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  Jherik’s Tale


  Part 1


  

  Jherik’s tail twitched when he was bored. It twitched when he was angry, and it twitched when he was excited. Lately, his life had been a cycle of those three moods. When he was bored, his thoughts inevitably turned to the last meeting his father had held with him and his brother, and then he got angry, and when he got angry he stalked down to the practice area to work off his anger in sparring with whatever soldiers happened to be working out there. When he’d beaten them all, the excitement of battle would wear off, and he slowly grew bored again.


  Marhik, by contrast, was the very model of a cougar noble. When sitting in their father’s study, his posture was impeccable, ears canted at just the proper angle to show respect for his father and the pride of his own heritage. His paws rested easily on the arms of the chair, and no matter what their father said, he never ever accidentally scored the wood with his claws. And his tail remained perfectly curled around his knees as he sat, motionless.


  By his nineteenth birthday, Jherik had given up on the idea that he would grow into his brother’s demeanor. His brother had always been that way, as long as he could remember, and he’d always been the one with his fur askew, claws prone to extending at the slightest provocation, disrespectful ears, and uncontrollable tail. Six would-be instructors had despaired of ever making a proper noble out of him, and the last had told his father that it didn’t matter anyway; as the second son, he would be either a soldier or a priest.


  Never a priest, Jherik knew. He could barely keep his attention on the cantor every Gaiaday when they sat in services. There, as everywhere else, his brother put him to shame with his perfect posture and his focus that never strayed from the speaker. He could have been in services as they waited for their father to explain why he had called them to his study; his eyes never left the older cougar behind the desk. Jherik couldn’t keep himself from looking all around the study, from the large wooden desk that was weathered with the marks of a dozen Barons (a gift from the neighboring barony in the fourth year of the reign of King Xarric) to the bookshelves that had been built in the time of Jherik’s grandfather, who’d tried to encourage the printing shops in the local town to expand their line and had still only been able to fill half his shelves.


  When his father spoke, he looked at Marhik. “You heard about the messenger from Caril.” Marhik nodded, a small nod. Exactly the right nod, Jherik thought. “The Crown Prince has been murdered.”


  He gave them a moment to assimilate that. Jherik’s tail froze and then started lashing behind him. The Crown Prince? They were second cousins to the royal family, though he’d never actually met them nose-to-nose. The closest they’d come had been at a royal celebration for the birth of the king and queen’s third child, ten years ago. Jherik vaguely remembered the crown prince, a stocky cougar just starting to grow into his adolescent frame. Marhik, closer to his age, had talked to him, and Jherik turned to his brother to see how he would be affected by the tragedy.


  “Who did it?” Marhik’s tones were clipped and precise. His ears and tail didn’t appear to have moved an inch.


  “I don’t have that information.” Their father sighed and rubbed at his muzzle. “All I know is… we may be at war.”


  “I’ll have to take some troops to Caril.”


  “Yes.” Their father nodded gravely. “I want you to pick the best fifty soldiers we have and bring them to Caril. It’s not much, but we’re a small barony.”


  “I know the soldiers better than Marhik does,” Jherik burst out impulsively.


  “Consult your brother if you want to,” their father said, still to Marhik. “But have them ready to march tomorrow morning.”


  “Yes, sir.” Marhik nodded again while Jherik seethed.


  “Jherik, I want you to recruit replacements. We may not be able to get fifty, but get as many as we can.”


  Jherik looked at his brother, then back at his father. The request didn’t seem to make sense. “How can I recruit if I’m going to be marching to Caril tomorrow morning?”


  His father and brother both looked at him as if he were a beloved house pet who couldn’t understand basic commands. “You’re not going to Caril,” his father said.


  Jherik laughed. “You think there are fifty soldiers in our army better than me?”


  “You can’t go,” Marhik explained patiently. “Both of us can’t go.”


  “Then you stay, and I’ll lead the soldiers.”


  Their father shook his head. “Marhik has to lead them.”


  “Why don’t you lead them, and I’ll go along, and Marhik can stay here?” Jherik leaned forward, not even conscious of the marks his claws were making in the arms of his chair.


  “Because,” Marhik said patiently, Marhik who always understood everything and never complained, “I have to gain experience in leading the soldiers. I’m of age now. If Dad came along they would defer to him and I wouldn’t gain their confidence and respect. And because it’s not an actual war yet, Dad doesn’t have to go himself.”


  “Cougar grant there may not be a war,” their father said heavily.


  “It’s not fair!” Jherik said.


  He didn’t miss the glance that his father and brother exchanged, the one that said, no use talking to him when he gets like this. He sank back into his chair, all attempts at good posture gone, and lowered his ears sulkily.


  “The Barony of Limorra is on the way to Caril,” Marhik said. “Can we rest there?”


  “Excellent idea. Taqarra may want to marry you to Viana before you go on to Caril. At least, we should not lose the chance to make that match sooner rather than later. The alliance will be a good one.”


  They talked about politics for another few minutes, while Jherik sank deeper into his sulk. When their father dismissed them, he stormed outside without a word, brushing aside his brother’s attempts to talk to him, and headed right for the practice area.


  Corrif, a large wolf who was one of the senior leaders of their little army, was training two younger soldiers, a bobcat and an otter. Jherik had to search for their names and could only remember that the bobcat was called Pexi. They were both about two thirds the size of the wolf, their heads coming up to the bottom of his chest, but Jherik knew that size didn’t determine the skill of the fighter. He was larger than any of the soldiers in the army and he had been beaten once by a weasel half his size.


  “Good, good, watch your paws, Trikka, don’t get stuck in one place. I’m moving around to your left, so don’t just turn your torso. Pexi, don’t follow me; anticipate me. Both of you stay crouched down, that makes it harder for me to hit you. When you’re attacking a larger opponent, you’ll want to hit the knees and feet. Defend upward and strike low—yes, like that, good!” Pexi had swung the wooden practice sword and clipped the wolf on the knee, but the stroke left him open and Corrif flicked his practice sword expertly into the crease between the bobcat’s head and shoulder. “But don’t forget to defend. You’re dead now, and your partner is all alone against a larger opponent, albeit a hobbled one.”


  He turned around Trikka, and caught sight of Jherik. He stepped back from the fight and lowered his practice sword. “All right, take a break.”


  The otter and bobcat saw Jherik then, too, and padded off to the side of the practice area, where they sat down, panting.


  Corrif met Jherik by the sword rack. “Regular swords, m’lord?”


  By way of answer, Jherik grabbed a narrow metal longsword from the rack. Corrif nodded and took a heavier weapon. He was about six inches shorter than the cougar, but just as well muscled, and there wasn’t a weapon Jherik could handle that Corrif couldn’t handle as well.


  Jherik spent five minutes warming up; Corrif, already limber, donned a leather breastplate to replace the padded armor he’d been wearing and did some practice steps to get used to it. It left his arms and legs unprotected, and the sleek, tough curves of his arms and legs as he flexed and stretched would have been imposing to any other soldier.


  Jherik, however, matched him curve for curve, and his shorter fur showed off his musculature more effectively. He was well aware of this, and even in a practice match, he took his time taking off his shirt, more for the benefit of Pexi and Trikka than Corrif himself. He knew the wolf would be mostly amused by the display, but for the day when he would be sparring against the bobcat or otter, he wanted them to remember and be intimidated.


  He squared off against the wolf and they bowed, touched swords, and began.


  Of all the soldiers, Corrif was Jherik’s least favorite sparring partner. The wolf knew him well, having initially trained him, and their fighting styles were so similar that Jherik sometimes thought he was fighting himself. As a result, their sessions were often long and tiring and frequently ended in a draw.


  He brought his sword down and around. Corrif parried and feinted to his right, but Jherik wasn’t fooled. He parried the real attack, which came a moment later from the left, and slid his sword along Corrif’s, trying for a quick touch. The move left him open to a quick return stroke, but he knew the heavier weapon would slow the wolf. Corrif stepped aside and pushed Jherik’s sword away with his paws, then thrust forward, not even trying for the quick return.


  So it went for several minutes. The bobcat and otter passed into and out of Jherik’s field of vision several times as he and Corrif circled and sparred, but he barely noticed them. Only when he glanced up over the wolf’s shoulder and noticed Marhik standing at the entrance, arms folded, did he lose his focus.


  It was only a second’s hesitation, but Corrif noticed and took advantage, swinging his sword in a short arc that buried the tip in Jherik’s leather breastplate. “Match,” he said, smiling.


  Beaten. Not only beaten, but beaten in front of two young soldiers. Beaten in front of an impassive Marhik, who was just starting to let the corners of his muzzle turn up in a smirk. He brought the flat of his sword back hard, smacking into the back of Corrif’s paw as the wolf was lowering his weapon.


  With a yelp, Corrif dropped his sword and clutched his paw, doubling over. Jherik knew that what he’d done was unfair and unwarranted, but he wrapped his growing shame in a cocoon of anger, dropped his weapon, and stalked over to his brother.


  “What do you want?”


  Marhik looked at Corrif, who was just straightening up. “I suppose I’ll be taking him with me. If you haven’t crippled him, that is.”


  “What do you want here?” Jherik repeated, panting from the exertion. “You want to fight?”


  The question was ludicrous. Though he was two years older, Marhik was shorter and lighter than his brother. He had a sleek runner’s build, smooth muscles playing under his fur rather than pushing out of it as Jherik’s did. Until Jherik had turned fifteen, they were able to wear the same armor, though they each had their own, but Jherik’s constant sparring and working had broadened his chest to the point that Marhik’s armor no longer fit him. Marhik had turned his energy to his political duties, a task that Jherik felt neither the obligation nor the inclination to share. He took great pleasure in working out while his brother sat in long sessions with his father and other nobles.


  Marhik deflected the question with a smile. “You know, you shouldn’t make the soldiers afraid to lose to you. Fear is not the proper motivator.”


  “Get to the point.” Jherik felt his heart rate slow, but his tail was still actively lashing.


  “I just wanted your recommendations for which soldiers should go to Caril. But maybe you should cool down first. Corrif, are you okay?”


  Jherik turned. The wolf had straightened up and was massaging his paw, hiding it from the two wide-eyed soldiers sitting on the bench. He nodded slowly, a dignified gesture. “I’ll see the healer about it, m’lord.”


  “Will you be ready to travel tomorrow?” Marhik said past Jherik.


  “Tomorrow? Of course, m’lord.” Corrif’s ears tilted to one side, but he restrained his curiosity and turned back to the bobcat and otter. “Come on, you two. Clean up the swords here and then take the rest of the morning off.”


  “Yes, sir!” they chorused, and ran to pick up the dropped swords as Corrif walked by the two cougars, bowing his head as he passed.


  Marhik and Jherik watched them, and when they’d left, Jherik said, “Fine. I’ll have the list to you by tonight.”


  He made to leave, but Marhik stopped him with a paw to his chest. “Jherik. Listen, I’ll be leaving tomorrow.”


  “I know.”


  “To fight.”


  “Maybe.” Why did he have to keep bringing that up?


  Marhik sighed. “I might not be coming back.”


  Jherik stared at him. “What do you mean?”


  “It’s war, Jherik. You know, fighting for real, not in the sparring room. People die.”


  Jherik snorted. “Not you.”


  “What do you mean?” Marhik’s ears flicked; his muzzle tilted to one side.


  “I mean… nothing.” He started to walk past his brother again.


  “Jherik, do you get what I’m saying? I might never see you again.”


  His brother’s earnest love and worry perversely made him even angrier. “Oh, Cougar will protect you. She always does.”


  Marhik shook his head in confusion, and Jherik’s rage and frustration boiled over. “Everything always goes your way! You get to lead the soldiers into battle. You get everything right and I can’t even remember to address the mayor as ‘his honor.’ You get to marry Viana!”


  “Cougar’s teeth, Jherik,” Marhik sighed. “You don’t even like girls!”


  There was a certain satisfaction in making his even-tempered brother swear. Jherik savored it only briefly. “It wouldn’t matter if I did. You’re the one that matters. You get to raise a family and be baron and…”


  “I thought you didn’t want to be baron.”


  “I don’t!”


  “You pretty much gave up on the priesthood when you fell asleep during your own Lustration.”


  “That’s all just hand-waving and words. Cougar doesn’t care if we go to services or how we worship.”


  Marhik’s ears flicked. “I know what you think of the services,” he said quietly. “I was just pointing out that you haven’t exactly gone out of your way to take the options open to you.”


  “There are no options open to me.”


  His brother sighed again. “Fine. I’ll see you in the morning if you come to see us off. Then you’d better get busy recruiting. If you don’t feel that’s beneath you.”


  Marhik turned on his paws and walked away, and for once, his tail was lashing too.


  



  

  Jherik had left that evening to go to the southernmost town in the barony, the one that was four hours’ ride from their manor and not on the way to Caril. He took only his valet, a young raccoon named Yakua, with him. The following day, he visited the mayor of the town and explained the need for recruits, and rode back to the manor. Marhik and the fifty soldiers had left at first light. And, Jherik noted bitterly, Marhik hadn’t even waited for his recommendation.


  So began his cycle of boredom, anger, and excitement. He rode to visit the mayors of the other two major towns in the barony, helped examine the new recruits as they arrived, and assisted Master Winson, the old badger, as he got them ready to become soldiers. They got thirty-eight young males, which was more than Jherik had been expecting, and according to Winson, at least ten of them had the makings of good soldiers. The rest could be trained.


  But the absence of the best soldiers meant that Jherik’s sparring sessions were over quickly and did little to dissipate the tension and frustration he felt growing inside him every day. He snapped at his valet, avoided his father, sat alone at meals, and only with the greatest restraint managed to be polite to Winson. The badger had initiated him as a young cub and tolerated no rudeness, even from Jherik.


  About a week after Marhik’s departure, Jherik found himself in bed, unable to sleep. His thoughts were a turmoil of emotions, and the images of his brother, his father, and his former colleagues now on their way to Caril and glory would not go away. Fists clenched, he wished he had some way to relax, and then he remembered back to four or five years ago, and slowly got out of bed.


  Yakua slept in the front room on a small cot. Jherik passed him by and stepped into the hall to light a candle from the torch, then went back into his bedroom, closing the door behind him and locking it.


  The small bookshelf in his room held books that he had borrowed from his grandfather’s library about weapons, tactics, and battle techniques. But in the back of one of the drawers of his desk he had two other books, taken when he and Marhik had found a more private library of their grandfather’s, some six years before. There had been no fighting over the books they found; Marhik took the well-used majority, all of which featured females in various states of undress, and Jherik, who had realized just a year before that females held no fascination for him, took the two that Marhik didn’t want. One, titled “Bare Muscles,” featured a large bear, muscled and shirtless, holding a smaller but just as muscled raccoon, both very obviously male. The other, titled “Lucky Three,” showed a naked wolf with two naked otters obviously enjoying themselves, though all their privates were cleverly hidden. The books might have raised some questions about the cubs’ grandfather except that they lay at the bottom of the pile, dusty, uncreased, and unblemished.


  He’d never been able to explore his feelings, but he read “Bare Muscles” over and over again, sometimes switching to “Lucky Three” for variety. The styles were similar (both were authored by a “P. Zinsky”), but he found that reading about the strong, powerful bear excited him more than reading about the frolicking of the wolf and his two otter playmates. He read the books for a year, until he knew them so well that he didn’t have to get them out any more. And when he didn’t get them out, they faded from his life, becoming a guilty adolescent memory rather than a secret pleasure.


  For the last few years, his self-gratification had been quick and almost mechanical. He’d lost his virginity to a soldier when he was seventeen, had slept with a couple of the others since then, but never more than once. His most constant companion was his own paw.


  Now, he looked back on those adolescent days as a more halcyon time, when he’d taken at least some pleasure from life. Maybe it was kid stuff, but it had been fun kid stuff, and he was beyond caring if what he did was appropriate any more. Besides, no one would know.


  He took “Bare Muscles” from the back of the drawer, set the candle on his bedside table, and opened the book. It fell open to a passage that was one of his favorites; he’d pressed the book open there many times as his paw worked. He traced a claw down his sheath, feeling it stir as he read.


  



  Muscles shifted under the fur, as if the rolling hills had come alive and were dancing under their arboreal blanket. Damien found himself lifted into the air as easily as a cub, massive arms barely straining as the paws under his hips settled him down again. He felt the amorous pressure under him and tightened his own muscles playfully before yielding gladly to the invasion.


  Josef made a low ululation of pleasure, a basso profundo arrow that shot to Damien’s chest and thrummed there. He pressed his paws against the bear’s tight, hard chest and massaged there in time with the rhythm of their bodies. The heat of Josef’s breath enveloped his muzzle with the tender caress of a paw, a deep warm fog in which Damien’s whiskers could not navigate. Together they moved, together they were as one, brown fur blending with grey, hard and rippling, the motion like the rolling of clouds before a storm.


  



  Jherik responded quickly to the words and his own touch. He knew that some of his adolescent fantasies had involved Corrif, but he was no longer interested in the old wolf. Instead, his thoughts turned to Mishel, a very well built young coyote who had just signed up in the wave of recruiting. Jherik was sure he had noticed Mishel’s eyes linger on him, and so now he imagined those eyes meeting his as he lowered the coyote’s muscular legs into his lap, imagined that the strokes on his long shaft came not from his paw, but from the tight rear of Mishel, and imagined that his paw was closed around the coyote’s hard member. He could see the tawny fur and the nicely shaped arms and chest in front of him, bucking up and down…


  



  The storm clouds built, Damien’s breaths like the precursor wind, Josef’s rumbles like the distant thunder that sends farmers scurrying for shelter. Damien felt his fur tingle as though the clouds were full of power, gods in their bodies gathering thunderbolts for one enormous flash of lightning. Looking into Josef’s eyes, he saw the same sparks mirrored there, the gleam of light like that found in the depths of a precious gem, and like the gem, the bear was tough and hard: his chest, his stone-solid arm that supported the wolf’s weight, his thighs like fur-covered rock under Damien, and of course the hardness the bear was sharing with him. Damien himself was taut and hard all over; he could watch his arms flex as they rubbed the bear’s chest, but his eyes were fixed on Josef’s.


  And when the lightning came, it seared them both, wrenching the high keening of the full force of the storm winds from Damien, while Josef voiced the loud roll of thunder. Damien felt the splash of passion’s rain between his tight, heaving stomach and the bear’s, and he wished the lightning would never fade.


