. Smiling, he sat down on the warm tile floor so the mouse could help him undress. The small paws moved over his chest and arms, his dexterous fingers pulling away strings and feathers alike. Mier panted as he stood back up, now only in his loincloth.


    The mouse’s paws didn’t stop when he stood back up; they flicked, untying the knots on the sides of his thighs that held on his last covering. It flitted to the floor, leaving the large male completely exposed. As the Wolfen climbed into the private bath, he watched Acton quickly strip. He knew the little mouse didn’t like being nude in front of others, especially in the bath house where the steam made his fur droop. When his fur was matted down he looked more like a dancer and less like a paladin.

  


  
    Once Mier had completely settled down, his tail and back almost flat against the bottom of the tub, the smaller male climbed in with him. Acton wasn’t flexible enough to straddle the Wolfen’s waist, so instead he kneeled down between the male’s legs. Mier panted at the smaller male; he looked so cute sitting there. Without a word the mouse picked up a handful of bathing salts and started massaging it into his fur. The Wolfen spread his legs as much as he could; he knew he smelled bad after sweating all afternoon.


    The mouse’s paws moved through the fur on his thighs, every now and then brushing against the softer, shorter fur below his groin. Mier braced his legs, his toes curling around the rim of the tub and his knees bent. The Wolfen tried to control himself, but as the smaller paladin’s soaped paws moved down between his legs and started to clean under his tail, his sheath began to bulge.


    Luckily for Mier, the smaller male didn’t seem to notice the canine getting aroused. His paws didn’t cease in cleaning the thick fur. Once the sweatiest part of him was clean, the paws moved upon to his massive chest. When the fur the mouse could reach was clean, he climbed up to sit on his male’s abdomen. Now that Mier was pretty sure the other male couldn’t see his groin, he lifted up his legs enough that the mouse could lean back against his legs. Acton smiled, relaxing against his thighs.


    Now it was Mier’s turn. He scooped up a large handful of bathing salts, pouring them over the rodent. As his paws started to work the cleansers into the silky fur, he saw a blush creep up Acton’s neck. When the Wolfen’s claws lightly scratched through the fur on his thighs, the mouse’s tail began whipping against him. The canine couldn’t help it; the rodent looked so cute, the head of his member peaking out of his white sheath, that Mier’s paw caressed against his groin. The male didn’t flinch, didn’t squeak or complain; he closed his eyes and gripped the canine’s knees in his paws.


    The Wolfen didn’t move quickly – he didn’t want to ruin a good thing. He didn’t know why the mouse was suddenly giving him this opportunity, but he wanted to cherish it. His right paw lightly ran down Acton’s legs while his left traced one claw up and down the rodent’s sheath. He saw the male shiver as his shaft escaped the thin covering. The mouse’s member was about six inches long and respectively thick, which was impressive for a male his size. Unlike the canine, he didn’t have a knot, nor was the head arrow-shaped; instead it resembled a small, pointed mushroom.

  


  
    Mier’s long, blunt claws moved up and down the flesh as it hardened, a single drop of pre resting on the edge of the slit. He swiped a claw over the liquid, pulling the sticky substance to his lips. His tongue snuck out of his muzzle, wrapping around his finger and licking away every trace of the essence. He could feel his own arousal growing from the exquisite taste; he shaft had already escaped its sheath and was nearly completely hard. Already his knot was beginning to form, and the mouse suddenly made it much harder to ignore his own malehood.


    Acton’s tail, which until now had been whipping around between the Wolfen’s legs, now wrapped completely around Mier’s thick shaft. The mouse’s tail was long and nearly prehensile, so when it tensed around the member and squeezed lightly, it felt like a paw caressing it. The large male, after gasping from the wonderful feeling, looked up into the other paladin’s eyes. It looked like a blush had covered the entire male’s face, but his eyes were open and crinkled into a smile; his mouth was open and panting heavily.


    Mier’s paws gripped the smaller male’s thighs; reciprocation, above everything else, wasn’t something he had expected. He whined loudly – he didn’t care if someone heard him. The tail, tensing, winding, and unwinding, made his knot expand faster than anything else he had ever felt. Pre leaked like a faucet from the head of his member; his toes splayed and curled seconds apart.


    The mouse shifted back a little, his rump bracing against the hefty maleness. He started unraveling his tail, wiggling around so the tip pressed under his tail. Mier whimpered; his member was over a foot long including the knot, and as thick as the mouse’s forearm. His flared tip would make entry easier, especially as slick as it was covered in precum, but he doubted the rest of him would fit inside the small male. He didn’t want to hurt the only male he’d ever loved, but when he tried to pull the mouse forward he arched back, the head of the Wolfen’s arousal pressing against the mouse’s tailhole.

  


  
    “I’ll hurt you,” he whispered, against his own need, but for the welfare of his love, to stop the small male. It didn’t work; the very end of his member pressed into the ring of muscle, slipping in without much trouble. The rest of the head of his cock pushed in, the flesh gliding past the barrier. The mouse’s tailhole instinctively clenched around the base of the head, making the Wolfen whine and try to thrust up.


    The pleasures jutting down his shaft and into his brain were incredible – he’d never been in a male this tight. He couldn’t move his hips, no matter how much he wanted. First, he’d hurt his lover. Second, he was wedged in such a strange way in the tub that the only parts of him he could move were his arms and muzzle. His paws gripped the mouse’s hips, trying to stop him from going any further. He wanted this so much; he knew his knot wouldn’t go soft until he released, but most of all he wanted was to still be close to Acton. If he damaged the rodent the small male would probably never look at him again. His paws tried to lift the mouse off – small paws covered his own.


    “I’m fine,” Acton whispered. Mier knew he was lying; there was pain in his eyes and in the lines of his muzzle.


    “I don’t want you hurt,” the Wolfen panted. He wanted to fill the mouse so much; he could feel his pre leaking into him.


    “Let me give this to you. I know you need it.” The mouse’s paws gripped his own and moved them to hold on to the male’s slim waist. “Let me make you feel good for a change.” Mier frowned, whining.

  


  
    “But you don’t like males….” The canine slipped a little more into the mouse, resisting the urge to dig his claws in.


    “I’ll have to get used to it, won’t I?”


    Mier didn’t move a muscle as Acton slowly lowered himself on to the Wolfen’s shaft. Every inch or so he had to stop, squeezing torturously down on the male and waiting for his body to adjust. The canine had been down his road before; most virgins needed time for their insides to rearrange themselves. Every inch that sank into the mouse made the large male whimper and whine, his knot fully engorged with blood. He needed to fill this male with his seed – he wanted to make him his. He loved Acton in every way, and now he could mark him as his own people took mates – by filling another with their seed.


    It seemed like forever to the Wolfen for the mouse to completely settle on his hips. When he finally did, Acton’s rump flush with his knot, Mier panted, his paws cracking the ceramic of the tub. He’d finally taken the male as his own. Acton whimpered deep in his throat, his short claws digging into the Wolfen’s kneecaps. Those pinpricks of pain were nothing compared to the feeling of being inside such a beautiful, thin, virginally tight male.


    The mouse’s entire passage pulsed around his length, not used to having anything inside it. Every slight movement from the small male made his tunnel squeeze down, sending waves of pleasure up the Wolfen’s spine. Even if Mier could move, he wouldn’t have. Acton had to do this at his own pace, the large male knew. The rodent’s legs unfolded, draping out over the other male’s chest; he leaned back, and started to lift himself off the member impaling him.


    Mier squirmed around as the mouse nearly pulled off of him; with just half of the head remaining inside Acton, he started sinking back down. The Wolfen kept his focus on the small paladin’s face – if he looked like he was in too much pain, he would pull out and put the willing bottom to bed. This time down though, he saw the mouse’s eyes go wide and his mouth open in a low squeak just as the canine’s bulbous head pressed against his prostate.

  


  
    Once Acton had the Wolfen completely inside him again, he panted as looked down at the large male. Mier could see the mouse’s legs shaking; whether from pleasure or pain he wasn’t sure. He ran his claws through the white fur, making soothing noises. It would take the male pistoning on his shaft to make him spray his seed, so he wanted to get him as comfortable as he could. Even if his knot was at its full size, he needed at lot more than that to peak.


    Another few unsteady movements and the mouse was comfortably braced; his paws gripped the Wolfen’s knees, his back resting against the large male’s thighs. He moved up and down again, now squeaking loudly and arching his back as the shaft hit his sweet spot. Mier only could only moan as with each thrust the mouse moved faster and faster, squeaking and twisting around. Acton’s arms shook and gave way; he slammed down on top of the knot, squeezing the whole length. Mier barked as the rodent’s tailhole threatened to engulf the largest part of his malehood.


    Without a word Mier lifted his legs, bringing them up and closer together so the mouse could use his paws more constructively. With his feet braced on either side of the tub rather than the end, Acton now was fully supported by the thighs behind him. The mouse wrapped one of his paws around his own dripping maleness, folding his ears back as his began to paw himself off. The sounds he made now were some of the most submissive the Wolfen had ever heard; they made his whole body tingle.


    Now that Acton had a good rhythm, he could truly arch up and down on the maleness. Every time the mouse almost completely pulled off the shaft, he squeaked. When he moved back down, he moaned aloud, his back arching. The Wolfen spurted pre into his love with every downward motion, the small paladin’s insides squeezing down delightfully.


    Mier leaned his muzzle back, whining at the ceiling. He was close to cumming, but he never wanted this to end. His knot was full, his shaft was steely hard, and here was the male he loved riding it. He tried to move, tried to lift himself up so the mouse wouldn’t try and take his knot, but he couldn’t get out of the tub in time.

  


  
    Acton, with only the head of the shaft inside him, collapsed down, slamming in the entire length of the Wolfen’s maleness and his huge knot. He screamed at the ceiling, his own arousal bouncing up and down, beginning to spray its seed all over the Wolfen’s chest. A moment late Mier’s howl covered up the mouse’s yells – it reverberated against the stone walls, drowning out every other noise. He felt his seed rushing out of his sac and into his knot, ballooning and tying him to the small male.


    As the head of his length pulsed and unloaded its precious burden into the mouse, Mier’s strong paws gripped the smaller paladin’s sides, digging deep furrows in the skin. He could smell the male’s seed in his fur, could feel the mouse’s heartbeat through his passage. He was one with his love; he had mated him fully now. He wrenched himself up, pulling the mouse against him, biting down on his throat. He tasted blood, but he hadn’t sunk his fangs in deep enough to seriously injure the paladin. He could feel Acton tensing up underneath him as he bit, then relaxing completely in his enveloping hold.


    His peak seemed to go on forever; by the time he noticed anything besides the fur in his grip and the flesh squeezing every drop of seed from him, the bathwater had cooled considerably. He didn’t want to come down from the high, didn’t want to come back to reality, but he didn’t have a choice in the matter. Once the last of seed leaked into the small male, he loosened his grip on Acton’s neck, licking over the wounds he had caused.


    He could feel the paladin trembling in his arms, his eyes closed and his lips quivering. Mier nuzzled him, whining, hoping he hadn’t just made the biggest mistake of his life. Acton looked straight in his eyes and mumbled through chattering teeth:

  


  
    “The water’s cold.”


    Rumors were powerful forces; they could make or ruins a male’s reputation in a breath. To Torr, they were a primary source of useful information. One had reached his ears through a very chatty female cleric – that Rasvim had contacted a local powerful mage to contact something…peculiar. Now the snowcat had spent the majority of the last two days tracking down that mage with no luck. Not a single wizard or sorcerer in the city had seen Rasvim except at temple services.


    Growing more and more fervent with each passing hour, the paladin got a lucky break near dusk. He figured the party at the chapel would keep everyone else out of his way; the lecher mouse and sex-driven Wolfen would keep everyone entertained. Vorel and Rasvim would probably just end up mating all afternoon, he thought. He had to find that mage – he needed concrete evidence to get rid of the vulpine once and for all.


    Out of professional magical mercenaries, the snowcat started moving between each magic shop. It took over twenty merchants before he even found one that recognized the fox’s name. He was a vulpine, like most mages, and wore an academy wizard’s robes. Torr glared down at him – the male had over a foot on the petite fox. As he looked on the shelves of the small shop, he saw mainly enchanted weapons and binding stones. These smooth rocks could be placed in certain patterns to prevent anything from an angel to a slave from escaping a certain area.


    “How much do these cost?’ he asked over his shoulder, turning one of the stones over and over in his paws. It was warm to the touch and vibrated slightly.


    “Depends on what you’re trying to bind with them,” the fox responded, moving around the counter to stand behind the paladin. His paws were careful as they lifted one of the smaller ones off the shelf.


    “This one, for example,” he explained, “Can be set in a doorway to stop a prisoner from escaping.” The wizard set the rock back down and picked up a slightly larger one. “This one, along with five others of the same size, holds an evil creature in a circle. He can’t go anywhere until a contract is drawn up.” The snowcat’s ears swiveled at this new information.

  


  
    “What you sold those particular stones to anyone recently?” This was the only shop Torr had seen this particular item in. The fox eyed him suspiciously.


    “And why should I tell you, paladin?” The felis had prepared just such an answer for the mage, just in case he was uncooperative.


    “If you don’t tell me, I’ll inform the wizard’s academy here you’ve been spying for the Spires of Lightning and Wind.” The Spires were another wizarding school in the eastern felis lands. The vulpine gulped; Torr knew such an accusation could see him exiled from the magic community here. That would keep him out of the loop for new spells and equipment, retarding his growth as a mage in general.


    Instead of answering promptly, like the paladin had expected, the mage instead twiddled his fingers, drawing a glyph in midair. He mumbled something; it didn’t take the snowcat very long to put two and two together. Pain exploded right behind his eyes; he roared, his own paws flashing. His faith made him strong – no simple incapacitating spell would slow him down. With one paw he clamped the vulpine’s muzzle shut. With his other paw he punched him hard in the gut.


    The wizard doubled over, tears streaming down his face. Torr growled again, shoving the fox against the wall and knocking over several enchanted crossbows.


    “Tell me what Rasvim paid for or I’ll disembowel you.” The vulpine looked genuinely afraid. The snowcat knew most wizards couldn’t cast even the simplest of spells without their voice. After squeezing down on the fox’s face hard enough to bruise, he let go, instead pinning his paws against the wall.


    “Alright, alright….” The mage said unsteadily. “He had me summon and bind something for him to negotiate with.” Torr’s ears swiveled forward, intrigued.

  


  
    “And what did you summon for him?” He dug his claws into the vulpine’s wrists for emphasis.


    “An incubus.”


    He let go of the vulpine, turning and leaving the store. He had it – the evidence he needed. Now he could get rid of the fox, shame him in front of the other paladins. Even if he couldn’t stop Acton’s and Mier’s profanity, he would be rid of one of the sinners within his order. No longer would corruption stand in his chapel, let alone something as completely against the laws of a paladin as contact with wicked creatures that only worked to destroy the lives of mortals.


    Rasvim would be cast from the temple - tonight.


    A shadow followed Torr around most of the day, a specter very few noticed and either fewer saw. He was there to witness the snowcat’s growing frustration and then elation when he found the intimidated wizard. When the paladin began moving back to the chapel, the ghost beat him there, finding the head paladin before Torr was halfway back to the temple district.


    “I need to talk to you.” The disembodied voice said, making the lupis jump out of the chair in his study, knocking a glass of wine to the floor. The cleric dismissed his invisibility spell, standing winded in the middle of the room. His news was too important to wait. He quickly recalled the most important points of the felis paladin’s adventures, especially what the mage had been forced to reveal.


    “I knew about that,” the lupis muttered, his eyes narrowed in anger. The cleric shook his head. Sometimes he worried about the paladins here, but knew that if they did anything truly against the will of the Hopegiver, the deity would deal with it. So instead of waiting for an explanation, the lupis cleric left the head paladin’s quarters. He had larger problems to deal with than an angry snowcat.

  


  
    Vorel stood up, quickly donning his freshly polished full plate. It had come down to this – it didn’t sound like the other paladin would listen to reason. If he would, they could negotiate. If he wanted a confrontation, the lupis would give him one. The head paladin strapped an enchanted steel shield to his left arm – this particular beauty could reflect certain types of spells. On his waist he strapped a longsword, blessed to ward away evil. If the felis was possessed, this would surely tell him. Secretly, the lupis hoped the male was – it would explain away everything he had done up to this point.


    Once he was sufficiently armed, he left his rooms, covertly summoning Acton and Mier out of their quarters. He spoke in hushed tones so his voice wouldn’t carry down to the cleric’s quarters. He told them to change into cloth vestments; he wanted the two to look as non-threatening as possible. If there was going to be a fight, it would be between Vorel and Torr – no one else.


    Once the two understood their orders, the lupis went upstairs to one of the private prayer rooms. Opening the first door on the left, he saw Rasvim on his knees, his back to the door. The vulpine’s paws were in his lap, and the wolf could hear the smaller male whispering his daily prayers. Vorel snuck up behind him, placing his paws on the fox’s shoulders.


    “Time to move, love,” he whispered. He felt the young paladin tense up for a moment as he came out of meditation.


    “What’s going on?” Rasvim responded, standing up and facing the lupis.


    “It’s time to deal with Torr.”


    


    

  


  Chapter 5 Crescendo


  


  Acton and Mier leaned against the upper railing of the chapel, the Wolfen standing over the smaller male. The thin paladin kept replaying the events from earlier today in his mind; what had made him give himself to the larger male? He didn’t love him – affection was as close as he would call it. Somehow, though, being with Mier felt different.


  The Wolfen loved him, wanted him to feel good, and would do anything for him. The mouse could give him anything and he wouldn’t feel neglected or that the gift was unappreciated. Before today, Mier hadn’t said really said anything about sex. He wanted to touch him, Acton knew, but the full event had never been mentioned. Even once he had let the canine begin to kiss him and caress him, he never felt pressured to let the larger male mate him.


  Two nights ago, for example, Acton had been lying on his back in his quarters. He had been wearing only a pair of loose trousers, squeaking as the Wolfen nipped at his chest. The canine never actually bit him; the mouse’s fur was too short to cushion anything but a light tug. Every few nibbles the large male would kiss the short fur. The invisible barrier of his waists stayed intact – no matter how worked up Mier got, his paws or lips never journeyed to his groin.


  
    The rodent didn’t mind if the muzzle moved across his legs or feet. In fact, he found out through the canine how ticklish his feet were. When Mier decided to tease him, the large male pinned him to the bed and tickled his feet until he was gasping for breath. His tail would lash around, beating against the male’s muzzle until he finally stopped. It made him blush when the canine was more tender, kissing over those same sensitive appendages.


    If the mouse was feeling particularly submissive – it was rare, but it happened more and more recently – he would cuddle against the male as they slept. He generally awoke to nibbles on his ears, the canine whispering sweet things into them. In public though, he didn’t want anyone to know he let the Wolfen touch him. Explaining this to the other male hurt him, even if his heart hadn’t completely turned to Mier.


    The rodent sighed, keeping his gaze locked on the chapel doors as he came out of his memories. He wasn’t sure how he felt about what was about to happen. It wasn’t that he hated Torr, but that didn’t mean he liked him. The felis had never been nice to him or cut him any slack. Many instances in the past made the mouse not think of the snowcat in a positive light.


    One instance that stuck out in his mind as he waited had taken place only a few months after he became a paladin. At that point Rasvim hadn’t joined yet, so he was the youngest member of the entire temple. Since his initiation on to the path of light Acton had given up his more ‘casual’ ways in favor of charity and protection. He hadn’t stolen anything since his first meeting with Mier. The only vice from his days in the slums that remained was his love of females.


    After a long night that involved three differently bred, but equally lovely, felis females, the mouse had snuck out of his rooms late into the morning to freshen up. Using his healing to remove every bite and scratch the feisty ladies had left on him had burned a majority of his precious magic. It took him over an hour to scrub their mixed scents off – he hated to reek of sex during the day.

  


  
    Once he was respectable again, he sidled his way into the main chapel room to see the prayer day’s congregation. Unfortunately for him, this group was swelled with those infected with the current plague sweeping the city. Though he regretted depleting his magic, there was no going back now. He healed who he could, but still had to turn dozens away.


    “I know you can do more than that,” someone behind him sneered as he turned the tenth pocked female away. His ears knew it was Torr, but he ignored him. As he walked away from the healing circle, a paw gripped his wrist. He didn’t think, only reacted; he twisted his arm, his leg shooting out and kicking away his attacker as he broke the other male’s hold. He crouched down, flicking his wrists to make the daggers strapped to them slide down into his paws.


    “Don’t touch me,” he snarled, startling many of the congregation. The snowcat was doubled over, his breath coming in short gasps. Before the larger male could react, Vorel stepped in between them.


    “Torr,” he said, his eyes narrowed. The mouse breathed a sigh of relief; the lupis wasn’t angry at him for overreacting. The felis stood up, clutching his bare, bruising chest with one paw.


    “You know as well as I do that he wasted his magic before coming down.” Acton knew he should have saved his healing for the congregation, but he wanted to save face.


    “That is his decision,” the wolf stated. Torr looked like he had been slapped.


    “It is his duty to help these people! Not waste what little gift he possesses on vanity!” The snowcat jabbed a finger at the mouse for emphasis.


    “If he did not have a need, he would not have used so much. Grabbing him was your mistake – you know he is still jumpy.” The head paladin looked at him then, his eyes saying “don’t do it again”. The snowcat huffed, folding his arms over his chest and stalking from the room.

  


  
    So here he stood, waiting for that same paladin to storm into his chapel and try and cast Rasvim out. He honestly had expected the snowcat to try and get rid of him first; he had been here longer and built up more marks against himself. Every paladin here had done things they regretted, but Acton couldn’t think of anything so grievous the vulpine could have participated in. Yet, apparently, Torr thought he possessed damning evidence. The mouse pressed himself against the Wolfen behind him, folding his ears back against his skull. Tonight would be difficult at best, violent at worst.


    Conflict was something Rasvim wasn’t used to; normally he avoided it at all costs. Now he had no choice – Vorel had explained that Torr was coming back to the chapel in an attempt to cast the vulpine out of the church. The snowcat probably knew about the incubus, the head paladin continued, and that was enough proof for a valid case. Now the fox stood in the shadows on one side of the main chapel room, trying to figure out a way to calm everyone down.


    Today’s congregation had already begun to arrive, soon crowding the largest room of the chapel. Torr had always been a good public speaker; the fox feared he could turn that group against everyone else. City folk weren’t well educated and tended to listen to whoever yelled the loudest. Felis could roar very loud when no one objected.


    Of all the paladins, only Mier wasn’t truly worried. If Torr tried to call him out on his relationship with Acton, he would freely admit it; he saw no shame in his actions. Yes, he loved the mouse more than anything in the world. Yes, he loved the mouse more than his god. There was nothing the snowcat could do about it, even with a mass of people on his side. He would not renounce his love, even if it came down to violence. Let his fellow paladin try to knock him down – Mier was bigger than the snowcat.

  


  
    Leader of them all, Vorel stood silent near the chapel doors, listening for approaching steps. Ever since Alianna had rushed from the chapel half-dressed, it seemed Torr was doing everything he could to tear the unity of the paladins out from under them. Vasani sat on the brink of war; now was not the time for the snowcat to be doing this. Everything could fall apart with the felis’s interference. Unfortunately, the lupis had no idea what he could do to stop his comrade.


    As written in the Codex of Faith, any member of the church could accuse any other of wrongdoing, if he had proof or even just a strong belief. A cleansing ritual was all it took to absolve the mistaken paladin or cleric, and Vorel had already performed one on the vulpine paladin. Since the ritual had been completed successfully, the felis had no right to call out the fox. In the back of his mind, though, the wolf knew the other paladin didn’t care about procedure right now.


    The chapel doors swung open with a resounding bang. In strode Torr, his full platemail shining in the afternoon light and The Codex of Faith under one arm. He didn’t look at any of the eerily silent congregation, instead walking straight up to the chapel’s podium. Everyone, even the poor who were just here for healing, kept their gazes on him. The snowcat settled behind the stand, opening the tome roughly to the middle.


    “Why is everyone so quiet? Isn’t it time for worship?” Torr said lightly. No one moved or responded – even the beggars could see the confidence lighting up every line of his face.


    “Let’s begin then.” The felis began flipping through pages, making affirmative noises and mumbling under is breath. After fifteen seconds or so, he clapped his hands and laughed lightly.

  


  
    “This will do quite nicely. Who would like to read for me?” he said as he looked down at the poor. It was customary for a new subject to be read out by one of the worshippers, rather than a paladin. One of the lupis raised his paw; Torr ushered him up to the podium, stepping back and pointing to a verse.


    “Start there, believer.” The wolf blinked a few times then started to read, his voice strong despite his ragged appearance.


    “May no worshipper in a position of authority


    Deceive any who listen to his holy voice.”


    “And what do you think that means?” the snowcat asked, looking for to all like he was genuinely concerned about the poor wolf standing before him. Vorel knew better; he could see the vicious gleam in his eye.


    “Ummm….” the poor male started, reading over the passage a few more times before continuing. “Clerics can’t lie?”


    “That’s correct,” Torr said softly, patting the lupis on the back. “But it shouldn’t apply only to the clerics of a temple, now should it?” The lupis nodded dumbly, apparently not understanding.


    “Don’t you think a holy edict like that should be followed by paladins too?” Now the lupis nodded, understanding.


    “I think so as well,” the felis continued, “And I have a confession to make to this congregation. I have been deceiving many members of this chapel.” The audience gasped right on cue, but calmed down after only a few seconds. “I apologize for this, but it had its purpose. I have found out about many terrible acts the other paladins here have done; acts unbecoming of even the worst of the city prisons.” The snowcat took a deep breath, raising his paws above his head.


    “Do you wish to know of these?” Many of the congregation seemed nervous, but others shouted out to know, for these transgressions to be revealed. When they collectively calmed down, Torr ushered the poor lupis still standing behind the podium back to the floor.

  


  
    “Then I will begin, starting with some of the least grievous sins. To prove my point,” a victorious smile flashed on the felis’s muzzle for only a moment, “I will be quoting from this Codex of Faith, the true word of the Hopegiver. After I have finished, we will, of course, let those I call out defend themselves.”


    Torr flipped through a few of the thick vellum pages, stopping and reading aloud:


    “He who holds up a shield of protection for the Hopegiver


    May in no way worship in any other temple.”


    “Who among us could possibly have broken this law?” the paladin asked. He waited for one of the poor to raise his paw.


    “One of the clerics?” the male suggested. Torr shook his head, laughing.


    “Oh no, my friend. Most of the clerics know better. How about another guess?” Many different males and females shouted out suggestions now, some lost in the noise. When one particular name was mentioned, though, the felis called for silence.


    “Someone shouted out Acton, the mouse here who follows the path of a paladin. Whoever said his name was correct. That male,” he pointed up at the second-floor balcony, making the small male standing there jump, “has paid homage in multiple chapels within this city, diverting his soul away from our deity, the Hopegiver!” The last two words he said with a roar, driving the excitement of the mass of people up.


    Acton, all attention on him, jumped off the balcony. Several males rushed to catch him, but when he would have hit the ground and broken his legs, he tumbled a few times as was back on his feet in a second. The mouse stalked up to the taller paladin, narrowing his eyes.


    “You have no right to accuse….” he started, but was cut off by the roar of the crowd.

  


  
    “You will have your chance to defend yourself once I am finished, paladin. I will now continue with the next passage.” Torr laughed mercilessly, turning another page in his tome.


    Mier, like many of the other members of the chapel, was scared about what was happening. Never in his lifetime had anyone called out another follower of the Hopegiver for transgressions. Even if Torr thought he was doing the right thing, this was not the way to do it – in front of the city folk. He, too, vaulted the second floor railing, landing solidly on his toes; he was too sturdy to feel much more than a little pain from that. He also walked up to the snowcat, straightening up to his full nine-foot height.


    “Stop this, Torr,” he said, his voice booming around the room. The snowcat looked up at him, not intimidated.


    “Why should I do that, paladin? Are you afraid of what I might reveal about you?”


    “No paladin or cleric may hold another


    First in his or her heart above the Hopegiver.”


    Many of the congregation looked indifferent about this passage, so the felis broke his gaze with the Wolfen and turned back to the masses.


    “Tell me, children of the Hopegiver, should Mier’s feelings toward someone else in this church come first over his duties? Should we allow him to ignore his purpose here?” The Wolfen didn’t blush or avert his gaze.


    “You know nothing about what goes on in my heart,” the Wolfen said, leaning down so he was nose-to-nose with the other paladin. “And you will never know.”


    “Do you deny this accusation?” the snowcat roared, waving his paws at the masses. Voices rang out, demanding Mier to explain, yelling at him to resign his shield. The male waited until everyone calmed down before responding.


    “I do not. I love Acton, and I treasure him more than even my god.” The crowd collectively stood up, screaming and throwing things at the large male. The Wolfen didn’t wince or bat away the trash and prayer beads. He knew that statement would cause anger from all sides. The snowcat looked shocked from his admission, but recovered quickly.

  


  
    “Because you accept your wrongdoing, we will move on to another here. Step aside, Mier.” Turning another page, Torr waited for the large canine to move away from the podium to continue.


    “Darkness has permeated every paladin here to one degree or another. Some, like myself and Mier, have only to rethink their decisions. Others, however…..” Another page, another verse and Torr had the attention of everyone in the chapel. By this time many of the clerics had come out of their quarters and prayer rooms, leaning over balconies or standing in the shadows. With each gilded word, the massed poor rose in Torr’s favor, encouraging him in shouts and jeering the other paladins and clerics they could see. Acton and Mier suffered the worst of this, since they were closest to the group of people.


    Another twenty minutes this went on, the snowcat pointing out dozens of edicts the two paladins – and occasionally himself – had broken. Most of them the mouse and Wolfen freely admitted to. Not only would admittance let the felis move on, but when they accepted their wrongdoing and asked the congregation for forgiveness, the mass generally accepted it.


    “Let us move on to another paladin now,” the snowcat suggested, grinning predatorily at the two males standing beside him. He knew they could do nothing against him; these kinds of accusations could be made, even without concrete proof. Torr had proof and he knew everything he said was true, so there was no uncertainty in his voice or eyes. Everyone here would know what was happening when he was through.


    “Now we come to our final deviant, and the worst of them all.” Vorel stepped out of the shadows now; he knew what the other paladin had up his sleeve. Before he could force the snowcat to stop, Rasvim stepped past him, walking up to the podium.

  


  
    “Stop, Torr,” the vulpine pleaded. Torr did not react as most had expected – rather than yelling, cursing, or being sarcastic, the snowcat only smiled.


    “I won’t tell them anything else, paladin, if you tell them yourself.” The felis waved a paw around the room, indicating not only the crowd but the gathered clerics and paladins.


    “Tell them what you’ve done, Rasvim!” Without another word the fox stepped up to stand next to Torr, narrowing his eyes at the other male.


    “If that is what the worshippers, and not your pride, wants.” The masses yelled, cheering on the snowcat. Torr stepped aside, his face alight. “Then I will explain what brings a fellow paladin to call me out in front of all of you.”


    No one threw things at him as they had at Acton and Mier; many of them had known the vulpine and his family when he used to live in the slums. Also, he did not look threatening like every other paladin in the chapel. The fox leaned against the podium in front of him, closing the holy tome that sat atop it.


    “I don’t need this to explain myself,” he explained, smiling weakly. Even for Torr, the congregation had not completely quieted; people still fidgeted, or whispered between themselves. Now many of the clerics could hear each other’s breaths. As Rasvim began, his face showed only remorse.


    “Normally, I don’t talk about my mistakes in public, but it seems I don’t have a choice today. So here it goes. I let my carnal desires interfere with my duties as a paladin. I let what my body wanted override what my vows needed, what the Hopegiver needed. I made mistakes, many of them. I humbly ask for your forgiveness, faithful of the Hopegiver.”


    The city folk had hung on to every world he said; now they were on his side. As a unit they shouted apologies for doubting him and for yelling at him. Prayer beads rose from the crowds, thrown in appreciation rather than anger or irritation.

  


  
    “Stop this!” Torr yelled, but he had lost the crowd’s support. They understood people made mistakes; the illusion the snowcat was in the right had evaporated.


    “Then I will do this myself,” the snowcat muttered. He grabbed the vulpine’s upper arm, shoving him back. The fox staggered back, bracing his paws back against the altar behind him. The felis ripped open the tome, a tear resounding through the room. Now the clerics were against him – he had damaged a holy artifact. He read aloud:


    “If one paladin finds the morals of another paladin or cleric wanting, It is his duty as a follower of the Hopegiver to cleanse him of sin.


    To absolve aforementioned sin, a ritual of utmost purity


    Must be performed within hallowed walls.”


    “There are no halls more holy than these!” Torr roared, knowing what he said was true. He was right, it was his duty. None, not even Vorel, would stand in his way.


    “And I, Torr of Deaqiz, will purify my chapel!” Acton may have been the fastest of the paladins, but even he couldn’t react in time. Torr drew his sword and turned, thrusting forward, knowing by feral instinct where the smaller male stood. His sword, sharpened so many times, sliced through the thin white cotton fabric and the vulpine’s fur as easily as if it didn’t exist. Rasvim was too shocked by the action to move; his eyes rolled up into his skull as the blade impaled his heart. The snowcat roughly ripped the blade out of the other paladin, turning away with a battle cry.


    Rasvim crumpled against the altar, his blood dripping off of the holy inscriptions.


    


    

  


  Chapter 6 Repercussions


  


  Flares of light burst into being throughout the chapel; every stained glass window shattered. Clerics as well as the faithful were blinded. As Vorel charged forward, ignoring the searing pain in his eyes, a roar echoed through the room. A body flew across the room, slamming into the closed chapel doors. The lupis couldn’t remember when they had shut but he had a feeling the form now on the ground was Torr. He reached Rasvim, terrified he was too late. For his sake, someone had reached the fox first.


  A massive lupis stood in front of the altar, twelve feet tall and in full platemail. One of his paws was balled in a fist, stretched out in a punch toward the door. His other paw was pressed against the vulpine’s chest, right over his heart. On his back rested a large steel shield, embossed with a wolf paw. The bright spectral lights faded; everyone could see the male now.


  “You have gone too far this time, Torr.” The voice sounded like a pack of hounds on the hunt and an avalanche at the same time. The lupis turned, his paw leaving the collapsed fox; he now faced the chapel doors. It was the snowcat who had been thrown across the room. To Vorel, he looked shaken but unharmed. When the armored male stepped down from the altar, the crowd scattered.


  
    “I have done what is necessary for the survival of this order,” the felis roared, apparently oblivious to the chaos erupting around him. The lupis paladin knew who the tall male was and knew why he had descended from the heavens; the Hopegiver would only enter this building when a dire event happened. Torr had broken his vows irrevocably; he had struck down an innocent.


    “You have done nothing!” The god roared back, his very voice blasting the snowcat against the doors again. Vorel wanted to find out what would result from this new turn of events, but something else was more important. His love was bleeding only feet from him.


    The fox was spread out over the altar; it looked like the deity had levitated the male up to heal him. Rasvim’s clothes were soaked in blood, but the slice in the fabric over his heart was all that remained of his wound. Vorel pressed his ear to the smaller male’s chest – his heart still beat and his chest still rose with each breath. Relief washed over the paladin. He fell to his knees, pulling the vulpine off the stone altar and into his arms. Cradling him, the lupis nuzzled against the fox’s face, whimpering.


    Vorel could hear panicked yelling and crying; he looked up from his love to see what was going on. The Hopegiver was standing over Torr, the god’s right paw pressed against the snowcat’s forehead. The felis’s legs were shaking; he looked genuinely scared now.


    “You have broken your vows, paladin,” the god roared, white fire coursing over his arms. Most of the congregation and clerics had retreated into the side corridors to witness this divine intervention. Only the paladins remained in this room now.


    “I cast you from this temple forevermore, Torr, and know that you can no longer be blessed by any follower of my law!” The fire on the god’s right arm shot down, engulfing the snowcat.


    Torr screamed.

  


  
    Vorel saw the cat’s armor melting off into slag at his feet, the holy light that normally shined from his body fading to nothing. In only a few seconds the snowcat was shaking all over, only in trousers.


    “Begone from here!” The deity kicked him in the chest, sending the felis sailing into the chapel doors and out through them. He landed just outside the entrance, coughing up blood. The Hopegiver turned toward the other four paladins, the anger gone from his face, replaced with concern.


    “You need not worry about him,” the god said, looking down at the fallen fox. Vorel didn’t look up – he didn’t want his god to see him like this. He was cradling the only male he’d ever cared for in his arms and crying with relief. Paws lifted his muzzle, forcing him to look up. The Hopegiver looked into his eyes, smiling in a way that made him somehow smile back.


    “Protect him.” The god let him go, turning now to the other two paladins that remained. The lupis kept his grip on his love; his vulpine was safe and alive.


    “As for you two,” the deity said, bring Vorel back to the problems at hand. The god stared down at Acton and Mier, making even the Wolfen lower his ears in surrender.


    “Do well for each other. Friendship, even if it becomes nothing else, will carry you through your futures.” Both of the paladins looked at each other – the lupis knew the deity could look into the two males’ hearts. The god took a few steps until he was just outside the temple, making everyone in the building cower back as his anger returned.


    “If you EVER take a step on to this hallowed ground again,” The Hopegiver yelled, making the stone walls shudder, “I will kill you myself!” A nod at Vorel and the god was gone, his form exploding into a thousand points of light.


    The head paladin stood up with Rasvim in his arms, leaning against the podium. In all his years of service, never had he seen his god inside this temple. In no divine teachings were there references to this kind of intervention; he’d never heard of another paladin being personally cast from a temple by the Hopegiver. Some had fallen from grace, of course, but those could find redemption. Would Torr be given the same chance?

  


  
    The congregation returning to the central room left a lot for Vorel to do. These poor had seen their deity as a wrathful spirit of judgment, rather than a benevolent protector. The lupis would have to fix this.


    “Everyone gather ‘round,” the wolf called out, trying to get the city folk’s attention. Most of them did turn to him, but some still seemed panicked.


    “Listen to him!” Mier roared, making many worshippers cry out in shock. However, every eye was now on Vorel.