  



  Jherik’s paw ran faster up and down his length. He could feel the dampness on his fingers from his leaking tip, and his toes curled as pleasure rippled through them. He abandoned the book and leaned back on his bed, still picturing the coyote sitting astride him, naked, seeing the large curves of his chest and the tight flatness of his young stomach, the play of his leg muscles making his sandy-colored fur wave as he rode up and down Jherik’s shaft, his tight rear squeezing and squeezing, just like that…


  Jherik clenched his teeth together to keep his throaty roar of pleasure in as his body convulsed in its release. Spurts of his seed landed on his chest and stomach, then coursed down his paw. He kept stroking frantically, lubricated with his own juices, and stopped when he couldn’t stand it any more, his paw coated in sticky white.


  The vision of Mishel disappeared. He lay on the bed, panting heavily, staring at the reliefs in the plaster ceiling as the shadows from the candlelight played over them. His paw trailed lazily through the mess on his stomach. He felt good, but not exhausted, not spent. His tail lashed the bed for several minutes, and finally he got up, wrapped a robe loosely around himself, and slid noiselessly out of the room and down to where the water baths were.


  At the family’s baths, he paused. Servants kept them meticulously clean, and any mess he made would be seen and identified the next morning. Most likely his scent would linger, especially given the muskiness of what he’d be washing off. His gaze slid to the door and the soldiers’ barracks outside the manor, where there was a more anonymous water bath. Soldiers wouldn’t be up and about at this hour, not with the grueling schedule the recruits were being given. They would be cherishing every scrap of sleep they were allowed. And the ones who’d been left behind, he reasoned as he eased the manor door shut behind him and walked down to the complex of wooden buildings at the base of the hill, had been left behind because they were lazy and therefore they would be sleeping all night as well. Or else out in the town without permission.


  His reasoning seemed to hold. The baths were empty, but a profusion of scents lingered. He felt sure that his wouldn’t be detected.


  At first, he welcomed the silence; after a few moments, he found it strangely unsettling. The scents were so fresh and strong that he kept expecting someone to walk in on him. He finished washing his front quickly, then splashed some water over the rest of himself as it occurred to him that he might run into someone on the way back, and while a night bath was odd, it could be explained less embarrassingly than a wet patch from chest to groin.


  As soon as he’d done that, he regretted it. He could have just kept the robe closed and nobody would have known, he told himself. Now the robe would just keep his fur from drying. He growled softly. He’d have to walk around and let it dry before going up to the manor.


  He paced around the baths for several minutes, then perked his ears. He thought he’d heard a faint sound through the wooden walls of the baths, a sound like a metal clang. Frustration forgotten, he draped the robe around himself and padded silently out, peering to the left and right before heading towards the armory. If one of the soldiers had taken a sword out for a night on the town, that was fairly serious indeed. Unapproved absences were usually overlooked, but soldiers weren’t supposed to take weapons into town unless they were going to battle. That was one of the few items of the barony charter that Jherik did know; as a soldier, it had been drilled into him.


  The armory was silent and empty, but as Jherik stood listening to the crackling torches over the night’s silence, he heard panting from the practice room, next door. It stopped a moment later, followed by the swish of a blade cutting the air and a softly muffled grunt of exertion. Curious, he placed his paw on the door and eased it open.


  He poked his head through the scant opening and saw a figure moving around. A moment later, he saw the flash of a blade. The torches in the practice room had been put out, so he couldn’t see details, but the figure was smaller than him, and slighter.


  “Hey,” he said with mild interest, stepping into the room. “What are you doing here?”


  The light coming through the door fell upon orange fur. Gleaming eyes stared at him, and the slender muzzle froze. The sword fell to the floor with a clatter.


  “Look, it’s okay, but if you wanted an extra practice session, you should’ve talked to—hey!”


  The fox had darted past him and out the open door. Jherik turned, but by the time he got outside, the fox had vanished. He looked around the deserted and silent corridors, and eventually decided the fox must have gone into one of the ten dormitories, and he didn’t feel like waking up all the soldiers just to find him.


  He cinched the robe around himself, returned to the practice room, and shelved the fallen sword, sniffing the leather-wrapped handle as he did. Like the baths, it held a number of scents, but the strongest was unmistakably vulpine, and strangely familiar. For several minutes, he held the handle to his nose, but the scent remained elusive. Finally, he put the sword away and headed back to bed, where even the mystery could not keep him awake for another minute.


  Part 2


  

  In the morning, he slept until lunch, then went down to the barracks to try to find the fox. New recruits weren’t allowed in the practice room alone, so maybe it was some impatient cub who wanted to feel what it was like to hold a sword. As he approached the barracks, he heard Master Winson’s gruff voice running through the last of a series of basic exercise drills. “And down for twenty, nineteen, eighteen, you’ll do twenty more if I don’t hear you counting…”


  “Fifteen… fourteen…” came a ragged chant. Jherik saw a class of ten recruits stepping forward in lunges, arms coming up with each one. They wore only short skirts, and it was not an overly warm day, but most of them were panting.


  Mishel was among them, second largest next to the only wolf in the group, but the wolf was skinny and didn’t have Mishel’s build. Jherik watched the coyote’s leg muscles bunch and flow, and noted that the coyote was barely panting, even when they finished the second set on the other leg. The wolf’s tongue was lolling out of his muzzle, most of the others were panting hard, and one raccoon was hunched over with a paw to his side.


  The coyote, by contrast, stood and jogged in place until Master Winson gave them a five-minute break before their kitchen duty. Then he stood and stretched his legs, one by one, holding them until his muscles bulged under his sandy fur. He raised both arms over his head, his broad chest flattened by the stretch, then arched his tail and bent to touch his toes. Watching from behind, Jherik caught a tantalizing glimpse of the bottom of Mishel’s shapely rear, and found himself unable to look away.


  Mishel straightened slowly and languidly, and as he turned his muzzle ever so slightly in Jherik’s direction, the cougar caught a flash of the coyote’s eye and the slightest hint of a smile, and suddenly realized that the show had been all for his benefit.


  He watched the group straggle up the road to the manor, picking up tunics from the edge of the field, and felt a sudden need to visit the practice room.


  Two unsatisfying spars later, he remembered that he’d come down here to look for a fox. The dormitories held only a senior goat and raccoon playing a dice game; the other senior soldiers were probably drilling or in town relaxing, and the new recruits were probably all up at the manor helping in the kitchens or stables or wherever Drinn, the house steward, could put them to work. Master Winson might have been able to tell him which of the new recruits fit the bill, but Jherik felt oddly possessive of his mystery, and besides, talking to Master Winson would entail explaining why he was wandering around the barracks in the middle of the night.


  He could go up to the manor and search, but neither the prospect of walking through the kitchens and stables nor the idea of talking to Drinn to find out where the recruits were held much appeal for him. A visit to the kitchens might let him see Mishel again, but he didn’t want to appear to be too eager to see the coyote. He would arrange to run into him later that evening, perhaps, or the next day.


  And besides, it occurred to him, he could always come back to the practice room that night, and see if the fox returned. That would be the best course, more private than the manor and easier than searching all over during the daylight.


  He spent the afternoon doing some basic exercises to stay in shape, bored, but glad to have something on his mind besides his father and brother. When he felt he’d taxed his muscles enough, he did fifteen minutes more, and then walked slowly back to the manor.


  After a short powder bath, he joined the family for dinner. His brother’s usual chair stood empty, and again, his father didn’t invite him to occupy it. Reminded of his brother’s heroic mission, stewing at the perceived slight, Jherik answered his father’s questions with monosyllabic grunts and ate his meal as quickly as possible. With little regard for the niceties of courtesy, and without his brother to keep him at the table, he felt free to get up before dessert was served and wander back down the manor to the barracks, ignoring his father’s half-hearted reprimand.


  The anger stayed with him as he leaned against the barracks wall in the shade of the building, watching the setting sun paint the manor house a fiery red. Normally, at this time of night, Corrif and a few of Jherik’s other long-time friends in the army would be around for him to sit and talk with, maybe throw a few dice with, spar with, or go into town and drink with. Their absence stoked his discontent, and kept his tail thumping against the wood of the building as it twitched.


  The group of recruits appeared at the crest of the hill some twenty minutes later, having undoubtedly helped clean up after the meal. Mishel and the young wolf were talking, the coyote waving his paws to make some sort of point. He didn’t notice Jherik until he’d entered the shadow of the building as well.


  Jherik met his eyes coolly, fixing the coyote so Mishel would know why Jherik was there. The coyote looked back, stopped and said something to the wolf, then walked across the group of recruits as they padded tiredly inside.


  “My lord,” Mishel said deferentially, stopping about two feet in front of Jherik and looking up at him with a knowing smile.


  “Good evening, Mishel.” The sight of the coyote had driven other thoughts from his mind. His legs were thrumming and he was afraid that his desire was easily apparent to the coyote’s sensitive nose. He curled his tail around his leg, but couldn’t stop the tip from twitching.


  “You wanted to… see me?” The coyote was standing respectfully, but pushing his chest out to show it off, even under the rough tunic. His legs, still bare, were impressive highlights against the shadow of the building.


  Jherik cleared his throat. He very badly wanted to see the coyote now, all of him. “Yes. This way?”


  He hadn’t meant to make it a question. To make up for it, he strode off without waiting or turning to see if Mishel would follow him. He walked around the back of the building to where a small stand of trees grew against the outer wall of the manor grounds. Inside the trees, they would be at least partially hidden from the barracks. There wasn’t another sheltered place nearby. Jherik had hidden here with his brother, when they were younger and the soldiers played “hide and stalk” with them.


  Memories of his brother brought old feelings back; he banished them as he turned inside the trees to face Mishel. The coyote grinned, his tail swishing behind him as he stepped closer to Jherik. “My lord?”


  “I enjoyed… your show today,” Jherik said.


  Mishel lowered his ears. “I am pleased if my lord liked what he saw. I am at my lord’s disposal.”


  Jherik stared at him for a moment, his eyes adjusting to the dusk, but he couldn’t find words. With a quick motion, he stooped and slid his paw under the fringe of Mishel’s skirt, lifting it until he felt the coyote’s sac against his fingers. He lifted his paw further, rubbing his pad against the thick ridge he found there as he lowered his muzzle to touch noses with the coyote, exhaling against him.


  He was aware of the scent of his dinner on his breath, and suddenly the gesture didn’t seem as romantic as in the stories. But Mishel was growling in soft pleasure and pressing into his paw, wrapping arms around him to pull his hard body closer. A questing tongue licked at Jherik’s muzzle, nudging it open, pulling him into a kiss that ended with the coyote’s skirt on the ground and Jherik’s pants undone by agile paws.


  Mishel was already half-erect by the time his paws found Jherik’s member. They traced up his engorged sheath and slid along the hard length to the tip, brushing on both sides. Jherik tried to keep pace, holding Mishel’s firm body against his with one paw pressed against the ridges of his back while the other curled around the coyote’s maleness. Both paws were rubbing, and Jherik didn’t know whether to be more delighted with the coyote’s firmly taut back or his growing smooth erection.


  He moaned softly, overcome with sensations, and that was when Mishel dropped to his knees.


  Jherik blinked in surprise as both his paws were abruptly emptied, but in that moment the coyote had already applied his muzzle to the cougar’s trembling length and was licking it steadily, and any objections Jherik was going to voice were lost in a flood of warmth. Each stroke of the tongue made him shiver, and he had to lean back and brace himself against the tree when Mishel’s entire muzzle slid down to take his length in.


  Slowly at first, gathering speed, the coyote lowered his muzzle and brought it back up. Jherik watched his body ripple as his weight shifted with each stroke, finding that the view intensified the sensations spreading outward from his sheath. Mishel used his tongue and teeth, catching the fleshy ridges on Jherik’s member as he slid back, pressing them in when he moved forward. His tail wagged behind him in slow synchrony with his movements.


  Jherik began to rock back and forth, keeping his moans low so they wouldn’t carry to the barracks. The coyote’s free paw explored the back of his leg, feeling the muscles, and Jherik felt a surge of pride at his body and Mishel’s interest in it. He tightened his legs as the coyote’s paw roamed them, and thrust into the smooth muzzle, growling in his throat and chest.


  With each thrust, he felt the increased pressure of Michel’s tongue, and the firm grip of both paws, one at the base of his sheath and one around the back of his right leg. That one didn’t even move when Jherik had to shift his weight suddenly as his body was overloaded with sensations. He gripped Mishel’s powerful shoulder with one paw and the tree behind him with the other (so he could sink his claws into something) and clamped his muzzle shut as the moans and growls burst up from his chest and his seed burst out into Mishel’s muzzle.


  For a second, he was aware only of that feeling, and then he sank back to earth, still pumping small spurts onto the coyote’s tongue. A few moments later, his fur settled and he relaxed, finally letting his muzzle open to pant. He squeezed Mishel’s shoulder as the coyote slid his muzzle off, leaving his shaft dripping in the evening breeze.


  Mishel straightened up, pulling his skirt up, and touched his nose to Jherik’s. “I’d best not miss bed check.” He smiled and licked his lips.


  “Uh,” Jherik said, nodding when he couldn’t make a more coherent sound.


  The coyote smiled and padded back towards the barracks, while Jherik ran through every possible thing he could have said and hadn’t.


  He was still leaning against the tree some minutes later, when the bell rang for bed check. Slowly, he pulled his pants up and fastened them. It was almost pointless to go back up to the manor now; he might as well wait in the practice room and see if the fox showed up.


  Master Winson usually finished the check in about fifteen minutes. Jherik waited for what he judged to be twenty, savoring the memory of Mishel’s body and muzzle, and then padded to the barracks. It was easy enough to get in silently, and his paws made no noise as he crept through the hallways.


  At the door to the practice room, he paused. It was still silent inside, so he was about to enter and wait for the fox, but he remembered that a fox could probably smell him through the door. Congratulating himself on his cunning, he crept instead to the armory next door and slipped inside, leaving the door open a crack so he could hear any sound.


  Half an hour later, he was rewarded with the soft click-click of claws on the stone of the hallway. Pity foxes can’t retract their claws, he thought smugly, listening for the soft creak as the practice room door opened and then closed. He gave the fox a few minutes to get settled, then padded quietly up to the door and listened.


  He heard the soft grunts and pants of exertion from inside, and grinned. This time, he didn’t bother to take a torch, just pushed the door open, slid inside, and closed it, leaning back against it.


  The shadowy shape in the middle of the room dropped the sword it was holding with a loud clang. A moment later, Jherik caught his scent, again with that nagging tickle of familiarity. “Now,” he said when the shadow didn’t move, “maybe you’d like to tell me what you’re doing here.”


  He heard the shuffle of feet. The shape was becoming clearer as his eyes adjusted to the darkness. “They won’t let us in here yet.”


  The voice triggered the memory the scent had been trying to unlatch. Jherik leaned forward and sniffed the air. “Benton?”


  There was a short sigh. “Yes, sir.”


  “I thought you went with my brother.”


  “No, sir. I asked if I could remain behind, and he selected another valet. I believe Kenseth went with him.”


  The fox’s form was becoming clearer to Jherik now. He was about a foot shorter than Jherik, thin and lanky. It almost looked like his bushy tail weighed more than he did. Still, he was taller than Jherik remembered him.


  “Why did you join the army?”


  “I’m not very good at fighting. I thought I should be.” Now he could see the gleam of the fox’s eyes, turned towards him in the dark.


  “Is that why you didn’t go with my brother?”


  Benton paused before every answer as though he were afraid of saying the wrong thing. “Yes. I’m seventeen, I’m an adult. I can choose to join the army.”


  Jherik smiled. “It’s okay, I was just surprised. I haven’t seen you in months, since… since…”


  “Halliponte,” Benton said in a low voice.


  “Yes! That was a disaster, eh? I thought it would never stop raining.” He chuckled.


  “It did once we got back.”


  “I remember that. I think I ran through all the curses I knew.”


  He heard a slight cough from the fox that might have been a muffled laugh. “Marhik didn’t know what to say.”


  Jherik felt the bitterness creep back into him. “For once.”


  He could see the fox as clearly as the dim light would allow, now. He was wearing worn pants, but no shirt covered the soft white of his chest. The underside of his muzzle was a dirty grey, or else in shadow, and his head and arms were reddish-orange with darker streaks that Jherik thought he remembered were brown. Benton’s black ears had lain back at Jherik’s remark.


  He felt the fox’s discomfort, and waved a paw to the sword on the ground. “You know, that’s too heavy for you.”


  A long blink obscured the bright eyes for a moment. “I know,” Benton said finally. “I wanted to build up my muscles. Sir.”


  “You’re better off doing it slowly with a sword you can carry. Otherwise your muscles are too tired to do the motions properly and you waste your energy.” Jherik walked over to the sword rack and picked a lighter, thinner sword. “Here. Try this one.”


  Benton gaped at him. Jherik held out the sword’s handle to him and smiled. “I used to sneak in here at night too.”


  “Thank you, sir.” He took the sword and raised it.


  “You know how to hold it. Do you know the various positions?”


  “I think so.” Benton started to move the sword, then hesitated.


  Jherik smiled and stood behind him, bringing his arm down along the fox’s much thinner arm. He took the black-furred paw gently in his own. “Here. Basic guard position. Parry right. Parry left. Don’t be nervous, you’re doing fine.”


  He could feel the fox trembling against him. Benton took a breath in and let it out slowly, but his tail still twitched against Jherik’s legs. “Thank you, sir.”


  “Now thrust.” He pushed Benton’s arm forward, leaning to make the fox shift his weight. “Don’t be afraid of going too far forward. Just don’t overbalance. You don’t have to do it quickly now, just learn the position. The speed will come later.”


  Benton seemed reluctant to move forward no matter how hard Jherik leaned on him, so he nudged the fox’s right foot with his own. “Move the foot forward. There you go.”


  The fox’s ears twitched beneath Jherik’s muzzle as he slowly rose from the lunge position. “Thank you. Sir.”


  Jherik stepped back, pleased. “Now, let’s see you try the positions.”


  He watched Benton go through the basic positions, correcting his grip and stance several times. After an hour, the fox could move pretty well from one position to the next. Jherik felt a small swell of pride in his new pupil’s achievement.


  “I think that’s enough for tonight,” he said when he noticed Benton’s eyes drooping. “I’m sure I could get permission for you to practice in here during the day if you want.”


  Benton shook his head and walked over to the rack, putting the sword away. “Thank you, sir, but they keep us busy. I wouldn’t have time. I’ll just keep coming at night.” He smiled. “Thanks for your help, sir.”


  “You’re welcome, Benton.” He patted the fox’s narrow shoulder and watched him leave, his tail dragging behind him. He enjoyed working with young soldiers, but he’d never taught before; he’d always just helped Corrif or Master Winson. Benton was obviously quick to learn, and he must have some passion for it, or he wouldn’t be sneaking down here at night. Jherik resolved to come back the next night, and continue his education.


  And it was convenient, he thought, because he was already planning to come down to see Mishel before bed check anyway.


  He snuck down to the kitchens after sleeping in again. At this time of the morning, only the cooks were in; the extra help from the recruits wouldn’t arrive until later, when they had to clean up from lunch and prepare dinner. He skipped over an otter cub who was sitting on the floor scrubbing a pot clean, dodged around two of the cooks, bobcats who were arguing over how long to cook the guinea fowl for lunch, and waved to Darra, the head cook. The little weasel put her paws on her hips. “You can’t get to breakfast like everyone else?”


  “Darra,” he pleaded, “I was tired. Come on, I know there’s something left.”


  “Of course, of course, there’s always something left, but why should I give it to you? We reuse all this food! I don’t just throw it away.” Her eyes twinkled as she teased him.


  “Please!” He fell to his knees melodramatically.


  “Well.” She looked nonplused. “This is the cheeriest I’ve seen you in a long time. I guess that deserves something.”


  While he got up, she turned to a counter beside her where leftovers were stacked and took a plate from behind them that had obviously been prepared in advance, stacked with three berry cakes, some ripe grapes, and half of a freshly baked loaf of bread. Jherik took the plate and inhaled the aroma of the bread as he broke it open. “Any honey?” he asked, tail twitching hopefully.


  “In there.” Darra shook her head and grinned, going back to her work. Jherik padded to the container she’d indicated and took out a lump of honeycomb, spread the honey on the bread, then popped the rest into his mouth as he waved cheerily and left the kitchen.


  The weather was nice, so he carried his food down the hill and watched the soldiers training. Benton was in this batch, just doing basic strengthening exercises. He kept one eye on the fox as he amused himself sticking the grapes to his honey-coated paw and then licking them off. He’d finished most of his food and was licking his paw clean when a shadow fell over his plate; he looked up and saw his father.


  The older cougar squatted down beside him. “Jherik. I want to talk to you.”


  His good mood vanished in the shadow. He stared down sullenly at the barracks, dreading what this talk would be about. Another warning about consorting with soldiers, perhaps, or a gentle admonition to keep regular hours. With the inevitable subtext, why can’t you be more responsible like your brother? “Yes, sir.”


  “I know it’s been hard since your brother left. I keep wondering if I did the right thing. But he was right, that was how it had to be.”


  He paused, perhaps to allow Jherik to voice his feelings. The young cougar grunted.


  “So,” his father continued, “I thought that to keep our minds off of his mission, and to… prepare for the worst…”


  Jherik interrupted then. “He’ll be fine.”


  His father put a paw on his shoulder. “I know. I keep thinking that too. But it might be a good idea for you to start sitting with me for a couple hours every morning. Some days I meet with people, and other days we can just talk about politics and affairs of state.”


  “I’m no good at that.”


  “Jherik,” his father sighed, “maybe you’ve just never tried.”


  Jherik could vividly remember sitting through history and state lessons with a tutor, dozing off as he stared out the window at the soldiers practicing below. But there wasn’t any point in arguing with his father. If he wanted Jherik to sit through interminable discussions and archaic lessons that served no useful purpose, then Jherik would sit through them and that was the end of it.


  “Fine,” he said, looking down the hill to where the recruits were finishing up their exercises.


  “You’ll have the afternoons free to be with your army friends,” his father assured him. “I’m just asking for a little time. I think it would help both of us.”


  “I said fine.” He regretted the sharpness in his tone, not because he didn’t want to express his bitterness, but because he was afraid his father would get angry with him.


  The older cougar didn’t, though; he just sighed and stood up. “Tomorrow morning after breakfast, in my office, then.” Jherik nodded, and a moment later the shadow was gone.


  Benton was gone, too, and Master Winson was working with a new class of recruits, Mishel among them. Jherik hadn’t seen where the fox had gone, but he didn’t spend a lot of time wondering about it. The sight of the coyote working out kept him quite enjoyably distracted for an hour and a half, during which he planned that evening’s activities and shifted several times to accommodate his surprisingly enthusiastic sheath.


  When the recruits had disappeared into the manor, Jherik stood and stretched, and walked down to the barracks. He thought he might do some sparring in the practice room, but when he got there, Master Winson was training a couple soldiers.


  “Ah, Jherik,” he said, and waved him in. “Could you join us? I could use a helper here.”


  “Sure.” Jherik grabbed a practice sword from the wall and stripped his shirt off, doing a couple stretches before he stood and faced the soldiers, a mountain goat and a rat. He knew them both, but not well; they were in their third year of service and showed neither the inclination to leave nor the drive to excel. He saw Cherruf, the goat, flare his nostrils, and Barbric, the rat, twitched his whiskers, but otherwise they didn’t show any intimidation they felt.


  He could have gotten past their defenses with ease, and once or twice he did, but as he listened to Master Winson instructing them, he followed the old badger’s instructions. His former teacher was well aware of his capabilities and told him how much to keep them in check. Previously, Jherik had simply followed his instructions, but today, with Benton in mind, he tried to observe and see how Master Winson was trying to increase Cherruf and Barbric’s confidence while at the same time showing them where they needed to improve. Barbric in particular seemed uninterested in learning that day; Master Winson had to repeat instructions two and three times before he followed them, and five minutes later he appeared to have forgotten he’d ever heard them. Benton would have picked up on that by now, Jherik found himself thinking more than once, and he stored away tips to give the fox the next time he saw him.


  “That was good,” Master Winson said after Cherruf and Barbric had been dismissed. He was eyeing Jherik curiously, one white eye-stripe lifted. “What did you think of them?”


  “Me?” Jherik flicked his ears. The old badger nodded at him. “Well… Barbric never seemed motivated, but today especially he just didn’t seem to care. Even when he was putting the swords away.” He indicated a piece of the weapons rack that the rat had knocked off when he carelessly banged it with the sword.


  “What about Cherruf?”


  “I don’t know. It’s hard to tell. He seems to be working pretty hard.”


  “What would you tell him to work on?”


  “Just what you said. He comes out of his defense too slowly. It needs to be more fluid.”


  Master Winson grinned. “What would you tell him to work on in addition to what I told him?”


  Jherik thought about that. “I guess I would just tell him to try to understand what he’s doing. He doesn’t have a glaring weakness, but it seems like… like…” he groped for words. “Like he just knows what to do, but not why. You know, when he blocks a left-side attack, he blocks to the left away from the body because that’s what we taught him. But what if it was a left-side sidestep? He’d be blocking it along the line of motion and leave himself open to a strike.”


  Master Winson rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “You’re thinking more about this. That’s good. Why don’t you come back tomorrow? Cherruf will be back the day after, and we can work with him then, but I’d like your help tomorrow too.”


  “All right.” Jherik pulled his shirt on, hiding his surprise. He’d assisted Master Winson a pawful of times in the past and had never been commended like this. Cougar gives with one paw and takes with the other, he thought, only today the order had been reversed. He thought he could make it through the mornings with his father if he had afternoon classes to look forward to. And the nighttime classes as well, and for as long as it lasted, his evening trysts.


  After dinner, he waited for Mishel in the same place, and the coyote crossed over to him again, leaving his fellow recruits. Jherik noticed that several of them turned to look at him as Mishel approached him, and when the coyote was near, Jherik said, “Maybe I should just meet you in the trees from now on.”


  “As you wish, m’lord,” Mishel said easily, and this time he led the way, pulling his tunic off before they were halfway to the grove. Jherik watched the play of muscles under the fur of his back, the taut round shape of his rump through the shorts as his tail swayed across it, and the powerful spring of his calves and thighs in the fading light. He was aroused not only by Mishel’s wonderful body, but also by the coyote’s easy acceptance of the implicit request for future meetings.


  Inside the trees, the coyote turned and placed his paws on either side of Jherik’s chest. He turned his muzzle up to the cougar’s, and when he spoke, his breath slid across Jherik’s nose and whiskers, bringing the scent of meat and bread and desire. “What is my lord’s pleasure tonight?”


  Jherik hooked his claws into the fabric of Mishel’s shorts and pulled them down to the ground. As he straightened, he ran his paw along the thick bulge of leg muscle until he met the soft round sac. Cupping it, he moved his paw gently back and up, rubbing a finger under Mishel’s tail until he felt the opening there.


  Mishel smiled. “I see.” He touched his nose to Jherik’s and lifted at his shirt. “If I may…?”


  Jherik nodded, moving his arms so Mishel could remove his shirt. He returned his paw to the coyote’s rear, teasing his sheath with the other while the coyote’s paws worked at his pants, pulling them down. Upon seeing Jherik’s erection, the long muzzle stretched into a smile. “Oh. My lord is ready already…”


  Trying to tease the coyote out of his sheath suddenly because much easier. Jherik felt the sheath push against his paw and saw the tip of the pink length a moment later, moving quickly out. As he did, Mishel stepped around to one side, letting Jherik’s paw stay on him as he leaned over to bathe the cougar’s long member with his tongue. Jherik shuddered at the soft touch and stroked harder with his paw, pausing only to take his shirt off.


  Being naked against the tree was not a new sensation; he and his brother had sometimes slept nude out in the grounds when they wanted to be outside and the weather was nice. But in this context, it was somehow more daring, more dangerous. He wasn’t sure whether he liked it or not.


  He definitely liked the coyote, though, and the warm tongue sliding up and down as well as the teeth just grazing the skin of his taut member sent shivers through him, driving other thoughts and worries from his mind. Settling back against the tree, he let the throaty growl that was building in his chest move into his throat as a purr. His fingers stayed active between Mishel’s legs, brushing his dangling sac back and forth, and rubbing under his tail as well as up his growing sheath, because the coyote rumbled in pleasure whenever he did either of those things.


  Mishel looked up at him with a grin. “I think my lord is ready,” he said, drawing a finger up Jherik’s dripping erection. “And I nearly am as well.” He slathered a paw with his saliva and gently pushed Jherik’s paw out from under his tail, rubbing there himself with his eyes closed in pleasure.


  Jherik focused on the coyote’s length, brushing the pad and back of his paw alternately up and down it. A moment later, Mishel opened his eyes and smiled into Jherik’s. He swung one leg over the cougar’s lap, and adjusted himself until Jherik was positioned just against his tail hole. Jherik put his paws on Mishel’s thighs, trying to hold him like the bear in the book, but Mishel was far too heavy and the angle too awkward. He settled for holding the coyote’s sheath in his paw as Mishel lowered himself and the tightness of him pressed against, then around Jherik.


  “Ahhh…” he panted, looking down at Jherik. His blissful expression mirrored Jherik’s feelings exactly. The cougar wanted to press the coyote down, to plunge deep into him and feel him all along his length. He started to stroke Mishel up and down quickly in his excitement. Mishel responded by lowering himself further, with a deep moan of pleasure. Jherik could see the tautness in the muscles rippling down the coyote’s naked body as he raised and lowered himself, each stroke a blaze of delight radiating out from his sheath to his chest and paws.


  He explored each inch of Mishel’s length, and felt a small knot growing larger as the coyote became more aroused. The more he stroked, the more Mishel moaned and the faster he raised and lowered himself on Jherik’s shaft. Jherik was surprised at how easily he slid in and out; he’d never penetrated another before, and he had worried it might be more difficult. But it was marvelous, especially when he arched his hips to drive himself further into the gorgeous creature on his lap.


  Mishel was beautiful, and he knew it. He showed off the creamy white fur and perfect arc of his chest with every movement, held his arms behind his head to accentuate their muscles, flexed his legs while showing off his balance, and arched his tail behind him, swinging it from side to side so Jherik could see it. Jherik wanted to rub his paws all over the coyote, but the urgency of the moment kept one paw on the perfectly formed shaft, stroking it up and down, and while the other roamed erratically over the ivory landscape in front of him.


  He heard the clang of the bell announcing bed check, and though Mishel didn’t say anything, he started to lift and lower himself more quickly, and Jherik felt his erection squeezed by the coyote’s rear. He thrust upwards, moaning, his whole body alight, and noticed that the knot beneath his wildly stroking paw was very large now. A moment later, Mishel growled, arched his back so that all his muscles stood out, and his seed spurted out over Jherik’s paw and stomach. He kept growling, head thrown back, eyes closed, and his member covered Jherik’s paw in his seed.


  Jherik felt himself on the edge, and a moment later he felt as though he were falling over the edge for an eternity. Then he hit bottom and clutched at Mishel’s legs as his moans echoed off the trees, and his member emptied itself into the willing coyote.


  For a moment he felt truly joined to Mishel, holding him as their bodies shared that pleasure. The moment faded, then ended as Mishel stood slowly up, shivering as Jherik slid out of him.


  “My lord…”


  “I know,” Jherik smiled. “Bed check.” He brushed Mishel’s still-rigid member with a sticky paw.


  Mishel bowed, pulling on his shorts and shirt. “Tomorrow night?”


  “I’ll see you here, then.”


  Jherik watched the coyote walk back to the barracks until he was just a shadow against the dark building. He sighed, not wanting to put his clothes on just yet. His sticky paw rested on the sticky fur of his abdomen, and he chuckled. He would definitely have to use the baths tonight.


  By the time he pushed on the door of the practice room about an hour later, he was quite clean. Benton was exercising; he turned and said “Hello, sir” as Jherik entered the room, then went back to his practice.


  Jherik walked over to the weapons rack and took down two wooden swords. “I was thinking. You do plenty of exercise during the day. If you feel up to it, it would be more useful for you to practice against an opponent.”


  “Really?” Benton lowered the sword he was holding. “I don’t know if… I mean…” His ears canted uncertainly.


  Jherik held out one of the swords to him. “You’ll do fine. I promise I’ll go easy.”


  Benton walked back to the rack and replaced the sword he’d been using, then took the wooden one. “What do I do?”


  “Just try to hit me.” Jherik smiled.


  For about fifteen minutes, he turned away Benton’s tentative attacks with ease. He could sense the fox getting frustrated, so he held up a paw. “You need to be more assertive. Don’t worry. You can’t hurt me with these. What you need to be aware of is what I’m going to do in response to you.” He assumed the ready stance again and guided Benton through some attacks.


  The fox obviously learned faster than he could execute. He hissed in displeasure at himself when his body failed to obey him quickly enough. Jherik empathized, but knew the only way to improve that was to train until the movements became second nature, and he told Benton that.


  “I don’t feel like I’ll ever learn it,” the fox said dispiritedly while they were taking a break.


  “You will.” Jherik’s paw fit around Benton’s shoulder nicely, but he couldn’t help contrasting its boniness to the muscles on Mishel’s shoulder. “You’ve only been training a couple days. Give it time.”


  “I suppose so.” Benton sighed. He tapped the edge of the sword on the ground. “I’m starting so late, though. Most of the other recruits at my level are thirteen and fourteen. I feel old.”


  Jherik had to laugh, and Benton gave him a flop-eared scowl before chuckling himself. “I guess it is pretty silly.”


  “Yeah. If you’re old, what does that make me?”


  “Wonderful.”


  Jherik blinked at the fox, who’d laid his ears back. “For taking the time to teach me, I mean. Most instructors wouldn’t bother beyond just letting me find my own way. I really appreciate it, sir.”


  “Oh, that’s okay.” But the words warmed him inside. His tail curled behind him, and despite the late hour, he didn’t feel tired. “Shall we go on?”


  “Sure.” Benton smiled.


  When the fox was clearly too tired to go on and Jherik felt himself flagging, he called an end to it. Benton was panting, but his ears were up and he looked happy with the progress he’d made. He put both practice swords away.


  “Thank you again, sir,” he whispered as they walked down the corridor.


  “My pleasure, Benton.” Jherik patted the fox on the back. “Good night.”


  It was nearly one in the morning. The quarter moon shone on Jherik’s path as he made his way back to his bed in the manor. His life had suddenly become full, and even the prospect of starting his day in his father’s office couldn’t dull his suddenly high spirits. His tail twitched excitedly all the way to bed.


  Part 3


  

  Jherik felt very differently the next morning, when Yakua woke him at sunrise. Bleary-eyed, he staggered down to breakfast and shoveled down some food he barely tasted. By the time he had followed his father up to the room where that morning’s lesson would take place, he felt awake, albeit heavy-eyed.


  His father had a meeting with the mayor of the southern town, so Jherik sat in, listened to the elderly bobcat complain about the recent recruiting, and stopped daydreaming long enough to hear his father promise the return of five soldiers to join the town’s depleted guard. As soon as the meeting was over, he fled, grabbed lunch, and ran down to the barracks to help with another training session.


  The four soldiers in this training were less advanced than Cherruf and Barbric had been, and Jherik noted several pointers he could pass on to Benton. After the session, he and Master Winson talked for half an hour about what to work on with the four, and Master Winson actually thanked him as he left for dinner.


  After dinner, he padded down to the stand of trees and waited for Mishel. The coyote turned up soon after wearing only his shorts, his white fur pink in the fading sunlight. As he walked up to Jherik, he eased his shorts down and kicked them off, and Jherik unfastened his pants at the same time. Naked, they embraced, then moved on to stickier pleasures.


  He was amazed he was still upright, he reflected an hour later as he slipped into the practice room. Benton drank in the advice he had to give and improved slightly during the hour and a half they practiced. Jherik bid him good night, went back to his quarters, and fell into bed.


  The next day, the fatigue started to catch up to him. When he met Mishel in the trees, he took the coyote into his lap again, but it seemed to take him several long minutes of thrusting up into Mishel to reach orgasm. The slow, languid pace was new to him, and not unpleasant, but he thought he saw Mishel wince as he stood up. When he looked up at the long muzzle, though, the coyote was smiling and leaned over to touch noses before running back to the barracks. Jherik was confused about why Mishel was running, until he vaguely remembered hearing the bed check bell several minutes before.