    “I know what you have just seen has shocked you,” the lupis began, keeping Rasvim in his arms as he spoke, “but your god is not something to fear. The only reason this occurred was because of Torr’s warping of our deity’s message. The Hopegiver asks for you to protect the innocent, not smite the wicked. The snowcat did not understand this.” The head paladin hoisted the unconscious fox more comfortable in his arms, stepping down from the podium and entering the crowd.


    “I must make sure our youngest paladin gets the rest he deserves.” The worshippers parted for him, giving him easy access to the corridor that led to his rooms. Kicking open the door – he never locked it anyway – he set the vulpine down on the bed, flat on his back.


    “Sleep.” He kissed the fox, positioning Rasvim’s arms and legs so he wouldn’t cramp up. Once the smaller male was comfortable to his satisfaction, Vorel stood back up and left the room. He needed to speak to someone who could and would answer his questions.


    The masses of city folk had already dispersed a few minutes later, letting the head paladin leave the temple without being harassed. Down the streets he went, dodging strange questions and concerned citizens who had already heard about the Hopegiver’s descent from his realms. Into the slums he went, dropping gold coins to any beggar who asked him on his way. There was only one divine authority that would answer him directly, rather than speak in riddles and suggestions.

  


  
    The temple he sought was small and underground, only accessible behind a particular tavern with the right sweet words. Once he was inside it, he kneeled before a small, crudely painted altar in the shape of a lithe felis holding a rapier in one hand and a pair of dice in the other. Closing his eyes, he prayed aloud.


    “Hear me, Jakkin, god of thieves, musicians, and sinners all. I ask for your advice on Torr, fallen from grace today.” He put his paws together in front of him, breathing slowly and waiting.


    “You know, your church already lost one paladin today. I don’t think the Hopegiver could take losing two.” He looked up, a young lion felis sitting cross-legged in front of him. The male wore a vest and tight trousers, multiple daggers visible on his belt. His tail lashed behind him.


    “I need your advice,” the wolf said frankly. This god walked amongst mortals regularly; he would know what to do here.


    “Then ask it, but know this: you may not like what you hear.” The lion leaned forward, his elbows on his knees and his paws bracing his delicate jaw, looking like no more than a charismatic thief.


    “What can I do to help Torr? I know he has done wrong, but everyone should be given the change to be forgiven.” The felis looked like he was thinking for a moment before answering.


    “You can’t do anything for him, paladin. Torr must save himself. Forget him for now; he must put the pieces of his shattered faith back together. Go back to your church and prepare for approaching complications. You must be ready when the Oracle of Thirdeye enters your lands.” Jakkin winked and then stood up. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a new brothel to explore.”


    Concerned more than calmed over the deity’s words, Vorel returned to his rooms. The Oracle had not been within Vasani for over a decade; why would she be traveling so far south in her old age? Vulpines could live to be over a thousand years old and the lupis vaguely remembered her having past that mark recently. The longest living prophet on record, she spoke directly to all of the higher gods. Unlike Vorel, who had only witnessed his deity a few times in his life, The Oracle was said to speak to at least one god a day about what they wished to happen in the world.

  


  
    Lying down beside Rasvim, he wrapped his arms around him, smiling through his worries as the small fox instinctively cuddled up against his chest. Tomorrow would come tomorrow.


    Torr ran through the streets blindly, avoiding pleasant greetings and catcalls alike. He had no home – he had lived within the temple for over a decade. Stumbling against a wall, he slipped into the nearest door. Subconsciously he had gone to the Snarling Bear, where his only non-paladin friend remained. This late in the afternoon every table was full with drunken merchants and their friends. Many of these patrons called out to him, recognizing him from the chapel.


    “Leon,” he rasped, collapsing against the bar. The bruin turned to him, his face going from joking to concern as he appraised the snowcat.


    “What happened?” The felis knew he looked the worse for wear from his encounter. His fur was singed and outright burnt in places; his remaining clothes were torn and ripped. Even his feet had been pierced by sharp stones in the road. Torr didn’t say anything; the shame of what had just happened muted him. How could he have been so wrong?


    “Let’s get you in the back.” The bear picked up one of the keys off a rack behind the bar; several patrons huffed when they saw which one he handed over. The large key was set with small emeralds set in the top. Leon led him out of the main room and directly behind the bar; the felis thought all of the rooms were on the upper floors. Surprisingly there was an entire suite of rooms there. Opening the door with the golden key, the bear pushed Torr into the rooms.

  


  
    “Get a bath. I’ll come talk to you after we close.” The snowcat tried to thank him, but the door was already closed. He slumped down, pressing his forehead against the floor. When he had thought himself at the height of truth, at the peak of religious authority, his god had personally knocked him down. His intentions had been good – wasn’t that enough? Had he read something wrong, or worse, was it his interpretation?


    After a bath he wrapped his feet, depressed over his lack of healing magic. There was nothing he could do about his burnt fur; it would just have to grow out. Sitting at the end of the bed, he put his face in his paws and prayed under his breath.


    “Please hear me, Hopegiver, and tell me what I did wrong.”


    No answer.


    “Please help me to understand how I have been mistaken.”


    Again no answer.


    “Please, just let me know you hear me.”


    With the prolonging silence, Torr slipped into a frustrated rage. Not only did his god not answer him, but he wouldn’t even acknowledge the snowcat was talking. Yes, he had been stripped of his divine powers; that didn’t mean he no longer believed and followed his god. He had made mistakes, but he had unwaveringly followed his deity for almost thirty years. Never in his life had he ever worshipped another god – how could one mistake, even one as big as he had apparently made, destroy that connection?


    Torr punched the walls, the doors, and the mattress, trying to cool his anger. It sated quickly, leaving him crying on the floor. It was all gone; he didn’t have his comrades, his temple, and most importantly his god. Curled up on the floor, he didn’t know how much time had passed until Leon came back. If he had entered the room that meant it was early morning, when the bear’s tavern finally closed.

  


  
    “How ya doin’?” The bear bodily picked him up; he was much larger than the snowcat. Leon sat down on the bed, holding the felis in his arms.


    “One of the drunks told me what happened.” Torr felt like a child being coddled. He was a paladin, not a crying baby to be held.


    “Put me down,” he ordered, but his heart wasn’t in it. Even if this was embarrassing, it was also comforting. The bruin kissed him on the top of his head, growling low into his fur. When the bear growled, it was closer to a purr than a sound of anger.


    The bear held him like this, rocking him slowly and murmuring soothing noises into his ears. The snowcat silently cried, shaking from exhaustion and feeling like his life was effectively destroyed. His god wouldn’t answer him, he couldn’t step foot in his home or his deity would smite him, and he had struck down one of his comrades. Torr seriously doubted Rasvim would die from the blow, since there had been so many clerics and paladins there. There was nothing left for him in the city; what could he do now? Once he finished crying and succumbed to his natural instinct to purr, Leon put him back down.


    “Why don’t I give you some money to get out of the city for a while? That way you can clear your head and at the same time try and find a way to get the gods back on your side.” Torr nodded, closing his eyes. Maybe leaving the city would be good for him now. It wasn’t like there was much left for him here.


    Gathering the few possessions he could without going back to the temple, he departed from Eldere at midday. Everything he had purchased that day with Leon’s gold fit in a backpack: rations and water for two weeks, a bedroll, a small bag of powdered silver, and sharpening stones. The silver had to be sprinkled over a small stone the bartender had lent him; it would ward away evil spirits and those with ill intent. Deciding to head south, he took the well-kept road that led the way to Deaqiz.


    As the snowcat left the city gates behind him, the first snow of the season began to fall. It was early Barley Moon – the fall equinox was just around the corner. This would mean more and more missionaries heading north to Eldere in Vasani and Salyvi in Oya for religious festivals. Snow didn’t bother him, but it did make his progress slower. It also made him more observant of the road around him, which came in handy the second day he was out.

  


  
    By the next morning there was already six inches of snow on the ground; he doubted it would stop for another few days. Nimbly jumping over drifts, he only tripped once when he misjudged the width of a particular high rise. Snow should have collapsed under his weight; instead he hit something solid. Digging through the pile, he came across a body wrapped in rags. Worried he had found a discarded victim of bandits, he pressed a paw against the creature’s chest; there was a weak heartbeat.


    Excavating the male – he could only tell the creature’s gender from the lack of breasts – didn’t take very long, the snowcat using his large paws and strong arms effectively. Once Torr unraveled a few rags from the smaller male’s face, he was surprised to see he was a snowcat like him. His entire body was freezing; Torr would bet the other felis had been there for a few hours and the cold had preserved rather than killed him.


    Keeping the smaller snowcat in his arms, Torr continued down the road, asking passerby how far the nearest large inn was. Larger inns and taverns had heated indoor baths for weary and cold travelers. A good soak should revive his charge; the male was breathing regularly, but it was punctuated by weak shivers and shudders. Judging by the convoluted answers he received from others on the road, he could only guess an inn was anywhere from just around the next bend in the road to several hours away.


    About an hour later he found what he was looking for; an inn large enough to have running water. Torr walked in, drawing many shocked exclamations and glances from those already lounging with tankards in their paws. The innkeeper took his gold without asking about the unconscious form in his arms, sending up servants with a massive tub of warm water.

  


  
    In the room he paid for the snowcat set the other felis in the water, rubbing over his face and arms to restore circulation. For a male, he thought, his charge was very beautiful. Even Rasvim wasn’t this effeminate; thinking of the fox made him sigh. Worrying about the sins of his comrades was what had gotten him into this mess. He shouldn’t have worried about who the fox, or the head paladin, or even Acton, brought to bed. Sex always seemed to cause more problems than it healed. Movement in front of him brought him back to the inn room. The other snowcat began to stir, his eyes slowly opening.


    “How ya feeling, lad?” he asked. Torr wasn’t really surprised the male had awoken that fast; like most snowcats he probably had a certain affinity with cold. The smaller male blinked a few times before folding his arms over his chest. The wrappings over the cat’s chest had come undone from the water, revealing small, round breasts.


    “I’m not a lad.”


    Acton had his own problems to deal with, even after he knew Rasvim was fine and Torr was gone forever. Mier, as much as he liked the Wolfen, had declared his love for the mouse in front of everyone. It was one thing for the canine to talk about it in private or even to other paladins; it was quite another for him to announce his feelings for the whole world. He liked Mier a lot; that didn’t mean he loved him. It didn’t mean he wanted everyone to know about them. He’d have to confront the other paladin about this.


    Over the course of the last few days more than a dozen different people had inquired about his relationship with the Wolfen; he had denied everything. There wasn’t anything between them, he assured them; Mier had only said that to calm Torr down. Most didn’t believe him; the canine was better known for his honesty than the mouse. Since Acton had once been on the other side of the law, his credibility was always being brought into question.

  


  
    Leaving the prayer room he had been in, he prowled down to his and Mier’s rooms. The door creaked as he opened it; the frame just hadn’t been the same since the other male had broken the door down. The larger paladin was sitting on the bed, a book open on one of his knees. Acton shut the door loudly in order to get the other male’s attention.


    “We need to talk,” he said, waiting for Mier to put the book away. The other paladin patted his knee; the mouse walked up and climbed into his lap, pressing his forehead into the canine’s fur. He didn’t want to hurt the other male, but now wasn’t the time to be soft. His reputation, not only in this church but out in the city, was at stake.


    “What’s wrong?” Mier asked, rubbing a paw up and down the mouse’s back. Acton took a few moments to collect his thoughts before answering.


    “I need you to do something for me.”


    “Anything.” This single word from the paladin’s lips wrenched at Acton’s heart; he was truly asking for something extreme. No one else would even think of agreeing to what he was about to ask, and it hurt him to do it. He had to; there was no other option now.


    “I need you to tell people you don’t love me, that you only said it so Torr would leave you alone. Tell them how I’m a friend, but nothing more. Tell them…” he closed his eyes, ashamed with himself. He could feel the Wolfen breathing hard, could sense his heart breaking. This was wrong on every level, but it was necessary. His job in this church was to serve as a mediator with the other temples; many of them wouldn’t let him on their grounds if they thought he was a tailraiser. Even if the Hopegiver didn’t care who he slept with, others would. His duty to this chapel came first, even before his friends.


    “Why?” The mouse looked up and nearly burst into the tears; Mier wasn’t making a sound, yet large tears streamed from his eyes. His eyes showed sadness to a depth Acton had never seen before – it was as though his whole world was being ripped apart around him. This had to be done, the smaller male told himself, for the sake of peace, for the sake of understanding. He nuzzled against the wolf’s chest, breathing in his scent.

  


  
    “We can still live together, and we can still sleep here. Just, outside, I can’t be more than a roommate.” Mier stood up, making the mouse tumble to the floor.


    “Are you ashamed of me? Of being with me?” Acton shook his head; that wasn’t it at all. He had tried to explain how the other temples felt before, but the Wolfen hadn’t understood. Now he tried again.


    “The temples of the Wing Goddess believe males should only lie with females. If they knew I was a tailraiser…” The Wolfen snorted; Acton knew that word was more of an insult. “…they wouldn’t let me even talk with their paladins and clerics. The Black Goddess doesn’t think anyone should have a sex drive, let alone males mating with other males. You know that!” The Black Goddess was the primary Wolfen deity – it was her, the only female of their kind that birthed all of them. Each year on Midwinter new Wolfen were born and given to elder tribesmen to raise.


    “Then tell them there is no shame in it!” Mier’s voice had risen to a roar. The mouse didn’t want the whole city to hear them.


    “Calm down,” he begged, knowing he was asking too much. He had broken the larger male’s heart; his emotions wouldn’t sate so easily.


    “I won’t!” The canine stepped over the smaller male, wrenching open the door. He ran out, leaving Acton on the floor. The mouse could hear concerned clerics coming around the corner as the Wolfen fled; he quickly stood up and slammed the door shut, clicking the lock. There were knocks only seconds later. He didn’t answer.

  


  
    Rather than curling up and worrying like he wanted to, the mouse started exercising. He did a handstand, walking on his paws all around the room, twisting his legs into different contortionist positions. He had been a thief before being initiated as a paladin, using his flexible form to slip into mage shops unnoticed. Now he had to stay limber to dodge the wicked. He flipped to land flat on his feet, twisting his waist around so his spine would pop. Stretching always cleared him of concerns – it was his normal meditation.


    In midair he shot out his right leg, kicking off of one of the bedroom’s walls and ricocheting to land on his back on the bed. Even after the exercise he still had no idea what to do about Mier. He had reacted just like the mouse had expected – badly. Now the small male would just have to wait for an answer. The Wolfen loved him and would do anything for him, just like he said. Was this going too far?


    Rushing through the streets of the city, Mier went straight to the slums. He had many friends in the lower city, but only one who would understand how he felt, how his heart felt like it was being ripped apart in his chest. Nothing had ever felt this bad, not even when his tribe had been destroyed by invading armies. Then he had been away, only feeling the loss secondhand. Now it was right in front of him, crushing down on him.


    He shoved open Gix’s door, startling the nezumi. When the smaller male saw the tears on his face, though, he stood up and led the Wolfen to his bed. Mier could hear the door being shut, could hear the rat asking him questions in a concerned voice. When a paw touched his face, though, he broke. Mier pulled the rat against him, wrapping his arms around the male. He howled, all his sorrow and despair pouring out in the only way he could think of to express it. Mier hadn’t howled since he had left Wolfen Valley, since he had renounced the teachings of his people for the Hopegiver.

  


  
    The Wolfen mainly worshipped in tribal ceremonies, dressing up in hides and bones to praise the Black Goddess, the mother to them all. Unlike most gods, she spoke directly to them regularly. There were no other gods present in Mier’s homeland; he didn’t even know there were others. Then the Shun Empire came.


    Situated directly to the west of Wolfen Valley, the lapins of the Shun Empire marched into Wolfen Valley unchallenged. His people weren’t combative and didn’t mind visitors. These were not normal travelers or adventurers – they were conquerors. Greedy for the precious metals in Wolfen Valley that could absorb or reflect magic, the lapin set up mines to harvest it and armies to defend their claims. Unfortunately for Mier, his tribe happened to live on top of one of these deposits. Rather than negotiating or simply asking for the Wolfen to move, they massacred the tribe.


    Mier had been visiting a nearby tribe, receiving news about the invasion during the attack. He returned to find nothing but corpses and charred homes. The Wolfen were tribally exclusive; he would have to find somewhere else to live. As he buried his dead and tried to salvage what he could, only one individual appeared to help him. That male was Vorel, a lupis paladin of the Hopegiver.


    Vorel was young then, in his mid-twenties, but he possessed wisdom beyond his years. Rather than asking the Wolfen why he hadn’t been there or how he felt, the wolf worked as thoroughly as he could. When every body was underground and burial services had been performed, the paladin offered Mier a chance to accompany him on his travels. The lupis was headed back to the capital of Vasani; there the larger male could find his own way.


    On the way to Vasani, Vorel told many fantastic tales about the Hopegiver and his teachings. The Black Goddess hadn’t protected Mier’s tribe from strangers; maybe this god could. Before coming to Vasani, he had never liked anyone more than as a close friend. Now the one person he had given his entire heart to had forsaken him. There was nothing more important to him than the mouse, and how he had thrust him aside for appearance’s sake.

  


  
    His god couldn’t bring Acton to him, couldn’t even preserve their tenuous connection. All he had was a tryst, a love the mouse hid from everyone else. He was not a private individual; every mate he had ever been with he had showered with affection both in public and private. The mouse wouldn’t have it, wouldn’t even let him put a paw over the smaller male’s shoulders during chapel services. He loved the mouse too much to stifle it with a quota of private kisses, too much to pretend not to adore him for others.


    The rat squeaked in his arms, pushing him away as he stopped howling. The Wolfen could hear many of the nearby tenants yelling for quiet; he didn’t care right now. His whole body shook from the force of his grief. The large male slumped down, rolling on to his side on the nezumi’s bed. Gix kneeled over him, his claws tracing over the larger male’s lips.


    “He finally broke your heart, didn’t he?” Mier couldn’t stop crying, no matter how he tried to calm down. Nodding, he didn’t understand when the nezumi wrapped his arms around the larger male’s massive head. The rat nuzzled him, beginning to cry too. They both stayed like that for a while, the Wolfen soon wrapping his arms around the rat as well. He understood now, suddenly remembering what Acton had told him; this nezumi loved him, that he knew Mier used him as a substitute for the mouse. The Wolfen’s grief-addled mind had brought him truly to the one person who knew how he felt, because the larger male had caused the rat’s pain.


    “You can stay here for a while if you want.” Gix continued to pet his muzzle, kissing his nose and telling him it would be alright. It didn’t help; Mier couldn’t stop the tears from falling. The nezumi would hold him for tonight, if no longer. He didn’t think he could face Acton or anyone else in the chapel right now; there would be too much to explain.


    Mier pulled the rat against his chest, licking over his tattered ears; the Wolfen suspected they hadn’t been intact since Gix was a baby. The smaller male closed his eyes as he spoke into the canine’s shaggy fur.

  


  
    “Stay here as long as ya need to Mier. You know you’re always welcome.” The rat kissed him on the lips; the pain in his chest seemed to lessen a bit. Another kiss and he kissed back, not wanting to be left alone now. He was emotionally exhausted; the nezumi would keep him safe and happy. He rolled on to his back, stretching out his legs until his knees and ankles popped. Gix curled up in the crook of his arm, grabbing big tufts of fur with his yellow claws.


    “Thank you, Gix.”


    The afterlife was something that Rasvim thought about frequently; his parents were there. According to the teachings of the Hopegiver, the faithful would be given what they truly desired on the Celestial Plane. What he felt now were strong arms wrapped around him, soft, long fur caressing his face. This was what he wanted; to be held forever, a strong male breathing softly in his ears. A smell was in his nose – it was Vorel’s soft scent. Did his god really know him that well? Sighing softly, he nuzzled into the wolf’s chest, wondering how the apparition could be so realistic.


    “Awake?” A tongue licked over the top of his head, letting the fox know this was more than a fantasy. He hadn’t been killed when Torr had stabbed him. Instead he was in his quarters, the real lupis holding him. The wolf held him tighter, crushing the air out of his lungs. The stranglehold only persisted for a moment before Vorel scooted down, kissing Rasvim on the lips.


    “How long was I out?” the vulpine whispered; the last thing he remembered was falling backward on to the altar of the Hopegiver.


    “Two days. The Hopegiver stopped you from passing on.” Another kiss, this one pressing more firmly against him, the wolf’s paws gripping his sides. There was a level of desperation to every movement that concerned the smaller male. He flicked his muzzle to break the kiss, nuzzling instead into the other paladin’s throat.

  


  
    “What’s wrong?” He whined when the lupis rolled him on to his back, on all fours above him and kissing all over his muzzle.


    “There’s nothing wrong at all.” Vorel gently took the smaller male’s throat into his jaws, making the fox relax in the dominant hold. This was something the vulpine had shown him several days ago – how to display between two males who was in charge. At first the wolf had said he wouldn’t do it, until he saw how Rasvim reacted. After a few moments the larger male let go, his large canines scraping across the exposed skin.


    “I was just so afraid you were going to die. I didn’t want to be without you.” Another kiss, another caress over his slim chest made the fox whimper. He could see Vorel was crying, small tears falling into the smaller paladin’s fur. These were not the tears of sadness or of pain – they were of relief. For all paladins of the Hopegiver, part of their vows to join the order was that they would not be resurrected. Dying in the service of their god meant true death, not the temporary inconvenience of an adventurer before paying a cleric to resurrect them.


    “I won’t ever leave you.” Rasvim leaned up, kissing the wolf tenderly on his lips. “I’m yours forever, even if I have to wait in the afterlife to be with you.” The wolf nuzzled him, pulling the sheets back so they pooled at the foot of the bed. It was then that Rasvim realized his bloodied clothes had been discarded, replaced with nothing but clean fur. The lupis over him wore nothing either; he never slept in clothes.


    “You’ll be by my side forevermore?” The vulpine wrapped his arms around the larger male’s shoulders and grabbed large tufts of fur. The wolf settled into a new position, nose-to-nose with the other male and his whole body seeming to envelop the fox.


    “I will.” Lips moved across the muzzle, only connecting with his lips for moments at a time. His paws were on either side of the fox’s shoulders.

  


  
    “Promise?” There was a need in the wolf’s eyes that Rasvim had never seen before. Two weeks ago the larger male had caught him with an incubus pretending to be Vorel; now he was asking the fox to stay with him forever.


    “Yes.”


    They mated fully that night; before now Vorel had been apprehensive about the act. He had thought his size and girth would be too much for the small vulpine. Now he saw how different being with a male was. Since the head paladin had never been with a male before Rasvim, the vulpine had to teach him the right angles and speed for everything. Good thing for both of them, the fox had experience with clumsy males. Vorel got the rhythm of it quickly, soon making the both of them moan and wiggle around. Sweat would fling off of the wolf, raining down and marking the fox as his own.


    He had been with females, tied to females; it was nothing like the fox. The smaller paladin encouraged him, never wincing or whimpering from his size or his technique. Vorel liked to kiss, pet and nuzzle as he was mating, and never had he been with a female who let him. Rasvim kissed him back, grabbed him back, and whispered how much he loved him back. There was a unity between the two of them that Vorel had never felt before, whether during sex or any other time.


    After hours of slow, loving thrusts and caresses, the lupis tied to the smaller male, arching his back and howling to the heavens. His paws gripped the fox’s length and knot; he felt him climax at the same time. The two panted in each other’s arms, both exhausted and fulfilled. Neither wanted to move – the wolf’s knot wouldn’t let them anyway. They fell asleep, the wolf whispering, “I love you,” as the vulpine below him nodded off.


    The next morning they both dislodged, the wolf carrying the smaller male into the baths. After they were both clean and dry, Vorel ferried the fox into one of the private prayer rooms on the second floor. Sitting him down on the large, single cushion, the lupis kneeled.

  


  
    “I need to ask you something, Rasvim.” The fox smiled, placing his paws on the larger male’s shoulders. He finally had everything he wanted: he was a paladin, he never had to live on the streets again, and he had a loving male who wouldn’t leave him. Vorel leaned forward and kissed him on the nose.


    “What’s that?” Rasvim kissed him back, sending up a prayer to the Wing Goddess, deity of love and fidelity that the wolf felt as powerfully about him as the fox did about the larger male. Vorel pulled something out of his armor; a simple, silver ring.


    “Will you stay with me forever? Through good and evil, through light and darkness, through life and death?” Vorel slipped the band on to the vulpine’s left ring finger, kissing him on the lips. Rasvim couldn’t breathe for a moment – was what he thought was going on actually happening? He nodded, tears suddenly coming to his eyes. He’d wanted to be with the wolf for years now; how could it be only two weeks after the head paladin found out, he would be asking for his love fully and completely? Equally as strange, when did he have time in the last few weeks to get a ring forged?


    “Why…” was the only word that he could speak. Was this only because of Torr? If the Hopegiver hadn’t appeared, he probably would have died; even a paladin couldn’t heal that well. Fear for loss was a valid reason to move quickly, but Rasvim didn’t want that to be why the wolf proposed. As he thought it over, the larger male kissed him lovingly on the lips.


    “I’ve wanted to protect you since the moment you appeared outside this temple, soaked to the bone with rain. For a while, it was only to keep you safe and happy. Over the last year, however, that’s turned into something different. I didn’t know what it was until I saw you with the incubus. I love you, Rasvim, more than anything. I want you happy, content, and to be with me forever.” The vulpine began to shake; the other male wrapped his arms around him, holding him and nuzzling him.


    “Where’d you get the ring?” he asked. Why was he stalling? Wasn’t this what he wanted? The wolf petted his head, the blunt claws soothing him.

  


  
    “It was my mother’s wedding ring. My parents were married for over twenty years before they died. I kept it all through my years as a gladiator – I was determined to give it to the right person. I’ve thought about it for a few females, but I know now you’re the one who should wear it. Will you accept it?” Without thinking any more, Rasvim answered.


    “Of course I will.”


    “Then it’s settled.” The vulpine remembered the paladins had the ability to marry others; this was official as soon as the fox said yes. He was kissed again, trembling in the larger male’s arms. Now he needed to tell his parents. After a few minutes of being held by the wolf, he gently but firmly pushed him away.


    “Vorel, can you leave the room for a moment?” The lupis looked concerned but still stood up, walking out the door and closing it behind him. Rasvim stayed at the altar, bending down to pray. He didn’t really know how to start, so he just sounded out what he wanted his parents to hear.


    “Thank you for telling me it was alright to love another male, no matter what your friends or other relatives thought. Thank you for letting me know how kind the paladins of the Hopegiver were. They saved me in more ways than one. I hope you are content in the afterlife, and I want you to know that I’ve found the love I dreamed about when we were together.”


    Rasvim and Vorel told the other paladins and the clerics what they had done the next day, asking them to keep it from the populace for now. Many people believed paladins and clerics should remain single and devote their entire lives to worship. Even though some of the cleric’s spouses lived in the chapel, most city folk didn’t know that. Since the fox and wolf already lived in the same rooms, the public’s opinions wouldn’t change much. They were together now, for as long as they desired.

  


  


  Chapter 7 Harmonics


  


  Once the female was warm again, Torr didn’t know what to do. He’d never had much experience in dealing with the opposite sex; so far all he knew about her was that she was a snowcat and she bound her breasts flat. Why she wasn’t wearing real clothes was still a mystery. Really the only thing he knew was her name: Mhegan. She had told him right after she regained consciousness. Rather than awkwardly asking these questions, he gave her one of his own spare tunics and a set of trousers and left the small room. Confused at what to do next, he paid for a few steins of warm mead and brought them up for the two of them.


  “Here,” handing one of them to the small felis. She murmured thanks, sipping the steaming beverage. At some point when Torr had been downstairs she had curled up on the lumpy mattress, the sheets piled around her like a nest. Keeping her gaze down, she looked more like a runaway than an adventurer. Setting the other mugs down on a small table and then guzzling one down in a matter of seconds, the male felis still had no idea what to do or say here. He’d saved her from certain death in a snowdrift – she hadn’t even thanked him.


  
    “So,” he began, but before he could say something stupid, she interrupted him.


    “Thanks for saving me,” she mumbled, looking up at him. Her eyes were brilliant silver; Torr couldn’t help but smile.


    “You’re welcome,” the male replied, his confidence returning. “Now are you going to tell me why you were face-down in a snowdrift?” As he had carried her back he couldn’t see any injuries, and even there were he couldn’t heal them now. A pang of loss went through his heart, but now wasn’t the time to deal with it. She sat up a little straighter, her ears flicking back and forth. For most felis, that meant she was trying to think up a quick lie. Torr would let it slide, considering the circumstances.


    “I was trying to get to an inn before it started to snow,” she said simply. It was a logical lie – the most believable kind in the male snowcat’s opinion. If she didn’t want to tell him what had really happened, that was fine; they had just met. After downing a second stein of mead, Torr sat down on the bed next to the other felis, looking her up and down.


    Most males would find her beautiful, the snowcat thought. She was delicate like a china doll, with graceful movements and soft features. Snowcats generally had large tufts of fur surrounding their throats, giving others the impression they had a mane. She did not; this gave her entire upper body a much more feminine shape. When he had been carrying her he could tell her fur was the softest he had ever touched. The female scooted over to sit next to him, keeping the sheets wrapped firmly around her.


    “Where are you headed?” she asked, keeping her eyes down. Torr wasn’t sure if he could afford another traveler, but she seemed so helpless.


    “To Deaqiz. If you want to come with me, you can.” The female nodded, leaning against him and purring. She looked so relieved Torr couldn’t resist; he leaned down and kissed her on the lips. The smaller snowcat didn’t push him away or claw at him like so many other females he had been attracted to; her lips tasted faintly of raspberries. Once he broke the kiss, he could see a faint blush under the white parts of her fur.

  


  
    “What do you need me to buy you when we get to the next town?”


    Mhegan slept on the bed, all the sheets wrapped around her. Torr decided the floor wasn’t so bad, especially since he had spent many a night sleeping on hard ground during his travels. On his back, looking up at the polished ceiling, he contemplated what could happen over the next few days. Someone to talk to would be nice, especially someone who didn’t know what had happened at the chapel. A female was even better, since she had shown no adversity to his touch. They wouldn’t need two horses; she was small enough to sit behind him. Thinking about her arms wrapping around him made him smile; she would be so cute and not as awkward to travel with. These thoughts kept him happy as he fell fast asleep.


    The next morning it took Torr half an hour to convince Mhegan the horse was safe. She’d never ridden any animal, let alone a feisty stallion. Once he was on its back, he helped to hoist her up behind him and they set off down the road. He had to hold on to her arms to stop her from sliding off; she desperately pressed forward against him. A few minutes on the equine, though, she got used to the rhythm. Another half an hour and she leaned relaxed against him, purring and holding his waist.


    The two felis stopped at the next town that had a general store, picking up some more supplies. What surprised Torr was how much money the other snowcat had somehow procured. She paid for everything she needed, smiling enchantingly at the storekeeper. Once they were outside, the male snowcat noticed she was carrying a disproportionate amount of gear than what she paid for. Asking her about it brought out an answer he didn’t want to hear.


    “I had to steal a few things,” she replied nonchalantly. Torr grabbed her waist, steering her into the shadow of a nearby building. Since her arms were currently so full she couldn’t resist very well. He pushed her against a wall, glaring down at her flustered face.

  


  
    “Don’t do that again,” he ordered. She looked up at him incredulously.


    “Act like we can afford everything we need. This is the only way to survive.” He leaned down, kissing her fiercely on the lips. Only their bodies pressed together kept the belongings in her arms. By the time he pulled back she was breathless and blushing.


    “Then stop so you don’t get arrested,” he whispered. She was trembling in his arms and looking like that response was the last thing she expected.


    “Alright,” she said weakly. Once Torr took the goods out of her arms, they found their way back to his horse.


    Out of that village, the male felis kept a firm hold on Mhegan. Since he had kissed her in the village, she hadn’t stopped blushing and would only respond in mutters. Worried he had scared her, he waited for them to stop for the night before bringing it up again.


    “Are you afraid of me now?” he asked as she curled up in one of the two bedrolls, having declined dinner. The smaller snowcat shook her head, yet still pulled the end of the bedroll over her nose; only her ears were visible now. Torr crawled over to sit next to her, leaning down to nuzzle her through the thick fabric. She let him pull it down, rolling over to look at him. To his shock, she was smiling shyly.


    “It’s just…no one’s ever…” He kissed her again, crawling in to the bedroll before she had her wits about her. She didn’t resist anyway, so Torr didn’t feel guilty. Holding her against him, he settled down so he could feel her heartbeat against him and nibble on her ears. The snowcat could also feel her blush it was so fierce. Settling down to sleep, they both purred.


    Vorel and Rasvim were both very worried about Acton and Mier. The rodent hadn’t left his rooms for a week except for meals; the Wolfen hadn’t even been in the chapel for three days. The two males were sitting in their quarters, trying to think of a solution to this problem. After an hour of little success, the wolf was ready to give up. There were cuddling, the fox in the other male’s arms and nuzzling against his throat.

  


  
    “There is one thing we could try…” Rasvim whispered. The lupis’s paws moved down to caress the vulpine’s waist.


    “Anything at this point, love. I don’t want this rift to continue.”


    “You won’t like it,” the fox responded. When the head paladin licked over the top of his head, encouraging him, he sighed.


    “The only reason this is happening is because Acton isn’t comfortable being with males. Maybe…we can show him it doesn’t have to hurt.” Vorel made a few uncomfortable noises, but still continued to hold the fox.


    “You know I don’t really like the idea of mating anyone besides you,” the wolf responded.


    “Then I’ll be with you too. We can help him together. Trust me, you’ll like it.” Scooting up and kissing the lupis on the nose, Rasvim rolled off of the bed.


    “I’ll go talk to Acton about it. Come in when you’re ready.”


    In response to Mier fleeing the temple, Acton had charmed up every female he could find, sometimes more than one each night. He didn’t need the Wolfen; males weren’t really his taste anyway. Smaller felis, lapins, vulpines and rarely other nezumi would suit him quite nicely. Right now he had a female lion on either side of him, both purring, nude, and passed out. Crawling out from between them, he made his way to his door and peaked out. It was still early morning and very few clerics were already awake. Not caring at the moment if someone saw him, he walked out into the hallway nude.


    He almost made it out of the bathing rooms before someone caught him. A very significant cough came from behind him; his paw on the door out of the baths he paused and tilted his head. There was Rasvim standing behind him, a towel wrapped around his waist and looking very embarrassed.

  


  
    “Missing something?” the fox asked. Acton smirked.


    “Nope.”


    Back in his quarters, he was pleasantly surprised to find the two female felis already gone, their clothes with them. That would eliminate a very awkward conversation he always liked to avoid; at least someone still understood the concept of a one-night stand. As he located a pair of somewhat-clean pants, he heard someone at his door. Not bothering to put on his pants just yet, he answered it.


    “Can I talk to you?” Here was the vulpine again, wearing white vestments this time. Acton nodded absentmindedly, pulling on his trousers. They, unlike him, still smelled like the two felis. The smaller male sat down on the end of the bed, looking very concerned.


    “Whatcha need?” he asked. Normally Rasvim was so cheerful it was annoying; now he looked borderline depressed.


    “It’s about Mier.” Acton snorted; very little about the Wolfen was still his problem.


    “What about him?”


    “No one’s seen him in three days. What happened?” The mouse shrugged; this wasn’t the other male’s business. One less paladin wouldn’t change anything in this city. The nezumi had a very good idea where the canine had gone, but he wouldn’t mention it now. If Vorel asked him specifically, he might reveal who Gix was. Rasvim seemed to have picked up on his uncaring attitude.


    “Fine, then will you at least tell me why you don’t love him back?”


    That got the mouse thinking. Why didn’t he? Mier was an excellent warrior, yet gentle at the same time. He didn’t want anything from the mouse except for the smaller male to be around and acknowledge his existence. Even touching or sex hadn’t been on his list of priorities until Acton had been comfortable with it. Was it the concept of giving himself to another male? He’d heard of females who liked to be in control during mating, but this wasn’t the same. The female wasn’t inside him. He’d tried males once, and it wasn’t as bad as he had expected. Then what was it?

  


  
    The fox stood back up, taking hold of Acton’s arm and guiding him to the bed. The mouse didn’t resist; Rasvim had him sit on the end of the bed as the vulpine kneeled at his feet. Confused, the mouse nearly got up when the smaller male placed his muzzle on his knees.


    “You know how he feels about you,” the fox said. He sounded more serious than Acton had ever heard him. “Is it just because he’s a male? Does it scare you that much?” The vulpine nuzzled against him, making the mouse tense up. He was about to shove the smaller male off before he saw tears. “Mier loves you, more than anything else in the whole world, and you can’t accept it. All he wants is to make you happy and you won’t let him.”


    That got him. It was true; the Wolfen had given him everything the larger male could, and the mouse has rejected it on the case of gender. Why did it matter so much to him whether the person who loved him was male or female? If Mier had been a female he would have recognized the infatuation and been with her from the start. Giving up his sleeping around wouldn’t have been a problem for someone who would cuddle him as often as let him mate her. Did it really matter if Mier was a male?


    Acton didn’t hear the door open. Distracted by his own thoughts, he squeaked when someone sat down behind him, powerful paws resting on his shoulders. A muzzle caressed his ear; it was too small to be Mier’s.


    “We’re both worrying about you and Mier,” the voice said. It was Vorel. The vulpine below him stood up, nuzzling his face, Rasvim’s paws gripping his own. The lupis’s paws were now moving up and down his back, petting him in a way that relaxed him in their hold.

  


  
    “What scares you about being with a male?” Those paws began massaging, making him arch his back and blush. Why were they doing this? Vorel had never even been in his quarters before now; Rasvim had always shown a preference for strong males who could make him moan. Did they care about him and Mier so much? Was it just because he had hidden in his quarters for the majority of the past week, only leaving to eat? Then the vulpine kissed him and his inner demons were forgotten.