  Jherik licked his sticky paw twice, but even just holding it up to his muzzle seemed like a lot of effort. I’ll just nap for half an hour and then go in and bathe, he told himself. Eyes closed, he let the smells and sounds of the night wash over him. Distantly, he heard the call of an owl.


  When he opened his eyes again, the moon was high in the sky. He could tell by the taste in his muzzle that he’d been asleep for a while. His paw was stuck to his belly fur, but both were nearly dry. With an effort, he pulled the paw free and licked it clean. Maybe I’ll just skip the bath and go up to bed, he thought, and stood up yawning.


  The shape of the barracks as he walked towards it tugged at his memory. There was some reason he was supposed to be taking a bath there. He paused, frowning, and tried to shake the sleep fog from his head.


  Benton!


  He glanced up at the moon again. It was close to midnight, or soon after, he thought, running to the door. Hopefully the fox would still be there.


  When Jherik pushed open the door to the practice room, Benton was there, just replacing his sword on the rack.


  “I’m sorry,” Jherik said, blurting out the apology despite the differences in their station. “I fell asleep.”


  Benton shrugged. “You have no obligation to me, sir.”


  Jherik walked to the weapons rack, chewing on that. His brain was still muddled from sleep. “But I promised I would come back, so I do have an obligation. Even if you’re just a valet—a recruit. My promise is my obligation.”


  That didn’t seem to cheer up the fox. “It’s all right,” he said. “I understand you have more important things to do.”


  “But I really enjoy teaching you,” Jherik protested, only faintly wondering at how odd it seemed for him to be justifying himself to a soldier, and one who’d previously served his family, at that. “I think it’s as important as anything else I do.”


  That brought a small spark from the fox. He smiled slightly and turned to Jherik. “Really?”


  “Of course! Well, I do some teaching in the afternoons, too, but I’m just assisting there. And the morning stuff with my father is boring. I’ll never use it. Marhik will be back soon and he’ll take over—but you know that too. I mean, you know Marhik.”


  “Yes,” Benton agreed, and for the moment, he stood still.


  Jherik fingered the weapons rack. “Hey, someone fixed this. Barbric broke it the other day.”


  Benton didn’t say anything. Jherik looked at the new piece. “This is nice work. I wonder how Master Winson got it done so quickly. Usually it takes a couple weeks to get anything from the woodworkers.”


  “I did it,” Benton said, so quietly that Jherik wasn’t sure he’d heard him properly.


  “Excuse me?”


  “I did it,” the fox said, more clearly, his ears flicking back.


  “You?” Jherik ran his paws over the small piece. It was smooth and fit perfectly into the rack. If he hadn’t seen it broken two days before, he wouldn’t have known it had been replaced. “That’s amazing. How long have you been doing woodworking?”


  “Few years. I used to go down to the shop and help out when I was done with your brother’s duties. He never made me clean or anything, so I had a few hours every day and Master Stephan let me learn as long as I helped with projects.” He shrugged. “I liked it, so I kept doing it. Master Winson counts that as my castle duties, so I don’t have to help in the kitchen or with building repairs.”


  “It’s really nice work. Have you done anything else?”


  Benton looked away, his tail twitching. Jherik realized that it was because he was uncomfortable with the attention, and he found that for some reason extraordinarily adorable. “I did handles for some daggers… and once I did a crossbow. I like doing weapons, but there isn’t much I can do with wood.”


  “Crossbow—you made Marhik’s crossbow?”


  Benton nodded. “I gave it to him as thanks for letting me work in the shop.”


  “I loved that crossbow! I pestered him for weeks to tell me where he got it, but he wouldn’t!”


  “I know. I asked him not to.”


  “Why not? You do really good work.”


  Benton shrugged. “I’m glad you liked it,” he said softly.


  Jherik saw the sagging in the fox’s posture and put a paw on his shoulder. “You must be pretty tired. Go ahead to bed. I’ll be here tomorrow night. I promise. I won’t miss another night.”


  “You don’t have to promise me,” Benton said. “I’m just a soldier.” But his ears had perked up some.


  “I want to promise you. You want to be taught and I want to teach you.” He smiled. “Besides, you’re full of surprises. I’m looking forward to seeing what other talents you have that you haven’t told me about. Hey, are you okay?”


  The fox had doubled over coughing. He straightened up, avoiding Jherik’s gaze. “I’m okay,” he choked out. “I’ll get a drink of water and get to bed.”


  “Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow night.” Jherik waved as the fox left the room, and touched the repaired weapons rack again. “Amazing,” he murmured to himself.


  

  Jherik stayed true to his word for the next three weeks. He endured the lessons with his father, became more involved in teaching the more advanced soldiers, had nightly sessions of spurting, sticky lust with Mishel, and taught Benton for two hours every night. He learned to take short naps during the day to keep his energy up, and once he asked Benton how he managed to keep a recruit’s schedule and still be awake for training sessions.


  “Master Stephan lets me work at my own pace,” the fox said. “I go pretty fast on the simple jobs now, so I just finish my work and then sleep for the rest of the afternoon.”


  “In the shop?”


  “No.” The fox smiled, then whispered, “I sneak into your brother’s old quarters. Nobody’s there, and anyway, I used to live there.”


  Jherik thought this was very clever, and said so, and Benton beamed, his tail wagging as they resumed practice until Jherik had to remind him that an out-of-control tail was a liability in a fight.


  Three weeks to the day after he’d slept through the session with Benton, Jherik stomped into the practice room and grabbed a sword from the rack with such force that it sent a half-dozen other practice swords clattering across the floor. Benton, who’d stayed quiet since Jherik had entered, sprang to grab them.


  “Sir,” he said softly, “you’ll wake everyone up.”


  Jherik ignored him, taking ferocious hacks at the air with his practice sword. “We got the messenger today.”


  “What… your brother?” Benton had gathered the fallen swords and was replacing them one by one.


  “Yes,” Jherik hissed, stabbing at an imaginary foe. “There is no war. He’s coming back and he’s bringing Viana with him. They’re to be married here in a month.”


  “Oh.” Benton finished replacing the swords. “Sir, I know how you feel about your brother, but…”


  Jherik whirled on him, brandishing the sword. “How do you know?” He made no attempt to keep his voice down.


  Benton cringed, but didn’t back up. “I lived with him for most of the last seven years. I’ve seen him and you interact, and I’ve heard him talk about you…”


  “You have?” Jherik lowered the sword. “What did he say? Did he talk about what a failure I am?”


  “No!” Benton shook his head vigorously. “He loves you.”


  Jherik threw his sword down. “Of course he does. That is the perfect answer and he’s the perfect brother.”


  Benton’s ears lay down flat at the clang of the sword, and stayed down. He lowered his muzzle. Jherik sighed. “I’m sorry. You lived with him and I’m sure you like him. Just like everybody else likes him.”


  “It’s not that,” Benton said. “He used to say he wished you could find a place for yourself.”


  “Away from everyone else?”


  “No, just… find out where you belong, what you’re meant to do. He really worried about you.”


  “He could’ve helped me instead of just being better than me at everything.” Jherik’s bitterness was compounded by the fact that it hadn’t been very good with Mishel that evening; his preoccupation with his brother had left him frustrated and impotent, and the coyote had been solicitous but hadn’t stayed past the bed check bell.


  “He’s not better than you at fighting.”


  “Then why did he get to lead the army to war?” The capstone of his frustrations lay exposed now.


  Benton lowered his muzzle again. “Maybe he’s better at leading.”


  Jherik growled. “Why don’t you just shut up and go to bed?”


  The fox looked for a moment as though Jherik had struck him. He slunk to the door, and paused there. “Why don’t you think more about what you’re good at, instead of what you’re not? Sir.”


  He’d vanished before Jherik could think of a suitable reply. But Jherik remembered the expression on the fox’s muzzle, the look of betrayal in his eyes and the flattened ears, and he wondered all the way back to the manor why that single moment had made him feel worse than the entire rest of that miserable day put together.


  He still hadn’t completely forgotten it ten hours later, standing beside his father at the doorway to the manor in his itchiest and least comfortable clothing. At the bottom of the hill, Marhik and Viana were paying their respects to the mayor and the merchants of the town, who had all turned out to welcome them. Jherik waited impatiently, ignoring the reproving looks his father gave him every time his lashing tail bumped the older cougar’s.


  “Does he have to personally greet everybody in town?” Jherik muttered, but his father ignored him. A few minutes later, Marhik, Viana, and their escorts started up the hill to the manor.


  “Father!” Marhik leaped off his mount and ran to them, throwing his arms around the older cougar, who returned his embrace gladly. Jherik sniffed. His brother was dusty and smelled as though he hadn’t had a bath in weeks, or at least days.


  “You must’ve ridden all night,” he said when Marhik turned to him.


  His brother grinned and wrapped him in a surprisingly powerful hug. “I did,” Marhik said. “I couldn’t wait to be home again and to show Viana what a lovely place she’ll be living in.”


  Viana turned from their father to Jherik at the sound of her name. She was not as tall as either brother, but her eyes were a deep, unusual violet, and her fur was meticulously groomed. She wore a brown dress with golden trim and had a gold chain around her neck as well as golden earrings. Unlike Marhik, only the faintest whiff of dust on her would have told Jherik that she’d ridden for most of the morning. Jherik hadn’t remembered her being this beautiful.


  “You must be Jherik,” she said. “You’ve grown even more impressive than Marhik told me.”


  He knew it was just a pleasantry, but he couldn’t keep his retort back. “I’m surprised he told you anything about me.”


  Her smile faltered only for a second, but Marhik’s didn’t waver. “Jherik is pleased to meet you,” he said. “If he weren’t, he’d be much more polite. Little brother, I have some wonderful news for you, too. I’ll tell you after lunch.”


  “You’re going away for good?” muttered Jherik under his breath, but he was already caught in his old dilemma. He was glad Marhik was back, and he couldn’t wait to be out of his presence.


  After lunch, an interminable affair with no fewer than four speeches (his father, Marhik, Viana, and his father again) and rich food that he couldn’t eat because his stomach was already straining against the belt and lacings of the clothes he was wearing, Jherik stalked back to his room, claws extended, using all the self-control he had to keep himself from shredding his velvet finery on the stairs. He ripped the lacings free and threw off both shirts, the vest, the collar, the cuffs, and the heavy silver pendant before attacking the complex fastenings of his pants.


  “Jherik?”


  He turned and saw Marhik in the doorway. His brother grinned. “Hours to put on and only a few seconds to remove.”


  “Hi, Marhik.”


  Marhik padded in and sat down on the bed. “I missed you, little brother.”


  “Sure you did.” Jherik threw on a loose tunic before stripping off the silver-trimmed pants.


  “No, really! And hey, here’s the great news I promised you. When I was in Caril, I went to check on our regiment of the city guard. It turns out that Mikhra was anxious to come home, but he was waiting until we had someone to replace him. So Corrif stayed on in his place, but only temporarily.”


  “So your great news is that Mikhra’s coming back?” Jherik vaguely remembered him, an old fox who had run the city guard in town before being selected to go to Caril five years ago.


  “No. My great news is that both Corrif, Dad, and the head of the city guard in Caril think you would be a great choice to command the regiment there.”


  “Me?” Jherik stared ahead, stunned. Command a regiment?


  “Sure!” Marhik stood up again, obviously excited. “You should’ve seen how the men reacted when I showed up. They love the idea of a cougar of noble birth leading them. And the head of the city guard is the prince’s cousin, and he’d be the only one above you in the chain of command. It’s great! There are three other nobles who are heads of regiments. I talked to one of them while I was there. He said he loves it. It’s not just a desk job, you really have to go out and take care of business, but the camaraderie is terrific and you get to live in Caril! Oh, Jherik, wait ‘til you see it! It’s like… like if our town was the moon, Caril is the sun. It just goes on and on, and the river is huge! I wandered through the market for two hours and didn’t pass the same stall twice. You’re going to love it.”


  Jherik’s initial response was fading, and his bitterness surfacing again. “Why didn’t you stay to command, then? They liked you.”


  “You know I have to be here.” Marhik’s voice became softer. “I thought you’d be excited.”


  “To leave? So you wouldn’t have me around all the time any more?”


  “To have someplace to go,” Marhik said quietly. “Look, you don’t have to take it. We can send someone else. I just thought it’d be perfect, is all.”


  “I’ve got news for you,” Jherik sneered as Marhik padded out of the room. “Not everything you do is perfect.”


  His brother just looked back at him silently, and then he was gone. Jherik sat heavily on the bed and covered his muzzle in his paws. He was trapped now. He wanted to go to Caril, but not on his brother’s terms. But if he turned down the offer, he would be stuck here forever.


  He heard the click of claws on the floor outside his room and looked up. “Marhik, listen…”


  But the figure at the door had a red, bushy tail, and an expressionless muzzle. He was wearing a plain linen tunic, cinched at the waist with a brown leather belt. The sight of him drove Marhik from Jherik’s mind. “Benton?”


  The fox held out a piece of wood, as long as his arm. Jherik took it and examined it. “A practice sword? Why isn’t the blade finished? Is it a new style?” He looked up and saw the fox’s ears down again. “I’m sorry—it looks beautiful. I love the handle and the line.”


  “I thought you might like to see it. I don’t know if I’ll have time to finish it now.” Benton’s voice sounded oddly flat.


  “You got the shape of my paw perfectly, and the weight is… a little off, but once the rest of the blade is trimmed down, it should be close.” He looked cautiously up. “Is it for me?”


  Benton barked a short laugh. “Of course it is, sir. I had to give you something back for all your kindness.”


  “Well, thank you, Benton. It’s wonderful.” He wanted to hug the fox, but he settled for an apology. “Listen, I’m sorry for how I spoke to you last night. I know you were only trying to help.”


  “It’s all right, sir.”


  Jherik shook his head. “It isn’t. You know, you’re about the only friend I can talk to about my brother?”


  “I’m sorry about that. I wish you could see how he feels. I wish it wasn’t so hard for you.”


  “Sometimes I think I make it hard.” He sighed and ran his paws along the blade again, feeling the rough spots and lumps on one side that hadn’t been smoothed out. “No, I know I do. Why did you say you wouldn’t have time to finish this?”


  Benton shuffled his paws. “I heard some of what your brother said. I guess you’re going to Caril.”


  “Maybe.” Jherik set the sword down and put his muzzle in his paws again. “I would like to, but I told him I wouldn’t. And it would be a great opportunity, but I’d miss everyone here, all the soldiers and the army and all.”


  “You shouldn’t let that stop you,” Benton said softly. “You deserve great things. It sounds like it would be wonderful there.”


  Jherik heard a trace of emotion in the fox’s voice, and looked up. Benton was trying hard to maintain the earnestly neutral expression on his muzzle. He’s worked so hard, Jherik thought, at being a soldier, and I feel so comfortable talking with him. I should give him a hug… but he might misinterpret it. He felt a surge of emotion himself; the thought that he would leave here and not see Benton again was alarming, for reasons he didn’t really understand. “You know what I’d miss most of all?” he said, wondering at what he was about to say, and wondering if he should say it or just let it go. But when Benton shook his head and looked at him with those amber eyes, definitely shiny now, he spoke from the heart. “You.”


  Benton swallowed. “M-me?”


  Jherik nodded. “I’ve never met anyone who made me feel good so easily. Look, fifteen minutes ago I was ready to strangle my brother, and now I just feel sad.”


  “Sad is good?” Benton clamped his muzzle shut as his voice cracked.


  “It’s better than furious, anyway.” Jherik stood up and smiled, walking towards Benton, who cringed inexplicably. He thought he might put the fox at ease with a little joke. “You know, you really have a way with people. I think you’ll make some vixen a lovely husband someday. It’s too bad you don’t go for males, or I might chase you myself.”


  Benton’s eyes grew wide as saucers. He stared at Jherik and then stepped forward, put a paw on the cougar’s tunic, and in one quick motion, rose up on his toes to kiss the cougar on the muzzle.


  Jherik stared back at him. Benton took a step back, his ears lying flat, and then he bolted from the room.


  “Hey!” It took Jherik a minute to realize what had happened, another minute for him to realize that the exploding confusion of feeling and sensation was a good thing, a very good thing, and still another minute for him to tell his paws to wrench themselves free from the bedroom floor and run out into the corridors.


  Unfortunately, it took him several minutes to realize that he had never put any pants back on.


  His tunic saved him from complete embarrassment, but the noticeable protrusion of his sheath just under the belt that was holding the tunic in place drew stares and giggles from several servants before he gave up the search and hurried back to his rooms. The fox’s scent hung heavy in the air, but at the bottom of the stairs it had vanished into the haze of scents of the manor, and Jherik’s nose wasn’t keen enough to let him trace it.


  Fully dressed, he jogged down to the barracks and looked all around there before it occurred to him that Benton would most likely have gone to the woodworkers’ shop. He returned to the manor and asked Master Stephan, but the squirrel said he hadn’t seen Benton since earlier that afternoon, when he’d come to pick up the practice sword he’d been working on.


  Defeated, he slouched into the common room and flopped down in one of the cushy chairs. The tapestries on the walls recounted the few glories of the history of the barony, and at the moment Jherik could not have explained what a single one of them was. He was cursing himself for a fool for not having noticed Benton’s attraction to him before, and wondering whether it had always been there or if it had just developed. Of course, he thought, every time I saw him it was right after I’d been with Mishel, so there wasn’t much desire in me… He remembered the time he’d talked with Benton after falling asleep, running into the barracks without having bathed, with the coyote’s musky stickiness all over his stomach, and winced.


  He thought of Mishel’s sculpted body, the power and grace in those muscles, the lovely ripples they made under the fur, and then he thought of the skinny fox, the light in his eyes when he understood something, the pride in the tilt of his ears when Jherik praised him, the calm understanding as he tried to make Jherik see that his brother really did care for him. Then he remembered the look in Benton’s eyes after he’d kissed him and how quickly he’d run. He could be in town by now, or on his way to anywhere. If only Jherik had been quicker to respond. Or to notice.


  “I’m an idiot,” he said aloud.


  “That is a self-defeating statement.” He looked up from the chair and saw Viana standing in front of him. “An idiot would not have the perspicacity to observe his idiocy. Mind if I join you?”


  He shook his head and waved her to an adjacent chair. She swept her dress under her and took the seat, sitting gracefully. “May I ask why you think you are an idiot?”