    He didn’t want to push him away – the fox’s lips were as soft as any maiden’s. The kiss was gentle, loving, and erotic all at once. The wolf behind him wrapped his arms around him, licking over his bare back and neck. Once he broke the kiss by tilting his head up the vulpine started to kiss his throat and along his collarbone. Why was he letting them do this to him? When Vorel licked over his ears, he realized; it was because he was prey.


    On the Dark Isles, where he had been born, there were two tribes of nezumi. White nezumi, albinos cast out from the other tribes, were forced to band together and hide underground. If the black nezumi, wild and feral, caught them, they’d become slaves, or worse, killed. Generations of this built in a prey trigger into every white nezumi’s psyche.


    In the hold of a larger male he was helpless; Acton couldn’t resist this secret kink, this subconscious need to be controlled. When Gix had first touched him he wanted to stop him, but his body loved it. He had powerfully climaxed in the black nezumi’s paw, cried out in pleasure as the rat’s member penetrated him. A few days later, held in Mier’s arms, he had given himself fully to the Wolfen and then later broken the male’s heart over it. He was scared of his wants and needs and had been trying to ignore them for years.


    The paladins here had shown him desires like his weren’t wrong, that he wouldn’t be hated for them. On the Isles sex was about power; it was why he left to find a mate here. A luscious female on top of him, gyrating, holding him in place with her thighs; it was all he wanted. Now he knew a male could do the same thing, could hold him and still love him. Still treasure him.

  


  
    “Can we show you it doesn’t have to be rough? That it doesn’t have to hurt?” Vorel whispered in his ear. He nodded as teeth scraped against the back of his neck and his throat, two males gaining temporary possession over him, locking him into a submissive hold. Shivering, he let the wolf lift his hips for Rasvim to start pulling off his trousers. Being with Gix had showed him males weren’t something to push away; being with Mier had shown him being controlled was what he wanted, what he desired.


    “If you don’t like it, or want us to stop,” Rasvim cooed, licking over the mouse’s lips, “just tell us. We want you to be comfortable. We want you to able to be with Mier. This,” one of the fox’s paws tickled over his covered crotch, making him start to breathe a bit heavier, “shouldn’t get in the way.” The vulpine let go of his other paw, resting them both on the mouse’s thighs.


    The fox undid the buckle at the waist of his trousers, hooking his claws into the leather and slowly pulling them down. He let the smaller male lift his legs, pulling them off of him. Since he wasn’t wearing anything else, it only took this movement to completely expose him. The wolf shifted, pulling the mouse into his lap without breaking his bite on his neck. These males owned him, controlled him, and could do anything to him; it’s what he desired, what he couldn’t resist.


    Rasvim kissed down his legs, touched the bare skin on the bottoms of his feet. The vulpine’s lips never stayed in a single place for very long, making the mouse wiggle when he reached a ticklish spot. Being in the head paladin’s secure hold didn’t stop him from moving; it only gave him the feeling of being dominated. His paws weren’t restrained, but he didn’t want to touch the fox, didn’t want him to feel controlled. They were doing this for him, so he kept his paws over the wolf’s own.


    The vulpine stood up, leaning over the mouse, nuzzling, kissing him, pawing at his chest. Acton took the hint, reaching out to grip the fox’s loose cotton shirt. This was for him to do; he wasn’t going to get just to sit there and enjoy it all the way through. He pulled the shirt up, practically yanking it off of the smaller male. He’s seen the fox dozens of times in the bath, but this was different. To most males he was effeminate; compared to the mouse Rasvim could pass as a female.

  


  
    Next he pulled off the male’s pants. They were large enough that they slid off without trouble – dimly he realized they were probably Vorel’s. Now the vulpine was nude before him, smiling softly and licking along the rodent’s lips. He moaned softly, feeling the slight tickling sensations on his lips. This was so gentle, so experimental; they were treating him like a precious gift, like he’d never had sex before.


    Kissing down his chest, the fox’s paws never stopped touching him, exploring his body as though he wanted to feel every inch of him. He blushed furiously and felt like even the color of his fur had changed. Even if he wanted this, he wasn’t completely used to the concept. He had lived with both of these males for years; now they were pleasing him, making him moan and squirm.


    He crossed his legs when Rasvim’s muzzle approached his groin; the vulpine giggled and kissed his belly button. A comforting squeeze from the wolf made him relax, so he let the fox untangle him. Already his sheath was bulging from the touches, his tail wrapped around Vorel’s waist for support. Paws held his thighs, squeezing down on the toned muscles; he involuntarily stretched his legs out and splayed his toes. The fox began kissing through the soft fur on the inside of his thighs, whispering about his handsome he was and how athletic he was.


    He loved to have his legs worshipped, for someone to touch them and appreciate how much work he put into his physique. The fox nuzzled in between his thighs, making him jerk up when the smaller male’s cold nose contacted his small sac. Rasvim’s warm tongue lovingly rolled around his balls; compared to either of the canines he was barely endowed at all. Panting and blushing, his shaft began to rise.

  


  
    Acton didn’t have a knot like the other two males, but that didn’t seem to bother the vulpine. As the mouse’s arousal became apparent, the fox’s tongue dove around his member and into his sheath, lapping at pleasure nerves he didn’t know existed. A female had never even pleased him with her tongue; this was all entirely new. He leaned over the vulpine, holding his ears and licking his lips. This was incredible; nothing else mattered but that slowly working muzzle.


    He nearly fell back when Vorel let go of him, the paladin taking a moment to strip off his clothing. When bare fur touched his back, the mouse felt warmth pressed against him, a new level of intimacy. He’d always looked up to the lupis as stronger, as more devoted than him. Now he was teaching him something much more personal. Once the wolf’s arms were wrapped around him again, Vorel nuzzled against his ears.


    “Do you like this?” Acton nodded, breathing heavily as pleasing noises came from below him, the fox’s tongue twirling around the head of his maleness. He seemed to love pleasing the rodent; how had he not known the fox was like this? The lupis’s arms pulled his paws back off of the vulpine, holding him still as the smaller male slowly engulfed his entire member. He forgot to breathe for a moment when he felt the head of his shaft press against the back of Rasvim’s throat.


    The vulpine’s tongue danced over the skin of his member; he would be thrashing around in pleasure if the lupis didn’t have a firm hold of him. On top of these sensations that made his eyes water, the muzzle was gently suckling him like a delicious piece of candy. He didn’t want this to end, but there was no way he could last very long. Within a minute of the fox sucking he could already feel his orgasm building.


    “St….St…Stop…” he gasped, truly not wanting it to end. True to his word, though, the fox immediately pulled off of him, making his shaft ache with need. This was perfect, but now he wanted it to last. Rasvim stood up, his own need apparent between his legs. The fox lifted up Acton’s legs, spreading them apart and resting them on the fox’s shoulders. Rasvim sat down on the floor now, scooting down so Acton couldn’t see his face anymore. Nothing was happening for a few moments, so he made a few confused noises. It was then that he heard what was happening behind him.

  


  
    Vorel was growling against his shoulders, sending excited shivers down his back. Rolling out of the wolf’s loosened grip, he landed next to him to see what was happening. Rasvim’s nose was flush with the paladin’s slowly growing knot, the male’s entire length down the vulpine’s throat. The lupis’s whole body was tensed up, his large paws cupping the fox’s head. Acton could tell he was trying to thrust up, but because the fox was taking him so deep he couldn’t move.


    Watching the wolf alternatively growling and whining, poised on the edge of the bed, the rodent was entranced. Sure he’d seen two people mate in public; it wasn’t that strange at some of the celebrations he went to. This was different – these two knew exactly how to make the other happy, how to make the other moan. The vulpine pulled off the larger male, making the lupis whimper in pleasure as the head of his shaft slipped past the fox’s lips.


    “C’mere,” Rasvim said, motioning at the mouse. When the mouse didn’t move immediately, Vorel picked him up, lifting him in front of the lupis and turning him around so his back was against the wolf. The male’s slick member was under his tail, parting his sac. Though the head paladin wasn’t as large as Mier, the shaft’s presence still made him worry about it tearing up his insides. Rasvim turned around, getting on all fours in front of the mouse. The vulpine raised his tail and it didn’t occur to Acton what was going on until the fox shifted his hips back, the rodent’s slick head pressed between the smaller male’s cheeks.


    The wolf held on to his thighs, restraining him as the fox pushed back, making the mouse’s maleness press against Rasvim’s tail hole. As his head popped past the anal ring, he squeaked loudly and tried to thrust forward. With the wolf’s arms around him, though, he couldn’t move even if he wanted to. This was just as new as everything else; Acton’s eyes crossed as the fox slowly moved back, his length disappearing into the vulpine’s body. He bottomed out quickly, feeling muscles pulsing all around his arousal. Teeth locked around his neck, hot breath parting his fur.

  


  
    Vorel lifted up slightly off the bed as the fox adjusted to his size, Rasvim moaning and wiggling around; the mouse’s thighs were locked against the smaller male’s own. The head paladin’s member pressed against his tailhole; he relaxed, his whole body going limp. Slowly circling his hole, he felt the wolf’s warm precum against his bare skin. It was hard to breathe with all the pleasure coursing through him, especially when the lupis began to push in. It had been over a week since he had been with Mier, but it seemed Vorel knew to take it slow. He didn’t feel like he was being split open – only incredible pleasure emanated from his rump.


    When the wolf was fully inside him, Vorel’s knot firmly against the mouse’s tail hole, Rasvim started to move back and forth. This not only deadened what little pain occurred from the stretching but let him enjoy being pleased from both sides. Acton started pawing at the fox’s back, which made the smaller male arch up and press against him. Now the rodent had the wolf behind him, teeth holding his scruff firmly, and Rasvim nuzzling against his throat, moaning and squeezing down on his arousal. His paws were holding the fox as powerfully as the wolf’s were holding him.


    Once the head paladin started to move, it forced the other two to move in sequence. Vorel controlled the pace with his thrusts; Rasvim whined every time Acton’s maleness moved out. The lupis lifted up off of the bed, on his toes and barely bent enough for the mouse to stay on the floor. He looked down over the fox’s body – the vulpine was actually off the ground, the nezumi’s shaft his only support. He’d never seen Rasvim in such a state of bliss.


    “Do…you….like…it?” Vorel growled in his ear just as Rasvim tensed up, making Acton see stars. He nodded, wanting this to never end. This was better than any female he’d been with. Now he understood what Mier was talking about, that there was nothing wrong with this. There would be no repercussions from these actions: no diseases, no pregnancy. There was only pleasure. Acton moved his paws slowly, placing them around the fox’s maleness. It felt warm, firm and when he touched the knot Rasvim whimpered. Even if he’d never been with this male before, he knew about knots; this one was already full and ready to blow. Wrapping one paw around the shaft and another around the knot, he began to jerk him off.

  


  
    Now that Rasvim was getting pleased as well, he started to make some very strange noises. Acton hadn’t been with a vulpine in years, but he still knew what yiffing noises were. Those feral noises worked him up even more, making him squeeze down hard on Rasvim’s knot. The vulpine gasped; the rodent could smell copious amounts of precum. With each large shot the fox squeezed down, making Acton’s balls pump more precum into the smaller male’s rear. He didn’t really know how he had lasted this long with so much pleasure on each end, but now he could feel his balls drawing up close to his body.


    Vorel’s paws moved up and down his chest, caressing his nipples and making him squeak with every inward thrust from the lupis. His body didn’t put up any resistance now; the wolf pumped in and out at lightning speed, pounding his prostate like dough. He felt that the only reason he hadn’t released yet was because Rasvim had stopped moving completely, only tensing up around his member every now and then when Acton squeezed the cock in his paw.


    The mouse knew he was good in bed, but this was more pleasure than he had ever felt during the act. Teeth nipped at his neck, his ears and his shoulders. A pair of strong paws roamed his upper body, making every muscle tingle. The maleness up his tailhole sent him to another plane of ecstasy. The rodent’s paws dug into the fox’s hips while Rasvim’s back was arched, letting him look up at Acton. The vulpine’s tongue licked at his lips, whining and whispering how good Acton felt inside of him. The smallest male begged to be filled with his seed, to let Rasvim show him how good males could be.

  


  
    When the wolf’s knot shoved past his ring, he cried out and lifted on to his toes. It hurt for only a moment before a new fullness seemed to flow into every inch of his body, making him go limp in the head paladin’s arms. He was still inside the fox, but nothing else mattered but that knot. It seemed to flatten his prostate, forcing out his essence. He peaked like he had never cum before, Rasvim squeezing down at just the right time. His paws were on the vulpine’s hips, his body one with the wolf. The breath was forced from his lungs as Vorel pushed him down against the vulpine, his seed powerfully shooting into the upturned rump.


    Acton was fairly certain he had passed out for a few seconds, because the next thing he knew a warm tongue was on his ears and Rasvim was moaning underneath him. The mouse could only sense Vorel’s paws on the fox, since he could smell seed on the floor and felt Rasvim convulsing in pleasure. Gentle whispers he didn’t understand in his ears, followed by a few loving licks. Apparently he was supposed to respond through the haze of his afterglow; Vorel nipped him on the ear when he didn’t answer.


    “Agree?” He never stayed completely hard for very long after releasing, so he involuntarily slid out of Rasvim. The fox rolled over, landing on his right side with a groan. After a moment the vulpine turned around, licking the remaining seed off of the mouse’s member. He tensed up, the sudden warmth and pleasure after his climax almost painful. After his member was sparkling with saliva, the fox descended between his thighs and lifted his legs. The wayward tongue now slurped over his tailhole, slow and gentle movements soothing the sore muscle.


    “Agree to what?” he breathed. No female had ever wanted to clean him up or hold him after sex. There had been only thrusting and then sleep.

  


  
    “Give Mier another chance,” the wolf cooed in his ear, “Now that you know how pleasing males can be.” In his mind it was already settled, but a little humor couldn’t hurt here.


    “As soon as your knot shrinks.”


    Coming back from Gix’s apartment took all of the courage Mier possessed. He hadn’t spoken to any of the paladins, let alone Acton, since he had fled the temple. Staying with the rat for the past few days made him acknowledge the mouse would never truly be with him, and though it hurt him, he would have to get over it. Acton was too self-conscious about what others thought; being with a male was just too much to take the mockery for.


    Walking through the main chapel doors, it dimly occurred to the Wolfen it was the day of worship. It had already been two weeks since Torr had been cast out; more and more worshippers had started coming since the Hopegiver’s intervention. Now there were over two hundred city folk in the crowd, packed as tight as they could for Vorel’s speech this evening. Recognizing one of the simple verses about kindness, he figured it wouldn’t hurt to interrupt.


    “Vorel,” he called out across the room. The lupis immediately stopped speaking and turned to observe him, as did many of the congregation. Surprisingly, the head paladin’s muzzle split into a toothy grin.


    “Welcome back, paladin.” The poor between the two canines continued to appraise him, as though debating on whether or not they would take him back after so long an absence without warning. Some of them were looking above him, but that was had to tell since he was so tall. A whoosh of a cloak was all the warning he had.


    A body impacted his shoulders, sending him off-balance. Automatically rolling to get the attacker off of him, he couldn’t dislodge the nimble form. When small paws gripped his neck, twisting the entire cloaked figure around his body, he was fairly certain he would be done for unless Vorel was quick enough to interfere. White fur filled his vision a moment before strong toes locked under his belt, stabilizing whoever it was directly in front of him. Those fast paws dug into the sides of his muzzle, not letting even him turn his head. When the potential assassin hunkered down so he was nose-to-nose with Mier, he nearly passed out when he saw who it was. Acton, the only person he was still afraid to talk to, was staring into his eyes. The Wolfen didn’t see pain, or anger, or even sadness in those orbs. There was only laughter there.

  


  
    “I’m a liar,” the mouse said, not loosening his hold. Mier could hear some of the poor making shocked noises or standing up. When he tried to push the male off, the mouse’s tail whipped around and smacked his paw.


    “Let go,” he whispered, even if his lowest voice could be heard by everyone nearby. Then the rodent pressed his nose against his own and he calmed down a bit. This wasn’t about revenge or confrontation.


    “Not yet, not until you listen to me.” Mier put his paws on the mouse’s waist, giving him the chance. He doubted anything Acton would say anything that would make him feel better about the situation.


    “There’s nothing wrong with us being together.” Lips pressed against his, making him stumble back and hit the chapel door. This was the last thing he had expected. As fast as the kiss happened it broke, leaving him breathless. He could hear Vorel wolf-whistling at the two, making a blush appear on the tips of his ears.


    “I can be with a male, especially you.” The mouse’s lips were against his again, his claws digging into the larger male’s flesh. All Mier wanted now was the mouse; to hold him, to touch him, to kiss him. As he stumbled out of the main chapel room, he heard chuckles.


    In their quarters Mier sat down on the bed, the mouse still latched on to him. On the way Acton hadn’t stopped kissing him, leaving tingling feelings all over his muzzle. Now they were alone and nothing stood in their way.

  


  
    He unhooked the male’s feet from his waist, unfolding him so the rodent’s legs were on either side of his left thigh. Running his paws down Acton’s chest, he accidentally ripped the fastening for the male’s cloak. It floated to the floor as the mouse kissed his breastplate, his small paws unbuckling the straps that held on his armor. He relaxed back so the male could work, only moving to take off undone armor and clothing.


    After a few minutes of kisses, cuddling, and whispered promises Mier was nearly nude. He still wore a loincloth, but it didn’t do anything to cover his groin. Acton was still fully clothed and now he sat beside the large male.


    “I want you to know,” the mouse whispered, running his paws over the Wolfen’s face, “I was afraid of being with you.” Mier turned his head and licked over the male’s roaming paws. It was all right now; his inhibitions were gone.


    “Why was that?” he responded.


    “I’d never been with a male before Gix. You know about the nezumi tribes?” Mier shook his head, and was surprised when the mouse blushed.


    “My tribe…” he began, breaking eye contact with the Wolfen and making him worry, “we’re basically owned by the other tribes. Since I was a teenager I wanted to be controlled by a larger male. I’ve been trying to smother that urge for years. When I found out you wanted me, I was scared. I couldn’t ignore my desires anymore. With you I could explore and experiment in a way I couldn’t with someone who didn’t know me.” Mier was kissed then, shifting on to his side so he could pull the mouse against him. Acton nuzzled into the fur in his chest, scooting in so his entire body was surrounded by the canine.


    “I love you,” Mier whispered. He knew the mouse could hear him.

  


  
    Training every day was taking a toll on the small vulpine. He didn’t mind the physical exercise as much, but the constant soreness during the rest of the day made him crotchety. Even if Vorel massaged healing salts into his muscles after each sparring match, it didn’t change what was going on. He was physically too small to keep up with the head paladin and Mier, even with promises of mating and trips out into the city.


    Vorel had rarely left the temple to explore or see the nightlife before he and the fox had moved in together. Now he rewarded the vulpine for excessive training by accompanying him to bars and taverns, sitting and cuddling with him in the vulpine’s favorite places. Most places Rasvim enjoyed catered to males like him; in the tavern Fairy’s Folly, for example, he could request the gender and species of his waiter or pay extra for someone to dance near his table. Depending on their mood he’d have either vulpines for the head paladin’s enjoyment or a muscular tiger felis for his own.


    Rasvim never drank in public; he had experienced one too many drunken gropes to get sauced around people he didn’t know. That didn’t stop Vorel, though; he could keep up with the marathon drinkers at every bar they went to. The fox was amazed when the paladin didn’t pass out after four hours matching a particularly fuzzy lupis shot-for-shot of something dark and bitter. Once they got back to the temple early morning though, he regretted it.


    His favorite place to bring his lover was a hookah bar deep in the slums. Unlike alcohol, the fox enjoyed occasional smoking. Situated around a communal hookah with the head paladin and two or three of his friends, talking about who was sleeping with who and trading sex stories always ended up being a good time. Vorel was confused at first, but soon had everyone enthralled when he started spinning a tale about a merchant’s daughter he had once been infatuated with. Everyone at the table but Rasvim had been with just as many females and males, so they made a fantastic audience.

  


  
    Nearly every night they mated. Rasvim couldn’t get enough of the wolf, especially naked and hunched over him. If he begged the lupis would sometimes do his workout routines in the buff and let the fox watch and paw himself off. Letting the head paladin experiment was a large part of their love-making as well; since he’d never been with a male before Rasvim, he had to get used to certain things. Since the vulpine was absolutely fine with anything the larger male wanted to do, they had a lot of fun.


    One of the main things that the wolf wasn’t particularly comfortable with was Rasvim’s suggestion of a threesome. To Vorel, sex and love were one and the same. To Rasvim, sex was a bonus from lovers and something you did with friends and well as those you lived with. Acton was an exception, since the only reason they had done that was for the mouse’s state of mind. He had a few bed buddies who loved the fact he had finally gotten with the wolf, but were disappointed that he didn’t continue spending the night with them. This dispute came to a head when one of those aforementioned close friends visited the temple and asked the fox to spend the night.


    Even though this was a purely platonic visit for Sven – the young, male lion felis didn’t want to walk back home in the dark alone for obvious reasons – Vorel overreacted. When he walked into their shared quarters and saw Rasvim and Sven on the bed, chatting in Shach, the felis language, and wearing only loincloths, he narrowed his eyes and ordered the young felis out of the room. He was gone in record time, the door slammed behind him.


    “Who was that?” Vorel growled, stomping up and leaning over the fox. Rasvim wasn’t afraid for himself, but he was for Sven. So instead of getting angry back at the wolf, he leaned up and kissed the larger male.


    “Don’t worry, he’s an old friend,” he whispered as he broke the kiss. The intimate touch had apparently deflated the lupis’s extreme emotions. He sagged down, nuzzling against the fox. Rasvim smiled and kissed him a few more times until he was completely calmed down.

  


  
    “Just let him spend the night,” Rasvim pleaded, licking over the wolf’s throat. Sven wouldn’t do anything if the paladin didn’t want him to; he truly just needed a place to sleep.


    “Alright,” Vorel responded, straightening back up and reopening the door. The felis had been leaning against it, his ear pressed to the door. When the lupis whipped the door open, Sven fell over and landed at the larger male’s feet. Smiling, he fluidly stood back up and gave the wolf a quick hug.


    “Thanks, love,” he whispered. Rasvim realized he had forgotten to warn Vorel about the felis’s personality; if he possessed breasts he could pass as a female he was so effeminate. The cat crawled up on to the bed, purring and wrapping his arms around Rasvim. The fox smiled, patting the bed for Vorel to sit down next to him. The wolf did sit down, but seemed put off by the purring male.


    “Cuddle with us,” Rasvim cooed, pulling the wolf down against the two of them. Even if Vorel was still trying to avoid direct contact, the vulpine wouldn’t have that. Soon the lupis was on his side, the fox in his arms and Sven pushed up against the smaller paladin’s back. Surrounded in warm males and gentle nibbles, Rasvim fell asleep smiling.


    Vorel was suddenly awakened by a pounding on his door. Grumbling and rolling Rasvim and Sven away, he stood up, stretched, and donned a white robe. Taking a moment to notice the fox and felis both mumbled and subconsciously cuddled against each other, the lupis tied the robe securely. He doubted anyone except those in his rooms at the moment wanted to see him nude. Answering it, he was disconcerted when he saw who it was.


    He didn’t remember the male’s name, but knew the winded-looking paladin standing before him defended the city of Pyronni, a week’s ride to the north. Shutting the door behind him – he didn’t want the visitor to see who else was in his bed – he nodded to the paladin.

  


  
    “What’s so important you’ve come so far?” The other lupis took a moment to bow, then pulled out a crumpled note.


    “Wake up everyone, Your Holiness. This news can’t wait.” Another bow and the lupis turned, sprinting toward the central chapel room. Vorel didn’t really know how to respond to such an introduction, so he went back in his rooms and shook Rasvim awake. The paladin wouldn’t have come so far without something dire happening. What could it be?


    As Rasvim groggily dressed, Vorel remembered his conversation with Jakkin. The god had told him the Oracle was coming to Vasani; could that be what was happening? There was no reason for her to come south this time of year. A paw on his arm brought him away from his thoughts.


    “Here,” the smaller male whispered, holding up the head paladin’s breastplate. Sighing, Vorel accepted the assistance to don his armor.


    Once Mier and Acton were awake, the four paladins congregated in the main chapel room, waiting as the traveler inhaled a quick cold meal and nearly a gallon of water. Sven was hiding just around the corner. Another large tankard of water appeared from an irritated-looking servant; this one the paladin poured over his head. After a quick shake, he noticed the collected males.


    “Good,” he mumbled, straightening his sweat-soaked armor before standing up. He bowed yet again to Vorel and shook paws with each of the other paladins.


    “I’ve got some bad news,” he began, the head paladin giving Acton an intimidating look to stop him from being sarcastic. This male had gotten here as fast as he could, probably using stimulants to ride through the night. He also had a sneaking suspicion there was a very exhausted or dead horse right outside.


    “The Oracle has entered Vasani.”


    Some reactions were unexpected; Vorel already had these suspicions. Rasvim gasped, gripping the lupis’s arm with renewed strength. Mier growled savagely, making the mouse standing next to him jump in surprise. Acton only blinked – it seemed the news didn’t mean anything to him.

  


  
    “Who’s that?” the nezumi asked, breaking the suspense. The traveler looked like he had been slapped, but recovered quickly.


    “The Oracle is the most supreme religious authority on the entire continent. By her word any cleric or paladin in the service of any god can be cast out of a temple. Something or someone called her to this city, where she will be inspecting every church and chapel within the city limits, including this one. She’s on the hunt for those bound in service to screw up while she’s here. Already more than twenty clerics have been banished from their respective churches. She should arrive in five days.”


    “We cannot prepare that fast, paladin. What if she is merely in a bad mood when she arrives…” then the lupis pulled out that same piece of paper he had flashed earlier.


    “This is an order from the Oracle herself. She commanded every paladin in the country to prepare for her arrival. I hope you have nothing to hide.”


    


    

  


  Chapter 8 Infiltration


  


  It continued to snow for the next six days; forcing a warhorse through a foot and a half on snow was not an easy task for Torr and Mhegan. The two snow leopards had to work in sync just to survive the harsh start of fall. There weren’t any major cities between Eldere and Deaqiz so the pair only had sub-standard inns to rest at. Sleeping outdoors just wasn’t an option anymore. It wasn’t that the snowcat minded extreme cold, but this much snow wouldn’t be good for someone as small as Mhegan.


  At most of the inns the stewards assumed they were lovers, so matter how much either of them objected. Even if he wanted to, Torr wasn’t going to push the sex issue. It had taken him a week to work up the courage to kiss her – to go straight to sex would be quite a leap. Platonic cuddling so they could both sleep in a bed wasn’t truly a level of intimacy, since they were both fully clothed. Holding her was as close as he would get for now. There was no hurry to see her nude.


  Once they were about a day from Deaqiz, problems began to arise. It seemed everyone in existence was going the opposite direction from them; when Torr asked a few different individuals what was going on, no one would stop long enough to explain. What could be happening in such a large and wealthy city that would force wealthy individuals into the countryside? He knew the K’Mir Empire was poised to invade Vasani, but were they moving faster than he thought? As far as he was aware, the armies hadn’t even entered Wolfen Valley, the area that formed the western border between the Shun Empire and Vasani. He had been out of the political loop for almost two weeks now – maybe they had officially invaded.


  
    Approaching the city it was obvious something was terribly wrong. First of all, most of the outer walls were crumbling rubble. Torr hadn’t seen this level of destruction since a dragon had assaulted Pyronni, one of the northern cities of Vasani. There weren’t any buildings left within thirty yards of that destroyed masonry. Even worse, it looked like the docks had been leveled, preventing anything larger than a schooner from taking port. The snowcat could see fires throughout the city.


    “What’s going on?” Mhegan asked from behind him. Her hold tightened around him, not alleviating his stress a bit. If the city was under attack, it would be extremely difficult to find who he was looking for. Turning off of the main road, he forced his mount through the snow until they were about two hundred yards from the main gate, what was left of it anyways. When they were closer to the city, the ex-paladin noticed large guards patrolling the outer edge of the destroyed walls.


    Keeping as far as he could from the guards while still keeping them in site, he led his horse into a nearby cluster of trees and left it there. Leading Mhegan by the paw, he worked his way to the end of the tree line, appraising the patrollers. Much to his dismay, they weren’t lupis, or even felis. Every armored soldier was a Chosen, the large cat-like race of the K’Mir Empire. Larger and stronger than even the most powerful lupis gladiator, these soldiers spent their entire lives training for combat. There presence here meant only one thing – the city had fallen.

  


  
    Kneeling in the deep snow meant he was up to his waist, but now wasn’t the time to worry. He would need a lot of help to get into the city, more than he could muster outside of the walls. If the Hopegiver wouldn’t aid him, he’d have to find another source. Mhegan’s paws were on his shoulders; he could hear her saying something in a worried tone, but he wasn’t in a state of mind to hear. Bowing his head, he prayed silently.


    Hear me, Jakkin, god of deception. I need your help when no one else will listen.


    “Why am I always a last resort?” someone asked in front of him. Mhegan yelped, falling back off of him into the snow. Torr opened his eyes and looked up at the god. He had met Jakkin before, but that didn’t change his presence. Resembling a lion felis with a bewitching grin and dozens of weapons strapped all over his body, there was no aspect of a beguiling thief he didn’t conjure visuals of.


    “I must enter the city, Jakkin,” the snowcat said evenly, not letting the male’s charm overwhelm him. The god smiled at him, crossing his arms over his chest.


    “And why should I do that? You don’t even know what’s going on in there, let alone who’s in charge now. I know you’ve got some grandiose plans of atonement, but don’t expect me to help with that. Contrary to popular belief, I do occasionally listen to the higher gods. So, sorry my little ex-paladin.” He turned to walk away, leaving Torr thunderstruck. Of all the gods to reject him, a god of thieves would?


    “Wait,” Mhegan said from behind him. Jakkin turned back, glaring at the smaller snowcat.


    “What do you want?” In an instant the god’s face lit up; apparently the female was a worshipper. “I’ll help you, paladin, on principle that you’re protecting one of my…friends. Take these.” He snapped his fingers, two ceramic masks appearing in his paws. Handing one each to two felis, he then reached into one of his many pockets and produced a key.

  


  
    “This will open any door you come across. Have fun.” The god winked, and was gone. Looking down at the mask, Torr wasn’t sure what purpose it would serve – it was plain, white and ceramic, unadorned except for smooth eyeholes and shaped like a felis’s face.


    “What the hells is this supposed to do?” the female felis asked, sticking out her tongue. She playfully pressed the mask against her face and then screamed. The ceramic seemed to be melting around her head, pouring itself to cover her entire upper body in a matter of seconds. Torr lunged forward, trying to pry the object off, but it was too late. He clawed at her face, but his claws scraped only against the white material. She fell to her knees, her whole body convulsing and engorging.


    A minute later she looked up at him, tears in eyes Torr didn’t recognize. She looked exactly like a female Chosen, her body rippling with muscles, yet at the same time had a feminine shape. Her fur was tan with light blue stripes and she resembled a tiger, in her fur patterns at the very least. Her eyes now sparkled with a cruelty rarely seen in felis; her claws couldn’t be retracted anymore. She reached out to him, looking confused now, her long, razor sharp claws easily sliced thin gouges in his skin.


    “What is it?” she asked, her voice deeper and slightly frightening now. Before answering, he put on his own mask. The sensation wasn’t painful, just disconcerting as it felt like something cold and sticky was oozing down his back. It covered every inch of him, increasing his size to match the roaming guards. Surprisingly it also altered armor to include K’Mir Empire insignias and standards. Once it was done, he had a feeling he perfectly resembled a Chosen as well. Mhegan stood up, pressing her body against his.

  


  
    “What now?” she whispered. The male snowcat ran a paw over her head, steeling his face into a more serious expression. He doubted a hardened soldier would often smile. Holding her at arm’s length, he glared at her until her posture matched his.


    “We go in,” he answered simply.


    Getting past the patrolling soldiers didn’t take a second thought; he greeted them formally as he walked, kept a firm grip on the back of Mhegan’s neck. Several of them laughed at the two, asking whether she had done something very good or very bad. Torr knew some universal behaviors – apparently it was just as likely for a randy soldier to bring a female into occupied territory in the K’Mir Empire’s army. Leading her through the destroyed fortifications and the rubble on the inner side, they continued until things looked much more intact.


    Moving through the residential quarter and in to the temple district, he avoided the many temples devoted to the Hopegiver. Since he was banned from the primary temple, he doubted he’d be welcome in any of them. There were even more guards here; judging by the robed bodies decomposing in the middle of the road, Torr could easily surmise the acolytes had put up a fight. This wasn’t his concern at the moment – he needed some way to defend himself besides a clever disguise.


    Torr had spent a vast majority of his life in this city, so he knew the area quite well. Ducking in between the temple to the Wing Goddess and Azrael, the male snowcat carefully opened a very specific sewer drain. Slipping down into the lightless cavern, he helped pull Mhegan down after him. This was where he belonged now: amongst the rats. Luckily there was a narrow ledge alongside the sewer line, so they didn’t have to wade through it. Keeping hold of the female with one paw and bracing against the wall with the other, he slowly worked his way down. Trying to breathe through his mouth, they began to walk.


    The only sourced of illumination were what little filtered through the sewer grates and a form of magical fungi that glowed softly. They took a turn every few steps, always keeping one paw on the wall. Sometimes there would be a steep incline; other times they nearly tripped from a sudden dip. Apparently the masks were more than just cosmetic and Chosen could see well in the darkness; the few sections that had no light at all seemed even brighter than those with the fungi slowly digesting the walls.

  


  
    Half an hour of this careful treading and Torr’s paw felt smooth, polished stone instead of the roughly hewn rock of the tunnel. He let go of Mhegan, hearing concerned noises behind him.


    “Don’t worry,” he breathed, shuffling up so he was nose-to-stone with the smooth section of wall. Placing both paws against the wall at waist height, he waited for acknowledgement. Certain things in every city were eternal; he hoped beyond hope what was here a decade ago still remained. After about five minutes of standing like that, he sighed. Perhaps the authorities had found them after all. Then a disembodied voice spoke:


    “Cursed be thee who attempts entry here, unless you speak the only absolute truth.” Torr doubted the answer had, or would ever change. Speaking clearly and loudly enough to create an echo, he responded with moving. If he was wrong, he hoped he might survive such a powerful curse.


    “In all light there is a touch of darkness, as in every good person there is evil. No one is truly pure of sin, nor is any sinner exempt from salvation. Blessed be who enter here, for all are equal.” As he spoke the last word, the wall felt like it was dissolving into sand. He quickly grabbed Mhegan’s paw and dragged her forward through the pouring sand, hearing her sputter from the unexpected environment. Once they were through, the area became significantly brighter. Of course, there was also the crossbow pointed at his heart.


    “I mean no harm, and neither does this female,” he stated, staring down at the smaller male. It was a grungy-looking vulpine, thin with hunger but with steady paws. When he didn’t immediately lower the weapon, Torr placed a paw over his face. If these masks worked like similar artifacts, he only had to think about taking it off. Mentally ordering the mask to recede, he pulled at his artificial flesh. With a strange sound like nails on a chalkboard, he shrunk down to his normal size and began to feel more like himself. The mask was in his paw and the vulpine’s jaw was on the floor, the crossbow in his paws forgotten. Looking back at Mhegan, it seemed she had come to a similar conclusion.

  


  
    “Well, at least you aren’t a Chosen now, Torr,” the vulpine muttered, unloading the weapon in his paws and turning his back to them. Torr took a gentle hold of Mhegan’s paws and led her into the room, smiling at her bewildered gaze. He’d have to explain everything to her at some point. Now wasn’t the time.


    He followed the vulpine through this entrance room and into a large antechamber. This area was occupied by dozens of males and females of all different races, most looking the worse for wear. A pang went through his heart when he thought of his home chapel; it lasted only a moment before he got back to the issue at hand. Trying not to make eye contact with anyone in particular, he continued through this room.


    The next room, secured by a strong door with a lock that needed three different keys and a vocal command to enter, contained armed males and females looking like any one of them could kill the snowcat without a second thought. He saw more weapons dripping with holy magic in a single glance than there were in the Hopegiver’s armory. Everyone seemed to have holy water on their belt, along with other tools for fighting undead.


    “Clue me in,” he announced, not surprised when many of the warriors jumped and drew weapons. When they saw who he was though, they relaxed.


    “Haven’t seen you in years,” one of the larger lupis commented. It was true; he’d given up this life when he’d become a paladin.


    Before joining the United Churches of the Hopegiver, Torr had been a vigilante. There were numerous ancient ruins beneath the city of Deaqiz, so threats from beneath the surface had been common. Also, being a large port city with a huge influx of expensive goods, crime ran rampant. When someone couldn’t walk the streets during the day without worrying about having their throat slit, it was time for change. Many had appealed to the local magistrate for intervention – that had only resulted in those worried citizens being arrested for “inciting a panic”.

  


  
    Torr, along with many others in the city decided enough was enough. Finding each other had been easy; anyone who didn’t like how things were being handled and possessed the skills to help stop it was invited. Everyone met in the sewers, fatefully in the room he stood in now. They called out solutions, recommendations, and strategies for dealing with the problems at hand. Calling themselves the Nightwalkers after a Wolfen cleric who had agreed wholeheartedly to join, they started by addressing the crime waves.


    Every member had something to contribute, whether it was knowledge of the nightlife, magic, or a particular affinity for incapacitating someone trying to escape them. When they heard about a criminal walking the streets, they worked as a unit to track him or her down and “transport” them to the city jail. Lucky for them, one of their original members had been a vulpine mage quite adept at teleportation spells. The members of the city guard were flabbergasted at first from the appearing hog-tied convicts, but soon relied on the group to find the most elusive prey. There were places the guard couldn’t go; these barriers didn’t stop the Nightwalkers.


    Within a few months of the organization on the prowl violent crime plummeted. Thefts still happened, but it seemed criminals were more afraid of the Nightwalkers than the city guard. Torr, being one of the founding members, worked nearly nonstop to combat violence in his city. Inside the walls, law would reign. He would see to that. Unfortunately, for some people it was more about prestige than order. The snowcat believed he was doing the right thing, but that didn’t stop the administration from arresting him. Charged with inciting panic and being a vigilante, Torr was thrown in prison and warned if he didn’t reveal who the other members were he would be tortured and then hung in the public square. His pain threshold was high; they wouldn’t get anything out of him. His cause would continue, whether or not he could help.