  “It’s a long story.” He looked her up and down. “I’m sorry I didn’t greet you properly earlier.”


  “Marhik said you were a tormented soul. I didn’t quite grasp the extent of what he meant until I saw you.” She rested a paw on his knee. “Are you really jealous of his marriage to me?”


  “No,” he said automatically.


  “Well, there it is.” She laughed softly. “I suppose a lady can’t always catch a compliment when she fishes.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  “I wasn’t really fishing,” she said, and patted his knee. “Just trying to understand you better. Marhik is quite upset at the moment, and if we’re going to be married, I should probably figure out if I can make that better or if I should just leave it alone.”


  Jherik shrugged. “You love him. What’s to figure out?”


  Viana coughed delicately, and looked around. “My dear boy, you really don’t understand politics, do you?”


  “I thought we were talking about you and Marhik.”


  “We are.” She sat back and sighed patiently. “You think we’re in love? This marriage is a political alliance. We get along well, but we’re not in love. That may come in time, I suppose, but we don’t expect it to. Love is not the purpose of our marriage, or rather, I should say, our marriage is not the result of love. It is the result of a negotiation between your father and mine, with the desired end of obtaining heirs to both baronies with ties to each other.”


  “You’re not in love?” Jherik tilted his head. “But he’s perfect, and you’re so beautiful.”


  Viana laughed, a sparkling sound in the warm room. “There’s my compliment, and unsolicited to boot. Well, we may be perfect—though we’re not—but that doesn’t dictate love. Hopefully we can get along and be wise and just rulers, and have healthy cubs. That is all that is required of us.”


  “I’m sure you’ll be able to do that.”


  “Thank you, Jherik. Now please, tell me why you are so upset.”


  Jherik sighed. “I can’t. It would take too long.”


  “All right. Will you take the position in Caril?”


  He noticed that she didn’t say “that Marhik arranged for you” when she asked. “I don’t know if I can. I should apologize to Marhik. But there may be… considerations… keeping me here.” On the other paw, if Benton were gone, truly gone, then maybe it didn’t matter where Jherik went. Caril might be a good place to meet new people.


  She eyed him shrewdly. “You should talk to Marhik, then. Would you feel better if I were present? He’s in your father’s office now.”


  Jherik rubbed his whiskers. At the moment, he felt more despair that he would never see Benton again than anything else. He didn’t think Viana’s presence would affect his mood one way or another. “Sure.” He levered himself up from his chair. “Let’s go.”


  Marhik looked up from their father’s large desk as Jherik and Viana walked in, and Jherik thought that it wasn’t fair how natural Marhik looked there already. Then he remembered what Benton had said about his brother, and the bitterness faded into sadness and self-recrimination.


  “Hi, Jherik,” Marhik said. He put down the pen and looked steadily at his brother.


  “Hi.” Jherik swallowed and looked at Viana, who nodded, encouragingly. “Listen, Mar, I’m sorry. I really appreciate you doing all that for me with the position in Caril and all. I want to go, but I don’t know if I can. There’s some stuff here…”


  “He’s in love,” Viana put in, and both Jherik and Marhik shot her amazed looks.


  “That’s great, little brother! Who’s the lucky guy?”


  “I… uh…” Jherik couldn’t understand why his tongue felt suddenly like a corkscrew. He didn’t know how Viana knew, but he wanted to tell her, and Marhik too, now that it was out there. “Benton.”


  “My valet? Former valet, I mean. Well, that’s great! He’s a really sweet fox.” Marhik was beaming. “You know, you’re allowed to take someone with you. I’m sure he’d go. He’s been training, hasn’t he? Master Winson mentioned him, I think. There’s room in the regiment if he wants to fight.”


  “I don’t know if he’d want to go,” Jherik said. “He said he didn’t want to leave when you went.”


  “Well, just ask him.”


  Jherik looked down, holding the end of his tail and rubbing it in his paws. “I don’t know. I’ve been an idiot. Anyway. I just wanted to thank you. For thinking of me, I mean.”


  “Aw, little brother, I think about you a lot.” Marhik smiled.


  “I know. I think I think about myself too much.” Jherik took a breath. Another thing Benton had taught him. “I really appreciate it, Marhik. I’ll let you know as soon as I can. And I wish you two the best. I hope you find love.”


  Viana took his paws and kissed him gently on the cheek. “Thank you,” she said softly.


  He found, as he left, that the bitterness wasn’t completely gone, but it wasn’t taking over him, either. If he hadn’t been feeling so down about Benton, he would have been surprised at the civility of the exchange he’d just had with his brother.


  Drifting through the day now, he wandered down to the barracks to find out that he’d arrived halfway through the class he was supposed to be assisting with. Master Winson said something about him leaving for Caril soon, and he didn’t contradict him. He helped out and observed the rest of the training, but afterwards, Master Winson didn’t ask him to stay and talk as he normally did. “You obviously have a lot on your mind,” he said, patting Jherik on the rump. “Go on back to the manor and take care of business.”


  Jherik nodded and walked out, taking one more walk around the barracks in the hope that he’d see the fox somewhere. He checked the woodworkers’ shop again, but Master Stephan still hadn’t seen Benton. “I’ll tell him you’re looking for him if I see him,” he said.


  He knows, Jherik thought, but said thank you anyway.


  He dressed slowly for dinner, and as a result it had already started when he was descending the stairs from his room. At the bottom, he turned right to get to the dining hall and nearly ran right into Mishel. The coyote laughed and hugged him. “Well, hello, lover. I’ve been waiting here a while for you.”


  Jherik looked back at him and returned the hug briefly. “I’m late for dinner.”


  “I know. I just wanted to tell you I’ll miss you tonight. We’re taking the soldiers who returned out on the town. And I wanted to congratulate you on your appointment to the city guard. It’s quite exciting. If you wanted to have someone to keep you company on the journey, of course, I would love to see Caril, and I would be happy to serve under you when we get there, m’lord.”


  Jherik folded his arms. “I haven’t decided whether or not I’m taking it. But I don’t think I’ll need your company. Thanks anyway.” He pushed past the coyote.


  “What did I do?” Mishel said as he passed, but the emotion in his voice was a fake echo of Benton’s.


  “Nothing,” Jherik said without turning. “It’s just… there’s someone else I’ll be taking if I go.”


  Mishel snorted. “Who? You won’t do better than me, my lord.”


  Jherik stopped and turned his head. The coyote was staring defiantly at him, paws on his hips, showing off as usual. “You are beautiful,” he conceded. “But I don’t think that’s what I want.”


  He left the coyote speechless and went in to dinner.


  At dinner, he managed to be polite, if not talkative. Viana had taken his old seat next to Marhik, and he took the seat on the other side of his father. Marhik and his father were engaged in conversation, and Viana split her time between following them and trying to draw out Jherik. At one point, she mentioned how roomy their quarters were, and Jherik frowned.


  “You must have grown up in a closet,” he said, “if you think Marhik’s room is large.”


  Marhik heard this and looked across at Jherik. “Oh, we’re not staying in my old rooms. We’re in Papa Iothik’s old chambers. Dad thought they’d be more suitable for a couple.”


  “Oh,” Jherik said, and then sat upright. “Oh.”


  “What?” Viana asked, and Marhik and their father were both looking at him now, but he didn’t see any of them.


  “Excuse me,” he said, putting his plate down. “I need to go do something right away.”


  Their confused murmurs followed him out of the dining room, but he didn’t hear. He sprinted up the stairs, taking them three at a time, and passed the door to his chambers, stopping in front of the door to Marhik’s old rooms. The scent of fox still hung in the air. Slowly, he pushed the door open.


  Marhik’s chambers were laid out almost identically to his. The first room held toys, trophies, projects, books, and chairs, as well as a small desk. On the opposite side of the room, exactly paralleling the place that Yakua slept in his chambers, there was a small cot.


  And on that cot, a blanket covered a lumpy shape, with a bushy orange tail hanging down.


  Jherik closed the door softly, but not softly enough. Benton sat up with a start.


  The cougar held up a paw. “Don’t run away. Please.”


  Benton blinked sleep from his eyes and nodded. “I’m sorry, sir. I shouldn’t have…”


  “You shouldn’t have waited to tell me,” Jherik said, kneeling beside the cot.


  Benton’s expression changed from wariness to a weak smile. “I thought you’d notice. I wasn’t exactly subtle.”


  “I’m not exactly perceptive.” Jherik took the fox’s paw in his. “You may have noticed I spend a lot of time thinking about myself.”


  “You should! You’re the son of the baron.”


  Jherik grinned. “I know. But you showed me that if I think about other people once in a while, things go a bit easier.”


  Benton nodded, and then looked down at his paw. He squeezed Jherik’s back tentatively and looked up. “I just got confused. I thought you’d be leaving and you said all those things, and I just couldn’t help myself.”


  “I’m glad you did. It made me think a lot.” He tilted his muzzle and smiled at the fox. “But you didn’t give me a chance to return the favor.”


  Before Benton could muster more of a reply than the surprise in his eyes, Jherik had leaned forward and pressed his muzzle to the fox’s slender one. He licked at the soft fur and felt the jaws open willingly to admit his tongue.


  The kiss was his first deep one ever, and he liked it. He pulled back and smiled at Benton, resting a paw on the fox’s hip. “I hope that was okay. I haven’t done much kissing.”


  “Yes, sir.” Benton’s eyes were sparkling. He said, “If you want to try again…” and that was all he got out before Jherik’s muzzle was pressed to his, tongue sliding through his sharp teeth again and rubbing against his. There was more passion this time, more heat between their muzzles. The touch of Benton’s fur and tongue was not simply nice; it was intoxicating. Jherik panted over the fox’s whiskers, and his paw moved down to Benton’s tail, hesitated, then moved up to his back to hold the fox closer.


  Jherik felt the wagging of Benton’s tail as his arms slid around the cougar, and though they were slender and not very muscled, they felt good; they made him feel warm and right in a way that Mishel’s never had. He tried to be careful at first, wary of his own strength, but the fox’s wiry build was deceptive. He was tough, and when he squeezed harder, Jherik returned the favor and found there was very little give.


  Benton was tugging at his tunic, so he helped himself out of it, then took Benton’s off as well. The fox hunched over, but Jherik gently straightened him up with a paw.


  “I’m so weak,” Benton protested as Jherik’s paw traveled down his reddish sides, his soft white chest fur. He could feel the fox’s ribs, and his stomach was soft, though Benton tried to tighten it against Jherik’s paw.


  “You’re beautiful,” Jherik said sincerely.


  Benton searched his eyes and then kissed him again, his black paw exploring Jherik’s chest in response. “Mmm.” Jherik felt its soft touch around the curve of his pectorals, and down his side, where he shivered and giggled in response. Benton brushed on the other side and giggled in sympathy as he got the same response, then dropped his paws to tease at the waist of Jherik’s pants.


  Before they went further, Jherik got up and sprang to the door, throwing the lock. Benton remained sitting on the cot, but stood as Jherik came back. “Sorry,” he said, but he didn’t look it. “I’ve dreamed of this for a while now.”


  “Don’t be sorry,” Jherik said, and grasped Benton’s paw, placing it right on his sheath. The fox smiled widely, keeping his eyes on Jherik’s as he gently rubbed up and down, making a soft sound of contentment.


  They kissed for another long, luxurious moment, during which Jherik’s large paw found its way to Benton’s pants as well. Compared to Mishel’s—he stopped himself. Don’t compare, he said, and slid his paw up the long, hard ridge, enjoying the fox’s response and the increased pressure on his own hard sheath.


  It took only a few minutes of rubbing before Benton had had enough. He reached for Jherik’s pants, sliding his thin arms inside the cougar’s larger ones and deftly undoing the fastenings. Jherik let him work without protest, and smiled when his pants slid down and he heard Benton’s soft breath. The fox touched him tentatively, then with more confidence, gentle fingers brushing down his sheath and up the long, hard member extending up from it, giggling and rubbing the stickiness at the tip and bringing the dripping fingertips playfully to his muzzle.


  While he was licking, Jherik slipped his own paw down Benton’s pants and cupped his sac, then brought his pads slowly up the sheath, feeling a knot (must be a canid thing) already growing at the base of the fox’s erection. It fit comfortably in his paw, especially when he curled his fingers around it, which he discovered was a delightful way to make Benton moan and yip.


  After the third time, Benton pushed his paw away, panting and giggling. “I’m gonna come all over your paw,” he said.


  “That’s okay.” Jherik reached for him again.


  “Don’t you wanna do something else?”


  Jherik inclined his head. He brushed around behind Benton, along the fox’s beautiful tail, and under it. “Like this?”


  “Er.” Benton lifted his muzzle to lick Jherik’s nose, and stroked his erection with a paw. “I want to do that, and I think I could sometime, but… you’re pretty big.”


  Jherik flicked his ears. “Oh. I don’t want to hurt you.”


  “You wouldn’t, if we did it right, but we don’t have the stuff. We’d need oils, and something to stretch me… what?”


  “Is there something I don’t know about my brother?” Jherik stared at the fox. “How do you know so much?”


  Benton lowered his ears. “I’ve been down to the Velvet Den. Haven’t you?”


  Jherik shook his head again. “That’s the brothel?”


  “Yeah. They have males and females. Not too expensive. Why didn’t you go?”


  Jherik shrugged. “Marhik never went. I didn’t think it was proper for a noble.”


  Benton smiled. “Well, I’ll be happy to give you the benefit of my experience. You can tell me if I’m as good a teacher as you are.”


  “You’re doing fine so far. So… what should I do?”


  The fox grinned at him and then guided him to the cot. “Lie on your back?”


  Jherik obliged, stretching his bulky frame over the small cot. Benton knelt at one end, and lowered his nose to Jherik’s sac. The first few licks were familiar to Jherik, soft sensations traveling up his shaft and sheath, a smaller, more delicate tongue tracing lines of pleasure around his member. Then the tongue descended slowly, lifting the sac and venturing underneath, and Jherik felt its touch on the opening beneath his tail. He shivered in pleasure and let out a gasping moan.


  “Mmm,” Benton said in reply, and licked again, pressing harder. Jherik lifted his legs and rump, stretching his thighs apart, doing anything he could to give the fox more room to lick. Every touch set his body tingling; it was a different and more diffuse pleasure than the strokes to his member had produced, but it was just as delightful and it made him feel as though he were floating on the cot in a dreamy, blissful state.


  The warmth and rhythmic stroking seemed as though it would go on forever. The tongue pressed further into him, and he just wriggled more, moaning to the ceiling. He curled his toes, lowered them slightly and found fur, and rubbed the fox’s back, hoping it conveyed his feelings properly.


  Benton smiled, lifting his muzzle. “Tell me if this hurts, okay?” he said softly.


  Jherik saw the fox licking his paw, saw him lower it down between his own legs, and knew what was coming. “Go ahead,” he replied.


  He watched Benton raise himself up, felt a brush at his tail hole, and then a pressure, a little harder than the tongue, and then much harder. “Relax,” Benton breathed, and Jherik tried, allowing the fox to slide inside him.


  It was only mildly pleasant at first, but when Benton wrapped his paw around Jherik’s member and started to stroke in time with his thrusts, Jherik felt himself shudder in delight. “Ohhhh,” he moaned, and clutched the sides of the cot. He looked up at Benton and saw an expression of bliss on the fox’s muzzle as well. He felt as though he wanted to do more, but couldn’t figure out what he could do, so he lay back and let the waves of excitement shudder through him.


  When Benton started to pant harder, and pushed his knot through Jherik’s opening, the cougar couldn’t restrain himself. He moaned loudly and felt his whole body tighten up. There was a low crack from the cot as he clenched it, but he ignored it and wrapped his legs around the fox’s waist, pulling Benton closer in to him as he arched his back and finally gave in to the ecstatic pressure, dotting his chest and stomach with splashes of his warm seed. His body convulsed over and over in pleasure, and when he finally lifted his muzzle, he was treated to the sight of a white-coated black paw on his member, above which Benton’s muzzle was hanging open as his body shuddered and released into Jherik. And it struck him that he was as genuinely delighted to see the fox’s pleasure as he had been to feel his own.


  So this is what he meant, he thought, thinking of his books, and then opened his arms to let the exhausted fox fall onto his stomach.


  He wrapped his arms around Benton. He couldn’t quite reach him with his muzzle, so he just stroked his shoulders and ears. The fox’s eyes were closed, and he didn’t seem to mind that his fur was now largely stuck to Jherik’s. He was smiling and nuzzling the cougar’s chest, paws rubbing his sides.


  Jherik giggled as the black claws teased a particular spot below his ribs, and Benton opened an eye, grinning mischievously as he brushed the spot over and over again. “No no no!” Jherik laughed, squirming and clinging to the fox but unable to move him. “Hey, you’re stuck!”


  Benton stopped and grinned. “It’s a knot.” He licked Jherik’s chest fur. “You never got tied with Mishel?”


  “No. I never had anyone… in me before.”


  “Oh.” Benton looked suddenly worried. “I thought you’d… I mean, I wouldn’t have if I’d known…”


  Jherik hugged him. “I liked it. Don’t worry.”


  “Okay.” Benton sighed.


  “How much do you know about Mishel?” Jherik said cautiously a moment later.


  “I think he comes from down south somewhere.” Benton murmured.


  “I mean about him and me.”


  “You came in that one time with him all over you,” Benton said in a low voice.


  “But you said… it sounded like you know I’ve been seeing him a lot. Don’t worry,” he said, as Benton looked away. “I told him tonight that I don’t want to see him any more.”


  “Really?”


  Jherik nodded. “I… realized that he didn’t have what I was looking for.”


  Benton exhaled and nuzzled him. Jherik stroked his ears. “So… how much do you know?”


  Benton sighed. “He used to brag. In the barracks.”


  Jherik found himself picturing the barracks building as seen from the grove of trees, and he suddenly remembered that the narrow windows in the mess hall looked out onto that grove. There normally wouldn’t be anyone in the mess hall that late. Normally. Putting that together with Mishel’s penchant for staying right at the edge of the grove, he found that he didn’t want to pursue that line of questioning any more. “Why didn’t you say something to me?”


  Benton was quiet for a long time. Jherik kept stroking him, and eventually the fox spoke. “I didn’t want to say anything. Because I didn’t know if you knew, and I thought that I might only be telling you because I wanted to be with you too, and I thought you must know how I felt and if I told you, you’d just put it down to jealousy.” He sighed. “I don’t know. I was confused, and jealous, and I thought I’d never have a chance with you, especially next to someone like him.”