  


  
    Four days into his captivity someone came to visit him. Everyone in the Nightwalkers had been warned not to visit others in prison – it was an easy opportunity for them to be arrested as well. Who sat outside his cell now was a paladin of the Hopegiver, a lupis who looked only a bit older than him. The wolf stared at him, as though waiting for him to speak. Not giving him the satisfaction, he just glared back. After half an hour of this the other male spoke:


    “I know you didn’t do anything wrong. You were trying to make this city a better place and the local magistrate doesn’t like it. If you want to get out of here in one piece, I need you to listen to me.” Torr blinked a few times, but still thought it over. He’d like to avoid anything extreme at the moment; he knew he could physically overpower the guards here and escape, but that wouldn’t help his cause.


    “I’m listening.”


    Over the next few hours the male, named Vorel, explained that as a paladin he held authority over most courts of justice. If he declared it, the magistrate here couldn’t even put Torr on trial, let alone torture or execute him. The wolf would do this on one condition: he’d order his affiliation to stop combating violence with violence. Though Torr didn’t harm those he captured, many did. Torr himself worshipped the Hopegiver as well, so he saw no problem obeying this paladin.


    Once he was out of prison and had informed the Nightwalkers of the paladin’s request, he agreed to come with Vorel back to the capitol. Becoming a paladin meant he would have the authority to fix everything he thought was wrong with the world. He could finally make sure justice prevailed

  


  
    Some twenty-odd years later, most of the original members of the Nightwalkers still worked toward their goals. By the looks of things, several of them had died over the course of the years, but the membership remained intact. The cleric Nightwalker was still here, larger than Mier. The vulpine mage Annin was still here, one of his arms missing but otherwise intact. Now wasn’t the time to reminisce; there was a war on hand.


    “What’s going on?” the snowcat asked, pushing forward to stand adjacent to the largest canine. There was a table in the center of the room, covered in a myriad of different objects. In one glance he could see a dozen different mugs of ale and four wine glasses. Judging by the many spills, it had been a long day. One of the senior members, a lupis with deep scars over his muzzle, glared at him.


    “We’re at war, Torr, or haven’t you noticed?” The feline frowned, already knowing this particular piece of information. What concerned him was which general had invaded.


    “Who leads the K’Mir forces?” he responded, ignoring the sarcastic question.


    “Unfortunately, Takashi Ironskin is leading. Most of the undead are isolated to the noble’s quarter. We’ve been doing our best to keep them at bay, but we’re losing. Any suggestions?” Torr leaned on the table, smiling.


    “I have a few.”


    Since entering the city, the snowcat had racked his brain over who would be invading. It was true, Vasani had her enemies, but very few would dare openly invade. With Takashi’s name in mind, he tried to piece together memories from years ago. He remembered a particularly talented squire of the then-Knight Sir Guy du Surai some ten years ago with the same name. Could they be the same entity? His old comrades said this general was once a knight of Vasani, but then why would he be working for the K’Mir Empire? The Chosen believed themselves racially superior – a lupis or felis in their service wasn’t unheard of, but not in charge.

  


  
    Trying to remember something so long ago took a few hours, but soon he had the entire story in his mind. Takashi Ironskin had been inducted as a knight six years after King Silverway Halden rose to the throne. Most knights gained the title at eighteen, but because the squire and his knight commander would be overseas during the normal time for the ceremony, he entered the trials early. Unlike some younger knights, who suffered psychological breakdowns from the pressure at a young age, Takashi had excelled so much the king had granted him a special commendation. He was allowed to take time off, which was extremely strange for any knight, let alone one so young. This started his downward spiral.


    Judging from archival records he had read some years ago, Takashi as a squire had once been to Aeri’s Isle, an island to the south once ruled over by a lich queen. She had long been gone from this world, but her undead forces and artifacts remained there. The Fallen God’s Heart, one of the most powerful religious artifacts to ever exist, had been recovered by Sir Guy du Surai and his adventuring allies in a bid to resurrect one of the Commonfolk’s gods. Removing this object, resembling a ruby the size of a vulpine’s head, broke the seal that held the undead on the island.


    When Takashi returned there some three years after the artifact was gone, it was for a completely different reason. Beyond his knightly training, Takashi possessed inborn necromantic powers. These allowed him to control non-sentient walking dead with only a glance or reanimate the corpses of the fallen. There were thousands of shambling skeletons on that island, and Takashi wanted to present them to the king of Vasani as a new extension to his army. His intentions had been pure, but the result was catastrophic. His return to Vasani was considered a new age for the nation; ten thousand soldiers who never needed to eat, sleep, and obeyed every order without question. If the K’Mir Empire attacked, they would be ready. That was, unfortunately, until the first attack on the continent.

  


  
    The Commander of the K’Mir Empire, Anderson Lightkeeper, had heard about the new undead soldiers. He came prepared with sunbombs – divine magical items that explode in holy light, destroying all nearby undead and blinding the living – and his own illusionists to force the undead soldiers out of Takashi’s control. When the knight set his army forward, his mind was wracked by the opposing mages while his undead were obliterated. Nearly half his original force was destroyed on the first day of combat; a large percentage of the remaining members had been pulled from his grasp by other mages while he was distracted.


    His mind unsteady, he sent his remaining soldiers out to kill anyone they could. Though they did decimate the Chosen forces because they were strengthened by Takashi’s magic once that was over they turned on the Vasani forces. Controlled undead followed their last order given – since that order was to kill anyone who remained on the battlefield, they naturally saw no difference between friend and foe. Though the battle ended with a sound victory for Vasani, the king directly ordered Takashi to immediately remove the skeletal forces from the country. He obeyed, but not before promising they would be better controlled next time. In voluntary exile, the young lupis returned to Aeri’s Isle.


    A year later he came back to Vasani, an even larger army in tow. Nearly nonstop he had been honing his necrotic arts; he more closely resembled a god than a lupis. Though he had been slim before, it was a wiry build. Now he was rippling in sinewy muscle, his inborn magic nearly pouring from his body. His paws and eyes were traced in black flames; the wolf had re-forged his armor using ancient and thought-lost skills to better channel his powers. Backed by a new army of undead soldiers, their bones plated in black steel and fully armored, he entered the capitol to directly appeal to the king.

  


  
    After several days of debate, King Silverway did not repeal his previous decision. He considered the army far too unreliable to control and to bring on a battlefield, no matter how much Takashi assured him that they were completely in his hold. To prove his point, he declared he would march west and destroy one of the K’Mir Empire’s armies. After engaging the Chosen only once he was successful, leaving no survivors from the platoon he came across. Reanimating these fallen soldiers and adding them to his ranks, his returned victorious.


    When the king still did not accept the undead force, Takashi grew enraged. After a very loud, very intense argument, the king threatened to strip him of his knighthood if he did not dispose of the army. In response, Takashi threw the shield presented to him when he had become a knight at the monarch’s feet. Storming out of the throne room, he called over his shoulder a now-infamous statement:


    “The next time I enter this room, it will be to sit on your throne.”


    The next few years were historically hazy, but if the most prevalent theory was to be believed, on Aeri’s Isle he was approached by the K’Mir Empire. The Chosen ruler, then the self-proclaimed prophet Kristof Slicer, traveled to the island, magically shielded from the unintelligent undead. Unlike many Chosen parlays, where the leader simply subjugated an opposing force and then informed them of their surrender, this male began with true diplomacy. He offered the young lupis something the king of Vasani had denied him: power. If Takashi Ironskin would devote his forces to the cause of the K’Mir Empire, he would be appointed a High General, equal to the other eleven exclusively Chosen leaders. He could rule over thousands of the living and the dead.


    Rather than agreeing immediately, Takashi answered with a few conditions. First, he would be considered a separate entity from the rest of the K’Mir Empire. This would stop several generals together from overriding his decisions. Second, the army would cease using sunbombs, since they had the possibility to destroy his soldiers. Third and finally, they would provide him with intelligent undead. Though more difficult to control, their abilities would outweigh the risk. Takashi had a certain fascination with vampires, especially with their ability to control the living.

  


  
    Within six months the king of the K’Mir Empire had agreed to all of these conditions, even setting forth an edict that declared all undead within his own nation the property of Takashi Ironskin. With that done, the Ruby Alliance was formed; the Chosen Armies of the K’Mir Empire and the skeletal soldiers of the Ironskin Forces. With such a force at their disposal, the two combined armies invaded the Shun Empire, the nation of the lapins to the west of Vasani.


    Most of the infrastructure of the Shun Empire was underground, so the invading armies had to focus on confronting the lapin head-on. Lapins were only about three to four feet tall, but every member of their army had extensive weapon and hand-to-hand combat training. They also outnumbered the Chosen three to one, especially since the invading army was only a fraction of what the K’Mir Empire could potentially provide. Both armies followed marching and phalanx tactics; archery was almost useless. Each confrontation broke down to which army broke the other’s line first; most of the time it was the Chosen, since they could physically trample over the smaller built army.


    Actual battles were rare, since the rolling plains of the Shun Empire were so large and both armies were so slow moving. Over the course of the next five years of encroachment, the K’Mir Empire claimed the southern one-third of the nation, as well as beginning to besiege the capitol. The rest of the decade resulted in even more forged alliances as well as sacrifices. Vasani allied with the Shun Empire, primarily because of Takashi’s choices. Sacavuni, the lands of the felis, Juva, the jackal nation, and Shin-se, the lutrin country, all allied with each other to better prepare if the Chosen invaded any one of them.

  


  
    Before Vasani joined the war, Sir Guy du Surai discovered a startling secret about the king of Oya, the vulpine nation directly to the north. King Kaishun Sesou had survived dozens of assassination attempts over the past few years. The reason for this was a pact with a devil he made before gaining the throne; in exchange for dying of old age, he would stop the many vulpine wizards from binding any subservient devils already in the service of his contractor. The wolf knight confronted the monarch over this pact; rather than fervently denying it, he set the evil creature on Guy.


    Battling the creature without assistance proved to be the most difficult fight of the knight’s young life, but after a lucky strike to the creature’s heart, the devil was slain. The pact was broken, but not without consequence. Every failed assassination attempt, every poison, every wound suddenly reappeared on and in the king, killing him almost instantly. Still young, he had seen no need to produce an heir so early in his rein. With his only brother gone years ago, there was no member of the royal house to take the throne. Within a few months the six noble houses in Oya had started a civil war over who would rule over the other. The seventh house, House Amethyst, declared its disgust at the petty squabbles of the other nobles and retreated to Wolfen Valley.


    Finally, small revolutions began to crop up across the continent from the tension of war. In Juva and Vasani, a minority race known as the Commonfolk declared themselves independent from the rule of any government. This species, hairless, muzzle-less, and tail-less, had been wandering merchants for as long as history recorded. After the successful resurrection of their god of hope, they gathered around one of Sir Guy du Surai’s adventuring companions, Typhon Saltpeter. The male Commonfolk had been present during the reawakening and knew what the race could achieve with a little drive. Gathering all of the scattered families from across the entire continent took the assistance of his then-wife, the wizard Azuyi Swiftstep-Amethyst. Once the entire race was together, Typhon, an excellent public speaker, convinced them to form a new, independent Commonfolk nation. No longer would they have to obey the whims of more populace races. Already there was a Commonfolk city on the northernmost tip of Juva, called Frontier. With the help of the many mages and craftsmen from the combined tribes, they worked together, physically shifting the city and surrounding countryside offshore. The new county of Frontier was born.

  


  
    Slavery was still legal in most of the eastern lands, but that was about to change. Another racial revolution was beginning, which threatened to destroy Sacavuni and Vasani at the same time. The Domesticas Canis and Felis, two halves of the same slave race magically transmuted centuries ago to stop border raiding, as a whole rose up against their masters. At the time slavery was a luxury for the rich, but there were still thousands of the created races in bondage. Resembling house cats and working dogs, they nearly started a civil war in both countries with their bid for freedom.


    The working class and below saw no reason for slavery anymore, while the richer demanded the king of Vasani to defend their property. Going with the portion of the nation that would riot, he declared all slaves in the nation free. The king of Sacavuni did something similar, but the result was much different. He declared all of those born slaves free, but those forced into slavery through debt or punishments would not be. This meant the Domesticas, the rebelling force, was free to do what they wanted, but the institution still existed.


    Crescent Isle, a lush tropical island roughly halfway between the K’Mir Empire and the Shun Empire, still remained uninhabited. The newly freed Domesticas claimed this paradise as their own land, nearly transporting the entire race there to form yet another new nation. Their collective consciousness formed two mirrored nations, Xano and Tano, canis and felis respectively. Though they were technically two separate countries, one government ruled them both. Allying with Vasani against the Chosen, they proved a powerful force to be reckoned with.

  


  
    Azuyi Swiftstep, historically considered the adventuring companion who was closest to Takashi, decided on her own to stop Takashi before he entered Vasani. Taking with her the head cleric of the Wing Goddess, the previous Oracle, the then-head paladin of the Hopegiver, over one hundred mages and clerics, and a glaive handed down to her by the risen Commonfolk god, she directly assaulted Aeri’s Isle when Takashi returned there for reinforcements. A great battle ensued, called now Azuyi’s Assault. While the mages and clerics kept the undead at bay, Azuyi walked right into Takashi’s stronghold, the Tomb of Aeri.


    The two had journeyed together for years as allies; now they met as deadly foes. Beyond her wizarding spells, Azuyi had a certain grace with the glaive and knew how to weave her spells into her melee strikes. The two great warriors clashed, nearly destroying the entire building with their combined magic. Takashi’s necrotic powers could do massive harm to a living creature, but the vulpine’s spells did not discriminate between the living and the dead. Unfortunately for the vixen, the combat came down to time. The general’s magic could be considered weaker, but he did not run out of his inborn magic. Once Azuyi had used up every spell in her repertoire, it was only a matter of time.


    According to the few survivors of the assault, Takashi Ironskin did not only kill Azuyi. As she lay dying at his feet, he warped his powers to tear her soul from her body. With her very life force in his possession, she could not pass over the afterlife. Also, she could not be resurrected by even the most powerful clerics in the world. Reanimating all of the dead and executing all of the survivors except ten to transport Azuyi’s soulless body back to her father; he sent them on their way. Her father was Archduke Kite Amethyst; it was only proper to give her body back for a proper burial. His army had suffered large losses, but one of the most powerful wizards in existence had been killed by his paw. With a renewed confidence, High General Takashi Ironskin returned to the eastern continent. There would be no more quarter for survivors – if they attacked him, they would run the risk of joining his army. This was war.

  


  
    Several of the Nightwalkers didn’t like his ideas, but one in particular they all agreed to. In a week’s time, more Chosen soldiers would be crossing the border into Vasani on their way to Deaqiz. Several members of the organization would intercept this force, subdue them, then Torr and Mhegan in the ceramic masks would pose as the only survivors. With any luck, they could become spies for their allies. Teaching Torr the mannerisms of the Chosen took a lot longer than Mhegan; since he assumed she had been a vagabond, learning how to blend into another culture wasn’t that difficult.


    Finding the new recruits wasn’t very hard at all – a band of marching soldiers wasn’t exactly subtle. About a day’s travel to the west of Deaqiz the Nightwalkers intercepted the troops. Totaling about thirty Chosen soldiers, the unit definitely wasn’t prepared for an ambush. The night before the attack, several roguish members of the party lurked ahead, slipping in close to undo saddle straps and scope out vulnerabilities in the soldiers’ armor. Most of them were wearing chainmail, a much cheaper alternative to full plate, so arrows were out of the question. This would come down to sword versus sword, strength versus armor.


    Torr was one of the first to engage the platoon; he caught one of the marching soldiers around the knees with a bolas. He went down with a roar, shocking all the other bored-looking Chosen into immediate action. None of them had weapons in their paws when the Nightwalkers fell from the trees; many of them never got the chance. The attack was brutal; every subtle member quickly got behind their enemies, sinking daggers into sides or slicing throats without remorse. All this was done without a sound – the Chosen never knew who had attacked them or why. The snowcat regretted this decision, but unfortunately, there was no other way to infiltrate General Ironskin’s army.

  


  
    Once everyone was taken care of, they quickly stripped the bodies of any useful equipment. The armor could be sized down for someone else; weapons were particularly valuable, since the K’Mir Empire put so much work into their blacksmithing. Stacking the corpses in a rough pile, Torr said a quick prayer before turning away. He knew what would happen here; the bodies would be burned to ash, leaving no trace of who did it or why. There would be no mourning for these males and females. They were casualties of war now.


    After the pyre was down to a smolder, Torr and Mhegan put their masks back on. Since they knew what to expect this time around, there was no screaming or panic. Within a minute they were Chosen, down to the sharp claws and scowls. Donning the stolen armor and making sure they knew their ranks and names (all of the soldiers had transfer papers with them) the two snowcats strapped weapons to their belts and double-checked to make sure everything was in place. This would solely rely on Torr and Mhegan’s abilities to bluff their way past dozens of other Chosen; only one way to know if it would work.


    The rest of the ambushers abandoned them near town, fading into the trees like ghosts. They were on their own now, their armor bloody and their bodies artificially caked in dirt from the road. They looked authentic, as though they were the only survivors. Now came crunch time; if the new city guards didn’t stop them, they would be in the clear. By his understanding, it was a soldier’s duty in the K’Mir Empire not to waste resources. Neither of them would be ordered to see a medic – that was reserved for the gravely wounded, for those who could not continue to fight.


    At the city limits, no one stopped them. That wasn’t to say they weren’t noticed; many patrolling soldiers looked up at them, and then yelled congratulations on surviving an ambush.

  


  
    “These beasts can be cunning!” one yelled.


    “Make sure to wash where those critters touched!” another jeered.


    “Don’t forget to check in for your housing assignments!” That soldier pointed in the general direction of the administrative quarter; the Nightwalkers had told Torr that General Ironskin had set up his command there. It looked like they would have to check in. In Torr’s opinion, this could be bad. He might be able to pass off as a Chosen for the casual onlooker, but there was no way a K’Mir Empire Chosen general would be fooled.


    They kept a healthy jog into the administrative quarter, avoiding eye contact with everyone who passed them. There were Chosen on every street corner, snarling at the city folk that had chosen to remain in the city. It seemed that many of them were desperately trying to keep to the pace of their daily lives, lupis shopkeepers and vulpine mages alike. By their body language, they were just as willing to live under High General Takashi Ironskin as they were the last city magistrate. Politics generally didn’t concern the poor.


    By the looks of things, the main ruling buildings were mainly intact. City hall, the court building, and the temporary jail hadn’t suffered any damage at all. Walking up to the largest and most impressive building, coincidentally where many soldiers seemed to be loitering, Torr and Mhegan climbed the marble stairs up to the front doors. They had been carefully taken off their hinges and set to the side to accommodate more foot traffic. Entering the stone building, the male snowcat was taken aback by what he saw.


    A large table in the middle of the room had taken the place of the numerous assistant’s desks and piles of papers. This table, wide enough for twenty people to sleep on comfortably, showed a rough map of the city of Deaqiz and the surrounding area. Standing at the head of the table, surrounded by Chosen soldiers marked as lieutenants or lower, was a lupis. His numerous medals of valor and of rank on his chest proclaimed him as a general; the only different between this male and any other wolf was small traces of black fire around his paws and eyes. When he looked up, Torr found it hard to breathe; his force of personality was that strong. Torr had expected physical grandeur, not a hypnotizing glare.

  


  
    “Are you two my reinforcements?” he called out over the buzz in the room. No one quieted down, as would have happened in a Vasani army. Torr and Mhegan walked forward, silently handing over the stolen transfer papers. This was the moment of truth – if this didn’t work, they would probably die right here. The lupis quickly scanned over the papers.


    “Everything seems in order.” He handed the papers back, turning his attention to a nearby officer. “Their papers say they’re married. Get them a double room.” Looking back down at the map, the wolf pointed to an isolated street, seemingly random in the middle of the slums. Torr wanted to leave as fast as he could, but he knew he had to wait for the keys to his quarters.


    “Here,” the lupis drew a circle around three houses in the slums, black, heatless fire remaining on the map like demonic lamplight. “Directly below here is where the resistance is hiding.” Torr gasped inwardly; how could the general know that? He only had a vague recollection of where the shielded rooms were in relation to the city.


    “How do you know they are there, commander?” one of the lower-ranked officers asked. Surprisingly to Torr, the lupis didn’t growl or yell. He only smiled in a way that made the snowcat’s skin crawl.


    “This one-hundred-foot square, exactly ten feet below street level, is the only area in the entire city limits my scrying cannot penetrate. There are powerful enchantments protecting a very small section of the sewers. It is time we put this down.” Someone handed Torr a sheaf of papers; he could escape now. Motioning at Mhegan to follow, they were gone as fast as they could.


    Their room was in a noble’s manor, or at least it had been before he had escaped during the siege. Now it served as comfortable, spacious housing for over one hundred soldiers. Those that were single shared rooms with up to six others; since the soldiers Torr and Mhegan where impersonating were married, they were given their own bed. Everyone was much more relaxed here; none of the Chosen wore armor, and some of them wore nothing at all. The snowcat knew there was a very large emphasis on body perfection in the K’Mir Empire – showing off your muscular, toned form was another form of patriotism. Except for the few married females, the entire building housed males.

  


  
    Nearly every room was already full, but there was an empty one on the second floor. Glancing in, the snowcat saw two bedrolls on the floor along with a bed large enough for two. There were already two male Chosen here, judging by the shape of the discarded clothes. Males and Female Chosen were about the same size, but the females still retained a feminine figure. The officer still with them handed them the keys and nodded. He was gone; now they could relax, at least temporarily.


    Mhegan sat down on the end of the bed, dropping the bag of stolen supplies next to her. They had made it in, with no real problems at all. He leaned over her, kissing her gently on the lips. She might look like a Chosen, but her eyes still betrayed her earlier vulnerability, especially when he touched her. Even as a Chosen she was smaller than him, could fit in his arms. They would be safe here, as long as they were careful.


    “Welcome to paradise,” someone said from the door. Torr quickly detached himself from Mhegan, training his face back into a neutral expression.


    “What do you mean?” he asked, keeping his tone slightly on the angry side. The Chosen laughed at him, strutting into the room. He was slightly smaller than Torr, his upper body a mass of chiseled muscle. He wore only a loincloth and sandals and waved his arms out as if to encompass the entire world.


    “This place. The people accept their position below us, the country hasn’t sent an army to reclaim it, and we don’t have to go anywhere for a few more weeks while the generals debate on strategy. We can just relax for once.” He lustily winked at Mhegan and strutted back out of the room, lifting his thrashing tail to show off his toned rump. Once he was gone, Torr shut the door and clicked the lock. He didn’t want one of the other two males who lived here to interrupt him.

  


  
    He pulled off his mask, turning around to Mhegan. She hadn’t done the same, so he caressed her face until he found where the edge of the ceramic would have been. Holding her throat in his jaws, he didn’t let go until the magic had receded and he could taste her skin again. She was beautiful; he wanted to touch her without restraint, to ignore their mission for only a little bit. The female didn’t resist when he undid her armor, throwing it to the floor. Her tunic was undone with a few dexterous pulls; his tongue was on her chest, pleasing her, making her whole body tense up from the unexpected.


    “Wait,” she whispered. He obeyed, nudging her until she fell backwards on to the bed. His paws pulled off what remained of her clothes and then in another few seconds ripped off his own. Torr braced on all fours above her, nuzzling against her face and purring. This night might be the last time they had to be intimate, to be together. Sex in the K’Mir Empire was about authority and power; you mated with someone to show you were dominant and they were submissive. If he wanted to mate her after tonight, he would have to do so with wandering eyes appraising them.


    “I haven’t done this before,” she said as she blushed, closing her eyes and turning her muzzle. He smiled, licking over her face, cleaning the dust from it. They didn’t have time for a bath – either roommate might return at any time and guess what was going on.


    “Then I’ll be gentle.” He took her throat into his mouth, biting down just hard enough to leave a mark. She gasped through his hold as he caressed her body, pulled himself against her.


    Torr had been with many females in his lifetime, but all of them were nothing compared to Mhegan. Having never been in the arms of a male before but knowing the mechanics, she moved if he asked her, arched her back and moaned when he did something right, and dug her claws into his back. He knew she was in pain at first, but soon she was biting down on his shoulder hard enough to draw blood. They rolled around, entwined balls of fur, the male snowcat exposing her to new positions, experimenting until he found one that made her purr and tense in his arms.

  


  
    Soon she was a whirlwind of pleasure, shifting around to make sure he hit every sweet spot. Male felis worked differently than most other species; when they climaxed during sex for the first time, it was only the beginning of the event. Torr lost count of how many times he released inside the beautiful female. He only knew by the time they were done he was exhausted and she was trembling in his arms, overcome by the pleasure he had given her. No one disturbed them or even knocked on the door. In the entire world it seemed there was only the two of them.


    At some point they feel asleep, Torr still inside her. When they awoke, someone was pounding on the door, growling to be let in. Without waking Mhegan, he placed her mask back on her, donning his own. He would deal with whoever it was the old fashioned way – intimidation. Opening the door, he saw not the male from earlier, but one of the officers from the administrative building.


    “Sir?” he asked, still nude and slightly embarrassed by his appearance. Even with the mask, his fur still appeared matted down with sweat and reeking of sex. Rather than a reprimand, the officer smirked.


    “Get yourself and your female cleaned up and be ready to mobilize in an hour. These pups in the sewers finally decided to show their stones and send an army. This ought to be fun.” The Chosen winked at Torr, letting him close the door. Turning back to Mhegan, he saw she had already awakened and was groggily trying to get out of bed.

  


  
    “What’s going on?” she asked, her eyes unfocused. Torr kissed her on the lips, giving her thighs a last caress.


    “It seems the Nightwalkers made the choice for them. We need to be ready in an hour.” She nodded, nuzzling against him for a moment before standing up. Her knees immediately buckled; Torr had to hold her up.


    “I’ll help you get to the bath.” Picking her up and cradling her in his arms, he carried her into the attached bathing room.


    


    

  


  Chapter 9 Preparation


  


  A week’s preparation at the onset of winter never seemed pleasant; knowing the first battle of an inquisition was on the horizon only made it worse. As the paladins began their preparations, several complications retarded their progress. First of all, both Rasvim and Acton had never met the Oracle, so they had to be educated on how to behave around her. The mouse’s normal sarcasm and the vulpine’s extreme shyness around strangers had to be corrected. Paladins were supposed to be pillars of the community, not hiding behind closed doors or offending those that irritated them.


  Vorel had his own set of problems. Not only did all four paladins have to be in perfect condition, but every cleric and servant needed to be at work repairing and cleaning the temple. Very little could get past the Oracle’s discriminating eye; Vorel knew this firsthand. The last time she had informally visited the city, the Oracle had left a very long list of problems. Right after her visit a plague had hit the city, so that list – several very long pieces of parchment in very tiny handwriting – had been shelved. Now it was recovered, ande every single suggestion was being implemented in record pace.


  
    Not only did the suggestions include a lot of restoration to the chapel grounds, but also pointed out several problems with the staff. Apparently the Oracle had noticed how many of the servants did drugs or drank; every one of them would have to be detoxified. With a cleric’s magic, that would only take a few days. It wasn’t like such acts were illegal, but like many religious authorities, the Oracle stood by the “pure body, pure mind” principle. If these males and females expected to remain within the Hopegiver’s temple, they would have to give up their vices temporarily.


    Many of the murals and mosaics in the temple had been damaged over the last few years. Rather than hire an artisan, who would take weeks to repair everything, they went with an artificer. These mages, born with the bizarre ability to manipulate stone and metal instead of elements and minds, could create, repair, or destroy any artificial structure in a matter of minutes. Their fees would have to come out of temple coffers. Nothing but the best for the Oracle, thought Vorel as he handed over large bags of gold to these spellcasters.


    Once the mages were working, sealing even the smallest cracks in the mortar, the lupis began going through the chapel’s personnel. Some of the servants and cooks would have to be put on vacation while the Oracle was here, simply because of how they looked. Many of those in the lower classes didn’t care about personal presentation; Vorel didn’t care to enforce it. Looking like a beggar didn’t matter if you could whip up a fantastic meal or clean faster than anyone else. While the most important living religious figure was here, however, those individuals would have to be replaced.


    One case in particular pulled at the wolf’s heartstrings. The oldest servant in the chapel, an ancient lupis female who had been there longer than he had, could barely see. She remembered a dozen different wars and the social revolution in Vasani that had ended slavery and allowed Vorel to join the Hopegiver’s blessed. No one would be permanently removed from the temple, nor would their pay be cut during the recess. Vorel understood these commoners still had to feed themselves and their families, so simply cutting them off would not be in the best wishes of the temple. The Oracle would be none the wiser.

  


  
    While that revolution had been occurring, Vorel was still a gladiatorial slave. Of these movements, only the emancipation in Vasani affected him. During his last few weeks as a gladiator, he competed in dozens of extra duels to raise extra money. As a gladiator, he was given half of the profits from every fight; this allowed him to purchase his own armor and weapons, ensuring his survival. However, two days before his destined freedom, he participated in a very painful combat against three felis. He was able to incapacitate two of them, but the third one somehow got under his guard. The cat’s sword went right through his armor, finding a weak spot in the steel. Piercing through his right lung, by the time the blade was yanked out of his body he knew he would die.


    He’d lost so much blood by the time the healers arrived no one expected them to be able to do anything. For the wolf, there wasn’t anything to do. He was looking at his own body, feeling very light as he floated above it. Dying in this arena didn’t really surprise him; he’d always expected it to happen. The separation between his body and soul wasn’t that strange, since according to his god, the Hopegiver, he would soon pass over to the afterlife and leave his body behind. Some divine messenger should be here as soon as his heart stopped beating. Vorel was young, but there was eternity to enjoy his existence.


    Rather than the angel he had been expecting, a different entity appeared before him. The Hopegiver himself manifested, standing strong over Vorel’s collapsed form. By the lack of reactions from the healers, the lupis guessed only he could observe the deity. The wolf god, bedecked in full plate armor with a tower shield on his back, smiled at the dead lupis.

  


  
    “This is earlier than I expected,” the god said simply. The lupis immediately kneeled as best he could in midair, humbled in the presence of his god. He had faithfully worshiped and paid homage to this deity, and apparently the Hopegiver had personally heard him. Did he descend to the mortal realm for every worshipper?


    “I am sorry, my lord, but I could not dodge in time.” The Hopegiver didn’t respond for a few moments, so Vorel stood back up, looking at the god’s face. He seemed more benevolent than the gladiator had imagined. The god wasn’t preaching, or pointing out his past transgressions – there had been many – he was only watching him.


    “What do you wish of me, my lord?” he asked, hoping he didn’t have to die so soon. By the paleness of his face, though, he doubted he would be longer in this world. There was too much blood loss, especially for the weak healers assigned here.


    “I wish you to live, young lupis. Soon you will no longer have to slay others in this arena; soon you will be able to do better things with your life. Without my intervention these wounds will kill you. I’m afraid I can’t allow that.” Smiling, the god knelt down, placing a paw over the now sluggishly bleeding stab. His body jerked up, pure holy energy streaming through it and out every path it could take. Beams of light poured from his open muzzle, his nostrils, his eyes, and from the tips of his fingers and toes. This was too much for any normal form to take; he felt that energy seep into his soul, filling him like nothing ever had before.


    He was back in his body, staring out at all of the shocked healers. Touching his chest, blood still caked it, but the gaping hole had disappeared. Was this the gift of his god for living as he was taught? Surviving a mortal strike? The Hopegiver still stood over him, still smiling widely.


    “Find a use for your new life, Vorel. I have given you powers beyond a normal mortal, even beyond most paladins. Never kill again unless you are in mortal danger.” The god turned, and faded from site. The wolf stood up, despite the cries of the healers and spectators to be careful. Walking over to one of the felis gladiators, he placed his paws against the gladiator’s face and reached down inside himself. The divine power streamed from his body and into the other male, rousing him and stitching together the gashes on his arms and legs. He looked dizzy, so Vorel draped him over his left shoulder.

  


  
    “I’m not fighting anymore,” the lupis declared, breaking into a sprint toward the ground-level exit. His owner moved to stop him, but the wolf was one of the fastest gladiators in the city. Within a minute he was out of the amphitheater, down the street, and on his way to the temple district. He knew what he wanted to do – what he’d wanted to do for many years. He could protect everyone from the evils of this world as a paladin. There would be time to deal with his master later. Now was what mattered.


    Shoving open the door to the chapel of the Hopegiver with his spare shoulder, he muscled his way past the shocked clerics and paladins. Laying the shaky gladiator down in front of it, he then placed his paws on the cold stone.


    “I am here to become a paladin,” he called over his shoulder. One of the clerics cautiously approached him, placing a paw tentatively on his arm.


    “What has caused this change, gladiator?” Vorel realized he was still in his bloodied armor and sandals, but that didn’t matter. Reaching inside him, the white fire that was his gift from the Hopegiver poured from his body, twisting around him, solidifying into a shield on his arm and platemail on his body. Holding his paw above the altar, the fading daylight focused above it, shaping into a longsword. These artifacts were proof of his right to lead; he would protect everyone here. Let the clerics deal with the bureaucracy – he hadn’t accepted this calling to deal with it.


    Continuing through the temple residents, three launderers, four clerics, and one gardener had to be put on paid leave for the next three weeks. Once the Oracle arrived, she and all her attendants would be present for at least ten days before moving on to another city. Finding room for the clerics she would bring and her guards might prove difficult, but they would have to manage. Now he just needed to find Rasvim and make sure his initiation had been going well.

  


  
    Several clerics kept repeating the same information over and over to Rasvim – respect, humbleness, and obedience. Never question the Oracle, never talk back to her, and most of all, do whatever she says. It doesn’t matter if you agree with her or not; she is the premiere religious authority in the world, so don’t anger her. After four hours of this, even the normally passive vulpine was ready to scream. Rushing out of the lecture room, he gasped when the first thing he ran into felt warm and furry.


    “Getting tired?” Vorel asked, placing a paw on the back of his head and scratching soothingly. “Acton gave up two hours ago. I need to yell at him at some point, but right now he’s hiding between the rafters. I suspect there’s a monkey somewhere in his ancestry.” With that, the wolf kissed the smaller male of the top of the head. “Why don’t we get something to eat?” Rasvim nodded, confused when the lupis began steering him away from the kitchens.


    “But where…” The head paladin only laughed, his paws on the other male’s shoulders and walking him down the hall and out the front the doors of the chapel. The two males continued into the market district, walking past stall after stall of succulent meats and steamed vegetables. Restaurants passed on either side of the vulpine, making him slightly confused as to where they were going. Vorel turned him into a side alley, knocking on a barely visible door. It blended seamlessly into the wood of the building; Rasvim suspected the wolf wouldn’t have seen it either if he didn’t already know it was there. A very sensual-looking female vulpine answered, glancing at the smaller paladin before opening the door wide enough for the two of them.


    “Glad to see you returned as promised, Vorel,” the female commented, leading them through a dingy lobby and down a corridor. Still unsure of what was going on, the fox jumped when his lover’s paw entwined with his own. A side door opened and the vulpine motioned for the two of them to enter. Rasvim allowed himself to be led into the dimly lit room, gasping when he witnessed the contents.

  


  
    The room seemed dominated by a bed large enough for twelve. Male attendants, dressed only in skimpy loincloths and various pieces of jewelry, stood at the ready with silver platters of steaming suckling pigs, fresh fruits, and bottles of champagne. Rasvim buried his face in the other male’s chest, suddenly embarrassed by all of the attention. By all appearances, this was a brothel, but by practice no sex occurred; the fox would instead be pampered for a few hours by the best masseuses and servants in the city. Vorel walked over to one of the platters as the female left, shutting the door behind her. The head paladin lifted up a bunch of grapes, dangling them in the air as a few fell to the ground.


    “Your armor might get in the way, love. Let these males take care of you.” Two very muscular lupis, their fur trimmed to show off the rippling toned flesh, appeared on either side of him, lifting off the shield and sword on his back. He immediately tried to resist, but there was little he could do as Vorel chuckled, watching him be stripped by the wolves. Soon only his loincloth remained – he slapped away the paws when they reached for it.


    “This is too much, Vorel,” he whispered, wrapping his fluffy tail around his waist to shield his most intimate of areas. The male sat on the end of the bed, pulling off his own platemail. Servants took the pieces away, two of them bracing on their knees behind the large male to massage his shoulders. He sighed, closing his eyes and patting his lap.


    “Just relax and let these wonderfully talented people pamper you. I know it has been tough adjusting over the past week, so I arranged all this. Please sit with me.” Not one to ignore a chance to cuddle, the fox climbed into the other male’s lap. The wolf responded by falling back, pulling the shocked male into his arms and rolling around on the sheets. Rasvim moaned at the feel of them – the purest of silks, they couldn’t even be compared to the rough cotton in the chapel. As he came to a stop, snuggled firmly in the larger paladin’s arms, a grape pressed against his lips. Snaking his tongue out, he drew it into his craving muzzle. As soon as he swallowed the first one, the lupis pulled them both up slightly so he wouldn’t choke on something larger. Warm fur and soft sheets seemed to envelop him as a dozen platters floated down to face him.

  


  
    “Pick whatever you want,” the wolf whispered, kissing over his ears. Distracted, he silently pointed at a platter of chilled sherbet. When he tried to reach for a spoon to eat the chill dessert, a paw moved over his and shifted it back down.


    “Let me.” Vorel lifted the bowl, piled high with the slowly melting emerald treat, and scooped out a tiny amount with one of his claws. He placed that dripping digit to the fox’s lips, waiting as the fox licked it clean. Once he had – he blushed the entire time from the dozens of eyes locked on him – the lupis locked his teeth over the back of the vulpine’s neck and began spoon-feeding him. Two of the other vulpines in the room crawled on to the bed, lifting up the fox paladin’s feet and beginning to lightly massage them. He nearly choked on the dessert as more paws moved over him, strong calloused paws kneading the muscles of his arms, his chest, and his thighs. Those males smiled benignly at him as the tension from the last several days melted away, leaving him as a puddle in the larger wolf’s arms.


    “Thank you,” he whispered, feeling lips nibble on his ears, a tongue teasing through the fur on his neck and shoulders. He didn’t want to move as the wolf’s paws kept feeding him while the servants sent him into a relaxed heaven. At some point after the last of the sherbet disappeared, he must have dozed off, since when he next realized what was going on the room was empty except for himself and the head paladin.


    “Just relax,” the strong voice cooed, pulling himself up from under the fox. Rasvim immediately fell backwards, sighing as his neck and head impacted a blissfully soft and supporting pillow. Vorel walked around the room, locking the main entrance and the two servants’ doors. He then turned down the majority of the lanterns, giving the room a much dimmer glow similar to the rest of the building. Before he came back to the bed, the wolf untied his own loincloth, letting it float to the floor. His sheath already bulged, but that didn’t particularly surprise the vulpine – his lover always seemed ready to mate recently.

  


  
    When the male lifted up the sheets at the foot of the bed and climbed in, rather than next to the smaller paladin, Rasvim immediately pulled the silks up to his neck. The lupis moved on all fours across the mattress, the sounds of growling and other lustful noises reaching the smaller male as the wolf moved like a predator beneath the sheets. When a cold nose touched one of his feet, he jumped and curled up. Paws grabbed his legs as he tried to pull away, forcing them back down to the awaiting muzzle. Shivers ran up and down his back – he normally had to take the initiative. The head paladin might have been in the mood, but he never made the first move.


    Lips left kisses on his feet, up his calves, and all over his thighs. He could feel coarse fur against his legs as the wolf moved further and further up, lifting his legs and giving the ticklish areas behind his knees and on his inner thighs a few good nibbles. Kicks did nothing, since he had very little physical strength. Something warm moved under his loincloth, lifting it up slightly and leaving warm lines of pleasure on the underside of his sac.


    He moaned, wrapping the sheets tightly around him, embarrassed at the concept of mating in such a public area. Even with the doors locked, someone could unlock them and walk in at any time. That tongue moved south, warming the forgotten areas between his tail and his groin, making his sheath begin to bulge beneath the thin fabric. Paws held on to his thighs, stopping him from attempting to cut off access to such a private region. His tail curled up, but that too couldn’t stop the roaming tongue and lips. A kiss landed on his tailhole, making him jerk up and try to resist as the head of his maleness peaked out of its covering. Vorel never pleased him like this, never explored below the belt. The wolf would kiss him, touch him, stroke him, mate him, but he had never gone down like this before.

  


  
    That tongue pushed at his hole, prodding and swirling around it until the fox relaxed, letting the much larger male have his way. It seemed nothing he could do would stop this, so he might as well not mask the pleasure with uncertainty and embarrassment. The roaming tongue slipped inside him as he completely let his body go limp, the tight ring of muscle no longer providing resistance. This always made his toes curl – it was all the pleasure of a loving mating with the intimacy of a kiss.


    The sheets moved off of him, pulled down by calloused paws. He felt exposed for only a moment until the wolf’s paws moved back to his thighs and started stroking through the fur. The tongue inside him probed around, occasionally touching his prostate and allowing another inch of his maleness to escape his sheath. Within a few touches his foxhood completely rose from his body, tenting the fabric slightly without pushing it aside. The strings still somewhat held it close to him, forcing the first few drops of leaking precum to land on his belly instead of staining the loincloth.


    Rasvim involuntarily lifted his hips when the tongue left his insides, moving up to kiss and bathe his perineum in warmth. A cold nose sniffed and pushed against the underside of his sac, making him shiver and paw at the lupis’s muzzle. Looking down, he felt confused looking into the other male’s eyes. The white parts of Vorel’s eyes had a purple tinge to them, as though he’d put colored drops in them. The fox didn’t get much time to think about this phenomenon, since the wolf suddenly lifted himself up, ripping off the small paladin’s loincloth with his teeth. Another shift and the head paladin braced above his lover, kissing and nuzzling against his face as his own engorged maleness poked under the vulpine’s tail.

  


  
    “Ready?” Vorel asked, suddenly becoming much more predatory, growling and nipping at the small male’s throat. Not sure what was going on, he didn’t object as one paw lifted up his hips, slipping a very plush pillow under his rump and putting him at a much more accessible angle. When the wolf entered him, the fox wouldn’t need as much time to adjust. This seemed much faster and desperate than normal – Vorel normally liked to cuddle, do a lot of foreplay, and then move on to actual mating. Since they walked into this room, it had been less than an hour between sitting down and a rigid wolfhood under his tail.


    “Not so fast,” he whispered, but he might as well not have said anything. Vorel lunged his hips forward, impaling the smaller male completely on his length in a single thrust. The fox gritted his teeth, breathing rapidly through his nose to try and ignore the sudden searing pain. Why was the head paladin being so rough and predatory? Rasvim didn’t really mind it, but he wasn’t used to being treated this way anymore. Without giving him any time to get used to the engorged maleness within him, Vorel pulled out and savagely thrust back in, the muscles in his chest all tensing up above the smaller male. Teeth locked around the vulpine’s throat, biting down just hard enough to let the male know who was in charge.


    Another few thrusts and the wolf started a very quick rhythm, his cock bottoming out with every thrust in and pulling out to the very tip of the head each pull back. Pre shot inside the fox with every thrust, providing even more lubrication. The intensity of the powerful thrusts forward pushed Rasvim back, the top of his head impacting one of the many strewn pillows every second or so. Beyond making him gasp with every new penetration, his foxhood now stood completely erect, his knot already engorged with blood. When he reached for his own member, Vorel roughly grabbed his wrists and shoved them into the silk sheets. Confused and feeling the pressure in his balls building, the lupis roughly kissed him, shoving his tongue in past the smaller male’s lips and giving the fox’s tongue a quick wrestle. Snapping his muzzle back, the wolf bared his teeth.

  


  
    “I’m gonna make you climax just by mating you. Can’t use your paws today.” The idea of it intrigued the vulpine, but he’d never been able to do that before. Any time someone had attempted it in the past, he always ended up aroused and sore in the end. The wolf couldn’t hear the smaller male’s thoughts, so he just kept thrusting, keeping his hold on the fox’s wrists. He seemed so much more powerful and dominant than usual that it worried the vulpine. What was making him act this way?


    His whole body started to ache from the treatment, each thrust sending waves of pleasure from his prostate to his skull. His knot and shaft both pulsed with every thrust, weak shots of precum bubbling out into his fur. It almost hurt to not be able to stroke his aching maleness, but the strange pleasure that remained made him pant and moan. With each passing minute, the aching pleasure increasing, the shots of pre soon bursting forth on to his belly with each complete thrust. He lifted his legs a lot higher and spread them as far as he could, letting the male push deeper into him and making sure the wolf would hit his prostate with each thrust.


    The feeling of an impending orgasm began to build in him as the lupis brutally pounded him as deep as he could, his knot threatening to enter his body every time it impacted his tailhole. Pre served as his only lubrication, the huge amount the wolf produced letting this happen without hurting him. There was so much precum inside him, in fact, it felt like the wolf had already cum. Vorel nipped as his throat, his chest, and kept squeezing his wrists to emphasize how in control the wolf was. He could feel his balls drawn up close to his body, bit he just couldn’t get over the edge to release. The thrusting kept him hot and heavy, but each time the lupis had to shift around or pulled out out just a bit too far, he came down just enough to stop him from cumming.

  


  
    “Vorel, please...” the wolf kissed him tenderly on the lips, still not letting go of his wrists. His thrusts started moving much faster, not pulling out as far yet still pounding him with the same level of ferocity. The fox arched his back, the new feeling bringing him back up to imminent release in only a few movements. He started to tear up – someone need to touch his maleness, give him just one good stroke, and he would cum. If the wolf would only reach down, wrap a paw around his foxhood, and tug, he’d be covered in seed, would finally...


    Just fantasizing about the wolf pleasing him brought him over the edge, the rush of orgasm slamming into his body like a flood. He cried out, lips kissing all over his face as the first spurt of cum arched all the way to his collarbone. The next few were just as powerful, coating his slim chest in his own seed. As he tried to thrash around, the climax made all the more powerful by the way his body had to force it out, the wolf’s knot finally pushed past his ring, the massive ball of flesh ballooning as cum shot inside him, spiking his own pleasure to a level he’d never felt.


    Even more cum shot from his maleness, much more seed than he would normally produce even when being pounded by the head paladin. His toes stayed curled through the whole peak, his legs tensed up to the point that they started to shake in midair. His balls felt like they couldn’t produce any more cum, yet still it kept dribbling out, the white sticky substance coating his blood-red, engorged and very sore flesh. Vorel kept kissing him as his body relaxed, his legs dropping to either side of the wolf’s hips. He hadn’t been exhausted after cumming only once since being a teenager – no wonder the lupis wanted to make him climax this way.


    “Once my knot comes loose, I’ll mate you again just as hard,” the wolf whispered, giving his throat a quick nip. Rasvim didn’t know how to react to that, since the paladin never seemed so in the mood before. Even more odd, the violet hues in his eyes had grown more intense in the last few minutes. He wouldn’t mention it now, since the truth could always unease him. Rather than dodging conversation completely, he presented a question to his lover.

  


  
    “Why are you being so affectionate today? Normally I have to get you in the mood.” The wolf only chuckled, kissing the fox lovingly on the lips.


    “The Oracle is due in a few days. We won’t have the opportunity once she gets here.” Not sure what he meant, the smaller male squeezed down in the wolf’s maleness to make his shudder and groan.


    “Explain,” he said, his voice in a playfully angry tone. The whole room probably smelled of sex by now, but that wouldn’t stop him from having a little fun at the other male’s expense. He squeezed down again, not surprised when the lupis lost his balance on his paws and fell to his elbows. Another squeeze and he flopped down on the smaller male, whimpering in extreme pleasure.


    “We can’t room together.” On that, the fox relaxed his grip on the male’s arousal. The wolf had to take a few deep breaths before continuing. “She used to be a cleric of the Wing Goddess. They think males should only bed with females, and vice versa. If we share our quarters, neither of us will hear the end of it. This will be our last night together until she leaves. We’ll need to spend the next few days to move you out of my rooms and get you back accommodated to your old room. I know you won’t like it, but I don’t want to give her reasons to complain.”


    “What about all this?” It seemed to the fox like a bribe, something to distract him from the prospect of being cold at night for a while.


    “I’ve had this planned since before she decided to sniff out trouble here. Now why don’t we just enjoy it? The room is reserved all day, so don’t worry about missing anything important today. The clerics can take care of maintenance.” Another nuzzle and the sound of multiple pairs of feet passed through one of the doorways. Rasvim tried to move, but the knot inside him prevented all but some feeble kicking. Two lupis stood on either side of him, holding two more massive platters or desserts. The lupis tied to him kissed him again and motioned towards the trays.

  


  
    “Pick something new. I want to feed you until my knot shrinks.”


    Slipping through one of the many entrances to the thieves’ guild, Acton flashed a quick gesture with his paws to stop the snipers from taking him down before he got too far in. Apparently they hadn’t changed the password in the past few months, since no arrows ended up in his lungs. Much more confident now, he padded down several corridors, trying to remember how to get to the public hall. Most thieves in Eldere spent the vast majority of their waking hours in this building, since to steal without the permission of the guild could mean a slit throat. Going around another corner, he smiled as the central hall came into view.


    The level of sound and smell in this room could only be described as overwhelming. With over one hundred individuals from every race in the world, a dozen different languages could be heard with each step. The mixed odors of sweat, tobacco, piss, alcohol, and the unpleasant smell of multitudes of unwashed bodies assaulted his nose, forcing him to breathe through his mouth. He vaguely remembered a time when it didn’t bother him, but now he just wanted to find what he needed and get out. His old contact had to be nearby – he almost never left the safety of the compound.


    Just as he expected, the fat merchant was perched behind one massive corner table, several of his more illegal wares spread out before him. Those here knew better than to steal from him, since the last four who did became ingredients for his more exotic potions. Acton sat down opposite the male, waiting for him to acknowledge the mouse’s presence. It took him a minute and a few of the paladin’s boot taps, but he awoke from his doze with a start. It was always difficult to tell when the wolf slept, since his multiple chins perpetually giggled and his eyes never completely opened.

  


  
    “Whatcha need, paladin?” It seemed everyone here now assumed he wanted to arrest them, like some ornery city guard.


    “I need a few things.” The lupis nodded, lifting a massive paw with some effort on to the table.


    “Name them off.” The mouse counted off on his fingers, going through objects he didn’t want merchants in the city to find out a paladin had purchased.


    “I need a dagger specially enchanted to drain the power from clerics, four sunbombs, a ring to stop mental encroachment, and a dozen wolfsbane flowers.” The first item would be just in case the Oracle’s minions decided he needed to be taught a lesson. The sunbombs were his favorite defensive weapon. They exploded when thrown, blinding everyone within twenty feet and reducing undead to powder. Living creatures were burned as well by it, but not necessarily be killed. The ring would stop any enchantments cast by even the strongest clerics, and the exotic plants were for Mier.


    “Hmm....I’ll need five days for a weapons, the rest are easy.” The male snapped his bulbous fingers, summoning a harassed-looking female lupis. Next to the merchant, she seemed half his size. Whispering in her ear, she disappeared for a minute or so, returning with a small bin of supplies. One of the sunbombs rested on the top of the pile, small enough to fit in the palm of the mouse’s paw yet covered in so many magical runes it glowed in the dim light. He needed to be careful with those; he might be able to roll out of the way before they exploded, but very few others could. Before reaching for the container, he dropped a small jewelry box on the table and opened it. Within, surrounded by velvet, sat six perfectly cut blue diamonds. Not only were they worth an obscene amount of money, but powdered, they could resurrect the dead.

  


  
    “I think this will cover it.” The lupis didn’t seem to know how to respond to such an obvious bribe. All of the goods the mouse desired were worth possibly two of these gemstones, but not half a dozen.


    “What do you want, Acton?” Hearing the merchant acknowledge his name made him smile.


    “I was not here, I have never done business with you, and those weapons will be delivered to the temple through a courier from the Temple of Anvizo.” Receiving items from a church devoted to the destruction of undead would remove any questions about the supplies. Pushing the box forward, he stood up and lifted the bin on to one of his shoulders. Hopefully the lupis had the foresight to wrap the flowers in cotton or a similar substance to stop them from being crushed.


    “Goodbye, Acton. Hopefully I will do business with you some time after you leave your chapel.” The mouse couldn’t help but smile.


    “I doubt I’ll be leaving anytime soon. I don’t have to sleep with one eye open anymore.”


    Getting back to the chapel with his goods took no time at all, especially since most passerby moved out of the way for a paladin. He wanted to surprise Mier, since he knew the Wolfen would arrive within the hour. Since the male already knew how to behave around the Oracle, the canine had decided to blow off some steam by visiting one of the fighting arenas. These arenas, smaller than the coliseums of Oya yet with just as strong of a following, were for promising warriors to test their mettle against opponents and possibly get noticed by the military, city guard, or the rich in need of bodyguards. It was how the paladin made extra money – he’d go to the arena and put on practice matches for the audience. Many gladiators wanted practice fighting a Wolfen, so opponents were never scarce.


    Avoiding the irritated clerics and even more irritated servants, the mouse slipped around the corner and down the corridor to his rooms without a single word spoken to him. As he opened the door a very unexpected sight greeted him – Mier, already taking off his leather arena armor and wiping the grease and dirt from it. He smiled, secretly glad he wouldn’t have to wait any longer to give his gift. Rummaging through the bin, he pulled out a tight wad of cloth bandages. The Wolfen looked up at these sounds, a rumbling noise emanating from his chest.

  


  
    “What do you have there?” the larger male asked, leaning slightly forward in curiosity and his ear perked up. It reminded Acton so much of a puppy he chuckled, walking over to set the Wolfen’s armor aside and climb into his lap. After pressing his nose into the male’s chest and inhaling his unique odor, the mouse looked up.


    “Close your eyes, Mier, and open your muzzle.” After a questioning look, the canine obeyed, opening his mouth so wide the mouse probably could have fit his whole arm in. Instead, he unwrapped the bandage, revealing a small pile of delicate, light purple five-petaled flowers. One petal would have a powerful effect on a lupis, but it would take a lot more for someone as large as Mier. Picking up an entire blossom between two fingers, he placed the thinner-than-paper plant on the male’s tongue.


    The first reaction was for the plant to instantly dissolve. As it did, Mier started to salivate, his eyes fluttering open and closed. Acton knew full well what the plant did, but it seemed the male did not. As he fell back on to the bed, the mouse pulled off the rest of his armor, watching the Wolfen’s sheath bulge even without being touched. The male’s mind would be fuzzy now, his only thoughts on his maleness and what he wanted to with it. If the Oracle was due in the next few days, Acton would have his fun while he had the chance. The wolfsbane would keep Mier aroused for hours – long enough for the mouse to climax so many times he’d pass out. Yanking off his jet-black leather, he pounced on to the other male as the canine’s eyes turned to a bright purple.

  


  
    Every renovation ended up being finished only hours before the Oracle arrived. Torr’s room had been converted for her stay, with the nearest clerics’ or servants’ rooms assigned for her entourage. None of the paladins knew the exact number she would be arriving with, so even more individuals might have to be displaced. All four paladins and every cleric stood in their best armor or robes, knowing she would appear through the chapel doors any minute. Every time a carriage passed by the building the entire mass of holy followers tensed up, some excited and other fearing her presence. One of those numerous carriages stopped in front of the chapel, the sounds of large, armored guards dropping to the ground grabbing everyone’s attention. She was here.


    Both doors opened wide, two Wolfen even larger than Mier taking their places on either side of the entrance. A dozen people could fit between those doors, but only one robed cleric walked very slowly and carefully across the threshold. Vulpines rarely showed their age, even after seven hundred years on the planet. This vixen appeared positively ancient, but in a regal way showing she had taken care of her body through those long years. Wrinkles lined her eyes, muzzle, and throat, yet they did not droop or sag in an unattractive way. Her left paw gripped a wooden staff, sanded and polished smooth, her other paw held out as soon as she stopped directly in front of Vorel.


    “We welcome you to our chapel, Oracle,” the wolf answered automatically, kneeling to kiss her paw. No one present had ever seen him bow to another living person, so this alone showed her authority.


    “Thank you, Vorel. I will assume quarters have been prepared for my attendants as well.” The head paladin nodded, not rising.


    “Of course, Your Holiness. How many shall be staying with you?” The wording emphasized any number would be of no inconvenience.


    “Only four of my most trusted clerics, and my two guards. Oya is a dangerous place right now, but I have left the vulpines to their own devices. Hopefully I will be able to return in a timely fashion.” That statement gave a glimmer of hope to many of the clerics and Acton – she had better things to do than inspect their church.

  


  
    “Do you need anything today, Oracle?” She smiled, lifting the paladin’s muzzle with her spare paw. He stood, almost a foot taller than the foremost religious authority in existence.


    “Just a few announcements. Myself, and my clerics, will begin our investigation tomorrow morning bright and early. Be prepared to assist us if we ask. Do any of your paladin have appointments tomorrow?” He nodded, motioning towards the other three males.


    “I am sorry we could not reschedule all of them, but Rasvim must travel to the slums district and assist the city guard rebuilding one of the public baths.” To help curb water-borne diseases, every public bath had certain healing spells inscribed in it to ward off diseases and poisons. Though a cleric’s would be stronger, the city folk trusted the vulpine. The Oracle nodded at the small male, making the paladin blush and involuntarily look down in embarrassment.


    “It is not a problem. We will begin with the chapel itself, rather than the worshipers or faithful within it.” She turned to the combined clerics and paladins, clearing her throat before upturning her paws to them. Her staff hovered at her side when she let it go.


    “As for the rest of you, my purpose here is very simple. I am here to root out sources of corruption and wickedness within this chapel. Over the course of the last month, many letters have reached me from multiple chapels across the city, voicing concerns over the undesirable behavior and lapses present here. I am not unreasonable – I understand everyone makes mistakes and turns from the path of truth once in a while. If you have nothing to hide, you have nothing to fear.” She took a step back as four other females strode past the Wolfen, all in the vestments of a Wing Goddess cleric.

  


  
    “All of you who do not know must understand the power I have here.” The four females remained silent, their gazes shifting between the members of the gathered masses. “If I find your behavior far beyond what is acceptable, I have been given the authority by all of the highest gods to strip you of your religious authority. On my word, I can prevent you from calling on your deity for assistance. That means no divine magic, no repulsion of undead, and no divine weapons to protect you. Do not believe ignoring my suggestions will bring you any success. It will be much more likely to see you on the street should you fight against me. Starting tomorrow, my clerics will begin interviewing each of you, with the exception of the paladins. I will personally speak to each of them. Answer truthfully, even if you believe the truth to be detrimental. Lying to any of my clerics would be – inadvisable. Now, Vorel, please show me to my quarters. I must unpack.”


    Turning away, the staff followed her at the perfect distance to be picked back up. The head paladin walked a step behind her, explaining the current situation of the temple and the improvements they had made prior to her arrival. She responded very neutrally to most of them, as though such an action was the only one prudent. When the paladin brought up Torr, however, she raised a paw to silence him.


    “He betrayed the trust of this church, his allies, and most importantly, his deity. I do not wish to hear his name for as long as I remain. As far as I am concerned, that…snowcat is no better than dirt.” Her reaction may have been expected, but to see her angry put a new level on her presence here. Apparently the paladin’s betrayal had only been the first bit of bad news. The wolf didn’t know what else she had been told, but none of it could be good if she traveled so many days south just to root out evil. Leaving her and her guards in the room, the head paladin went back to inform everyone not to talk about Torr.


    


    

  


  Chapter 10 Inquisition


  


  Everyone seemed on edge the next morning as the Oracle began ordering her clerics around the temple. First of all, she made sure the entire list from her last visit had been completed. Since Vorel had even paid for the mosaics in the floor to be repaired she could find no fault. It happened to be the day of worship on her first day of inspection, so she greeted the worshipers instead of the paladins. Very few recognized her by face or even by her title, but those that did questioned in the shadows her purpose here.


  Since Rasvim had escaped the temple before dawn, he did not feel the same level of anxiety. Since going back to his old rooms, he had not gotten a good night’s sleep or woken up refreshed. His magic still flowed out of him when he concentrated, but he couldn’t overextend himself if he expected to remain conscious. The poor needed help, and he was here to give it to them. Another public bath would help everyone in the area bathe much more often, cutting down disease, let laundry be done to slow the spread of parasites like lice, and give them an outlet to relax. A good bath could put anyone in better spirits.


  An entire troupe of city guards were waiting for him at the site of the new baths. He sighed – these males and females never trusted the city folk, whether they had committed crimes or not. To them, someone in the slums who had never spent a night in lockup just hadn’t been caught. These hardy uniformed individuals had their truncheons in their paws, the lead-core weapons ready to crack a skull or kneecap in necessary. As he shook the paw of the leader, the fox motioned towards the other soldiers.


  
    “Tell them to put their weapons away, commander. You won’t need them here.” Several of the guards stared at him, but still tucked the polished black weapons into their belts. Unarmed, they seemed even more tense. Walking into the baths, Rasvim ran a paw over the smooth ceramic walls, adorned with pictures of the royal palace, different temples, and Israfil, seraphim of charity. These baths were set up like all of the others across the city – a large central room for the majority of bathers, and smaller side rooms that had to be paid for to rent for those that desired privacy.


    “I’m sorry about this,” the leader said, “but most of the actual slum guards are on patrol. What do you need us to do?” The vulpine assessed the area, noting each pipe and pool he needed to bless and protect.


    “Just keep the people out of the actual baths until I am done. It should only take a few hours. If someone calls specifically for me, feel free to interrupt my work. I’m not a mage, so it won’t have negative consequences. Remember – no violence. Your cuffers might not like the area, but if they hit one beggar, they’ll answer to the temple.” He’d heard that term before – it was what the poor called anyone with authority. The wolf nodded, ordering his subordinates to patrol the outside walls and “be gentle with the street folk”. Sliding down into the large bath, the vulpine walked to the very center and dropped to his knees, setting his paws on the smooth porcelain.


    Amongst all the clerics and paladins in the city of Eldere, Rasvim’s divine powers were unique. Most could blast holy energy to smite the wicked or force back the walking dead. The fox could do none of those things, but his healing magic extended beyond even Mier’s and Vorel’s. As he concentrated, the leader of the city guard reentered the central room, taking a step back out as he felt the air get heavier. When the fox’s eyes opened again, gold light as bright as a lantern shone from them, drowning out the normal color. His paws seemed to be engulfed in liquid gold as he wrote out holy scriptures on the floor, taking the time to make sure they would last several years before needing to be refreshed. None of the other paladins in his chapel knew the extent of his abilities, since he did not see the need to tell them. If someone needed to be protected or healed, he would heal them. Comparing power and endurance for those activities seemed very similar to the “whose cock is bigger” mentality.

  


  
    Unbeknown to the vulpine, most of the city guard had stopped patrolling, instead coming back inside to watch him work. Very few of them had seen any cleric cast such spells, and to see someone as young and petite as Rasvim do so gave them a sense of awe. After all, only a few years ago he had been a beggar on the street. The knowledge of his presence in the slums apparently had traveled, since many sick and injured were patiently waiting outside for his touch. The few guards left outside had to physically bar the baths entrance to stop the waves of needy.


    After finishing the central room, he moved on to bless the pipes bringing water into the baths. Due to his spells, even if the water coming in carried cholera or other diseases, it would be purified. These were the most exhausting of spells, since it actually took the layering of three different enchantments to purify incoming water, keep the water flowing at a fast enough pace in the pipes to stop it from stagnating, and make sure it is re-purified on its way out. Once all of those were done, leaving the pipes temporarily sparkling with magic, he sat down on the edge of the central pool, pulling a canteen from his belt and taking a swig. A little meditation and he could finish his work. The light flowing from his eyes and paws faded as he lay on his back, his legs dangling over the side of the tub.

  


  
    “Uh, Rasvim?” the leader of the city guard leaned over him, so much taller now that he was flat on the floor. He sighed – no rest for him.


    “Yes?” he answered, genuinely concerned about what the guard needed. These males and females never brought frivolous requests to the chapel and they wouldn’t do so here.


    “A very large crowd has formed outside the baths after hearing you were the one doing the blessings. Could you...walk outside and see a few of them? I just need the masses to shrink a bit and become more manageable.” Rasvim nodded, pulling himself up off the ground and hearing his back pop. It didn’t hurt him, but he felt he was a bit young for his body to be sore after only a little work.


    “Not a problem.” They walked out of the baths, the fox ducking under the guards’ blocking arms. Paws reached for him from all directions, not as much grabbing for him as just wanting to make contact. The people saw him as a symbol that they too could succeed in life, and could make it out of the slums. Acton may have been a thief here, but he had been protected by the thieves’ guild. Rasvim had been digging scraps out of garbage and begging passing merchants for a spare copper before entering the chapel.


    Sorting through these poor, all at one stage or another of desperation, would have been difficult if the paladin didn’t know who was and wasn’t scared of traveling to the temple district. If they wouldn’t come to chapel, he would heal them here. Gold fire poured from his paws as he picked out beggars who could not make it across the city, or families unable to stop working even a single day. Only one person did he spend more than a few moments on – a lutrin leper missing the majority of the left half of his face and most of his fingers. He cured the disease and regrew the missing pieces, feeling the strength return to the grateful male. When he finished, the world seemed to tilt at a dangerous angle. He doubled over and puked onto the dirty ground as the otter stood up, feeling his restored face and showing off his fingers to others. Rasvim stayed on all fours as the crowd closed around him, making concerned noises and trying to lift him up. He vomited again, even though there was nothing left to expel. He’d used too much magic; he was going to pass out any second. Paws touched his face, a feeling of electrical shock passing from his nose to the tip of his tail.

  


  
    “That should help you a little bit, love.” He looked up, his felis friend Sven standing over him. He knew the male possessed very strange magics, but he didn’t know he could recharge someone else.


    “It’s not permanent,” the lion explained, reaching a paw down to lift him up, “But it will let you get back to my place without puking your guts out all over the beggars. C’mon, let’s go.” Glad his friend had shown up today, he stood back up, the crowd not suddenly turning on its head. Sven pushed the poor out of the way, growling and hissing even though many of them were much larger than him. His intentions were good, though, so Rasvim didn’t complain. He loved his friends, however overprotective they might be of him.


    The Oracle’s clerics would not listen to reason. This chapel did not need extensive protections against evil creatures or dark mages; only the poor entered here. If they had ill intent, there was little they could do against a small army of well-trained clerics and paladins. The clerics had started after the commoners dispersed, sectioning off every entrance and exit to cast spells on. Vorel tried explaining it to them, but after the sixth time they just stopped listening. Irritated at the females, he walked away from the chapel doors. Acton and Mier weren’t doing much better – they’d been dodging questions over why they were rooming together even though there were spare quarters for paladins. The wolf had warned them about this, so it was their own problem now.


    Questioning had also started fairly early on, the Oracle sitting with one of the clerics and asking very straightforward questions. Right now, those interviews were taking place in the central worship room over tea. Vorel leaned against one of the supporting pillars, shutting out the chanting clerics to center on the current conversation.

  


  
    “What are the central tenants of the United Churches of the Hopegiver?” she asked, taking a sip of an exotic tea from the Junsui Isles she had brought with her. It was colored a very light shade of green.


    “Protect the innocent, aid the poor, heal the sick, and defend all against the wicked.” The Oracle nodded, approval in her eyes.


    “And what defines wickedness according to Codex of Faith?” The cleric looked confused for a moment.


    “It’s a very long list, Your Holiness...” The Oracle seemed unperturbed.


    “Then just tell me the most important ones.”


    “Those that abuse the innocent, those that make contracts with demons, devils, and other evils, those that raise the bodies of the dead to use as tools or weapons, those that preach and are hypocritical, and those that raise a weapon to the helpless.”


    “Very good, cleric. You are more knowledgeable than most. Now for my last question – have you noticed anyone in this chapel violating those tenants?” Vorel swallowed. All the servants knew full well and why Mier and Acton roomed together, as well as he and Rasvim. Focusing on those principles, the cleric’s answer startled the head paladin. Putting the clerics and servants on leave who would draw her displeasure had been a very good idea.


    “I know one of my fellow clerics did something normally forbidden, but I do not know if it truly violates the Codex of Faith.”


    “Explain and I will tell you. You need not tell a name for now.” The cleric swallowed, like a child ratting out a sibling.


    “Well, his wife, who is not a cleric, died from an allergic reaction to a new food. He didn’t want to live without her, so he traveled to Wolfen Valley and convinced a follower of the Black Goddess to resurrect her.” Shamed, he bowed his head, looking at the floor.

  


  
    “That is nothing to be ashamed of,” the Oracle stated, finishing off her tea. “Though the Hopegiver does not allow his clerics or paladins to be resurrected, to raise the dead back to life is not against his teachings. Is that the only instance that you can think of?” He nodded and she dismissed him. Looking over, Vorel felt the fur on the back on his neck stand up.


    “Come over here, Vorel.” The head paladin knew better than to disobey, so he took the seat of the escaped cleric. The prior male’s tea was untouched.


    “When is Rasvim due back?” He shrugged.


    “Whenever he is done, Your Holiness. Probably soon, since he only needed to protect one new bath. The Temple of the Wing Goddess is blessing the other one.” She nodded, rising slowly from her seat.


    “When he arrives, I need to begin my discussions with him. I will start with the most recent paladin and move up from there. You will be my last interview, Vorel.” Pounding feet and loud conversation could be heard outside, the massing of commoners for the afternoon service. Without realizing it, the day had passed with only a few aggravations from pushy clerics. They would have to finish the spells before the next group entered, or worship and healing could not continue. On that thought, though, the two clerics at the front door stood and shook their paws.


    “The protections are complete, Your Holiness.” The Oracle walked over to the doorway, smiling at the two vulpines.


    “They encompass everything I asked for?”


    “Of course, Your Holiness. Everything.” Both of them bowed several times before retreating from the door with her, the massive entryway opening on its own. That seemed to also be part of the spells – servants would no longer have to strain to open them. Hundreds of poor swarmed into the room, many of them stopping to greet the older vulpine and her companions. Even fewer of them than this morning knew who she was, but the air of authority around her made them act respectfully. As they settled down before the altar, Rasvim jogged in behind them.

  


  
    “Sorry about being late, Your Holiness,” he inclined his muzzle to her, letting a few more of the commoners pass by him, “I had a few delays in the slums. Will you be leading the prayers today?” She shook her muzzle, the smallest hint of a smirk forming on her lips.


    “Why don’t you tonight? I understand it is very rare for you to lead.” The fox looked momentarily embarrassed, but nodded anyway.


    “Of course, Oracle. Let me freshen up before, though. I ran all the way from Beggar’s Alley to here.” She seemed displeased by the name, but for good reason. It was the dividing line between the slums and the market district – the perfect place for beggars to ask for spare coppers. Some days a merchant could not fit a carriage through, since running over a beggar could land them in prison. Rasvim steadied his breathing, rushing around the corner and heading straight for the bathing room. A few more worshipers strode in, including Sven, the lion who happened to be spending the night when Vorel heard the Oracle was coming. As he stepped across the threshold, a piercing note similar to nails on glass echoed through the building.


    The doorway shone brightly, runes appearing on both doors and the floor. Ropes appeared from nowhere, lashing out and wrapping around the felis’s wrists, ankles, waist, and throat. He screeched, thrashing around, terror filling his eyes. The two clerics who set the spells started charging towards him, but when he saw them approaching, his paws curled into fists. With a jerking motion due to the ropes, black energy shot from both his paws, each one impacting the vulpine in the chest. They fell on their backs, stunned. Vorel didn’t know what was going on – he’d never seen defensive spells or magic like this. When the females stood back up, pulling quarterstaffs from their backs and charging, he lifted his paws, his whole body engulfed in black, crackling energy.

  


  
    A wall of black smoke and shadows, as high as the vaulted ceiling, erupted in front of him, one of the vixens unfortunately caught in it as it sprung into existence. She screamed, her cries changing to pitiful sobs and incoherent mumbles as barely visible creatures pulled at her fur, passed through her body, and then shoved her from the mass of black. As she landed on the opposite side of lion her entire body shook in a seizure. The second cleric decided not to continue.


    Not sure how to react, Vorel stood dumbfounded as Rasvim appeared around the corner, drawing his sword and diving through the wall. Though the specters within it grabbed for him, they did not halt his progress as he rolled, standing up next to the lion and slicing. He did not strike the male, instead cutting the ropes holding him in place. When the last shriveled back into the floor, the fox grabbed the male and pulled him down on to the still-glowing floor. Due to how quiet the room had become, the head paladin could hear what the vulpine kept repeating to the other male.


    “It’s Rasvim, Sven. Calm down, Sven. Take the wall down, Sven. Calm down, Sven. Take the wall down, Sven...” After a minute that seemed to last far too long, the black energy receded into the felis, the wall shrinking and channeling into the lion’s chest. In a few more seconds, nothing remained of the terrifying wall except a memory. Unlike Vorel, who still wasn’t sure what to do, the Oracle looked absolutely furious.


    “Step away from him, Rasvim,” she ordered, raising her staff and pointing at the two males. The fox looked up, pulling his shield from his back and standing up, pulling the scared lion against him. The male clung to him like a frightened child, a few traces of black magic still sparking from his eyes. Rasvim positioned the shield between the Oracle’s staff and the smaller male, staring defiantly at her.


    “No.” As he started moving towards the corridors leading deeper into the temple, the still-conscious cleric lunged for him. Rasvim bashed her in the face with his shield, the impact ringing through and room and leaving her on the floor, unconscious.

  


  
    “I said step away from him, paladin. He is a darkmage and will not be tolerated in this chapel.” Vorel didn’t know if the fox’s shield would reflect a cleric’s spell and he didn’t want to find out.


    “We’ll talk about this when I get back.” Without another word he continued down the corridor, ignoring the staff still pointed dangerously at him. The worshipers seemed completely distracted by this, shouting out questions about what just happened and why the old lady was pointing a stick at Rasvim. Looking up at Acton, who sat perched on the upper railing, he pointed at the dais. The mouse jumped down, landing with an acrobatic tumble and bring all attention to him.


    “Just a little in-fighting, that’s all,” the male stated, pounding on the podium to make everyone quiet down. “I’ll start today’s service while they discuss paladin matters. How about the tale of Fum, the whore cleric?” That tale was a favorite of everyone in the city, so they paid attention as Acton began. The masses thoroughly distracted, Vorel rushed around the corner after his lover.


    As he skidded to a stop in front of an empty paladin bedroom, the wolf’s eyes widened in surprise. The fox was drawing on the door, a shallow cut in his left palm and painting with his right index finger in his own blood. As the lupis was about to say something, he finished, the rune glowing brightly in the dark corridor. Rasvim pounded his fist on the door, shouting through the wood.


    “Don’t worry, Sven. Only I can open this door now. I’ll come get you in a little bit, alright?” Though anger still filled his eyes, the vulpine’s voice was gentle.


    “Thanks,” the male answered, his voice quavering in fear and severely muted through the door. Turning around, he absentmindedly healed the cut in his paw.


    “I’ll talk about this with everyone at the same time,” the fox stated, putting his sword back in its sheath and his shield back on his back.

  


  
    “Start talking,” the Oracle said as she turned into the corridor, still looking quite angry. “I expect to hear something very convincing.” The vixen narrowed his eyes at the paladin. “That lion is in violation of one of the central tenants of the Hopegiver.”


    “No he’s not,” the male fox retorted, keep his eyes on her as she surveyed the rune he drew on the door.


    “That’s a very advanced protection spell, one you should not be able to cast as a young paladin. Where did you learn it, Rasvim?” The impressive mark seemed to have drawn away her focus, but not her anger.


    “It’s in the Codex of Faith as one way to shield against those with ill intent. You want to hurt him, so it won’t let you in the door.” No one had spoken to the Oracle in such a disrespectful tone since she arrived, but threatening one of the fox’s friends seems to have made him forget what power she held.