  “How long… how long have you felt like that about me?”


  Benton pressed his muzzle into Jherik’s chest and didn’t answer. Jherik rubbed him gently. “Benton?”


  “I don’t know,” the fox said muffledly. “Your brother talked about you and how you were so sweet and passionate. He talked about how he envied that passion, and I thought you sounded like such a great person, and then you started feeling bad, and I just wanted to make you feel better. And then you spent all that time to teach me. That was so nice. So I guess it’s been either a year and a half or a few weeks. Depending on how you look at it.”


  “Wow.” Jherik extended his claws slightly to scritch the fox’s soft fur. “I have some catching up to do.” It still bothered him that he hadn’t picked up on it sooner, but better late than never, he supposed.


  Benton murmured something, and shifted his hips, his knot sliding through Jherik and out. Jherik shuddered at a final wave of pleasure, then took advantage of his mobility to lean down and kiss Benton again. “Come on,” he said softly. “I think we both deserve a good night’s sleep.”


  “Yeah.” Benton grinned, and his grin grew wider as Jherik leaned over and scooped him up. The cougar managed to throw the lock, checked the hallway to make sure it was clear, then scooted across and into his own chambers, and shut the door behind him.


  Yakua’s cot was empty. Jherik padded through the main room and slipped into the bedroom, closing the door behind him with his rear. He leaned against it and sighed, and Benton hugged his neck warmly. He smiled, nuzzling the fox back, and the fox’s tongue sought his again. He met it gladly.


  When they broke from the kiss, he lay Benton down in his bed, thinking about how often he’d dreamed of having someone share the bed with him. The thought kept him looking down, smiling, and standing, until Benton patted the bed impatiently, grinning. “All right, I’m coming,” Jherik said, and slid in next to the fox. They curled up around each other, embracing and nuzzling, and Jherik draped his tail across the fox’s rump, where it lay, perfectly still, until morning.


  

  Morning intruded gradually upon his awareness. He yawned and stretched, and his arm brushed fur. Blinking, he looked over into a pair of amber eyes and a bright smile. “Hi,” Benton whispered.



  “Mmm.” Jherik leaned over and kissed the fox on the nose. “You’re still here.”


  “I wouldn’t dare leave.”


  “How long have you been up?” He curled his arm around the fox, pulling him close. He could feel the slender body against his, but even the brush of Benton’s sheath against him wasn’t as pleasant as just feeling the fox in his arms. So he closed his eyes, nuzzled and purred, and curled his tail tightly around Benton’s waist. He was a bit sore from last night’s activity, especially where the fox’s knot had stretched him, but it was a good kind of soreness, almost like the kind that came from working out.


  “A little while. I like watching you sleep.” He stroked Jherik’s chest. “Yakua came in a little bit ago. He said he’d come back when you were up.”


  “Oh. He probably wants to know if he should pack my things.” Jherik opened his eyes and saw Benton’s looking back at him. Best time to ask him, when he’s in my arms and can’t run away. “So. I was wondering if you might want to come to Caril with me. You could join the city guard. Marhik said I could bring someone.” He hoped Benton would be more likely to come along if he could be useful.


  Benton hesitated, then shook his head. “I don’t think I’ll ever be a good soldier, sir. Despite your excellent teaching.”


  Jherik felt a tiny tremor of worry in his heart, remembering that the fox had refused to go to Caril with Marhik. Maybe that hadn’t been just to stay near him. Maybe last night had been just a goodbye. “I’m sure there are some woodworking shops there. You could get an apprenticeship…” That was no good. Apprentices lived in their masters’ shops. He’d never see Benton. He searched desperately. “You’re a good valet. Maybe you could come with me and be my valet.”


  There was a flicker of something in the fox’s eyes as he looked up into Jherik’s. “I wouldn’t want to put Yakua out of a job,” he said softly.


  And then Jherik understood, or hoped he did. He held the fox tightly and said, “Then maybe you could just come with me? Please?”


  The flicker grew to a light, and the fox’s muzzle slid back into a warm and easy smile, and he nodded. “I’d love to, sir.”


  Jherik shook his head, forcing words out past the blossom of relief and love that seemed to be leaving very little room in his chest and throat for anything else. “Don’t call me sir,” he said, and to stop himself from having to talk any more, he lifted his muzzle and took Benton in a deep, long, satisfying kiss that put any he’d read about in his books to shame.
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  The rooms at the Lonely Cock were everything the chambers in the palace were not: wooden, over-ventilated, dusty, and prone to bug infestations. They were also open to non-palace residents, the overroding consideration on the nights when Helfer didn’t feel the need to sneak a random piece of tail into his rooms. For the young weasel,waking up amidst the dust and scratching chiggers from his fur was a small price to pay for the warm body by his side, ready to start his day off right.


  He poked the sleeping rabbit. “Norbert.” When the rabbit didn’t stir, he repeated the name, louder, and put a little more energy into the poke.


  The rabbit grumbled and turned onto his side, away from Helfer. The weasel put a paw on the naked hip, under the blanket, and tickled fingers under the sleep-matted fur of the short tail. “Come on, Norbert. I’ve got to be back at the palace soon.”


  “Mmf,” the rabbit said. “Norville.”


  Helfer cocked a short, round ear. “What?”


  “M’name’s Norville,” the rabbit mumbled. “Not Norbert.”


  “Whatever.” Helfer reached around to the rabbit’s groin, fondling the warm sheath. “Wake up, little Norville, and let’s have a little fun before breakfast.”


  Long ears twitched. “Listen,” the rabbit said, and then turned over onto his back and saw Helfer looking down at him. The weasel saw the slightly widened eyes and heard the rest of the sentence buried in the rabbit’s throat. “Uh, Lord Ikling,” Norville said, “I mean, it was a long night last night, and…”


  “And a nice one,” Helfer said cheerfully. “And since I’m payin’ for this room, it’ll be a little longer of a morning, too, hm?” His paw rested on the rabbit’s still-quiescent sheath.


  The rabbit looked down as though he could see through the blankets. “Of course, sir,” he said, “but I, um…” His words trailed off as Helfer’s paw began to massage, gently at first, then more firmly as he felt a response.


  “Don’t worry, Norville. You just have to get up on all fours. I’ll do most of the work. Again.”


  Norville proved more willing with a little more massaging, which was good. Helfer didn’t mind using his title to get what he wanted, but it was always nicer when the other guy was into it too. He didn’t make a practice out of forcing himself on people. And he certainly hadn’t had to do so with Norville or Norton or Norbert—Helfer had been more than a little tipsy when he’d propositioned the rabbit in the bar downstairs, and the part where they’d exchanged names, though it had clearly stuck with the rabbit, had blurred in his own recollection.


  Which was one reason he was determined to get a little more for his money. His memories of last night had faded into a blissful blur. Certainly he didn’t remember the rabbit’s short maleness, which fit nicely into his paw, though he did remember the musky scent and the tightness that surrounded his own shaft as he took care of the other reason he was being so insistent about the morning. One of the burdens of being a weasel, he sighed to himself with a grin, and one of the reasons he often spent nights away from the castle. It was so much nicer to wake with a cozy rabbit nearby to bury one’s morning need in rather than resorting to the ever-present but rather boring and unexciting paw.


  For one thing, his paw didn’t make nice breathy noises as he pushed his need into it. For another, his paws were better occupied on someone else’s hardness, stroking the length, teasing the tip that was still sticky from the previous night, feeling the body tense beneath him. And for a third, his paw didn’t have beautiful long ears that flicked and spread and yet managed to remain upright all through their brief tryst.


  Sadly, his paws couldn’t quite reach those ears, but he’d played with them enough the previous night; at least, he assumed he had. They seemed familiar enough. Anyway, he had other things to concern him: the squirming of the lithe body below him, and his own mounting passion. He lay over Norbert’s back and sank his little teeth into the scruff between the shoulders, holding on as his hips thrust up hard under the rabbit’s tail. The tail pressed into his stomach, twitching as much as the long ears were doing. The little weasel held on below, too, gripping the rabbit’s stomach fur and stroking fast along the taut, hot length hanging below it. Norton squeaked and struggled, making Helfer hold on tighter, his short legs pushing his shaft into the rabbit’s tail hole as he felt the familiar snap, rush of blinding pleasure, and spine-tingling release.


  “Rrr,” he growled, shoved all the way in, his hips pressed up against the furry rump. He felt the tension below him and kept on moving his paw, soft skin on sticky skin until Norville trembled, tensed, and bucked back into Helfer. More rabbit seed joined the dried mess already on the bed, and the rabbit collapsed onto his stomach a moment later, panting.


  Helfer let go slowly. He drew his paws along the rabbit’s trembling sides, claws tracing paths through the fur. “There,” he said. “Wasn’t so bad, hm?”


  “No, sir.” Norbert moaned softly.


  Helfer grinned and slid back, working himself free from the embrace. He teased the fluffy short tail to watch it twitch, and then rolled off the bed, brushing his fur out with his claws. “I’d like to make it longer, but I have an appointment.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Norton’s muffled voice came from the pillows.


  It took him only a few minutes to throw on his ‘disreputable’ clothes, as Caresh called them. “You can stay here a little longer if you want,” he told the rabbit, who still hadn’t moved. “Til half-morning. Then they’ll be in to clean it.”


  “Thank you, sir,” the rabbit said again.


  “No, thank you, Nor…ville,” Helfer said. “Maybe we’ll meet each other again sometime down in the bar, hm?”


  “I’d like that, sir.”


  “Course you would, course you would,” Helfer chuckled to himself as he slipped out of the room, closing the door behind him.


  Nobody else in the inn was stirring as he padded down the wooden hallway to the stairs and out the back door to the street. The streets were quiet too, in the between-time where nocturnals had gone to bed and it was too early for decent folk. Too early, he thought, checking the sun as he hurried toward the palace, but he was likely to be late for his run if he went back to his quarters. No secret passage this morning, then.


  At the front gate, he presented his papers and asked about the health of the guard’s family. Just inside the huge front doors, he stripped his shirt off and handed it to a footservant with orders to leave them in his quarters. His shorts were designed to be loose enough for frisky boys to get their paws into easily, so they were well ventilated and perfectly suitable to run in.


  He jogged over to the front garden and spent a little time exploring the flowerbeds. The old red and purple geraniums were dying, and soon it would be time to replace them. He knelt, picked one, and brought it to his nose, inhaling the scent. Volle could smell them standing, even with his nose a couple feet higher than Helfer’s, but Helfer’d always felt a keen nose was as much curse as blessing, especially in the palace. The few times he’d gotten close enough to some of the other nobles to smell them, he’d thanked Weasel for the rarity of the experience. Poor foxes and wolves had to walk around with scent-kerchiefs or just endure the assault of the palace’s residents less gifted and therefore less aware—and less hygienic—than they.


  He squinted at the sun again. Where was that fox, anyway? He’d been out late before, but usually Helfer accompanied him, and he always knew what Volle had planned even if he didn’t go along. When he’d seen Volle the previous night at dinner and had invited him out, the fox had declined, saying he was tired and pleading some Agricultural Committee business to attend to. The poor fellow had only been here a quarter of the time Helfer had, so it wasn’t a surprise that he hadn’t yet figured out that the more one got involved in politics, the less happy one was. The weasel had seen it over and over again, with his friends, his former friends, and his parents.


  It was severely late now, and he wanted to get his run in so he could go wash the scent of Norwood off himself. Volle would surely understand if he went ahead and started. But then again, he could just jog back to the palace and ask a footservant to go see what as keeping the fox. He could go himself, too, and while his desire for cleanliness and his coiled energy urged him to run, his sharp curiosity wanted to know what Volle had been doing sooner rather than later. He let the flower fall from his paw and got to his feet.


  2


  

  The run could wait, after all; summer was drawing to an end, and there wouldn’t be many more fine days, but this looked to be one. He jogged to the main entrance and slipped inside the wooden doors to the cool of the stone hallway.


  The waking palace stirred around him, rustling from overhead hallways and footsteps on staircases the backdrop to murmured conversations. He waved to Lord Vanadi, the grey fox, in conversation with some official or another, and avoided the eye of Lord Ikinna, who was always trying to get him involved in some weasel bonding activity (and not the fun kind). Rounding the corner to the hallway that led to Volle’s rooms, he had to skip out of the way of a coyote who was walking fast in the other direction. Helfer kept going, but he heard the coyote stop.


  “Oh, Ikling. A moment?”


  He sighed and turned. “Morning, Alister.” It wasn’t unusual for the King’s Steward to be up at this hour, but it was unusual for him to have anything to do with Helfer.


  “So this is where you are. Yes. I think it would be best if you come talk to me first. Can you do that?”


  The words were delivered in rapid, stacatto patter. Helfer put his paws up. “Look, I’m about to go on my morning run. Can I come by after that?”


  “Well.” Alister fidgeted from side to side. Helfer and Volle often joked that Alister was the only noble as thin as they were, because he never stopped running. “Really, could you run after? This won’t take a minute.” He flared his nostrils. Helfer was sure he was going to comment on the smell of sex and bunny, but the coyote stayed quiet.


  Helfer sighed. “All right.” Of all the lords in the palace, Alister was least likely to waste his time with something frivolous, if only because the coyote rarely had the time.


  “Thank you. I’ll expect you momentarily.” Alister padded quickly around the corner, then stuck his head back around and said, “Oh, and could you change into something slightly more presentable?” Without waiting for a reply, he was gone again.


  “More presentable?” Helfer said to the empty air, looking down at his loose, dirty shorts. “Isn’t my fur presentable enough?” There was no answer, of course; Alister was probably on the other side of the palace already, lining up his appointments for the next three days. The weasel snorted.


  Since he had a few moments, and was so close, he took a detour down the hall to pass Volle’s chambers. The door was closed, but as he was about to knock, he heard a deep grunt, faint, and then a scraping noise. It took him a moment to place it as the movement of a very heavy bed. He chuckled. So the fox was getting into it with a bear, now. Well, much as he would like a nice glimpse of that foxy tail, he would leave them their privacy.


  On his way to the stairs, he smelled fresh bread in the kitchens, and his stomach rumbled. If he was going to put off his run anyway, he might as well get fed. And it smelled like the cook had put cinnamon in the bread, which meant it was one of Taffen’s loaves, and therefore well worth stopping for.


  He sneaked in through the kitchen door and ripped a piece of bread off of one of the steaming loaves, tossing it from paw to paw to cool it down while the porcupine manning the ovens gaped at him. Helfer winked and took a bite of the bread. “Delicious as always, Taffen.”


  An elderly mouse assembling plates at the other end of the kitchen turned. She rolled her eyes. “Lord Ikling. You’re no servant’s whelp, you should be out there eating with the rest of them.” She gestured to the window through which Helfer could see footservants carrying full plates into the dining hall and empty plates back. “And you, Inky, back to work. You’ve seen Lord Ikling before.”


  Helfer chuckled as the porcupine scrambled to the wash basin with some of the dirty dishes, finishing the piece of bread. “I’m not dressed for the hall. Besides, the bread’s better fresh from the oven.”


  Taffen sighed. “You’d best take that whole loaf now. I can’t send it out there broken.”


  “Why, thank you!” Pretending to be surprised at her gratitude, Helfer broke another chunk off the loaf and chewed on it as he gathered the steaming loaf into his other paw. “Mmmm, heavenly. You cook like the Mother, Taffen.”


  “Get on with you,” the mouse said, but he saw her smile and knew her irritation was as fake as his surprise. He was about to leave the kitchen when he saw the door to the dining hall swing open, and heard an unmistakable laugh. The footservant who was bringing dishes back to the kitchen let the door close behind him, cutting off the noise, but Helfer would know the laugh of Dereath the rat anywhere. His fur prickled. If Dereath was laughing, then it was almost assuredly not at anything Helfer would find amusing, or even pleasant. He bit off another hunk of bread to make himself feel better, and took the stairs up to his room.


  Caresh was absent, probably getting his own breakfast while his master was supposed to be on a run. The fox knew Helfer’s schedule to the minute, and often knew it even when it was disrupted, but apparently whatever Alister wanted to talk about hadn’t filtered through to the servants yet. Helfer paused at the entrance to his bathroom, wanting to clean up, but he was already later than Alister would be expecting. Anyway, the coyote had had a chance to comment on his smell and hadn’t, so he would have to suffer through it.


  Volle would notice and comment on it, but he would smell like bear at that point. Helfer grinned, anticipating the exchange, and selected a simple tunic and trousers from his closet. Without Caresh to help him dress, he didn’t have time or ability to get too fancy with his clothes.


  And what did Alister want, he wondered, easing the door shut to his quarters and pacing down the hall. More than likely it was something to do with the King’s retreat. Every year, the King asked one of the nobles to host a retreat, and it had been over a decade since the gentle climate of Vellenland, the main province of Ikling, had had the “honor.” Helfer knew that Alister had been putting off a retreat to Vellenland because of his youth, but that wasn’t likely to save him this year or next. He started mentally checking off the people he would have to get to organize things: his own steward, his governor, and maybe there were some people in the palace he could get to help him out. Pleading ignorance and a sincere desire to make things go well probably would work. The prospect eased his tension as he made his way back to the Steward’s office.


  “Morning, Jerish,” he said cheerfully, walking in and waving.


  The mouse behind the desk lowered the quill with which he’d been copying documents and affected astonishment. “Goodness, Lord Ikling,” he said, “how did Lord Alister convince you to actually set foot in his office?”


  “I made him sign a paper assuring me I wouldn’t have to do a lick of work.” Helfer grinned. “Is the old dog ready for me?”


  Jerish shook his head. “I haven’t seen him but five minutes today, and four of those he was waiting for you. I could’ve told him to spend the time more profitably. He told me to keep you here, and dashed off to some other meeting.” He pointed. “Your valet is slipping. Your tunic’s fastened crooked.”


  Helfer frowned, looking down at his tunic and tugging half-heartedly at one side. “Well, I have my own things to take care of.”


  “Really?” Jerish arched an eyebrow. “Surely you can afford to pay them for another hour.”


  “Delightful, that sense of humor,” Helfer said. “Never gets old. Pity it isn’t funny.”


  “Funny to me,” Jerish said. “You just need to get a different perspective.”