    “He is a darkmage, Rasvim. He gained his magic by creating a contract with an evil outsider. Judging by the Wall of Sorrows, I would say an evil lord attributed with spread of pain in mortals.”


    “No, he didn’t,” the paladin explained, not moving his gaze. “His parents did. Because they didn’t fulfill the contract, the magic passed down to him. Unless he tracks down the specific devil and completes the deal, he’ll have the curse for the rest of his life. And I hope you’re happy.” His voice rose to a dangerous tone. “Now he can’t leave the temple without being attacked, because the people in the slums think the same way you do. Everyone out there saw him, and now think he’s some sort of evil wizard out to kill them. I’ll be back in a few hours.” He shoved past Vorel, calling back down the corridor as he headed to the back exit of the temple. “I need to go get into his flat and get his stuff before someone sets it on fire.”


    No one spoke after the fox left. Everyone, including the clerics, the Oracle, and Vorel had no idea the fox could even get that loud, let alone stand up to those with more authority than him. The wolf especially had no words to defend the male’s behavior, since he agreed wholeheartedly with his love. As he mulled over what would be the best thing to say, the Oracle looked at him and spoke in a very threatening tone.

  


  
    “I will not tolerate any more dissension from your paladins, Vorel. Speak to them or I will be forced to take action.”


    Privacy wasn’t something that concerned the clerics of the Wing Goddess, since they kept insisting they needed to search the servants’ and clerics’ quarters for “undesirables.” Mier wouldn’t have that, especially since it would also open searches of his own quarters. He and Acton both enjoyed privacy, especially since certain objects in a chest under their bed might result in problems. It wasn’t only the wolfsbane flowers – legal, but considered an expensive luxury – but also the glass playthings to help the mouse stretch out before mating, his old thieves’ tools, and Mier’s weapons from when he lived in Wolfen Valley. A double-headed battleaxe wasn’t considered very normal for a paladin.


    Right now the mouse was in the bath, trying out a new shampoo that a merchant guaranteed would “get a canine hot and heavy.” Mier doubted it would work on him, but the wolfsbane petals had, so anything was possible. All he really wanted was to gently play with the smaller male, but Acton now kept wanting to expand his horizons. No worries. As long as they stayed quiet, no one would be the wiser. Even with the clerics here, the Wolfen wouldn’t be deterred from enjoying himself when he had the chance. Helping the citizens of this city came first, but a little relaxation never hurt anyone.


    Acton entered their rooms, making sure not to slam the door like he normally did. With the Oracle and nosy clerics just down the hall, silence was more golden than normal. Rather than being nude like was normal for him after a bath, the mouse held a silk robe shut that the Wolfen had bought him, smiling as he turned from the door. He looked even smaller than Rasvim when his body wasn’t shielded by heavy leather armor and his normal bluster deflated. The robe even clung to his still-wet form, making him appear as though the Wolfen might break him by touching.

  


  
    “Come here,” the larger male growled, holding out his paws at the mouse. Acton stepped forward, his feet making no noise on the floor. Being a thief for so long, he automatically avoided squeaky floorboards or slippery surfaces. The Wolfen’s paws glided over the male’s slim sides, his muzzle dipping to lick over his ears, making the male shiver and lean onto him. Acton always got like this when the canine showed initiative, completely submissive and needy for touches and affection. A few more kisses and Mier slipped the silk from the male’s shoulders, nearly doubling over to nibble over the mouse’s neck. As he started to let his paws roam further down, a knock on the door interrupted his loving caresses.


    “I know what you two are doing. Open the door this instant.” It was one of the Oracle’s clerics, the same who had been insisting on room searches earlier. He didn’t answer, hoping she would go away, but he could hear her tapping a booted foot on the floor outside. Acton placed a finger to his lips, moving out of the Wolfen’s hold and yanking the chest containing all of their secretive goods out from under the male’s legs. Lifting out a small, clear pouch of colored powder and a bottle of wine, he snuck to the door, not making a sound. Taking a handful of the powder out, he pushed down the handle to the door with his wrist. Before the female knew what was happening, he blew the powder directly into her face.


    She convulsed, the Wolfen watching her blink several times and her eyes roll up into her head. Acton caught her before she hit the ground, setting her on the floor without a sound. Her eyes remained open, but it seemed she didn’t know what was going on. The mouse popped out the cork of the wine with his teeth, spitting the cork on to the floor and taking a swig. As her head lolled from side to side Acton walked back into the room.

  


  
    “Drink this real quick,” he said, passing the larger male the bottle. He remembered buying this a few months ago; it was petalwine, a weak beverage savored for its floral taste rather than its alcoholic content. Lifting it to his lips he drained the bottle in two gulps and handed it back to the mouse. Acton walked over and left the bottle in her paw, shifting her body around with his foot so she was in a believable position. Running a finger over the rim of the bottle, he let a drop from it fall into her mouth to make sure her breath reeked of booze in the morning. Finally, he wiped his paw over her muzzle to remove the powder that had missed her nose, open mouth, and eyes.


    “That should do it,” he mumbled, walking back into the room and shutting the door. This technique might not be orthodox, but the female had intruded on them. Mier thought of it as self-defense.


    “What did you blow into her eyes?” the Wolfen asked, wrapping his arms around the mouse yet again.


    “A few pinches of rainbowdust. It causes hallucinations, euphoria, and most importantly, memory loss. When she wakes up tomorrow, the bottle will make her think she tried a little too hard to enjoy the trip. Just try not to think about her.” The Wolfen wasn’t worried about her, but the look in his love’s eyes did concern him. All he saw right now was anger.


    “Why are you so mad at her for interrupting us? I know she is nosy, but that’s not a reason to embarrass her.” The mouse kissed him fiercely, digging his claws into the canine’s chest. The claws weren’t long enough to pierce his skin, so it felt closer to a gentle scratch. When he broke the kiss, most of his anger had faded.


    “I told you before. The clerics of the Wing Goddess think males should only bed with females, and I’m not gonna let some crusty old bitch tell me what to do with my dick. She wants to kick us out of the temple, just because...” He couldn’t say it aloud right now, but Mier understood how that sentence needed to end. The mouse loved him enough to defend their right to be together.

  


  
    The next morning, the first person to wake up and find the unconscious cleric coincidentally passed out in front of his door was Acton. Like the good paladin he was, he immediately woke up Vorel and led him to the sight. He couldn’t help but smile as the wolf ran to the Oracle’s room and informed her. Taking a deep breath, the mouse walked back into his room to “inform” Mier of the terrible sight in front of their room. Pulling on his armor, he stepped away as the Wolfen stumbled out of bed and started hunting for a loincloth. The mouse might be sore from the night before, but it wouldn’t stop him from enjoying the entertainment this morning.


    Walking back out of the room, he smoothed his face to a look of neutrality as the Oracle shook her lightly snoring cleric awake. The female snapped awake almost immediately, lifting her paw still holding the wine bottle up in front of her nose with a confused look on her face. The oldest vulpine did not seem as angry as she should have been, more disappointed than anything.


    “Stand up,” she ordered, the cleric obeying even as she seemed ready to vomit over everyone present. With bloodshot eyes, general weakness, and nausea, she carried the perfect image of a hangover. The Oracle pried open her muzzle, the sickly smell of alcohol after a night asleep wafting over everyone.


    “Your Holiness,” she croaked, looking properly ashamed. Her leader let her go, turning to the other cleric that rushed to her side.


    “Bring her back to her room. I do not wish to see her for the rest of my stay here.” Bowing, the other cleric moved to help lift the hung-over vixen and drag her down the hall. The Oracle then turned to the paladins.


    “I suppose that means I will do her interviews today. Do you have plans today, Vorel?” The wolf shook his muzzle, his gaze lingering just a bit too long on Acton. The mouse knew the male could probably see right through him, but he wouldn’t confront the mouse with the Oracle present.


    “Not at all, Oracle. We are all at your disposal for the remainder of the week.” After a bow, the lupis smiled benignly. “Shall we call up some of the servants to prepare breakfast?” She nodded, walking past him and down the corridor, her staff and remaining clerics idly trailing behind her. Once they were out of hearing range, the wolf glared at Acton.

  


  
    “Why and how?” No other words were needed, since the mouse had needed to explain his reactions to perceived threats in the past.


    “Interference last night and rainbowdust.” The wolf growled low in his throat, a sound rarely heard by any of the two other present paladins.


    “If she had overdosed, you could have killed her. I don’t like them probing around in the chapel either, but knock out another one and I will explain to her what happened. Got it?” Vorel never seemed this tense about anything, so the mouse knew better than to argue.


    “I wasn’t planning on incapacitating another one of them anyway. Any more and suspicions would be raised, and let’s face it, I used to be a thief.” Another shrug and he closed the door to his rooms, leaving both he and Mier outside. “Let’s go get some breakfast. I bribed the cooks to pick up some bacon and fresh eggs.”


    “Clerics of the Wing Goddess don’t eat meat.” Vorel looked confused for a moment before seeing the smile spreading on the mouse’s face.


    “I know.”


    These masks may have been the greatest invention ever handed down from a god. Torr and Mhegan could go anywhere they wanted without a single remark or anyone stopping them. The armor they had stolen marked them both as officers, though not necessarily high-ranking ones, so most soldiers saluted them with respect. Now that most soldiers were in the city battling against whoever was attempting to stop General Ironskin, the two snowcats could begin their work. First, they would have to destroy some of the supply depots. After that, they’d have to find a way to stop the general from receiving any more reinforcements. Finally, he needed to get Mhegan out of the city. What happened to him didn’t matter – she did.

  


  
    Getting to the supply depots was not the problem; getting into them was. Since K’Mir Empire weaponry was some of the most carefully forged and therefore expensive in the world, the commanders were naturally concerned about theft and resale. Lucky for the two of them, the Chosen masks did not affect their movement or flexibility. Even though Torr had never been a thief, he still possessed a certain grace in his movements. He and Mhegan were on the roof without anyone the wiser. Even if someone did notice, they might just assume he was an architect or laborer patching up the ceiling. It was the beginning of winter after all.


    On the roof, Mhegan pulled out a hammer and chisel. Quickly she struck a very small hole in the stone roof, not even wide enough for a paw to fit through. Then, she fed a string down into the hole, making sure it would move smoothly without fraying on the sides. It would serve for the last object. The last object the snowcat pulled out was a very small and thin jar she handled extremely carefully. Torr knew what was in there – a substance Commonfolk had designed to destroy fortifications. Though they didn’t sell most of their discoveries to other races, since one of the members of the Nightwalkers had been a Commonfolk, they had access to this particular one.


    Torr stepped back, letting the other snowcat do her work. She looped the end of the string on to the small glass jar and lowered it into the room. Once the felis had fed about two feet of rope into the room, she very slowly and carefully stood up, stepping back and feeding the string in a way so the jar didn’t move up or down. When she was standing next to Torr, she flicked her head to indicate they needed to move. On the edge of the building, they dropped down, the female snowcat dropping the end of the rope. As the rolled away, Torr heard the vial hit the stone floor.

  


  
    The building exploded. For such a small amount of chemicals, the result was catastrophic. He didn’t know exactly how it worked, but he had the suspicion it ignited the air around it when it was jostled. The amount they had thrown into the supply depot had been carefully measured to accommodate a building of that exact size; if they had used too much, it would have taken out a city block. They kept out of sight, keeping their heads down to avoid any shrapnel. Already soldiers were swarming in response to the explosions; they needed to move faster.


    The second and third storage facilities suffered the same fate. The two snowcats were moving so quickly other Chosen officers thought the resistance was executing coordinated attacks. Their next target was a bit vaguer, but luckily, they had an ample supply of the compound. Even a steel bunker couldn’t stand up against so many explosives. Slipping through the mobilized soldiers wasn’t really a problem, since they were looking for non-Chosen.


    At the docks, things were even more hectic. Recruits had apparently just arrived, since some very confused-looking soldiers were congregating just off of the transport vessels. Now was their chance. Keeping the rest of the explosive liquid steady, they walked up to the nearest ship.


    “We need to get on board,” he demanded. The Chosen in charge eyed the two of them for a moment, but then noticed Torr’s rank.


    “Why?” he asked, in a tone revealing the other male was just trying to delay them. The snowcat already had an excuse ready.


    “Have you noticed the coordinated attacks across the city? I need to make sure you don’t have stowaways just waiting for a signal.”


    “Sir, I assure you, there are not any…” Torr growled, silencing the lower-ranking soldier.


    “I did not ask for your opinion. Get out of my way.” He glared at the Chosen, hoping his intimidation tactic would pay off. It did; the male moved out of his way, looking as though he feared punishment above doing his job.

  


  
    Torr had chosen this ship for one reason and one reason only; it sat in the very center of the docks, well within shrapnel range of every other ship. Blowing this one would result in high damage and casualties all around them. The two proceeded down into the bowels of the ship, eventually reaching the main hold. Here, the walls were the thickest and as such would result in the most damage when they were forced outward by the explosion.


    Mhegan set the largest jar they had of the explosive liquid in the very center of the hold, pouring a black powder down in a small line next to it. She poured this line all the way to a portcullis on the sea-facing side, pointing for Torr to open it. It took some shoving and heaving, but soon it was open. The opening was too large for a Chosen to fit through, but once the two snowcats took off their masks, they should fit through just fine. To ready themselves, they took off their masks. Withdrawing flint and steel from her pack, Mhegan rubbed a few sparks into the air. One of them hit the black powder; it immediately lit up, burning away quickly. The tiny flame started down the line of black powder. Mhegan was out the small window first – Torr was quick to follow.


    Since they were underwater, the force of the explosion still reached them, but not the splintered, deadly wood and metal. Underwater they put their masks back on, so if anyone asked, they had barely jumped overboard when they saw the flames. Paddling toward shore, Torr smiling inwardly as he witnessed the panic the two of them had caused. Now all that remained was to get Mhegan out of the city. They had disrupted the general, at least temporarily. Now only escape remained.


    As they re-entered the city proper, a very interesting piece of information reached Torr’s ears. Apparently High General Ironskin had captured one of the paladins attempting to infiltrate his command center. If it was anyone from Torr’s former church, they could probably handle themselves. After he got Mhegan out of the city, he’d have to investigate that.


    


    

  


  Chapter 11 Reactions


  


  If the tension of Sven being present in the chapel and one of the Oracle’s clerics found in a stupor wasn’t bad enough, everything else seemed to go wrong the next day. The lion felis would not leave his impromptu room, even after Rasvim begged him too. He did have reason to be afraid of the Oracle, since she had already made it very clear he was not welcome. Mier didn’t really know how to deal with the male, so he left it to the vulpine. Other problems seemed to be springing up all over the place, from one servant having a panic attack during an interview to a nearby temple being overrun by thieves the night before. All of the paladins, including Mier, were able to breathe a sigh of relief when the Oracle temporarily left the temple to assist the other chapel. It was good she left, since it gave all of the paladins time to make sure every servant and cleric further understood just what the Oracle was capable of. They all needed to continue to stay on their best behavior or severe penalties would come from every powerful religious figure within twenty miles.


  The Wolfen refused to get angered or irritated by the Oracle and her clerics, and meditation never worked for him. Instead, he took out his frustrations sparring with the other Wolfen from the Temple of the Black Goddess. Those males knew how combat was supposed to work. In the chapel, the entire building crafted from obsidian, he and four other Wolfen wrestled in the center of the ground floor, growls and claws their only exchange. Mier grabbed one of the clerics, throwing him across the room and howling to the ceiling. The lupis and jackals always tried to ignore their more bestial instincts. His people saw no reason to. Claws latched into his back, trying to pull him to the ground. He fell forward, rolling into a ball and making the other male fling off of him.


  
    “You’re getting better, Mier!” one of the spectators shouted, drawing his attention. His tagged out, letting another Wolfen join the fray. Instinct might drive them, but rules made sure no one was hurt or fell into a rage. It only took a bucket of water over his head to get him out of the fighting spirit, letting him put back on his platemail without grabbing someone nearby into a headlock. This temple, devoted to the goddess of his race, ended up being the only place he could vent besides the arenas. Other Wolfen understood how his mind worked and how to make sure he didn’t go crazy. Acton might be part of his life, but that did not mean he enjoyed the company of so many strange races with strange customs.


    Saying goodbye to the clerics, the Wolfen pushed through the spectators and started back to his own temple. With the Oracle due back soon, everyone would have to be on high alert. He could hear city guard yelling at someone to stop down the street, at least half a dozen of them. What would bring them this far into the temple district? Pausing to assess the situation, it did not take long for the gang of officials to rush in his direction. Only a dozen yards or so ahead of them sprinted a cloaked figure, a short sword in his gnarled paws. Before Mier could react, the criminal tumbled between the Wolfen’s legs, not losing speed as he stood up and continued at full tilt. The guards seemed angry the paladin had not grabbed at it, but the male only turned and dropped to all fours. Howling out for the chase, he charged forward.

  


  
    All Wolfen moved much faster on all fours than any other race on two, letting him cut the distance between himself and the cloaked hooligan fairly quickly. It wasn’t necessarily part of his duty to arrest common thugs, but it helped him blow off steam. The sprinting male suddenly turned, diving through the slightly ajar doors of the Hopegiver’s chapel. Snarling playfully, he skidded to a stop, standing at his full height and walking in after the guards. There weren’t any unguarded exits to the chapel right now, so if the pickpocket or mugger expected to escape, it would be quite difficult.


    “Mier,” the thief called out, loudly enough for the entire chapel to hear and the single word to echo hauntingly. He fell flat on his face, giving the Wolfen a good look at the nearly quiver-full of arrows sprouting out of his back. The canine walked forward, shoving stunned guards out of his path. Many of them tried to stop him, but they were out of their jurisdiction now. The city might be under their control, but no government told the temples how to run. Besides, he knew that voice very well. Rolling the now-unconscious thief over, the scarred and tattered muzzle of a rat shallowly breathed before him. Without thinking he immediately placed his paws to the male’s face, literally shoving healing magic into him. With a painful groan Gix awoke, sitting up to let the arrows fall out of his back, the repairing flesh forcing the invaders out.


    “Why did you come here?” The Wolfen asked, holding the much smaller male up and hoping he would not pass out again from blood loss. Mier’s healing magic had never been the best and he doubted that one burst completely healed the nezumi. Gix did not respond, instead just looking up gratefully at the paladin as though he was some sort of savior.


    “Runnin’. Didn’t so anythin’.” Mier looked up at the city guards, weighing his options. The males and females had probably been chasing Gix through the half the city, hoping for a big break or someone to beat on.

  


  
    “Paladin, let us take him out of here.” The second the rat crossed into the chapel he could no longer be arrested without a religious figure’s permission.


    “Go away.”


    Lifting the nezumi up carefully and cradling him in his arms, Mier ignored the angry guards and started to walk deeper into the chapel. They wouldn’t dare draw their weapons if they expected to remain in the city. Vorel walked past him, doing a double take when he saw who was in the Wolfen’s arms. Rasvim’s rune might stop the Oracle, but he knew the secret of his race and why they could not become wizards, no matter how hard they tried. A few drops of dark purple blood leaked out as he dug his claws into his palm to cut the calloused flesh open. With his claws, he flicked it on to the rune. The glow suddenly faded, as though drained by the liquid contact. Pushing open the door with his shoulder, the lion felis still hiding inside rushed into the attached privy.


    “Stop, Sven. I’m not here with the Oracle.” The male peaked out of the smaller doorway, looking concerned for the rat. “I need to leave him here for a bit, so try not to be so jumpy. I’m locking the door behind me, so she can’t get to him either. Have you met?” The lion shook his head, still partially obscured in the shadows.


    “I’m Gix…” the nezumi mumbled, letting the larger male set him down on the single bed. Looking around the rooms, he reached into a closet and pulled out a spare bedroll. The last paladin to live here died suddenly a few years ago, and Vorel did not have the heart to sell any of his belongings.


    “He’s injured, so you sleep on the floor Sven. I’ll be back later.” Leaving the two males there, the Wolfen decided to play damage control. Guards had accumulated outside the door, but they moved back immediately when he exited. Many of them were angry, bordering on furious.


    “We need to bring him in, Mier,” one of them said. The canine recognized him as one of the weekly worshipers.

  


  
    “What proof do you have?” Several of the armored males yelled at him, but the impromptu leader knew better.


    “It doesn’t matter what proof we have. He is a criminal, and needs to be taken to lockup. I know he’s trafficked before, but I haven’t seen him on the streets until today. Give him back to us, Mier.” He spoke with a dangerous tone, one the paladin would not tolerate. Walking out to the main worship room, he came face-to-face with the rest of the guards and Vorel explaining the situation to the Oracle. When she noticed his approach the religious head narrowed her eyes.


    “Surrender the nezumi to the city immediately. I may have to deal with the darkmage here, but a wanted criminal is quite different.” Her staff started rotated around her as though excited about the prospect of a confrontation.


    “He’s my...” Mier began, silenced by the Oracle grabbing her staff from midair.


    “I do not care what significance he holds for you, paladin. The city guards want him, and you will give him to them. Do not force me to get involved.”


    “You are already involved, Oracle. However, I have a solution.” All eyes turned to Vorel.


    “What’s that?” one of the guards asked sarcastically, not giving the Oracle time to respond.


    “Gix stays here until you have concrete evidence he committed a crime. When you have that, we will of course give him back to you. Come back with official charges from the magistrate and he is yours.”


    “I know he has...”


    “You suspect he has committed illegal activities, but without proof you have nothing, sir. Please leave my temple. That is my final word on the subject as head paladin.” The Oracle looked ready to argue as well, but did not say a single word until the door shut behind the last guard.


    “How dare you contradict me.” she said eerily calmly, her staff sweeping around to point at each of the present paladins. “You are currently the authority here, Vorel Freedsire, but that does not give you the right to override me. I want the thief gone, and it is against the tenants of the Hopegiver to shield him from the justice system of this city.”

  


  
    “Normally I would agree with you, Your Holiness,” the wolf began, Mier finishing his sentence.


    “But he is my friend, and I won’t give him up to guards that only want to beat him.”


    “I want him out of here right now,” she commanded, taking a step towards the main entrance and sweeping her staff again. The door slowly opened. Mier shrugged, turning away from her and flexing his sliced paw.


    “That’s too bad. I put him in the room with Sven, so you don’t have to see him either.” Walking down the corridor, he ignored the argument between Vorel and the Oracle.


    Down the hall, a different conversation had begun. Sven did not travel in the slums district – his comfortable house resided above a butcher dozens of blocks away. All his life he’d been told about the dastardly thieves and misfits in the slums, so he avoided the entire section of town when he could. At the moment, however, one such thief lay quietly only a few feet from him. What worried him more was that he was still armed – the Wolfen hadn’t taken away the male’s knives or armor. Hearing a dagger unsheath, he jumped up, making sure he could keep his eyes on the vagabond. The rat sat the knife on the small table next to the bed, grunting in pain.


    “Are you alright?” he whispered, watching as Gix struggled to reach his ankles. After a few tries, he slumped back on to the bed.


    “I’m just trying to get more comfortable so I can sleep. Can ya help me?” He pointed at his feet and the lion noticed another dagger scabbard attached to each ankle. Climbing up and keeping one eye on the rat’s face, he unhooked them, snatching them away and trying not to touch the rogue. Once those weapons were on the side table too, the nezumi chuckled.

  


  
    “I’m not gonna bite, kitty. Can ya unwrap my feet??” He looked down again, not entirely sure what he was asking until he appraised the bottom half of the male. It seemed there was a real difference between the two tribes on the Dark Isles – the black-furred male walked on his toes, unlike Acton who walked on his whole foot. Rather than shoes that wouldn’t fit him, the rat had wrapped scraps of cotton over the part of his foot that impacted the ground.


    “Do your feet hurt?” he asked, actually having the sit on the bed for the more complicated task. When the first layer came off, the rat sighed and closed his eyes, relaxing on the bed. The next few layers revealed pads of his feet as hard as steel.


    “Sometimes. I just want to sleep while I can, in case that bitch outside finds a way in.” Gix opened one eye, looking so kindly at Sven the male couldn’t help but blush.


    “What’s wrong?” he asked, unnerved by how nonviolent the thief was acting.


    “You’re scared of me.” The lion averted his gaze, reaching a paw up to run through what little of his mane existed after he cut off the mass of it. He wasn’t muscular, so he saw no reason to have a giant puff of hair around his neck as a symbol of his masculinity.


    “Of course I’m scared of you. You’re a thief.” The rat smiled fully, revealing his very sharp teeth.


    “And I’m nervous about you. A buddy told me you’re a darkmage, and would kill me and turn me into a zombie.” Sven smiled weakly, remembering a friend accusing him of just that several years ago.


    “So you’re scared of me and I’m scared of you.” The rat patted him on the back, rolling until his back pressed against the wall. Just enough space was left on the bed for the felis if he slept on his side.


    “Sit down. Let’s be scared together.”

  


  
    Many clerics admitted wrongdoing when confronted with the piercing gaze of the Oracle, but very few stated anything new or scandalous. One revealed that Torr intended to hand over the Codex of Faith to another temple; another whispered in a nervous jitter how Mier used to visit a lover for days at a time in the slums. None of this bothered Vorel, since it would have come out one way or another. He requested from all of them to let him break the news about he and Rasvim to the religious authority. If someone would be banished from the temple, it would be him. No one else would pay for his personal choices, even if they did not contradict the teachings of the Hopegiver. The last cleric left the central room – it was his turn. Even after the Oracle decreed the order of interviews, after the incidents with Sven and Gix she changed her mind to speak with the lupis first.


    “Come over here, paladin.” He knew an order when he heard one, graciously saying goodbye to a few commoners who had sought out his services. Now they would wait in the central room near while the Oracle interrogated. Taking the seat opposite the female vulpine, he took a beer from the servant instead of the nasty-tasting tea from the far north. She frowned, but did not comment.


    “Let us begin, Vorel.” He nodded, steeling himself against personal or offensive questions. She had already reduced a few of the servants to tears, and the wolf doubted she would be gentle to him.


    “You have been a member of this temple for over twenty years. How did you recruit the other paladins present here? Include Torr.”


    “Once a year, generally during the summer, I seek out those that need help or those that wish to join the Hopegiver’s path. That is how I found Torr and Mier. Torr was arrested for fighting against a corrupt government and Mier sought a new faith after the destruction of his village.”


    “What about the other two paladins of this chapel? How did they end up here?” So far, the questions were very straightforward.

  


  
    “Rasvim asked to join after seeing the good a paladin can do for the poor. Acton was a thief who saw the path of a paladin as safer and more rewarding than that of a thief.” She scribbled something on a piece of parchment, nodding absentmindedly.


    “Why did you allow a thief into the chapel?” Many had asked that question in the past, including Torr.


    “He agreed to stop fighting against the laws of the city and instead work to help the chapel. He still possesses the skills of a thief, but puts them to better uses.”


    “Like?” Luckily, Vorel made sure to prepare answers on each of the paladins. The longer they spent on this, the less time could be devoted to his personal life.


    “If something is stolen from any of the temples in this district, or in any nearby city, Acton can retrieve them due to his respect in the Thieves’ Guild and his infiltration abilities.”


    “Yet what proof do you have he has stopped?”


    “I do not need proof. I trust him.” She frowned again, writing down more notes. After putting her parchment down, she looked back up at the paladin as though appraising an expensive gem for flaws.


    “How long have you been married, Vorel?” He’d forgotten to take off the silver band on his left paw – a mistake.


    “For about a month, Your Holiness.”


    “To whom?” A debate flashed in his mind. If he lied to her, she would know due to all the spells she cast at the beginning of the day. If he told the truth, she would become angry and most likely threaten to cast him from the temple. That anger would ricochet to Rasvim, putting the young vulpine in danger of losing everything he had worked for. However, he knew the risks of them getting together, and he could stand up for himself.


    “I married Rasvim shortly after Torr attempted to kill him.” She did not react, just staring directly at him without blinking. It took Vorel a moment to realize she was too shocked to speak.

  


  
    “Are you alright, Your Holiness?” As he asked, she took a deep breath, holding it for a few seconds before letting it out.


    “Why did you hide this from me?”


    “I did not, Your Holiness. You never asked, and it is not public knowledge yet.” Standing up, she kept breathing very deeply in and out. Her paws shook as she picked up her parchments and quills.


    “I need to meditate over this. Consider your interview suspended until I return.” She did not go back to her rooms, instead leaving the temples as quickly as her ancient form would allow. An alarm must have been built into the threshold, since only seconds later her Wolfen guards and vulpine clerics ran after her. Taking a deep breath himself, Vorel stood up and cracked his back.


    “Did it go well?” one of the commoners asked, peaking around one of the columns.


    “No very. I told her I married Rasvim and she looked ready to faint.” The male smiled wide, looking giddy.


    “Congratulations. Didn’t know you liked males, Your Holiness.” Vorel shrugged.


    “It is not my preference, but Rasvim is an exception. Unfortunately, she used to be a cleric of the Wing Goddess, so she thinks males should only sleep with females. Even though we are married, she will see this as an affront to her goddess.”


    “So?” one of the other males from the slums remarked, stepping out from around the other side of the same column. His clothes hung loosely over his form, as though he had lost a lot of weight recently. “That’s her goddess, not yours. Tell her to stuff it.” That made the head paladin smile despite the situation.


    “I don’t think that will work. She outranks me religiously – though the Hopegiver has spoken to me, all of the highest gods have conversed with her. If she believes I, or anyone else in this chapel, is doing something wrong it is her right to remove us from positions of authority.”

  


  
    “That’s stupid.” the second commoner responded, folding his arms over his chest. “It shouldn’t be up to her to tell you who you can marry. If you’re hurting someone, that’s different, but you’re not. So what’s the problem?” These words were far beyond someone uneducated from the slums.


    “Where are you really from?” he asked, paying much more attention to the vulpine. Very few of the foxes in this city would degrade themselves to living in the poor districts.


    “I was a prominent mage in this city, but your ex-paladin sought to ruin that. He blackmailed me into telling him about Rasvim’s pact and one of the other mages overheard him. Torr knew I spied for the Spires of Lighting and Wind, which made sure every mage in the city boycotted my shop, my spells, and blocked me from their research. So, naturally, I went into the poorhouse very quickly.”


    “And yet you still visit this chapel after all that.” The male huffed.


    “Just because your paladin ruined me doesn’t mean your god did. He got expelled, so I can’t really hold it against you anymore. Isn’t the Hopegiver supposed to help the poor anyway? Now I fall into that category. We need to go – one of the clerics of the Great Sage offered me a room in the temple down the street and I need to get what’s left my things out of Resh’s flat.” He inclined his head at the other commoner.


    “Is she your lover?” The fox smirked, taking a step backwards toward the door.


    “Not yet, but I’m hoping. Right now I’m just a wizard down on my luck that needs a place to set up a scrying mirror and an enchanting desk. See you later, Vorel. Hope that bitch doesn’t skin you.”


    They both left, the ex-mage leading the way. The head paladin had much to think about, especially regarding how the Oracle would react when she returned.

  


  
    Even if Acton’s skills as a thief had been put behind his growth as a paladin, the basics still rested very firmly in his mind and body. The mouse once could ask a whole bag of gold in exchange for a job, making sure to leave not a single piece of evidence behind. It all started with his armor – it had been enchanted by an old friend years ago to make him quieter, make it easier for him to blend into shadows, and most importantly allow him to slip out of ropes without a second thought. His gloves almost unlocked doors and chests for him; the mask he wore at the moment obscured his face, yet still allowed him to see in perfect darkness. His slippers, probably the most illegal of his regalia, let him walk on walls, and if he concentrated, phase through them. Hanging upside-down on all fours from the ceiling in a cleric’s room, he waited for the noise outside in the hall to diminish.


    This was not his usual fare, but when Vorel asked him to retrieve something he did. It seemed one of the clerics of the Wing Goddess, in an act of revenge, stole a small shrine from the temple of Jakkin in the slums. How she had gotten in there the mouse could only guess, but for now what mattered was getting the silver altar back before the thief-clerics decided to retrieve it and everything else of value in the temple. A lull of noise outside – just what he needed. Lifting his paws from the ceiling, he allowed gravity to pull him down, his feet still securely attached to the polished stone above him. He stretched out, ignoring the blood rushing into his head as his fingers grazed the top of the idol’s head. Why did the ceilings here have to be so high? Now on his toes, he wrapped his paws around it and lifted. It had to weight twenty pounds, forcing him to grunt as he pulled it against him. Movement outside the door reached his eyes seconds before it opened. He flattened against the ceiling as much as he could, the altar pressed into his chest. As long as the female vulpine did not look up, he would be safe. Unfortunately, up was the first direction she looked when she noticed the altar missing.


    “THIEF!” Responses echoes through the hallway – the nezumi would have to be quick now. He mentally disengaged his slippers, falling silently to the ground as the cleric readied a spell. He dove past the holy light, out the door before very few male or females came to investigate, the altar under his arm. It did not slow him down, but it would leave him unbalanced if weapons came his way.

  


  
    “Stop!” Someone yelled, motivating him only to move faster. Down a corridor, rolling down a flight of stairs (it was much faster, since Acton knew how to do it right), and into one of the auxiliary worships rooms. He knew this one had a shuttered window that faced an alley. It may have been closed for the winter, but a good yank would force it open.


    “Guards, arrest him!” Powerful howls entered his ears. The only Wolfen that would enter this temple were...


    Damn.


    Rather than rolling down as the Oracle’s guards probably expected, he jumped up, landing on one of their shoulders. Sparring with Mier these past few months gave him intimate knowledge of Wolfen battle strategy. When the canine snapped at him, he kicked out a few of his teeth, his spare paw slipping a dagger in right next to the male’s collarbone. He roared in pain, but the surprises were just beginning. Acton leaped to the next one as the Wolfen pulled a greataxe from his back, landing right on top of the still-gripping paw. At this angle, he could not move the weapon without hurting himself. The same dagger slipped between two of the male’s ribs, making him suddenly short of breath as one of his lungs collapsed. The poison on the blade had already begun to affect the other male – he was unconscious. Vorel always recommended the paladin not put anything deadly on his blades, just in case something like this happened. The second Wolfen dropped to one knee, his wounded body unable to resist the urge to pass out and a dose of knockout poison at the same time.


    “Nighty night,” he whispered into his ear, not completely letting go until the guard slipped into dreamland. After standing completely up, he pulled his mask off. Might as well deal with the Oracle here, he thought, rather than dealing with her and Vorel at the same time tonight.

  


  
    “Don’t start,” he stated, amused by the look of shock on her face. “I’m doing my job, and you made the mistake to send your guards after me. By the way, I nicked the second one’s left lung – might want to see to that.” He turned the altar around so the Oracle could see which god it represented. “I’m not giving it back to the cleric who stole it, and I don’t care how much you threaten me.” She shook her muzzle, out of the reverie of being cut off.


    “Who stole the altar?”


    “I don’t know,” he lied, fairly certain she was aware of it, “and I don’t care. I’m bringing it back so none of us have to deal with an entire legion of thief-clerics in a few days. To be honest,” he tapped his foot, hoisting the altar so it rested more comfortably in both paws after sheathing his dagger, “I doubt that would end well, since this temple couldn’t even deal with me.” Several of the clerics looked offended, but even more responded with nods of acceptance. They knew he wasn’t the best rogue in town, and they hadn’t been able to stop him.


    “Vorel informed me of your...particular talents. Is this how you always deal with thefts rather than just asking for the artifact to be returned?” He sighed. Like most religious figures, she saw the best in people.


    “Of course. Thieves don’t give things back if you ask them, and whether you want to admit it or not, one of the clerics here is a thief. I have to take things back by force from the temple of the Wing Goddess just the same as I have to take things back by force from the temple of Jakkin. At least they understand the ramifications of stealing something this important.” One of them looked embarrassed – she must be the guilty one. The Oracle, however, did not seem perturbed.


    “Jakkin is not one of the most powerful gods. Stealing artifacts from him will not result in widespread anguish or destruction.” Acton rolled his eyes, rewarded with stares of indignation.

  


  
    “So what if he won’t ruin a crop or strike someone down? His clerics will exact real revenge, not divine intervention. How much are the Chalices of Charity worth?” She continued to glare at him.


    “Priceless.”


    “Wrong. They are very well-crafted cups made of platinum and set with perfectly cut emeralds and moonstones. On the black market their religious significance doesn’t matter. Easily each of them could be bartered for twenty to thirty thousand gold, and if the person is a collector of religious antiquities, up to fifty. They might be perpetually full of a broth that cures disease, but no one cares if they’re covered in pretty pebbles.” Those goblets, the only creation of the seraphim Israfil, resided in this Temple of the Wing Goddess. The clerics kept them here just in case of cholera epidemics during the summer.


    “You are being very disrespectful...”


    “I’m disrespectful to everyone. Don’t think you’re special.” He hopped back a few steps, his back against a wall. “Now I’m leaving. If you’re gonna keep complaining, do it to Vorel.” He concentrated, his body becoming ethereal for a moment as he fell through the wall. He heard the gasps, but ignored them. This altar needed to get back before the counteroffensive was launched.


    Rather than sprinting, which would draw attention by both the city guards and the populace, he lightly jogged into the slums district. No one stopped him up until that point, so he jumped to the nearest apartment building designed at housing for the poor. These were constructed from very cheap bricks and mortar, so it was easier to climb than a tree. At the top he pulled the altar to his chest and sprinted to the next edge, jumping with all his might to the top of the next building. He landed, tumbling, keep his momentum as he rushed to the next edge. Over and over he did this until he was panting and could no longer see the temple district. Just below him was the temple to Jakkin, so he relaxed and phased through the ceiling, the next two floors, and finally appeared in the basement. Thieves surrounded him, heavily armed and looking like a heist was about to happen.

  


  
    “Calm down pups,” he called out, drawing everyone’s attention but not startling them. It took a lot to scare a thief. “I got the shrine back.” Several of them let out whoops and cries of success, but others let out sounds of disappointment.


    “We haven’t raided a temple in months. This was the perfect reason!” Acton kicked out, sending the complainer flying. Just like soldiers, thieves respected brute force.


    “That’s why the city guard are looking for this temple, stupid. If you keep stealing stuff from other temples, I’ll lead them to you.” As a collective entity the thieves gulped. He had them now.