  “Mm, I like mine.” Helfer paced back and forth. “So what’s going on, anyway? He didn’t say.”


  Jerish shrugged. “No idea.” He went back to copying papers.


  “Well, where’s Alister gone off to? I’ll just find him.”


  Jerish lifted his head. “I’m sure he’ll be back pretty soon.”


  “Come on,” Helfer said. “He went off to meet with Villutian, right? Wallen? Mynoch? Ah,” he said as Jerish’s ears flicked, “it was Mynoch, wasn’t it?”


  “Look.” Jerish put down his quill. “Just sit still for five minutes and wait for him to get back.”


  “I know where Lord Mynoch is this time of day,” Helfer said. “I’ll just pop over there.”


  The mouse gave a disgusted snort and lowered his head again. “Told him if he weren’t here, you wouldn’t stay.”


  Helfer grinned and padded quickly out to the corridor, turning toward the Wolf stair and the music room where Lord Mynoch spent his mornings. Despite lacking any sense of pitch or tone, the old stag loved music. It had become common knowledge that right after breakfast, the music room was to be avoided if one had any compunctions about hearing lovely ballads hopelessly mangled.


  At the head of the stair, he stopped and shrank back. There was that familiar voice again, not laughing, but shrilly cheerful, just far enough away that he couldn’t make out the words. Dereath was talking to someone, climbing the staircase, and if Helfer walked out onto it, he’d be in plain sight. He chewed his lip. If he skipped around to the next stair, he’d be close to Volle’s chambers again and could see whether the fox was up; anything Dereath was doing was likely to be of interest to him as well. But he’d be further from Mynoch, and Alister would be more irritated if he had to hunt him down again. Thus far, Helfer had avoided getting on the Steward’s bad side, because that meant worse food and worse seating at palace functions. Maybe he should just wait back in the office, especially if Dereath were coming up the stairs—he’d no wish to be spotted by the rat, who was getting closer still.
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  He’d never been one to waste too much time on decisions. An open door across the hall from him beckoned; quickly, he slipped inside and pressed himself to the wall next to the door, listening. Dereath had indeed been coming up to the stairs, and to this floor: he heard the rat’s cheerful voice, but as they passed within feet of his hiding place, not only did the words come into focus, but also a strain below the tone.


  “I’m confident that I’ll be proven right, of course,” the rat was saying. “It’s just a few minor details need to be cleared up. And the important part is that that pompous ass is going to have to admit I’m right. All these years…” His voice was whiny at the best of times, but now, Helfer thought, it carried an additional whine that sounded as though he wasn’t quite as confident as he was saying. Or maybe that was just something Helfer guessed from his years of experience with the rat.


  His companion gave a sympathetic murmur, and Helfer caught a quick whiff of scent that identified him as Gorrick, a short, pudgy grey fox whose father, Lord Wilkyre, was reportedly too ill to live in the palace. Gorrick had earned the nickname “Whore-ick” among the nobility for his reputation for seducing anyone of either sex who caught his eye. Helfer had personally had the rather unpleasant experience of the young fox’s paw being shoved down his trousers to grope his sheath at a small state dinner. A well-placed fork to the forearm had reinforced the message that the weasel’s pants were invitation-only, but rather than looking ashamed or proud of himself, Gorrick had just blinked bemusedly as though he couldn’t realize why anyone wouldn’t want his sheath groped, and gone on with his meal, his arm bleeding through to his torn shirt.


  No question what Dereath was doing with him, Helfer thought. The rat was opportunistic at everything, including sex, and had no doubt spent the night with him. The resulting image made him squeeze his eyes shut and try to imagine Norville’s pretty behind again. By the time he’d done that, the pair were past him and the stair was clear. Poking his head outside, he made sure nobody was looking and then bounced on the balls of his feet to the top of the staircase, elated at having avoided the unpleasant rat and his lecherous companion.


  Since kithood, he’d been able to take the stairs two at a time without touching the banisters, and he still took a childlike glee in bounding down to the horrified looks of any of the old lardbuckets trudging up. Today that joy was doubled by the pent-up energy he hadn’t spent on his run, bringing him to a breathless, skidding halt in the great hall. He spun around the post with its white wolf’s head and waved to two footservants carrying laundry down to the basement before padding quickly into the north wing.


  The morning was truly under way now, the palace waking up. In the game room, he saw two bears, Lords Boursin and Alacris, playing chess, and before he even rounded the corner to the music room, he could hear the painful flailings of Lord Mynoch on the harpsichord.


  That probably meant that the steward was not, in fact, there with him. Helfer paused, reviewing his conversation with Jerish and realizing that at no point had the mouse ever actually said that Alister was down here. Helfer had only thought of Mynoch because he knew from talking to Jerish that the old stag, despite his atrocious musical ability, had a keen sense of decorum and politics, and Alister made time for him more than any other Lord. To confirm his suspicion, he peeked his head around the corner of the music room, and sure enough, the old stag was sitting alone in the music room, pounding away at the keys of the battered instrument. As Helfer watched, he began to bellow, “She was a doe of beauty rare / Her breath as sweet as summer air” so far off key that the weasel turned and fled with his paws over his ears.


  Grumbling, Helfer realized he didn’t have much choice but to return to Alister’s office. He jogged up the stairs, feeling that at least he’d have gotten his run for the day in, and walked back down the hallway he was getting heartily sick of seeing. He had important things to be doing: investigating the local pubs for ales and meads and cute behinds, napping in the late summer sun, deciding on a new set of clothes for the next state dinner, and so forth.


  The pleasant litany of things he could otherwise be doing was brought to a screeching halt outside the steward’s door, where he heard Jerish talking to someone. “He was here before. I don’t know where he is now.”


  Instinct brought Helfer up short, heart pounding. He knew that the next voice he was going to hear was Dereath’s, though he couldn’t have said how, because he could smell nothing but Alister’s scent all over this section of hallway. One paw pressed to the chilly stone wall, he waited, praying to Weasel to be proven wrong.


  On this occasion, his Ancestor turned a deaf ear. “He can’t be that hard to find,” the rat’s voice snapped. “As the first name on the list, I would have expected the Royal Steward to be more assiduous in attempting to locate him.”


  “He did locate him,” Jerish said, adding “sir” as what seemed like an afterthought. “But you know how he is. He left again.”


  There could be little doubt they were talking about him. Helfer turned and padded as quietly as he could down the hallway, into the room he’d hidden in earlier. He eased the door closed and took a good look around for the first time.


  Facing west, the room had been dim half an hour ago and was barely lighter now. It was not one of the more desirable offices in this part of the palace, which explained its vacancy. The large oak desk in the corner, the three chairs (one overturned and broken), and the side table shoved into one corner all bore thick coats of dust. Even the portrait of King Barris looked aged, as though the King himself were older, the paint faded.


  Helfer padded to the window to see whether he could escape that way; some of the second floor offices were near trees. As a cub, he’d slipped out of his friend Devery’s room that way more than once. Alas, the closest tree he could see was twenty feet away, beyond even his adult leaping ability. He turned back to the door, kicking up clouds of dust that tickled his nose. Too late, he stopped, crammed a paw to his muzzle, and tried to hold back the sneeze that had begun to build.


  “Ah… Mmmmmmf… Ahhhh…”


  He managed to contain it mostly, though the sensation of the spasm backing down into his throat was quite unpleasant. Shaking his head, eyes watering, he looked up into the eyes of Lord Alister, who was holding out a handkerchief. The coyote eased the office door closed behind him with the other paw.


  “Smelled you on the frame,” he said shortly. “Go on, take it.”


  Helfer took the handkerchief and dabbed at his eyes. “This dust,” he said, glancing at the closed door and then back at Alister. He returned the handkerchief. “What’s going on?”


  “Well,” Alister said, “there’s been a little trouble, and I wanted to talk to you in private before he got a chance to.”


  “He who?”


  “Do you know where Lord Vinton might be today?”


  Helfer laughed. “Sure. He’s in his chambers getting cleaned up.” He winked at the coyote.


  Alister frowned. “He wasn’t there earlier this morning. His servant came to ask what happened to him.”


  “Well, maybe he spent the night outside the palace. And just got back in time for some fun in the morning.”


  The coyote rocked back and forth on his feet, rubbing his whiskers. “Are you sure you heard him? You heard his voice?”


  “Well, no. But who else would have been in his chambers?” It was occurring to Helfer that even if Volle had spent the night outside, he wouldn’t have been late back to the morning run. And Welcis would have known where his master was. He was nearly as good about that as Caresh was.


  “Where might he have spent the night?” Alister leaned in.


  “Why?” Helfer leaned back, suddenly worried.


  Alister’s nose twitched. He took a breath. “Because I like him,” he said. “Now, where might he have spent the night, if not here?”
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  “I really don’t know,” Helfer said. “Honest.”


  Alister pressed a paw to his head. “Who else would know, if not you?”


  “What about his wife’s family?”


  “I wasn’t aware he spent any time with them, since Lady Vinton is living down south.”


  “That’s probably right,” Helfer conceded.


  “You’re sure you don’t have any idea? Anyone else who might have a thought?”


  “I—I don’t know.” He did have an idea, though he wasn’t about to share it with Alister. “Listen, can I go now?”


  The coyote shook his head. “No, he’s going to want to ask you the same questions, no doubt. Though I should warn you he’s not going to have any patience with that answer.”


  “Who’s ‘he’?” Helfer was afraid he already knew, but he had to ask nonetheless.


  “Dereath, of course.” Alister’s eyes showed the disdain his neutral tone did not. “Come on back to my office. He said he’d wait there for you.”


  “Well,” Helfer said, holding up his paws, “love to, but you know, I have a really full day ahead of me, so if you’re finished with me, I think I’ll go get started on it.”


  Alister opened his muzzle and then snapped it shut. His eyes met Helfer’s and then he grinned, a wide startling expression that Helfer couldn’t recall ever seeing on the coyote before. “Well, Lord Ikling,” he said, “perhaps you should go get started on your day. I daresay if Lord Fardew requires anything of you, he’ll summon you himself.”


  “I daresay,” Helfer said, returning the grin.


  He watched Alister leave the room and heard the coyote’s voice proclaiming loudly, “Mister Talison. Lord Ikling has informed me that he is on his way.” A nice touch, Helfer thought as he sidled down the Wolf stairs. Matching the two titles up like that subtly informed the rat that he had no real authority to order Helfer around.


  “Better than I’d do,” he murmured to himself. “I’d just ignore him.” It occurred to him that that was exactly what he was doing, and that thought cheered him considerably.


  He considered stopping by his chambers again to tell Caresh where he was going, but the chance that Dereath would be there or would have sent someone there to look for him was enough to send him directly to the palace exit.


  “Morning!” He waved to the same guard who had admitted him. The badger looked startled only for a moment and then grinned, waving back as Helfer jogged directly out into the street.


  Amazing how the place had changed in just an hour or two. The street he’d sauntered down after his fun with Norville was now packed with servants running errands, tradespeople laden with goods heading for market, and any number of less identifiable people making their way through the stream of traffic. Helfer took off in the opposite direction from the Lonely Cock, keeping his purse in one paw for protection.


  He rarely came down this way, but since he was leaving the palace to avoid Dereath anyway, he thought he might as well see if he could run into Volle. He was starting to get a little bit worried about what the fox might have gotten himself into. He shared Helfer’s love for adventure but without the common sense to realize where it was appropriate, sometimes. Helfer recalled the scene in the garden when they’d first met the cougar soldier, and laughed to himself at how blasé the fox had been about it, afterwards. Of course, he’d tried to match the attitude, marveling all the while that Volle had been so unconcerned about something Helfer, for all his daring, had never tried.


  For the most part, when the two of them went out, they went to the Jackal’s Staff or the Lonely Cock. But Helfer knew Volle had a tavern he enjoyed frequenting, and the tavern offered rooms and a particular other attraction that was not really to Helfer’s personal tastes. Besides which, they didn’t serve Vellenland mead, so he never had another reason to visit.


  It was down Feller Street, wasn’t it? No, perhaps Riverside Alley. He had been sure he’d known where it was, but each side street he turned down led only to shops he’d visited once or twice in his life, and the Reckless Knave was nowhere in sight.


  Another half hour of searching found him in a small open park that he was sure was nowhere near the tavern. At least it was a nice, sunny day, so when he sat on a bench to think, he stretched out, closed his eyes, and basked. The warmth of the sun felt good on his fur, especially with the slight breeze.


  “Lord Ikling!”


  Helfer’s eyes flew open. Blocking the sun was the silhouette of what appeared to be a six-foot-tall weasel. The scent resolved quickly. “Vin?”


  “You were dead asleep, you were.” Vinstrier flowed off the railing that had given him the illusion of extra height, around to sit on the bench. “What’cha doin’ out here?”


  “I was looking for a friend,” Helfer said. He stretched, ruffling his fur where he’d been sleeping on it. “And I was not sleeping. Just enjoying the sun.”


  “You call it what you want,” Vin said. “I seen corpses enjoyin’ the sun more than you was. What friend you lookin’ for? Maybe I seen him.”


  “Maybe,” Helfer said. “V—Lord Vinton. Red fox.”


  Vin made a show of considering. “Red fox, eh? Dressed all fancy?”


  “Maybe.” Helfer leaned forward. “Seen anyone like that?”


  “Well,” Vin said, “Maybe I have, maybe not. Hard for me to remember all the folks what I seen in a day, don’tcha reckon?”


  Helfer sighed, and slipped a silver from his purse. “This help your memory any?”


  Vin leaned toward Helfer. “Mmm, it might,” he said, “but my mem’ry’s a funny thing. Sometimes money helps, and sometimes it just don’t.”


  There was a familiar gleam in his eye. Helfer felt an answering stir in his sheath. Couldn’t help it. It was a weasel thing. “Oh,” Helfer said. “So you’re thinking you keep this particular memory under your tail?”


  Vin grinned. “Or in me muzzle. Got to be in one of the two, don’ it?”


  “Dunno,” Helfer said. “How many do you have?”


  “Oh, I got memories all over,” Vin said, leaning back and stretching his arms across the back of the bench. “I got mem’ries I keep in taverns what don’t know I been there. I got mem’ries kept in the bosoms of lovely young ladies. I got mem’ries kept under tails all over this city.”


  Helfer laughed. “You’ve been busy since I last seen—saw you.” Vin’s language was contagious sometimes.


  “Just up to the usual,” Vin said. “You know what Weasel wants.”


  “No mystery unsolved—”


  “—an’ no doorway unexplored.” Vin folded his arms. “So how come you don’t let me in the palace no more?”


  Helfer spread his paws. “King’s out of fancy goblets. Soon as he gets more in, I’ll let you know.”


  Vin snorted. “Only did that the once, I apologized for it too, but you always mention it.”


  “I had to replace it.”


  “Didn’t have to.”


  “By buying it from—”


  “Pff,” Vin waved a paw. “Ancient history. What if I promise I won’t steal?”


  Helfer laughed. “Should I believe the sun if it says it won’t come up tomorrow?”


  “I mean it! I just want to sniff around.”


  “What happened to that kitchen girl you were seeing?”


  Vin shrugged. “Met another mouse. Don’t want to see me no more. Couldn’t get me in anyway. I tried once, her papers didn’t work. Can’t find any other weasels what work there. But this friend o’yours, the fox, he’s a lord, is he?”


  “Of course,” Helfer said. “You think I associate with anyone but nobility?”


  “I think you ‘sociate with anyone got a tail to lift.”


  “Not true,” Helfer said.


  “Fine, anyone with a tail to lift and a nice pair between the legs.”


  “Still not true, but closer.” Helfer grinned. “So did you see the fox or didn’t you?”


  “Ah ah ah,” Vin waggled a finger, grinning back. “My mem’ry still needs some proper joggin’.”


  Helfer considered the proposition. Vin wasn’t a bad lover, and the memory of Norbert was already fading into the multi-species haze of “previous bedmates.” “Well, do you know where the Reckless Knave tavern is? I might find him there first.”


  “What, and lose my chance of payment?” Vin grinned. “Come on, I don’t usually have to talk to you bed. I had a slow night, all pent up now, I am. You’ll have a good time.”


  “No doubt of that,” Helfer said. “Just wondering whether I should indulge so early in the morning. It’d ruin the rest of the day. I’d have nothing to look forward to.”


  Vin shrugged, getting up from the bench. “Don’t want to force you into nothing.” He swung his little tail back and forth enticingly, walking with deliberate slowness and waiting for Helfer to follow.
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  The sun was getting rather warm, and Vin’s rear was nice and shapely under his too-tight pants, and so why not? Helfer got up, stretched, and padded after the other weasel. Once Vin heard him coming, he chuckled and sped up, weaving through the crowd but checking periodically to make sure Helfer was following.


  Of course, there wasn’t much danger of Helfer losing Vin in the crowd, especially since Vin wasn’t trying to lose him. He kept his eye flicking between the bodies and kept the other’s pale yellow tunic and black-tipped short tail in view in the gaps the crowd allowed him. He rarely spent this much time outside the palace, and almost never this far from it, so he found himself staring at various people as they wandered by him. Didn’t that one guy notice the big hole in his tunic? Ugh, even without a fox’s nose he could smell that raccoon and where she’d been rooting with her filthy paws. That sharp squirrel’s muzzle reminded him of a thin, hungry Ullik, the palace Exchequer. As he dodged around them, he glanced around the dirty buildings and wondered where Vin was leading him, because he could be pretty sure he hadn’t been to this area before.


  And then, down one side street, he saw a noble’s doublet, a fox’s russet tail. He stopped as it disappeared into one of the shops. Someone bumped into him from behind and cursed, but Helfer just slipped out of the way. He spared one glance toward Vin, unable to find the weasel in the crowd, and then dodged out of the crowd and down the side street. The prospect of a mystery that was hopefully not political made his whiskers twitch and his paws dance across the stones of the street. He stopped in front of a little row of three shops: a pawnshop, a bakery, and a groomer. Through the open doors, he could not see the fox in any one of them. Scent was no help, as out here in the street the mixed scents of the crowd obscured any individual, at least to his nose. He paced between the shops and finally let his stomach lead him into the bakery.


  The fox wasn’t in there, but a set of small honey rolls were. Chewing, he stepped back out onto the street and found himself nose to nose with Vin.


  “Hungry?” the other weasel said. “Coulda said somethin’, I woulda stopped.”