    “You wouldn’t.”


    “I would, and so would Vorel who worships here occasionally and asks Jakkin to stop you from going into his temple. The guards trust him too, so even if they won’t listen to me they will to him. Now, give me everything you’ve taken from the temples or I’ll go get him right now. You saw me come in through the ceiling – I can go out the same way.” They didn’t know his slippers could only be used so many times per day, but now wasn’t the time to reveal that to them. As a group they looked at each other, weighing the value of everything they’d taken against hanging for defiling a temple. The first one to speak would do so for the group, and not before.


    “We’ll be back. Go upstairs and wait in the tavern.” For now he listened, taking the rickety staircase up to a dingy tavern and ordering a beer. The owner, fully aware of the temple and one of the few individuals completely immune to theft in the city, gave him a dark glass of even darker alcohol on the house. One by one thieves came up, dropping a relic here or a priceless artifact there, many of them giving him sour looks. They knew how much each item was worth down to the copper, and here the mouse was, taking a dragon’s hoard worth of gold from them. He would probably regret this, but he needed bargaining chips. When the last rogue handed over a glittering medallion and a burlap sack, he understood it was time to leave. Tasting the last few drops of his beer, the paladin swung the bag over his shoulder and bid everyone a polite goodbye.

  


  
    Back at his chapel, Vorel and Mier both greeted him at the door. The Oracle had already arrived and informed them of just how rude the mouse had been, but when he upturned the bag of priceless artifacts the other paladins shut up about the incident. Leaving the other males to sort through them, he decided to pay a little visit. Luckily, she met him in the hall.


    “Explain your rudeness, paladin,” the Oracle ordered, her guards conscious again and standing warily behind her. Now they wouldn’t underestimate him.


    “I think I already did. You’re nothing special and I won’t treat you any different than anyone else. Vorel might think you have authority, but I don’t.” She growled, a sound unexpected from someone so old and seemingly professional.


    “I can banish you from this temple, paladin.” Acton laughed out loud, making the Wolfen behind him back up a step, as though afraid she might explode.


    “Good luck with that. I made a vow to the Hopegiver, not to you. You can bitch and moan all you want, but when it comes down to it, I serve this temple and not your morals or whims. And by the way,” he added, stepping around her and past her guards. “Mier and I have been having sex since before you got here and there’s nothing you can do about it. Piss off.” Opening the door to his rooms, he ignored the Oracle yelling at him.


    One of the Oracle’s clerics relayed a very damaging piece of information to the religious authority. She put her head in her paws, feeling the third migraine of the day beginning to form right behind her eyes. If Rasvim had contracted an incubus through a now-disgraced wizard, he could not remain in the temple. All four of them should be put up to an official inquiry for their sexual misdeeds, but a demonic contract was worse than any of the other male’s mistakes. Mentally ordering her staff to follow her, she stood up and thanked the clerics for the information. She needed to verify this before confronting anyone on it.

  


  
    Traveling to the temple of the Great Sage took no time at all, the Oracle allowing her guards to push open the doors for her. She was not as physically weak as most assumed, but decorum needed to be followed. This temple may not be under her influence, but they would assist her nonetheless. One of the clerics greeted her, flustered by the sudden presence of a religious authority. As soon as the Oracle bowed back, the cleric ran to fetch her superiors. She always had that effect on people.


    “How can I help you, Your Holiness?” the apparent leader asked, a middle-aged vulpine in a wizard’s robes.


    “I need a list of every sanctioned demonic contract made in the past six months.” The leader nodded, calling for someone else in a nearby room. The door was slightly ajar, so the Oracle could hear a male shouting in response.


    “What does she need?” Slightly irritated by the male not setting down what he was doing, the elderly vulpine walked to the disembodied voice and entered the study. Her bones did not like her stepping over so many piles of books, but she could deal with the pain. The male vulpine, in very little more than rags, sat pouring over a scrying mirror. It showed the port city of Deaqiz, a week’s travel to the south.


    “I wonder if the king knows yet...” he mumbled, wiping the surface clean as the Oracle went for a closer look. Eying her suspiciously, the male leaned over the silver device as though she might take it.


    “What do you want Lalana?” She involuntarily winced – he knew her birth name. Almost everyone in every nation referred to her as “The Oracle” or “Your Holiness”.


    “That is my name no longer, wizard. Now will you look up what I want?” He stared her down, no breaking a gaze most found very intimidating.

  


  
    “Not a chance in all the hells, bitch. You’re out to get a few of my friends and I won’t stand for it. You want something, get it yourself.” The mage turned away from her, placing his paws on the scrying mirror once again and going into a trance. There would be no speaking to him now, even if she felt like forcing him back into the land of the living. It would be up to her to find whatever record there was of summons. Her staff would help her. It floated in from the waiting room at the front of the temple, settling between her paws as she concentrated. The incantation was simple – she only needed to know what to look for. A single piece of parchment pulled itself from the innumerable stacks around the room. In front of her eyes, the cramped writing damned the paladin currently sleeping down the hallway from her.


    6th day of Blood Moon,


    Incubus summoned for Rasvim of Eldere.


    280 gold fee paid in full before casting.


    Pact made, incantation verified.


    After making sure the note went back where it belonged, she left as fast as dignity would allow her. This must have been why Torr attacked the fox in the first place. His response had not been appropriate, but the vulpine needed to be cast from the temple. He had broken one of the fundamental tenants of the Hopegiver, had defamed the entire chapel with his actions. If Vorel knew, he needed to have his authority stripped from him. To allow such actions was as bad as doing them himself. Acton’s disrespect should not be tolerated and neither should Mier’s defiance, but both paled in comparison to a demonic contract. She now pitied Torr for taking the wrong path to the right solution.


    Even as a Chosen, Torr was questioned when he tried to enter the prison compound. Taking out the guards would draw attention, but he wanted to find out just who the paladin was. Telling them he just wanted to rough the male up got the two snowcats past the first set of guards, but the isolation rooms had their own set. They were inside now, so knocking the Chosen out did not alert anyone. A small, dark corridor connected each of the isolation rooms with the main hallway. After entering one of the doors, Torr passed his morningstar to Mhegan. She looked confused, so he pointed to the prisoners in the normal cells.

  


  
    “Break all the locks and let them out. Make sure to bar the main door first so the guards can’t stop you.” Leaving her in the main room, he stepped down the very slick corridor to reach another door. Without magic, he slammed his shoulder against the cell door to break the flimsy lock. No wonder this building had so many guards. If he could break down these doors, any Chosen could without an issue. Whoever was inside whimpered as the door came down.


    Even for a jail cell, the snowcat found this room particularly terrible. The single male dangled from manacles attached to the ceiling, his feet over a foot off the ground. The only source of light was the open door; he’d been in total darkness before then. As the ex-paladin stepped forward to try and pull the prisoner down, a memory flashed to him. This paladin, broken and isolated, uncannily resembled Rasvim. Starvation had made the vulpine so weak he did not twitch or resist as the snowcat tried to undo the binds on his wrists. His eyes did not open, nor did he utter a single syllable as Torr finally grew angry and yanked the base of the chains out of the ceiling. When the fox did not impact the ground, instead falling into the felis’s arms, he opened his eyes. One of them was nothing more than an empty socket and smelled of rotting flesh.


    “I’m getting you out of here,” he whispered, using his spare paw to pull off the mask. As he shifted back to a snowcat, the vulpine started shifting, pulling his paws up and presenting the manacles to the male.


    “Get them off...” he breathed, barely conscious, “and I can heal you as we run.” Unlike the rest of the restraints, the band around the smaller male’s wrists was constructed of a dull crystal. The snowcat looked around for something to shatter them with before he remembered the small hammer on his belt for destroying less cooperative locks. Unhooking it from his waist and swinging, the delicate stone crumbled with one hit. Confidence returned to the paladin as light swarmed around his paws.

  


  
    “I’m too weak to run, snowcat. We’ll have to go slowly.”


    “I have a better idea.” He swung the vulpine over his back, threading the male’s too-thin legs through the now-loose lower straps holding his Chosen-designed breastplate on. Torr placed the fox’s paws on the higher straps right over his collarbone.


    “Don’t let go.” Standing up, the snowcat realized just how little the male weighed. He could not even tell the difference between the prisoner and the well-stocked backpack waiting in his rooms. This would break his cover, put himself and Mhegan in danger, but this male and all the other prisoners needed to be rescued. Without slaves and information, the K’Mir Empire could be crippled. Shouting echoed through the rest of the prison – Mhegan must have been found out. He ran from the room, weak breathing tickling his ears. All three of them would need to move fast. In the main hall, his lover was pressed against a wall, her mask discarded on the floor. A paw gripped her neck, holding her still as she desperately clawed at the attached armored arm. Her eyes had rolled up into her head – she would pass out any second.


    No time like the present to act. Drawing his longsword, the snowcat shoved the lupis attacker aside, thrusting his weapon through the male’s shoulder with such force it pinned him to the wood wall. Grabbing Mhegan and rushing out the door, he kicked a guard attempting to stand up. They needed to escape the city right now.


    What did not occur to Torr was just who Mhegan’s assailant was. High General Takashi Ironskin, enraged by the blade piercing his shoulderblade, shoved forward, yanking the sword out of the wall before pulling it from his body. He did not feel pain, nor had he ever. Those snowcats had infiltrated his army, freed his prisoners, and most importantly, taken the captured paladin from him. He could care less about them being spies – there were dozens amongst his living soldiers from nearly every possible political affiliation. These, however, he did not detect until their masks came off. Picking up one of the masks, he slipped it beneath his breastplate.

  


  
    Mentally he commanded a few legions of his skeletal soldiers to block all exits to the city. That male and female would not escape with one of the most difficult types of soldier to capture. That vulpine was a treasure trove of information, already having revealed exactly how to penetrate the insurgents’ defenses and their particular strengths and weaknesses. One of Takashi’s abilities allowed him to channel pain through the living while drugs kept an interrogation subject conscious. That vulpine may have wished for death while the male canine worked, but Takashi was not going to let him until he knew everything he needed. Vasani would be his, and this city was only the start.


    By the time he exited the prison the wound in his shoulder had already stopped bleeding and started to close. He needed someone to delegate the living troops while he hunted down those damned cats. One of his lieutenants lay collapsed outside, his skull crushed by a morningstar. The weapon rested, discarded, next to him. Another, still alive, was wrapping a bandage around his upper arm. Takashi coughed, gaining the male’s attention. The Chosen jumped up and saluted, the shallow cut across his arm bleeding freely yet again.


    “What are your orders, sir?” Takashi frowned, wiping a small bit of his own dark blood from his shoulder. In thirty seconds nothing remained of the stabbing except the dried blood in his clothing.


    “Get back to the command center and monitor the troops. These dogs aren’t getting their city back. I’m going after our lost prisoners. Don’t send anyone after me.” The soldier nodded, saluting again before sprinting down the street and leaving flecks of his light blue blood on the cobblestones. The Chosen’s blood exactly matched his thin stripes. Without a thought Takashi delved into his powerful magic, black, bloody wings erupting from his back. Those snowcats might be able to lose him on ground, but they stood out from above as the only white-furred armored felis. Neither would get far.

  


  
    Even as Torr ran, he knew he could not reach the city walls in time. Already grotesque skeletons in very crude armor had rushed past him, heading straight for the great gates of the city. He needed to distract the general and whoever else chased him. When he stopped, both Mhegan and the paladin on his back cursed in several languages.


    “Take him,” he yelled over the stomping skeletons. Mhegan pulled the fox off his back as he drew his longsword. As whooshing sound entered his ears, instinctively making him duck as something rushed past his head. General Ironskin landed feet from him, a cruelly serrated longsword in each of his paws.


    “Run!” Torr yelled, blocking the first swing and having to jump back to dodge the second sword a moment later. He braced the end of his blade against his armored paw, using the weapon as more of a shield than a killing tool. Four more attacks in rapid succession – he barely blocked the first two, letting the third and forth graze his belly. Takashi twirled the swords in his paws, laughing as black fire burst from the hilts and engulfed the now-bloody edges.


    “I know you, snowcat,” he teased, attacking so fiercely Torr feared his weapon might shatter under the abuse. “You were a paladin of the Hopegiver, thrown from your chapel for hating your comrades and their lovers. You will not find redemption through your god. You will die here, alone and powerless to stop me from killing your female.” The last statement enraged him, making him slip from his defensive stance and thrust at the officer. Takashi laughed, leaning forward and allowing the weapon to pierce his chest. The snowcat’s momentum pulled him forward, skewering him on his adversary’s longsword. As his blood gushed onto the street, it dimly occurred to Torr this was just how he tried to kill Rasvim.

  


  
    “Goodbye, kitty.”


    


    

  


  Chapter 12 Ultimatum


  


  Ceremonies and prayer were every day this week, as ordered by the Oracle. Even more commoners swelled the ranks of the believers now, especially after rumors of what Acton and Vorel had told the Oracle. On her order as well, Rasvim led the service today. They spoke of all the normal things – not seeking revenge for a wrongdoing, love, understanding how to help the less fortunate, but every few minutes the conversation returned to the paladins in the temple. Dozens asked for confirmation that the fox and the head paladin had married – even more wanted to know which one of the paladins would be cast from the temple. Rasvim would answer none of these questions in public, though he hinted that if someone truly wished to know, they could ask him after the service.


  “What about Acton and Mier?” someone yelled out. Finally, a question not critiquing him.


  “What about them, follower?” The male stood from his seat on the floor so everyone could see him.


  “Did they tell the Oracle they are lovers?” He gulped, not sure if this was within his right to reveal either.


  
    “Yes, we are.” Acton said from the back of the temple, pushing through the crowd to reach the dais. Many cheered him, but even more booed his choice. The vast majority of those boos came from females he had spent nights with in the past.


    “Any more question regarding who the paladins stick their dicks in?” No one else stood up after the mouse started glaring, so he motioned for the vulpine to move on. After clearing his throat, the paladin decided to move in a ceremony devoid of questions directed at him.


    “I suppose we should begin the common prayers. Who wants to be first?” A multitude of paws shot into the air, giving Rasvim an ample section of the populace to choose from. Stepping from behind the dais, he touched a dozen arms and ordered them to line up. This was the most public part of worshiping the Hopegiver. All these commoners would say a prayer to their deity out loud, letting everyone know what they desired in life. This not only gave them a sense of togetherness but also motivated the others from their life to help them reach legitimate goals. All had been warned many times not to ask for something frivolous, since the Hopegiver helped those who truly needed it, not the vain or vengeful. The first poor female gripped the vulpine’s paws, closing her eyes and speaking very clearly. A god might be able to hear a mental prayer or a whisper, but this congregation could not.


    “I call upon you, Hopegiver, to please help me find a new home in the merchant district. I have enough money now to move out of the slums and hope to be safer in the future.” Finding a home might be very superficial, but the reasoning behind it could not be more along the lines of what this temple preached. The next stepped up, a very old male wolf. He grunted, taking the vulpine’s paws.


    “I ask the Hopegiver to let me see my great-grandchildren.” What kind of a request was that?


    “What do you mean?”


    “My granddaughter is due to give birth in a few weeks. I wish to live long enough to see them. I have a lung disease and do not expect to see them.” Rasvim let go of the male’s paws, reaching forward to press his palms against the lupis’s chest. With one thought magic poured out of him, clearing the infection that made his breath catch. As he coughed, the last bits of tar escaping his body, Rasvim smiled.

  


  
    “You needed only to ask, follower. It should not return, but if it does, simply tell me.” The old wolf kneeled, his bones cracking and kissed the fox on the back of his paw. Rasvim blushed, but cheers erupted from the crowd.


    “Thank you, paladin.” After he walked away, the next few prayers went by in a daze. Everyone loved seeing the vulpine cast magic, since it was both flashy and produced visible results. Once the group diminished, he began the closing ceremonies. Normally they skipped this part, but since the Oracle insisted on all formalities, they started. As the final prayers began, the aforementioned religious authority burst through the front doors, her guards and clerics following her like ducklings. All looked terrified of the elderly vulpine. Rasvim could see why – her staff no longer floated around her, replaced with a massive glaive she clutched in her gnarled paws. The haft of the weapon had the same texture and shape of the original staff


    “Good afternoon, congregation. I must ask all of you to remain here as witnesses.” Her Wolfen closed the doors behind her, ropes sprouting from them and forming a barrier. The clerics moved to block off the other exits to the temple, taking the quarterstaffs from their backs. Within a few moments no one would be able to leave the building.


    “May I ask what is going on, Your Holiness?” Vorel asked, stepping around one of the clerics and making his way into the central room. The female waved one of her paws at him, the lupis’s eyes going wide as he was pushed back out of the room against his will.


    “I will explain everything, paladin, but you will not interfere. I will begin with Rasvim.” Though she kept the glaive in front of her, the crowd did not part for her.

  


  
    “Move aside, followers of the Hopegiver. The paladins of this chapel have all seriously violated their oaths. I have the authority to discipline them and I plan to do just that.” Even with the spell restraining him, Vorel howled, static electricity coruscating over his body. Chains became visible for only a moment before exploding into magical residue. He pushed back the cleric yet again, pulling a giant warhammer from his back. Rasvim gasped – it was the Hammer of Judgment, carried only by the head paladin of the Hopegiver during times of strife.


    “You may have power over us, but you can do nothing to the commoners here.” With one mighty swing he struck the chapel doors, the magical barrier shuddering and crackling as the spells were pummeled.


    “I order you to stop at once, Vorel!” He did not, taking another hit to the doors. Though the spells showed damage, the doors themselves looked much worse for wear. One the third hit they buckled in the gigantic frame, on the fourth strike falling outside, the sound of their impact on the dusty ground echoing through the chapel and down the street.


    “That is it!” she roared, slamming the pummel of the glaive on the stone floor, sending sparks in all directions. “I, the Oracle of Thirdeye, deem you, Vorel Freedsire, unfit to lead the Hopegiver’s clerics, paladins, and most importantly, his followers!” Her guards moved to seize him, but something else interfered.


    The commoners, as a mass, rushed to action, surging forward to grab at the Wolfen and stop them from taking Vorel away. Many of them drew clubs or improvised weapons to pummel the muscular canines. They could not, in good conscious, strike back at these males and females, so they took the hits, growling when the stronger ones tripped them or physically grabbed their arms and forced them down. Curses flew out from the crowd against the Oracle, her clerics, and her guards. Within a few moments both guards were surrounded, the poor of the city pounding them from all directions. Rasvim jumped over the dais, rushing forward and trying to pull some of the commoners off. Even after dislodging a few, someone else grabbed him from behind.

  


  
    He went flying backwards, not knowing what could produce that kind of force. He hit one of the columns, mentally blocking out the pain radiating from his back. As he fell on one knee, he looked up to see the Oracle standing over him, a giant ghostly paw floating above her. He could guess it was the paw, not the vulpine, that had thrown him.


    “Vorel is not the only one unworthy of continuing service in this temple,” she yelled, far above her normal volume. Simple spells could amplify the voice, ones that made the glass windows of the temple rattle. “Rasvim, you are hereby banished from the temple. Gather your belongings and leave.” Now commoners swarmed around her, screaming and immobilizing her glaive. When she twisted her paws the specter above her swept down, knocking the worshipers away. Rasvim reeled. How could she? They were only trying to help the head paladin, punished for freeing them from the temple. No one should hurt the innocent, especially someone claiming to be holier than everyone else.


    Rasvim shoved magic out under the commoners, his gold fire wrapping around the poor and pulling them away from the Wolfen guards. Since the doors now stood open, he rapidly ushered them outside, the Oracle backing away from him as the flames set the edges of her robe on fire. They were not there to protect her. Both Wolfen stood up, only a few bruises evident through their dark fur. Even if the poor had attacked them, they were strong, hardy and would suffer no permanent damage. Vorel stood next to the door, the flames surrounding him without moving or harming him. The head paladin needed to remain here, for the poor and for the paladins.


    Once the last worshiper landed outside the doors, Rasvim collapsed. He never knew just how much magic was too much, which left his head spinning at the moment. No one approached him until he stood up, and when he did, it was Vorel who helped him away from the column. Even after the Oracle put her robe out, she would not go near the youngest of the paladins. The wolf smiled down at him, ignoring the clerics of the Wing Goddess still trying to escape the flames.

  


  
    As the first sound of banging, Acton awoke with a start. Rather than rushing out and joining whatever chaos was unfolding, the mouse stretched out, working out any kinks that had developed during his afternoon nap. If Vorel was out there – and seeing how a worship service was going on, he probably was – there was no need for the white-furred male to bother walking out there. Anyway, Mier generally stood on one of the higher balconies to watch the proceedings. He didn’t really need to go. Why not get another hour of sleep? Twisting around so the blankets would warm him a bit better, the paladin sighed and wondered what he would dream about. On the second hit, he pressed a pillow against his ears, and on the third he snorted. What was going on? At the semi-explosion near the chapel doors, he sat bolt upright. By the gods!


    Rolling out of bed, the mouse kicked the sheets off and reached for a pair of trousers. Was the temple under attack? Was there someone he didn’t know about in town who had a vendetta against the Hopegiver? In only moments he was dressed, deciding against armor for now. He moved better without it anyway. He would need his good slippers though, just in case he needed to escape in a hurry. Taking a moment to step into them, he grabbed a dagger and pushed open the door with his shoulder. Mier burst past him into the room, taking the circuitous way around rather than just jumping off the balcony. Something big must be going on if he didn’t want to jump off the higher level.


    “What happened?’ he asked, trying to read the Wolfen’s muzzle. He rushed past, staring directly forward and not acknowledging the mouse as he passed. That proved it – something very wrong was happening. Even before they’d become lovers, the Wolfen always took the second to look him in the eyes at every opportunity. Closing the door behind him, the mouse took him time progressing to the central hall. If someone was attacking the chapel, he needed to get the drop on them. Just in case, he ran a filed claw down the blades of his weapons, feeling the magic activate. This wonderful beauty paralyzed all but the hardiest if he got close enough to wound.

  


  
    Rounding the corner as silently as he could, Acton chuckled quietly when he saw the current situation in his temple. There was the Oracle, being her usual bossy self. However, for once in the past few days, no one was paying attention. The commoners and clerics stood crowded around Vorel, with Rasvim no where in sight. The chapel doors, only this morning magically secured in place, looked much the worse for wear and currently held in place by only the Oracle’s Wolfen guards physically hoisting them in the doorframe. Mages must have been called in the last few minutes, since two vulpines dressed in the robes designating them as state officials currently stood quietly casting spells on the warped hinges.


    “Who attacked?” the mouse called out, smirking mischievously as all eyes turned to him. Judging by the damage, the doors had been practically destroyed from the inside. This was much more fun though.


    “The Oracle attempted to prevent the citizens of Eldere from leaving,” Vorel explained, gently pushing a few of those commoners away from him. “I broke the barriers.” The female fox glared.


    “I placed those protective spells only days ago, and in one rash move you destroyed them. What will happen if someone attacks the chapel?” Without a breath the head paladin responded.


    “This isn’t Oya, Your Holiness. Temples do not attack one another in this country.” Oddly enough, the Oracle’s eyes moved to Acton now.

  


  
    “Come here, paladin, and explain to Vorel what unorthodox actions you took to prevent an attack on the Temple of the Wing Goddess.” Thinking quickly and deciding not to sheath his weapon just yet, the mouse strutted into the room, motioning for the concerned worshippers to stay back.


    “You’re confused, Oracle.” She looked far from it, but still answered him promptly.


    “About what, Acton? You trespassed in the inner sanctum of the temple, an area completely forbidden to men, let alone a paladin who walks on walls.” Vorel sent a questioning glance his way, but for now it could wait. “Your reasoning centered on the accusation that one of the clerics had stolen an artifact from the temple of Jakkin. How is this not temple-on-temple warfare?” Rolling his eyes, the mouse took a moment to look around the room. Where had Rasvim escaped to? Wasn’t he supposed to lead the services today, as ordered by this bitch?


    “Where’s Rasvim?” The aforementioned bitch waved her paw dismissively.


    “Never you mind. Just answer the question.” Acton placed his paws on his hips.


    “Fine. You misunderstand the context of the word ‘temple’ when it pertains to Jakkin. He’s a god of trickery and thieves – doesn’t leave much security for a giant stone building.”


    “Then where is this temple?”


    “In the basement of a bar with nothing but a small altar for those who knew how to get there. They’re not clerics – they’re thieves. Now where’s Rasvim?” Now she smiled, a reaction that made Acton’s tail whip around.


    “He is gathering his belongings. I expect him to vacate the temple within the hour.” She’d only been here a few days and already she’d kicked out his friend?!


    “You bitch!” He crossed the twenty or so feet between the two of them in a moment, daggers flashing out, aiming for her wrists, her sides, anything to make her hurt, make her suffer. That damned glaive prevented him from getting to her soft spots – he flipped backwards, kicking it up and out of her grasp. The holy fire within it burned through his slippers, but pain could wait. As he landed back on his now-scorched feet, he could see her attempting to cast a spell to shield her from him. With just a twist of his wrist one of his weapons flew at her. Blood flowed from her shoulder as the blade sunk two or three inches in, but it did not stop her motions. Something bright and probably deadly shot at him; Acton squeezed his eyes shut.

  


  
    When nothing immediately ripped him limb from limb, the mouse opened his eyes to see very little. After a moment he realized it was the back of a sizeable steel shield. Vorel interfered with the Oracle judging him, yet didn’t stop the bitch from kicking out Rasvim?


    “You might want to move,” a soft voice suggested. Rasvim? Where did he come from? More importantly, how was a polished piece of metal stopping them from being smote? Acton ducked down, escaping the arm in front of him and having to get down on all fours to move back between the fox’s legs.


    “You should move too,” the vulpine said, looking at the Oracle and motioning to the side with his spare paw. When she did not shift, the male’s shield suddenly exploded in light. Acton squinted as his retinas burned, but at least it wasn’t directed at him this time. The flash faded almost as quickly, leaving the mouse, and it seemed most of the room, seeing spots. When he decided to look up again, the Oracle stood with her arms crossed in front of her, a large pendant held out to face the blast. It depicted the holy symbol of the Wing Goddess cut into stone. Now it also sported very large cracks.


    “I’m done collecting my belongings.” Rasvim lowered the shield but did not return it to his back.


    “What did…” For once it seemed, the Oracle had no accusatory response.


    “It’s a reflective shield I was awarded for helping capture a mage slayer.” The order of mage slayers believed magic was the source of all mortal corruption, so they hunted down powerful mages. Acton remembered Rasvim had been targeted last year; apparently that had gone better then expected. Now that Acton had a moment, he noticed Gix and Sven both here.

  


  
    “Are you taking them with you?” she asked.


    “Nope, but they can leave if they choose, but I won’t let you hurt them if they choose to stay.” The fox touched each of the two previously hidden males on the chest, leaving a glowing mark. That mark expanded into a delicate ring of light, giving the thief and darkmage the illusion of possessing a halo. Shields of Light? Wasn’t that one of the most difficult protection spells?


    “Now you can’t even touch them.”


    He’d felt his life drain, knew he would die with a sword through his chest. He tasted blood, the sinking sensation of unconsciousness creeping up on him. There was nothing the snowcat could do to stop it this time – without a god to hold him steady and empower him, life could not be preserved. Even knowing this, it did not seem so much of a loss. Though he stood outside his former paladin order, the felis had still attempted to stop a great evil with nothing but a blade and a peculiar mask. If felt…peaceful to be slain under these circumstances. No good afterlife could wait after his heinous actions, but that didn’t matter. He only hoped Mhegan and the injured paladin escaped safely.


    Only a few moments passed after he lapsed out of the chaos that had overtaken Deaqiz. It took all of his willpower to open his eyes again, to see what waited for him beyond death. In fact, nothing waited for him. Shocked by the sheer lack of detail, he opened his eyes to their widest, turning his head to try and find something, anything that would tell him what had happened and where his soul had travelled. Nothing but white, featureless empty space surrounded him in all directions. He floated, somehow, in nothingness. Could this be the space between life and death? A void he would remain in for his deeds? Thinking it over, he decided to call out into the darkness.

  


  
    “Please,” he started, disconcerted by the echo, “If you can here me Hopegiver, please help me.” His voice reverberated around him, as though he called out into an empty castle. Yet, even though it seemed nothing existed around him for miles, a voice responded.


    “Why should I? You became radical, extremist. You interpreted the Codex of Faith for use in your own selfishness, your jealousy, and your judgment against your comrades.”


    “I know.” There was no need at this point to pretend his decisions had nothing to do with the wishes of the Hopegiver – only his incessant need for the church to be perceived as perfect.


    “You convinced a cleric of another chapel to assist you, trading an irreplaceable religious artifact for her to help you destroy your own temple from the inside.”


    “I did.”


    “Are you aware of what Alianna did once I cast you from my chapel?” He shook his muzzle, knowing the disembodied voice of his god could see him.


    “She took her, and your, complaints against the paladins of my greatest chapel to the Oracle so she could judge them all. Even as we speak she works to tear apart the temple, calling all four of my remaining devoted servants sinners.”


    “What will happen?” He cared for all four of them, no matter their actions or his interpretations. Even while he worked against them, they were still his friends.


    “I am not omnipotent, Torr.” The snowcat blinked, suddenly before him stood a muscular, armored lupis. He appeared so much like Vorel the felis had to think twice about the male’s appearance. Unlike his last vision of the deity, the wolf did not exude anger or righteous fury. It felt almost like a father gazing upon a son, a warmth Torr did not know how to express. His eyes, benevolent, loving, and at the same time piercing, locked with the spotted male’s own.

  


  
    “I am not the one who has decided to give you a second chance to prove you are faithful, Torr.” He moved to the side, a second figure taking his place. Smaller than the god, a female snowcat with brilliant eyes smiled benignly at him. Without a thought he reached out for her, not believing his sight. Mhegan? She had that kind of sway with a god? How could she? He’d found her nose-down in a snowdrift, nearly dead of hypothermia. Somehow he reached her, wrapped his arms around her, touch her, buried his face into the hollow of her neck. She purred for a moment before disconnecting, pushing him back far enough to break contact. Both her paws cupped his muzzle.


    “The Hopegiver threw you from his temple without so much as a second thought, but I believed you deserved a second chance. I knew your intentions were noble, if not your actions. You only wished to keep the temple and its worshippers safe and pure.” She kissed him gently, letting their lips connect for only an instant.


    “How do you…” Another kiss, this one to silence him.


    “Don’t fret over it, Torr. All in due time.” Her paws moved down, delicately gripping his wrists and placing the very tips of his fingers against the soft fur of her belly. He felt something pulling him to place his palms against the region, as though her body called out to him with a silent voice.


    “I plan to stay with you, Torr, through the good and the wicked. We are bound together now.” She pressed against him, purring into his throat. His paws naturally slid to embrace her, questions still filling his mind. Now was not the time to ask them.


    “Will you, Torr of Deaqiz, join the ranks of my devoted again?” The Hopegiver stood before him again, the god’s gauntlet-covered paws moving to grip his shoulders and send shocks of sheer divine power up his arms and to his spine. If he had been standing on solid ground, his knees surely would have buckled.


    “If you will have me back.”


    “Will you follow my tenants objectively, knowing it is my place to judge, not yours?” The god’s fingers tightened, cracking in collarbone in four places.

  


  
    “Yes.”


    “Will you defend the defenseless, help the helpless, feed the hungry, shelter the homeless, cure the sick, comfort the pained, and if needed, slay the wicked?” The magic coursing up and down his body felt like it could tear him apart any moment. He cried out, feeling divine authority seep into every fiber of his being.


    “Anything, Hopegiver.”


    “Then go with my blessings, paladin Torr, and aid your friends against the Oracle. Just remember – she is not your enemy, only an obstacle.” Without seeing it, he still knew the weight of a full set of platemail over his form, the satisfying clink of a shield against his back and a longsword pulling at his belt. As Vorel had once crafted a set of armor and weapons for him, so to now had the Hopegiver given him blessed protection.


    “Listen closely, paladin,” the god continued, letting go of the rejuvenated snowcat. “You must tell my chapel, and your king, of the threat Takashi Ironskin bring to the people of the Vasani. Vorel will know what to do, and how to defeat him.” Averting his gaze from the lupis, he took a quick survey of the area around him once again. Still, nothing appeared before him.


    “How will I warn them, Hopegiver?” The god smiled, revealing very pointed teeth.


    “That is the easy part, Torr. I am a god of protection, after all.” The wolf placed the tip of his right index finger against the felis’s forehead.


    “Go and protect.”


    As soon as the Oracle appeared, Mier fled the scene. Now was not the time to debate or argue with the female – there had been more than enough of that recently. Taking the circuitous route so as not to actually enter the central hall, the Wolfen rushed by Acton without a word. If his lover wanted to find out what was going on, he would have to check for himself. Someone needed to answer his questions, his concerns, and his worries over the Oracle and her inquisition. That someone needed to be impartial, or at the very least currently uninvolved in the situation.

  


  
    Taking the narrow staircase down to the vault, he did not even feel the alarm spells attempt to stop him. Only a few types of purely elemental magic could even affect him, let alone impair him enough to slow him down. Even with the events probably unfolding above him, the pitch-black vault remained eerily silent. Here, and only here, would he call on advice from a force long abandoned. Rummaging through a pile of discarded trinkets – all Wolfen saw very well in the dark – he found the objects he needed for the ritual: three stubby candles, a multi-faith prayer book, and a dagger seized from a cult that kidnapped young females for sacrifice. It would entice who he planned to contact.


    Placing the candles in a triangle formation on the cold stone floor, Mier opened the prayer book and began to read aloud:


    Black Goddess, deity of reincarnation,


    Great Mother of the Wolfen,


    Enemy of death in all forms,


    Hear the voice of one of your children.


    Know I your dislike of magic,


    So I rend this artifact in your name,


    As a sign to you of my need.


    In his right paw, Mier bent the blade of the dagger toward the handle, watching as the evil magic within it created electric lines of stress along the steel. With a very loud crack and the distinct smell of blood, the weapon snapped in half. As the canine dropped the pieces in the center of the candles, they lit with black flames.


    “You left my lands long ago, Mier. Why do you call on me now?” As the candles began to burn their smoke combined before his eyes into the vague image of a Wolfen. Her voice immediately calmed him, as it did for all of his people. She was both literally and spiritually his mother; as the only female Wolfen, he owed her his existence.

  


  
    “Do you know what transpires here, Great Mother?” Only non-worshippers called her the Black Goddess.


    “I do, child, but know I cannot, and will not, interfere in a temple of the Hopegiver.” Mier bowed his head, placing the prayer book on the floor. Conversation would be his best tool now.


    “That is not what I want. I simply need to know why – why is the Oracle doing this to the temple, to my allies, and to Acton?” The Black Goddess’s image wavered for a moment from a draft before she spoke.


    “The same reason Torr attacked Rasvim, Rasvim protects the darkmage Sven, and Sven selflessly helps anyone who asks. They believe they are doing the right thing.”


    “She is causing suffering here. She is…” A smoky finger touched his lips, silencing the giant male.


    “If it pains you so much, Mier, then return to your homeland.” He couldn’t do that. After decades here, going back to a tribal existence would be unthinkable. Even if he spoke to only one or two Wolfen every few months here, he’d learned to love the active city life, the varied food, and especially the people he loved. Acton would not leave his home, so Mier could only remain here.


    “I need a way to remain with Acton, Great Mother.” Somehow, a sigh emerged from the shifting smoke.


    “I know of your desires, child. You are well aware of my stance on it.” The Wolfen nodded, but kept his spirits high. His original goddess thought very little of sex in general for the Wolfen, since they were sterile. In her eyes, the act of mating served as little more than hedonistic pleasure for his race. She cared not about what the other races did with their bodies, since the urge to create children caused the other intelligent species to seek out mates.


    “I still need your guidance.” The smoke shook its muzzle.


    “There is nothing I can tell you, paladin, except to do what you think is right. I may be equal to the Hopegiver, but I hold no sway here. I cannot even fully manifest an image.” Holding up her translucent paws for emphasis, the goddess appeared to frown.

  


  
    “You forsook me long ago, Mier.” After a ghostly kiss on his forehead, she continued. “Though you shall always be one of my children, I will not interfere with the Oracle or the Hopegiver.” A shift and the smoke began to dissipate, leaving nothing but a very disappointed paladin. If religion would not help him, politics surely could. Gathering the assembled trinkets and re-depositing them into the dusty pile, Mier lumbered upstairs. He needed to tell Acton his new plans.


    The mouse paladin lay curled up on the bed, his eyes closed, his clothes still donned. His brow showed furrowing unseen before now. After taking a step into the room, the smaller male’s ears perked up – a bad sign. Normally the ex-thief would have noticed him down the hall and around the corner.


    “What’s wrong?” he asked as his lover sat up, subconsciously brushing invisible dirt from his chest.


    “You saw it?” There wasn’t a need to explain, since the mouse knew full well he liked to watch services from afar.


    “I don’t think he will leave.” Acton shook his head so vigorously a necklace Mier had given him, a simple gold chain with a set of flawless rubies set in a cross shape, flung off his throat and on to the floorboards. The mouse didn’t seem to notice.


    “He’s gone, Mier. He says he won’t come back until the Oracle leaves the country. That could be months and I know she’s after me next. I can’t cast very good protective magic – I’m screwed if she really attacks me. There’s just…nothing I can do at this point.” Pounding his fists into the mattress, he did not resist when Mier leaned over him, kissing him on the nose. No time like the present.


    “I’m leaving too, Acton.” The male’s expression shifted from frustration to shock in an instant.


    “What? Why?! She’s not even…” Kissing him again, this time on the lips, the Wolfen pushed up the mouse’s muzzle and took his throat between his teeth, applying the slightest pressure. Acton shivered and went limp in his hold.

  


  
    “Not…fair…” Both his paws gripped the Wolfen’s shoulders, his fingers pulling at the straps between his breastplate and the armor on his back. Once Mier let go, the mouse appeared much calmer, albeit artificially.


    “I won’t be far, I promise. The Oracle can interfere with this chapel all she wants, but she has no sway over Vasani. I am going to ask King Silverway to give all the paladins in this temple asylum. That way, even if she banishes us, we can still remain in the city to help the people of Eldere.” Acton looked very skeptical.


    “Will he do that?” The royal family very rarely interacted with any of the chapels of Eldere expect in formal functions and holidays. In a month ago Vorel met with the crown prince and explained his duties to the churches, especially to the Hopegiver.


    “We are the paladins of Vasani. When citizens think of holy warriors, they think of us. We are the symbol of the nation, and a powerful ally if the ex-knight Takashi Ironskin ever decided to come back with his undead army. I very much hope he will help us when we need it.” A third kiss for good measure and Mier started gathering his things. Acton would probably spend the next several minutes attempting to change his mind, but the Wolfen could not watch his allies disappear.


    The Oracle could condemn, complain about, or excommunicate anyone she wanted from the chapel, but here is where the head paladin drew the line. Finding someone unworthy of remaining a paladin could be considered within her authority, but she would not take Rasvim away from him. Intercepting the ancient vulpine as she ushered the remaining poor from the building, the head paladin moved between her and the ever-present attendants.


    “You will not remove Rasvim from my chapel.” She already looked angry from today’s previous events, and his statement did not appear to help her mood.


    “Don’t bother attempting to change my mind, Vorel. This should have happened months ago, but your…” She seemed at a loss for words, but soon recovered with venom on her tongue. “…lust for the vulpine clouded your judgment. He admitted to cavorting with a devil…”

  


  
    “Demon, which I cleansed him free of taint of the company. It was merely a bad decision.” She actually growled at the interruption.


    “That makes no difference, paladin, and just for treating such a sacrilegious act as nothing I should thrust you from this hallowed ground as well. Do not tempt me.” With one more glare she turned, motioning for the chapel doors to be completely shut. The two Wolfen grunted and shoved the repaired doors closed. Sounds of voices down the corridor drew the wolf’s attention. Decibels rose as he debated whether or not to continue his argument with the religious authority. What could be happening right now? There was no way such deep, reverberating notes could be Rasvim or Acton, and Mier never raised his voice.


    “I made up my mind.” Around the corner came Mier, his giant form bare of the usual armor and weapons. Instead, the leather and bones of his homeland were draped over his arms, chest and legs, making him clack and jingle as he walked. In his arms wrapped in oiled leather was a misshapen bundle. Acton walked only a pace behind him looking legitimately concerned.


    “Oracle,” the Wolfen called out. When she turned to him, the canine flipped over the bundle in his paws, a glittering set of chainmail, four swords, a prayer book, and a massive axe clattering to the ground at her feet. One of the blades accidentally tore the hem of her robes.


    “What is the meaning of this, Mier of Wolfen Valley? I have made no complaint against you.” The nine-foot-tall canine stared down at the older female.


    “No, but you are causing pain to the people I care about, so you hurt me all the same. If you want to destroy this temple so badly, you can do it without my presence.” Vorel stood frozen in place – was the Wolfen, so solid in his faith, doing what the lupis thought he was doing?

  


  
    “What do you think you are…” Mier did not wait for the female’s response, instead moving past her and pushing open the chapel doors. Glaring sunlight, poured into the room, far too bright for the time of day. Looking absolutely astonished, Mier stumbled back into the chapel, a twist of an ankle unbalancing him and sending the canine backwards on his rump. The shots of pain that should have emanated from his tail forced no noise from his muzzle as an armored male stepped across the threshold into the sacred building. Though at first the glow obscured his features, the reflections from the highly polished steel faded upon entering. A snowcat, familiar to all present and especially to Vorel, smiled as he pulled the doors shut behind him.


    “Don’t leave just yet, Mier.” Vorel blinked a few times just to make sure his eyes were not deceiving him. Only a few weeks ago Torr had been cast from here, thrown out by the Hopegiver himself. Now he stood, with the symbol of their mutual god on his chest, the light of divine blessings coursing around him.


    “What are…” Vorel did not possess the cognitive abilities to express just how shocked he was at the snowcat’s return. He did not need to, though. Torr walked up to him, embracing him like a brother.


    “I’m glad to be back, my friend.” The lupis could say nothing. It was true he’d gone through a few days of hating his ally purely based on his love of Rasvim. However, the wolf knew Torr’s intentions had not been wicked. The snowcat merely desired nothing but perfection.


    “You have no right to be here, felis.” Not calling Torr by his name probably meant something insulting to the elderly vulpine, but Vorel would let it go for now.


    “I have every right to help those in need, Oracle. That is the duty of a paladin sworn to the Hopegiver.” Looking as though she had been slapped, the vulpine leveled her glaive at the felis, narrowing her eyes to slits.

  


  
    “You were thrown from this temple by the Hopegiver himself, and I will not tolerate you posing as a false prophet!” She jabbed forward, surprising strength in the movement. Torr’s shield and sword appears in his paws – the next strike of the glaive’s blade skidded off the polished steel.


    “You believe you know what the Hopegiver truly desires, Oracle.” Torr blocked the next attack with his blade braced between both his paws. Not yet knowing which side to take, Vorel removed the warhammer from his back, but chose not to interfere just yet. The lupis needed to know what his old friend would say next.


    “I am the foremost authority…” With a twist and shove on the next swing, Torr forced the vixen back.


    “No, the Hopegiver is the foremost authority on what he wants from his followers.” Rolling as the female swung again, Torr let go of his sword. His now-empty paw gripped the haft of the Oracle’s weapon, forcing it up and away from both of them. Dropping the shield as well, his paws now kept the glaive pointing at the ceiling.


    “He gave me a second chance for attempting to kill one of my fellow paladins. You won’t even give these males one for who they sleep with.” He shoved forward, forcing the vulpine off balance and unlocking her gnarled paws from the staff. As she disconnected, the weapon reshaped to the staff first seen with the Oracle when she arrived.


    “It is not your place to decide what is right and wrong.” She twisted her paws, a soft rose glow highlighting the taught flesh and long nails before the ground began to shake. Vorel fell to one knee, amazed by the awesome power in the old woman. He’d always figured her to be something of a stoic, benign and nonviolent. This proved those who respected her as a warrior did so for a reason. The mosaics embedded in the chapel floor began to glow, many of the tiny tiles lifting out of the mortar. Feeling the floor directly underneath his boots start to vibrate, Vorel stumbled back until he touched the wall. As he watched, astonished, the complete mosaic of the Hopegiver levitated up and over, the multicolored tiles whirring around the Oracle like a miniature tornado.

  


  
    “I will warn you once, Torr,” the Oracle called out over the strange whistling emanating from the spinning tiles, “leave now or I will kill you.” The snowcat smiled, dropping the wooden staff, standing straight up and holding out his paws in a gesture of peace.


    “I’m not leaving. Acton and Rasvim need my help, and I am not about to abandon them again.” Vorel eyed the felis strangely. Where had this change of personality come from? Had he met the Hopegiver personally? Perhaps someone now rested inside his heart now, softening the calluses formed from so many years of devotion to a cause, rather than a person. Maybe he understood now why the other four paladins here went to such lengths for the sake of their lovers.


    “Acton disrespects me, the other paladins, every cleric in this city, and violates the sanctity of churches everywhere!” The rosy mist around her paws expanded to cover her forearms, causing the ceramic tornado to spin faster and the tiles on the walls to begin to be pulled into the fray. Keeping up the benign smile, Torr spoke very clearly. As his voice carried, Vorel looked over at Mier. He stood crouched down, his arms protectively around Acton, Sven and Gix. The barrier protecting them would not stop someone who meant them no harm. Why they had chosen these moments to venture back out into the central worship room, Vorel would never know.


    “Acton is an ass, not a sinner. You, and I as well, may not agree with his personality, but it does not prevent him from being an effective and good-natured paladin.” The mouse in question peaked up his head above the Wolfen arm that shielded him to shout out at the snowcat.


    “Damn right. Now get her the hell out of here before we all die!” The intensity of the wind suddenly increased, with a sudden burst exploding one of the stained glass windows inward. Vorel instinctively shielded his eyes from the potentially deadly shards, but Torr held up a paw in the direction of the incoming danger. Divine light surged through his body, exploding from his raised paw and reducing the glass to a fine powder.

  


  
    “And as for Rasvim,” Torr continued, lowering his outstretched arm, “I will say this and only this. His fear of rejection from someone he truly cared about drove him to summon that incubus. Mistakes are made, even by paladins.” Narrowing his eyes against the wind, Torr added, “And the next time I see him, I plan to tell him just that. He didn’t deserve a sword through the chest.” Taking a moment, the snowcat unbuckled his breastplate, letting it fall with a clang. Looking as though it happened only days before, a sizeable gash right over his heart marred the otherwise perfect image of Torr’s chiseled chest.


    “Being resurrected, even by a god, can’t remove all proof of death.” Removing his armor gave the Oracle her chance – with a sweeping motion of her arms, the enchanted tiles flew at Torr, a cyclone of glazed ceramic rushing at him. The head paladin could not stand by any longer. He hoisted his warhammer up, ready to come to the defense of Torr, one of his oldest and dearest friends. Stepping forward, Vorel readied to send healing spells out to his comrade. He would not be able to move fast enough to stop the attack, but at the very least he would prevent permanent damage.


    The tiles, which should have at their speed shred the snowcat’s exposed flash, curved around his body. Spinning in a small orbit for a few revolutions, the improvised weapons decelerated rapidly, falling to the ground with soft clacks. With a roar of frustration the rose fire around the Oracle’s paws shot forward straight into Torr’s chest. It might as well have been air as it dissipated.


    “Have you forgotten, Oracle?” Looking very confused, the fox responded immediately.


    “And what is that, snowcat?”


    “There is a passage in the Codex of Faith. May no holy weapon harm those blessed to protect. I am a paladin – no spell you cast can harm me. If that is not proof I belong here, what is?” Dumbfounded, the older female lowered her arms, the wind ceasing instantly.

  


  
    “I suppose so.” Her attendants rushed to her side now as her eyes rolled back into her head, her legs giving way. She might be powerful, but her ancient body could not take the punishment. Turning away from her, Torr calmly walked over to Vorel and held out a gauntleted paw.


    “Let’s catch up, friend. I have something very important to discuss.”


    


    

  


  Chapter 13 Departure


  


  Everyone sat silent as Torr’s story came to a close. Acton kept looking at Vorel, as though waiting for the head paladin to say something. Mier’s eyes remained unfocused, his thoughts inward. A foreign country invaded Deaqiz and conquered it, without the army, state, or churches knowing? How could this happen? Did the Oracle know and been hiding it? The lupis doubted that, since she had been here for so long no one could have contacted her without anyone finding out. Rasvim stood up, walking over to their leader and kissing him on the side of the neck. Now wasn’t really the time for tenderness, but it did break the tension.


  “We’re screwed, aren’t we?” Acton commented, pulling a flask from his belt. The Wolfen sitting next to him swiped it before the mouse could take a swig and upturned the vessel as it pressed to his lips.


  “You know, whiskey costs a lot in this city.” Mier licked his lips.


  “I have a half-gallon under the bed, and I needed that more than you. I know what these Chosen can do.” Vorel nodded, thinking back to a few years ago. When the K’Mir Empire had first begun to invade the Shun Empire to the west, the paladins of the Hopegiver had been sent to the capitol to help those citizens that wished to escape flee before the country’s ports were blockaded. Neither Acton nor Rasvim had been paladins at the time, so they did not see the horrors Mier and he had. These people were genocidal, believing no sentient race but the Chosen believed to exist in the world. One village the two paladins arrived at contained only the disemboweled corpses of lapins left to rot in the sun. He didn’t want to see that here.


  
    “What do we do, then?” Everyone shrugged except for Mier, who pointed to the sealed door. After the Oracle collapsed, Vorel summoned Rasvim back into the chapel and immediately sealed the five of them in a prayer room. Even if she awoke any time soon, they could devise a plan without her interference. Her attendants probably did not even know how to start dismantling Vorel’s powerful spells.


    “We need to tell the king, so the army can begin gathering. It will take a while to move as many soldiers as possible to a new war front, so the more time the Knight Commander and king have the better.”


    “What do you want us to do?” Rasvim smiled at him, somehow even in this situation making him feel better.


    “Gather every ancient text in every temple. I know what High General Takashi Ironskin is, and we need to figure out a weapon that can kill him.” He stood up, walking to the door and mentally breaking the spells on it. Without a moment’s pause one of the clerics open the door, holding back a tide of other holy servants.


    “I will answer all questions when I get back.” His stern gaze kept the masses at bay, even parting them so he could exit the hallway without pushing or shoving. They knew he was serious – Vorel never snarled, scowled, or raised his voice to anyone in the chapel. Exiting the building in record time, he did not stop for a single shocked question in the road. So many had seen Torr arrive or heard the commotion over the Oracle the massed around him, begging for answers.

  


  
    “Go to the temple. The clerics will help you.” He pressed his paws to their chests, forcing them to step aside. An invading army was much more urgent than concerned citizens.


    At the palace gates he pushed them open rather than waiting for bored guards to get around to it. Several of those guards, all lupis, rushed to stop him. With a grunt and a last shove the massive iron blockades swung in just enough to allow the armored male passage. They snapped shut behind him, forcing the guards to reopen them or climb over. As he started to run up the long road to the palace proper he could hear crossbows being locked to fire at him on the first wall. Hopefully someone would explain to them who he was – he didn’t have the time right now. The king and the Knight Commander, Sir Guy du Surai, needed to know exactly what was happening to the country. An invasion could not wait for the paladin to receive a clearance he already possessed as the Head Paladin of the Hopegiver.


    The entryway to the palace lay open to the elements, gusts of wind floating into the giant structure. As Vorel crossed into the building, he mentally activated a spell he’d never had to use before. The previous leader of the Hopegiver’s followers told him of ancient and nearly indestructible protections place on the palace, ones that must only be summoned during the most trying of times. This most definitely fell into that category. With his arms out and paws palm-up, he began the incantations, gaining the attention of several servants cleaning the entrance hall. If the wolf chanting did not alert them something was seriously wrong, the palace doors glowing gold and shutting on their own should have.


    “I, Vorel Freedsire, Head Paladin of the Hopegiver, hereby summon the Shield of the Palace.”


    The floor of the palace began to shake violently as massive slabs of stone not seen in hundreds of years broke upward through the carefully trimmed palace lawn, exactly ten yards from the walls. Carved into each was the holy symbol of the Hopegiver, set atop the crest of the Vasani royal family: a bejeweled bastard sword situated between two tower shields. The sword represented the leadership of Vasani the Great, while the shields stood for the ancient noble houses of Cagun and Skymetal. Eight stones in all, each thirty feet high and twenty feet around, they stood benign for a moment equal distances apart. They then began to glow with a golden light, delicate lines of power arcing between them. Those arcs widened to beams, then solidified to form a wall of gold energy as high as the stones. As one all eight constructions angled a few degrees toward the castle, the gold walls lengthening considerably. In seconds they joined in an apex directly over the central keep, shielding the entire castle in a golden light.

  


  
    “I, Vorel Freedsire, Head Paladin of the Hopegiver, hereby summon the Golden Army of the Hopegiver.”


    Over one hundred yards from the lupis’s current position, the palace walls began to vibrate. Some of the guards on duty jumped – the others dropped to one knee, while a minority braced and readied their longbows or crossbows. Every twenty feet, embedded in the mortar between stones exactly in the center of the walkway waited a black, round stone. Most of the guards thought them distance markers, but now that fallacy shattered. Each shot a golden beam to the sky, shortening and lengthening randomly for a few seconds before all standardizing at about six feet tall. The beams then seemed to dissipate into a cloud of mist before shaping into a wolfish shape. A blinding flash and the product of the stones stood before the stunned or nervous guards – ghostly, golden images of muscular lupis in leather armor, with composite longbows in their gauntleted paws. Each turned to look outward from the grounds. One of the shocked guards tentatively reached out to touch one; contrary to their appearance, they were completely solid.


    “I, Vorel Freedsire, Head Paladin of the Hopegiver, hereby activate the Gate of True Intent.” Directly behind the wolf, the palace doors completely disappeared. Blue-white lightning arced across the empty entryway. The stones beneath where the door normally rested cracked and split, and shining silver line glittering and absorbing the lightning as it struck. After a dozen or so consumed bolts the electricity ceased, the metal glowing an unnatural shade of blue-green. As Vorel stopped concentrating and lowered his arms. Now he noticed the very large crowd gathered in front of him. Only a few feet from him, bewildered, stood King Silverway in his royal black robes.

  


  
    “Well, Vorel…” Apparently watching his castle be upturned did not leave him with many words. So, rather than wait, the head paladin spoke as commandingly as he could.


    “Your Majesty, gather your family, all of the castle servants, and whoever else is in the palace. The nation is under attack.”


    It took a few minutes for everyone in the building to be gathered and then moved from the entrance hall up the grand staircase to the throne room. The king took his seat with Queen Saphir at his left and the crown prince, the bastard wolfox son of the king’s exiled brother, Sayii, at his right with the king’s only daughter at her mother’s left side. Vorel took a moment to survey the rest of the room. A large chair, almost matching that of the king’s throne, had been dragged to rest at the half-dozen steps leading to the royal family. A middle-aged tiger felis reclined in it, wearing the clothes of someone much more acclimated to desert. It took the lupis a moment to recognize him, since the paladin had not travelled east for a few years. The king of Sacavuni, Emperor Hivih Zoshi the Third, was visiting the capitol? This would complicate things, even if Vasani was on very friendly terms with the felis nation.


    Behind the visiting monarch stood three other adult male felis, each in very expensive silk and fleece regalia. The furthest to the left, a nightcat felis whose face bore many crow’s feet and scowl lines, was Lord Cagun. Vorel did not like the serious male very much. The middle cat, a very overweight snowcat who leaned heavily on a walking stick, smiled at the paladin. Lord Vashin always made the lupis chuckle since he was the only noble the paladin knew of who would socialize and cavort with anyone, regardless of class or wealth. Having only been elevated to nobility a decade or so ago, he knew a title meant very little. The last male must be Lord Skymetal. A tiger of considerable physical build, he rarely, if ever, visited the capitol. Perhaps it was due to the presence of the Sacavuni king, who was his fifth or six cousin, that he was here today. He avoided the capitol because, if Vorel remembered the confession by one of his grown children a few months back, his entire family disapproved of the noble’s very public relationship with a male ex-servant half his age. The head paladin took a deep breath, glad the leaders of the three highest noble houses were here. Now there would be no delay in the passing of information.

  


  
    “Is everyone here, Your Majesty?” The few whispering servants silenced instantly. No one spoke when Vorel did.


    “They are, Head Paladin Vorel Freedsire. Please explain to everyone why you activated the castle defenses.”


    “I will, Your Majesty. The ex-knight of Vasani, High General Takashi Ironskin of the Ruby Alliance, has completely conquered Deaqiz.” Cries of outrage, shock, disbelief, and concerned filled the room, all silenced in an instant by King Silverway raising his paw.


    “Where did you receive this information, paladin?” Revealing the entire story would cast doubt on his source, so it could wait for a private audience with the king.


    “Torr of Deaqiz, who travelled back to his place if birth on a spiritual retreat. He has been a paladin under my command for over two decades. I trust him with my life.” More whispering and grumbling, this time silenced with a paw from the Sacavuni king.


    “What are Ironskin’s numbers?” Vorel could feel the tension in the air – many here could remember when Takashi Ironskin had been a knight, returning from an adventure with a small army of armored skeletons to present to the king. Now he stood as an enemy with an unknown number of the living and dead under his command.

  


  
    “Torr estimates over ten thousand Chosen soldiers all within the city limits of Deaqiz.” No sighs of relief from the masses, and for good reason. The Chosen were called that for a reason; their god, The First, created them in his own image to conquer the rule over the other sentient races. They were stronger, faster, and possessed much more physical stamina then any of the other “civilized” species.


    “What of the walking dead?” Lord Vashin called out, asking what no one else wanted to hear the answer to.


    “There is no sign of them in Vasani yet, but it is possible General Ironskin know better than to mix the armies. Necromancy is considered one of the most abhorrent actions one can engage in under the religious laws of The First. The K’Mir Empire made a very sound political and tactical decision by allying with Ironskin, but I believe many of the soldiers would refuse to serve next to an armored skeleton.” The head paladin suddenly dropped to one knee, bowing his head in the directions of the royal family and then at the king of Sacavuni.


    “I am sorry, Your Majesty, but I cannot spend any more time strategizing or explaining the situation. I must return to my chapel and help the other paladins search for information on how to disconnect General Ironskin from his undead army. A simple mage will no longer suffice, as it may have in the past.” As he stood the lupis looked at his nation’s monarch straight in the eyes. “I also request of you not to tell the city of the invasion until the morning. I will need at least that much time to prepare the clerics in case of a panic.” The king nodded.


    “It will be done, Paladin Freedsire.”


    As soon as Vorel departed, Rasvim and Torr both left the temple intent on the Temple of the Green Lady and Yataa, goddess of nature and god of the weather, respectively. These gods’ influences and areas of control overlapped in many aspects. Sharing a building made sense, both due to those facts and that neither claimed the number of devoted followers deities like the Hopegiver or the Wing Goddess did. Their chapel remained a dual center of worship in all aspects, even down to the entrance of the temple. According to one of the Green Lady’s few pieces of advice, a door only broke the connection between a sentient being and the outside world. However, homage had to be paid to the god of weather as well, so thin chains had been hung across the threshold. They jingled and waved at the slightest breeze, letting the followers know Yataa could hear their prayers on the wind.

  


  
    The two paladins did not speak as they pushed fluttering chains from their path and entered the building. Rasvim did not want to hear an apology from the snowcat, but he suspected one might be coming. He did not need one – the older male had made a bad decision, one that cost him his honor as a paladin and only a few days ago, his life. If the Hopegiver could forgive him, the vulpine had no right to be angry. When clerics appeared to greet the two males the fox took the initiative.


    “We need to speak with the highest ranking cleric present for both the Green Lady and Yataa. Now.” The young lupis looked taken aback for a moment before it seemed to dawn on him two paladins of the Hopegiver stood within his chapel. He turned on his heels and ran deeper into the sanctuary, Rasvim and Torr following him at a brisk pace. Once out of the claustrophobic entryway – the walls were painted various shades of purple and black to mimic thunderclouds – they entered a round room.


    In the center stood a marble statue of two figures, one a female lutrin, the other a scruffy Domesticas Canis. Side by side, intertwining wrought-iron vines and line of lightning connected the two figures from the hem of the female’s robes to the hem of the male’s trousers. The otter’s paws were cupped in front of her, as though presenting a gift. Only a few seeds of grain and a pawful of copper coins rested there at the moment. The dog’s paws were raised joyously to the sky, his fingers outstretched. More iron images of electricity laced around them.

  


  
    “How can I help you paladins? The cleric of the Green Lady is gone until next week.” A lynx felis, scrawnier than even Gix or Sven, spoke from a doorway previously hidden by the grain of the wood walls. When he approached them, Rasvim kissed him informally on each cheek before taking a serious tone. They knew each other from the hookah bars in town.


    “I need the Codex of Lightning and the Codex of Life, now.” Several males and females looked up from their payers to regard him incredulously. The felis, however, answered very tactfully.


    “I’m afraid I cannot allow you to borrow either of those tomes, Rasvim.” As the onlookers went back to their original tasks, the cleric lowers his voice to a near whisper.


    “Follow me.”


    It seemed to bother the faithful much more to see the books given to someone else then it did the clerics. The three males exited the round room through another inconspicuous door. Down two very cramped hallways and up a flight of stairs they walked before the cat opened a door leading into the room empty except for a small table and two chairs.


    “Wait here. I will have to find them, and you will not be allowed to leave the building with them.”


    “We are paladins of the Hopegiver. Surely we can…”


    “Absolutely not. These are not the originals of the tomes and we only have one copy of each. It is not you I don’t have faith in. As long as the Oracle’s in the city, I’m not taking any chances.” Though Rasvim’s interactions with the religious authority had not been pleasant these last few days, she was not an individual to fear or expect destruction from.


    “What has she done to this chapel?” The lynx smirked, one of his pointed teeth revealed from between his lips.


    “She attempted to gripe, complain, and judge my clerics and the servants. She may claim control over a lot of churches, but mine isn’t one of them.”

  


  
    “Is it the Chapel of the Green Lady or Yataa that doesn’t answer to her?” Rasvim could not recall exactly which gods the Oracle did talk to.


    “Both. When I told her she couldn’t do anything to me, she tried to seal the building and stop the faithful from getting in. I blew her away.” When the vulpine cocked his head in confusion, the cleric twirled one of his fingers in the air. A sudden draft sent a chill up Rasvim’s spine.


    “There are advantages to being devoted to a god of storms. Now, stay here and I’ll find the books.” He left with a smile still on his face. When the doors shut, the snowcat still present turned to him. Before the fox could explain he did not need an apology or an explanation, the larger male embraced him. Confused, Rasvim’s state of mind did not improve when the felis tenderly kissed him on the forehead.


    “I’m sorry, Rasvim.” Standing awkwardly in the other male’s arms, he didn’t really know how to respond to such a simple and heartfelt statement.


    “It’s alright, Torr. I’m not…”


    “No, it’s not alright. You are my ally, my fellow paladin, and I let myself become so blinded with the need to cleanse the temple, I could not see why you did what you did.” He must be referring to the incubus, since only that action in the past few months could be considered so grievous.


    “You did it because you loved Vorel so much you didn’t want to hurt him by revealing those emotions. You loved him so much you were willing to lose your power as a paladin. That level of sacrifice is something I should have admired, not grown angry over.” Another kiss on the top of his head and the larger male backed away.


    “Torr…” Even though he wanted to explain his opinion on the subject it just didn’t seem appropriate at the moment. “Thank you.” The snowcat smiled, probably the first time he had ever done so directly at the vulpine.

  


  
    “Now let’s get those books back to our temple.” Only a second later Rasvim heard approaching footsteps – the felis’s hearing was naturally more acute. The door opened, the cleric from earlier trudging in with a massive time under each arm. The covers of one had been carved from amber; the other was bound in bark.


    “You have as long as you need, lads. Just come get me when you are done.” Before he could leave, Torr pulled a tiny velvet pouch from his belt.


    “One moment, cleric.” The lynx paused, watching as the snowcat quickly dipped two fingers in the pouch, the digits coming out covered in a metallic powder. He touched each of the priest’s ears and each of his eyelids, mumbling. Though appearing irritated, the male did not move.


    “That should do it,” Torr remarked.


    “Do what, paladin?” At that, the snowcat spoke very clearly.


    “Now listen carefully. The Oracle is incapacitated, unconscious within the Temple of the Wing Goddess. No one in my chapel will allow these tomes to come to harm. We can transport the codexes out of here without alerting anyone in the chapel but you.”


    “Fascinating,” the lynx said dryly.


    “Now, cleric,” Torr continued, unperturbed, “did you see any red flashes around my muzzle?”


    “No.”


    “Then I told no lies. The spell I cast on you is the Sense of Truth, the most powerful spells for detecting deception there is. If any of those statements contained even the tiniest grain of falsehood, you would have seen bright red light spouting from my lips. Now, please reconsider allowing us to borrow these books just for tonight.” The cleric sighed, holding up his paws in surrender.


    “Fine, paladin. Take ‘em. If they’re not back by noon tomorrow, it’ll be both your hides.” Stunned at the sudden change of events, Rasvim watched as Torr slipped the religious artifacts into his backpack. It might not be the most glamorous may to remove these tomes, but it was effective.

  


  
    “Let’s go, Rasvim. You’re in charge today.” Nodding shakily, the fox opened the door to the hallway.


    Scared of interference from the Oracle, very few chapels were being cooperative. Even after explaining the fact that the nation was under attack no one really wanted to help the now-questionable paladins of the Hopegiver. The Codex of Frost, held in the Black Goddess’s chapel, proved to be the only one easy to retrieve. Mier simply walked in and took it – as a Wolfen, no one questioned his motives. Acton and Mier needed at least one more tome before returning to their chapel, and the mouse wasn’t about to let a little thing like walls stop him from getting what he needed. If the chapels wouldn’t help him, he would help himself.


    After stopping at an old friend’s magic shop and “borrowing” a pair of magic slippers large enough for Mier – he left a note saying he would bring them back – they both decided gaining the Codex of Wind, held in the temple to the felis god of travel, would be their best bet. It might not be an original, but thieves couldn’t really complain. A war was going on; these clerics should know better than to worry about repercussions from someone who wouldn’t kill them and reanimate them into walking skeletons.


    Mier may not be used to this sort of behavior, but if no one wanted to help them they would help themselves. The Wolfen’s set of shoes would let him walk without his normal echoing and lumbering, even muting the sounds of his heavy breathing. Subtlety may not be completely possible, but at least they could get the drop on someone. Anyways, the mouse preferred the canine at his side rather than waiting conspicuously outside.


    After dusk the two paladins waiting outside the felis temple, waiting for the clerics or servants to shut down and snuff the lanterns. He didn’t remember the name of this deity, but for now it didn’t matter. She would not strike him down for trying to save the country. The sound of the inner doors shutting reached his ears, which locked off the sanctum to outsiders until morning. Time to have some fun. Swinging up on the other male’s shoulders, he used the extra height to reach a stained glass window set high in the polished stone wall. Some chapels actually knew how to deter thieves, but very few expected opportunistic Wolfen to help in such an assault.

  


  
    Rather than shattering the colored glass, the nezumi lifted a very small razor from his belt. Tracing a large circle in the glass, he pressed his paw in the center to stop the loosening impromptu entranceway from crashing inside. As he completed the circle, he delicately passed the separate piece of glass to Mier. He set in on the ground, giving the mouse more then enough space to tumble into the building. Hopefully this temple did not stack sharp weapons beneath their windows like the lapin clerics did in their chapel. Jumping in, he silently hit the floor and tumbled to break him momentum. Even if someone was in this room, he wore the same armor from when he infiltrated the Wing Goddess temple a few days ago. Unless they looked directly at him they would notice nothing.


    Sidling along the wall through the worship room, he mentally calculated by the size of the room how many clerics could be in the building. This room appeared about the same size as similar ones in the Hopegiver’s temple, so there could be anywhere from thirty to forty holy warriors here. Only the Hopegiver had paladins in this city, so at least there would not be someone stabbing him in the gut on top of throwing holy magic at him. Through a door and down a hall he went, hearing hushed voices in the closed rooms he passed.


    “…what if the rumors are true about Deaqiz?”


    “….can we do anything?”


    “…should we trust the paladins if they come to call?”


    “…we should flee to Sacavuni…”


    As he kept moving, opening only the doors he needed, the mouse made his way to one of the servants’ entrances to the building. Since he was inside, picking the lock would not be necessary. After letting the Wolfen waiting very patiently outside in the building – he had to duck to fit in the hallway – they moved to the main chapel room. Most chapels like to display their treasures for everyone, especially if the chapel needed to draw more worshippers. Just as he expected; a very large book, the cover plated in sandstone and rubbed with abrasive to create the illusion of a perpetual breeze, waited near the middle of the empty space. Acton’s temple may prefer an orderly group in front of them. But it seemed this chapel wanted a mob surrounding them.

  


  
    “Stay here,” Mier breathed, walking unnaturally quietly to the pedestal the book rested on. The mouse may not be able to survive any protective spells placed on it – those same spells could not even affect the Wolfen. He picked the book up, holding still a moment before returning it to Acton. Grabbing the male’s spare paw, Acton backed up to the nearest wall and concentrated. He only had one use of his slippers today until they recharged and getting out would be a much better use of them. Gripping Mier’s paw as tightly as he could, he pulled him through the wall with him.


    Since they did not need to remain stealthy in the streets, they both practically sprinted back to their own temple. Rasvim and Torr had already returned, with the fox sitting in Vorel’s lap in the central hall. With the Oracle out of the picture and their secret out, no one saw the need to remain behind closed doors with it all. After setting the stolen book on one of the numerous tables pulled from auxiliary rooms, Mier, stilling holding his paw, pulled him out of the room and down the hall. Not entirely sure what was going on – didn’t they have work to do? – the mouse did not resist. In their room, the Wolfen pulled them together, held him, dropped to his knees and kissed him. Lips caressed his ears, his face. They didn’t have time to do anything, but still the Wolfen picked him up and set him on the edge of their bed.


    “I love you, Acton,” he whispered, pulling something from under his armor. A single tooth, threaded on what appeared to be a self-twirled piece of twine, slipped over the mouse’s head and rested right in the hollow of his throat. When the Wolfen smiled, Acton noticed one of his most prominent sharp canines missing.

  


  
    “I love you too, Mier, but what is…” He reached out to touch the hollow spot in his mouth, but the Wolfen only kissed his fingers.


    “It’s what Wolfen do when they want to be with someone forever. I give you a piece of me, to connect us wherever we go.” Mier kissed him again, this time pressing him down into the sheets, his jaw moving down to grip his throat. He could never resist this tactic, relaxing completely, not caring about invaders or stealing from temples for the moment. His love, the only male in his heart, held him as the Wolfen did, showing affection in a way only canines could. When he let go, Acton really didn’t want to read books for the next few hours.


    “How are you going to eat without this tooth?” The mouse ran his fingers over the piece of his lover, the slightest pulsing emanating from it. It reminded him of the Wolfen’s heartbeat.


    “Do not worry about it, Acton. My teeth grow back.”


    By dawn, very little headway had been made. Every book made reference to ancient creatures capable of controlling undead and how to kill necromancers, but none specifically explained why Takashi Ironskin survived so many assassination attempts, could no longer be disconnected with his servants through magical interference, or why the male’s magic did not run out. Even the most powerful recorded darkmages eventually grew tired and collapsed from the strain of channeling so much magic. By all accounts, the general had never even broken a sweat.


    “I give up,” Rasvim exclaimed, slamming the Codex of Lightning shut with a bang. “There isn’t anything useful in any of these.”


    “I agree,” Mier added, closing the book borrowed from the Black Goddess’s temple much more carefully. “Nothing here can truly help us. I have only found a few vague references to a powerful, broken weapon that might – might – aid us, but nothing specific enough to help.” Vorel shrugged. Without information, they could to little but wait.

  


  
    “Perhaps I can help you in your search, paladins.” All five males turned to the chapel doors, Acton and Rasvim both jumping out of their chairs. The Oracle stood in the doorway, recovered, her staff missing but her two Wolfen only a step behind her. She did not seem angry, irritated, or even neutral. Her face showed only purpose.


    “I have been visited by the Hopegiver, paladins, and he has told me much.” The other three males stood as well, keeping one paw on the books gathered the day before. They would not be going back until they were no longer needed.


    “He has informed me of his wishes for you, for all of you. I have been told to no longer interfere in the actions of his chapel, and to help you find the Light of Creation.”


    “The what?” Vorel had heard of this weapon, but it seemed Acton did not.


    “It is the greatest holy weapon ever forged, one powerful enough to slay even High General Takashi Ironskin.” The Paladins collectively set back down, their need for the information much more important than their dislike of the messenger.


    “Continue,” Vorel suggested, pouring another glass of petalwine. Between the five of them they’d gone through almost a dozen bottles.


    “The weapon was forged millennia ago to assist in the destruction of a very vindictive and somewhat successful god.”


    “Which god?”


    “The First.” Everyone in the room looked at each other – a weapon that could kill the god of the Chosen?


    “Before the weapon could be used to absolutely and completely destroy him, the First created the Chosen to obey and follow his edicts. A god is only as powerful as his followers, so he created an entire race to grant him enough energy to fight against the other gods. His first desire was for the Light of Creation to be ripped apart.”

  


  
    “Alright…” Vorel sighed – Acton never liked to wait for the climax of a good story.


    “It was separated into three pieces – one piece put in each of three of the Fonts of Creation.” When all but Vorel looked around, confused, the head paladin explained.


    “The teachings of the Hopegiver, the old ones, tell of fours points that serve as the centers of all magic and life. Two are on this continent, one on the plateau of Shin-se, the other in Wolfen Valley.” The lutrin lived on the coast of Shin-se, whereas the plateau remained uninhabited. The Oracle continued where Vorel left off.


    “The other two exist far to the west, one on the central island of the Dark Isles.” Acton swallowed involuntarily – his place of origin was not the most hospitable of areas.


    “Where is the other?”


    “In the Head Chapel of the First, in Uchani, capitol of the K’Mir Empire.” No one moved, no one spoke, no one breathed. Could they do anything?


    “However, one of the pieces is not there, but to fully activate the magic in the weapon it must be fully set inside that font. It will be the last stop on your journey.”


    Vorel understood, and he hoped the other paladins would as well. Very few had the physical strength, stamina, and faith to make such on a journey on the hope that a weapon might exist somewhere far away. Worst of all, the paladins would have to travel apart and in completely opposite directions to gather the resources as fast as they could.


    “Who will go?” Acton looked anywhere but at the Oracle, probably knowing he would be asked to journey to an area he left over a decade ago.


    “I’ll go.” Eyes turned to the hallway leading to the paladin’s quarters. Gix and Sven both stood at the shadow corner, a sheet wrapped around the lion.

  


  
    “So will I.” The Oracle frowned, but answered nicely.


    “I will not ask you…”


    “I’m not asking. I’ll go to the Dark Isles. You’re gonna ask Acton to go, even though he’ll die on his own.”


    “Then I will go to Wolfen Valley.” The Oracle nodded at Mier – an expected response. Both probably knew the other male would be fine without them for a few months.


    “Rasvim and I will go to Shin-se, return here and wait for the other two pieces, then go to Uchani.” Torr looked at his leader.


    “What will I do?”


    “You will remain here, as the Head Paladin of the Hopegiver, until my return. It is about time you learned how to lead our god’s followers. I also noticed the female you snuck in a few hours ago through the kitchen. I doubt she could make such a long journey.” Torr winced, but did not deny the fact. A female snowcat slept in his room as they spoke.


    “Then it is settled,” the Oracle proclaimed, nodding at the paladins, Gix, and Sven. “You will re-forge the Light of Creation, the only weapon powerful enough to permanently kill High General Takashi Ironskin.” Vorel stood and bowed to the female vulpine, smiling. It was too easy.


    “I guess we will be leaving after all.”
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