  His mouth full, Helfer held out the last honey roll, and Vin took it. “Awright,” he said. “Back on our way?”


  “Just let me check in this shop,” Helfer said, stepping toward the pawnshop. If the fox hadn’t gone into the bakery, surely he must have gone in here.


  “Lookin’ for new toys?” Vin followed Helfer inside, licking his fingers.


  Like the bakery, the smell of the pawnshop overwhelmed any scents of its customers. Unlike the bakery, the smell was not appetizing. Shelves and racks crammed with hundreds of items exuded the scents of wood, stone, brick, and their former owners, combining into a thick haze that made Helfer’s head swim. Used to the clean air of the palace, he had to steady himself for a moment before continuing in. Behind him, Vin patted his shoulder. “Bit ripe, innit?”


  “Bit.” Helfer rubbed his nose and walked past a shelf of small metal keepsake boxes, resisting the urge to look at the decorations on each one.


  “What’cha lookin’ for, then?”


  “A fox,” Helfer said in a low voice. The shop appeared small, but as he couldn’t really see the back wall, it could’ve been fifty feet long for all he knew. He didn’t think there were many people inside, so he was hoping to hear the fox. It occurred to him that the maze of shelves muffled noise so effectively that the vulpine could be right on the other side of the wooden rack and Helfer might not hear him. The deadened air seemed to trap sound as he and Vin spoke.


  “You think someone mighta pawned one?” Vin peered around at the shelves and took down a set of wooden cups, cracked, but with a pretty grapevine design around them. He blew dust from them and turned them over. “Anyway, why you need a fox for? You got a willin’ weasel right here.”


  “Not for that.” Helfer shook his muzzle to clear it from the dust in the air.


  “Oh, that one you were lookin’ for?” Vin replaced the cups on the shelf, his muzzle dipping to look at the other items. They were in the ‘goblet’ section, it seemed. Vin picked up a simple pewter goblet and twirled it idly. “Whyn’t ya just ask me nice? More fun than pokin’ around this rubbish.”


  Hard to argue with his logic. Helfer gave the other weasel a grin. “Just let me poke around here a little more.”


  Vin stayed behind him and muttered, “Rather let you poke around here,” but otherwise didn’t object. Helfer ignored the small sounds of Vin examining every little thing he passed and focused on looking around corners for a russet tail. The shopkeeper, a pudgy mouse, stood up more alertly when he saw Helfer, whether because he recognized Helfer as a noble or simply because Helfer was a customer, the weasel couldn’t tell. Helfer was about to go ask him about the fox when he noticed a curtain hanging across a doorway at the back of the store. He motioned to it, and the mouse nodded. “Uncatalogued merchandise, please feel free to look around.” His high voice carried clearly. Perhaps the store was empty after all. Helfer drew aside the curtain and walked into a dimly lit back room.


  It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the hazy light, coming primarily from a small skylight. The musty smell was stronger here in the back, where the items on the shelves were crammed in with no rhyme nor reason that Helfer could see. He rubbed his watering eyes and walked around the first set of shelves. “Anyone here?” he said.


  Nobody responded. He felt Vin’s little paws slide around his stomach. “Just the two of us,” he breathed into Helfer’s ear. “Don’t that make you right happy?”


  Helfer flicked his ear. “Must’ve been a really slow night.”


  “Promises to be a hot day.” Vin ground his hips up under Helfer’s tail. “What’cha say?


  Helfer turned and started to shake his head. “What, here?” His protest was muffled by Vin’s muzzle, pressed against his. Before he could react, the other weasel was full-body pressed to him, his little tongue sliding against Helfer’s, and by that time, the kiss was too enjoyable for Helfer to really want to do anything about it.


  “I can barely breathe,” he said when their muzzles parted.


  “Stands to reason,” Vin said. “My tongue was right in the way. Didn’t seem like you minded.” His paw danced along the bulge in the front of Helfer’s trousers.


  “What if he comes back here?”


  Vin rubbed harder, feeling the response. “Ah, I know ‘im, he doesn’t leave the counter. Who’d mind the store? Don’tcha worry.”


  Helfer sagged back against a shelf, bracing himself as Vin’s touch brought his sheath to hardness. “What if another customer comes back here.”


  “This time o’ the morning?” Vin grinned. His fingers teased at the waist of Helfer’s trousers.


  Helfer sighed. It wouldn’t take long, of course, and maybe they could have a follow-up in an actual bed in a private room somewhere. “All right,” he said.


  That was all Vin needed to hear. In a moment, he’d unfastened the catches of the trousers and pulled the cotton fabric down, exposing Helfer’s sheath to the dusty air. Cupping the base in one of his small paws, he set to licking, small flutters of his soft tongue making Helfer moan and squirm against the wooden shelf. As Vin’s tongue traveled up his shaft, he shifted his paws on the shelf and knocked something over with a dull thud, making his fur prickle.


  Vin, unconcerned, didn’t stop. Helfer’s tail lashed against something, back and forth. After the brief thought that he hoped his tail wasn’t getting too dusty, Helfer forgot about that in the wash of sensations. Vin’s fingers pressed in at his base, rolling his sac against the warmth of his paw pad, and began to suck in earnest, moving up and down enthusiastically on Helfer’s rigid member.


  Helfer squeezed the wood of the shelves, feeling his body tense and shiver. Right in the middle of a tense moan, noise erupted from the front of the store. The clomping of at least two pairs of boots broke the silence, and a rough deep voice said something, answered by the mouse’s high treble.


  Vin paused, cocking an ear, then bent back to attend to Helfer, who had already started to pull his pants up. “What are you doing?” Helfer hissed. “Those are palace guards.”


  “Nah, jus’ the Bashers, vicious bastards.” Vin kept his paw on Helfer’s sac even as Helfer was trying to pull his trousers up over it. “They come raid the shop for stuff what’s been taken from its rightful owner without proper protocol. Confiscate what they likes.”


  “Why are they here now?”


  “Dunno. Need new boots?”


  Above them, a creak. Helfer looked up in time to see a russet tail disappearing through the now-open skylight. Vin followed his gaze. “Ah, we had an audience.” He chuckled. “Well, we can finish up in privacy, eh?”


  “Those are palace boots,” Helfer said. “What if they’re looking for him?” He pointed up.


  Vin shook his head. “You don’t live on the street, Hef. I tell ya, it’s the Bashers.”
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  Helfer finished pulling up his trousers, shaking Vin’s paw free from his sheath. “You’re turnin’ me down?” Vin said, rocking back on his heels.


  “Sorry,” Helfer said. “Another time? I need to find that fox.”


  Vin sat on the floor as Helfer clambered up the shelves toward the skylight. “You ain’t finished with me. If you want me to tell you what I know, you’re climbin’ the wrong pole.”


  Helfer glanced down, paws on the skylight. “I’ll be back,” he said, just as the clomp of boots grew louder and the curtain to the back room was shoved roughly aside.


  “Anyone back here?” Helfer could only see part of a massive leg, clad in the tanned hide of the palace guard. He pulled himself quickly up through the skylight, hoping Vin would be okay.


  His paws slipped on the tile of the roof. He caught himself with a minimum of noise, but as he was getting back up, he heard a small clatter to his left, and spun just in time to see a shadow jump from the adjacent roof down to the street.


  “You know,” Vin’s voice said behind him, “the air smells much better up here. I reckon a little stretch under the sun might do me some good.”


  He was working to close the skylight as he talked. Helfer shook his head and ran off across the adjacent roof to where he’d seen the shape drop. “Ey!” Vin called, the shouts from below cutting off abruptly as he got the skylight shut. “I was thinkin’, maybe I’ll just stick by so I’m close when you decide to change your mind.”


  “Fine,” Helfer said. He peered over the edge of the roof into a narrow alley, empty. He padded quickly along the roof to either side, looking down into the street.


  “I mean,” Vin said, “that is, you know, unless them guards was looking for you.” Helfer didn’t reply, intent on looking for russet fur and the noble doublet. “They wasn’t, was they?”


  “No,” Helfer said. Then it occurred to him that it wouldn’t be unlike Dereath to send the guards out, so he said, “Probably.”


  “Prob’ly? Prob’ly yes or prob’ly no?” Vin’s voice broke into a squeak.


  There, the fox was just disappearing through a nondescript door, one street down. Helfer pointed at the tavern next to the door. “Vin,” he said, “you know that place?”


  “Wot, the Four Vines? Sure, been in now an’ again. So Hef, are those guards after you?”


  Someone was banging on the skylight. “Not sure,” Helfer said. “Best not to chance it, though, wouldn’t you say?”


  “First sensible thing you said in a while. Come on.”


  Vin led him to the other side of the roof, where they were able to clamber down onto the street. Helfer started toward the Four Vines, but Vin pulled him in the opposite direction. “You crazy? Them guards will be out in no time. C’mon, I’ll hide you round my place.”


  “He went into the Four Vines,” Helfer said. “Well, next to it. What’s next to it?”


  “What?” Vin stared at him. “Look, let this fox mind his business and we’ll mind ours, right?”


  “What’s next to the Four Vines?”


  Vin tugged his arm again. “Hef, you don’t want nothin’ to do with the Four Vines. Even I don’t go in there ‘less I have to.”


  “What?” Helfer yanked his arm away. “I didn’t think there was a place you were afraid to go in Divalia. Did the bouncer there knock your teeth around a bit?”


  “Nothin’ like that,” Vin said indignantly. “Only they got this bat workin’ there an’ he knows everyone. You come in the bar once and he got your, I dunno,” he waved his paws around his head, “like, your sound or somethin’, so you can’t even sneak back in with another scent. Just keep clear, that’s my advice.”


  Helfer folded his arms. “What if you go in and actually pay for everything?”


  Vin threw up his paws. “Look, you wanna speak my language, or what?”


  Helfer shook his head. “What’s next to the Four Vines?”


  “Someone’s house, ya figure?”


  “You don’t know who?”


  The weasel’s eyes narrowed as a grin spread over his face. “Mayhap.”


  Helfer rolled his eyes. “I could just go find out.”


  “You wanna do that, you best leave your money here with me, that way you stand a fightin’ chance of gettin’ it back.”


  Heavy footsteps echoed through the alley. “Come on!” Vin hissed, grabbing Helfer again. This time the weasel let himself be pulled down the street, into a narrower alley, and through a small window into a dark, dusty room. He tumbled with Vin over a table, some boxes that felt like they were all corners, onto a hard floor. Vin landed on top of him, driving the air from his lungs.


  “Well,” the other weasel said, squirming against Helfer, “that had an unexpectedly cheery ending.”


  “For you,” Helfer panted. “Where are we?”


  “Safe. Private.” Vin’s paw reached down. “Time t’conclude our business?”


  Rarely had Helfer felt less in the mood. His back ached from the fall, his ribs from where they’d caught a corner of something on the way down. He breathed in, trying to sort out the scents in the room. Mouse, rabbit (old), and weasels, other than Vin.


  Vin’s nimble paw teased further, the weasel undeterred by Helfer’s lack of response. “Now, here I can promise you an undisturbed ten minutes of happiness at the paws of ol’ Vin. Or muzzle, or whatever’s yer fancy. This ‘ere’s my place. No guards come ‘round.”


  “Really?” Helfer let the rubbing continue while he caught his breath. “Do the guards know it’s your place?”


  “Ha ha. One might almost think you was tryin’ to get out of a little action.”


  His eyes had adjusted to the unlit room, so he could see the rough wood ceiling and the room full of crates, some open, most not. “You live here?”


  “Sometimes.” Vin’s claws tickled as they traced up and down. “Well, at least I curl up here for a nap betimes.”


  “It looks like a storeroom.” Helfer squinted, trying to make out the writing on the sides of the crates.


  Vin’s teasing slowed, becoming more relaxed. “You wanna have fun or you wanna tour of the least-visited spots in Divalia?”


  “Let me catch my breath,” Helfer said. The fox he’d been pursuing had gone into a building, and he knew where that building was, even if he couldn’t go there for another few minutes. Truth be told, he wasn’t averse to a nice ten minutes with Vin once his body’d recovered, and he would’ve lay back and relaxed if he hadn’t happened to notice a familiar crest on a box at the far end of the room.


  “Get off a minute,” he said to Vin, pushing the other weasel aside and getting to his feet. His side protested, but not seriously, as he padded across the floor to the crate.


  Vin scurried behind him. “Look, Hef, why’n’t ya come back this way? Vin’ll take good care of ya… oh, blood’n’bones.”


  Helfer had reached the crate and turned, facing Vin. “This is one of mine.”


  “Look,” Vin said. “The folks what keep this place, I dunno what they do, I just help ‘em out sometimes—but not this one,” he added hastily. “They got all sortsa fellows workin’ on things.”


  Helfer sighed, reaching past the broken king’s seal into the half-empty crate to pull out a bottle. “Apricot mead,” he said.


  “You got plenty o’money,” Vin said. “No need to go stirrin’ up trouble. Look, I’ll talk to the boys, make sure they don’t go for no more Ikling boxes.”


  “Should’ve done that already,” Helfer said, but he couldn’t stay mad at Vin. Ever since he’d known the weasel, Vin had had a knack for getting mixed up in things he didn’t understand. Fortunately, he also had a knack for slipping out of them before they got too dangerous.


  “Slipped my mind,” Vin said. “I swear, I almost never seen one o’yer boxes here before.”


  Helfer traced a claw around the bottle’s seal. Apricot was one of his favorites. “What do you know about the Four Vines?”


  Vin’s tail drooped, just a little. “Well… some o’the boys here, they like to take a nip there, time to time. If y’follow.”


  “I think so. What’s next to it?”


  Vin shook his head. “House. I dunno who lives there.” His ears perked up. “I know who’d know!” Before Helfer could stop him, he’d run to the door and thrown it open, poking his head through. “Oy! Hensley!”


  A general flurry ensued in the other room. Helfer slunk behind the crate, which came up to his chest level, and carefully put the bottle back in it. It was certainly large enough to hide him if he needed to duck behind it.


  He heard a deep roar, “Vin! What’choo been keepin’ busy wit?”


  Another voice, lighter, said, “Ey, with Vin, we don’t need t’ask, do we?”


  “Jus’ pallin’ around with my mates,” Vin said. “Any of you sots know who’s inna house next to Bichi’s?”


  “C’mon in, have a drink,” the deep voice said.


  Helfer saw Vin turn to look back at him. He wasn’t the only one. “You got some piece o’tail back there?” the lighter voice said. “Bring ‘er out, let’s havva look.”


  “Maybe ‘sa he,” the deep voice said.


  “No,” Vin said, “he’s kinda—” He squeaked as the door was pushed open and a large shape lumbered past him.


  Helfer had no chance to dive behind the crate. He met the eyes of the muscular badger, standing up straighter. “Wot’s this?” the badger said. “You bringin’ nobles in here?” His large, fierce paws flexed as though they already had a throat between them.


  “He ain’t… he’s my… he…” Vin sputtered.


  Helfer braced himself on the crate and lifted his muzzle, still a foot or so below the advancing badger’s. “I’m not here to turn you in,” he said.


  “Where’s your guards?” the badger said suspiciously. Behind him, a rat had pushed past Vin to stare at the two of them as well.


  Helfer jerked his head back in what he hoped was the direction of the palace. “Didn’t bring ‘em.” It only occurred to him after he said it that that might not have been the wisest confession to make.


  “What’s ‘e got on ‘im?” the rat said.


  “Ho, smooth your fur,” Vin said desperately. “This is my friend, Lord Ikling. He don’t mean harm!”


  Helfer stood his ground, but slipped one paw into the crate. At worst, he could use one of the bottles as a weapon. Though he did hate to waste apricot mead.


  “Well?” the badger said. “What does ‘e mean, then?” He glared at Helfer.
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  Helfer glared back. “Are you threatening me, cutie?” he said.


  The badger drew up short and blinked. “Wot’s ‘at mean?”


  Behind him, the rat broke into a chuckle. “Reckon it means yer his type, Hensley.”


  “Look,” the badger said, but his momentum had been broken.


  Vin took the chance to jump in. “He’s a friend, Hensley,” he said. “He ain’t here about the boxes.”


  Helfer took his paw out of the crate and leaned on it. “My name’s Hef,” he said. “I just came in for some play with Vin. You feel like joinin’?”


  Behind the badger and rat, Vin was shaking his head and waving his paws furiously. The rat laughed, while the badger scratched his ears. “Well, what…” he said, and then looked back at Vin, who composed himself just in time.


  The rat was laughing. “Oh, he’s okay,” he said. “Y’already know Hensley. My name’s Dicker. It’s what I’m called, it’s what I do.” He winked, but Helfer noticed he kept one paw on the hilt of his knife.


  Hensley was less subtle about his suspicion. “How d’we know he ain’t gonna go back t’the castle and tell where we are? Hm?”


  “I wouldn’t do that to Vin,” Helfer said.


  “He’d do it to you.”


  “Hey,” Vin said, stepping forward. “I wouldn’t! Well,” he said as they all turned to look at him, “not ‘less, y’know, someone was threatenin’ me.”


  “We know ya, Vin, we love ya,” Dicker said.


  Helfer cleared his throat. “I keep out of palace affairs,” he said, drawing one paw along the edge of the box. “I’d ‘preciate it if you’d hold off on the Vellenland stuff as much as you can, but that’s the price of business.”


  “You’re Vellenland?” Hensley’s eyes widened. “Tell yer brewers not to make the apricot so sweet. Chokes me.”


  “I like it sweet,” Helfer said. “You should try the lemon brandy.”


  Hensley sheathed his knife. “Lemon brandy? Never seen it.”


  “Mostly they serve it over on the east side of town,” Helfer said. “But I can get a couple bottles for you.”


  “That’d be right nice,” the badger said. He jerked his head to the other room. “Join us for some ale?”


  Helfer shuddered inwardly to think what they might be drinking. “No, thanks. I just want to find out where this… friend of mine went. He ducked into the house beside the Four Vines. I didn’t want to just barge in after him.”


  Hensley looked back at Dicker. The rat’s expression was carefully guarded. “Don’t really remember,” the rat said. “Ain’t a good place t’go wanderin’ around. Hope your ‘friend’ knows what he’s doin’.”


  Vin shrugged when Helfer looked at him. “Would the people in the Four Vines know?” Helfer said.


  “Reckon,” Hensley said. “They—”


  Dicker strode forward. “They know lots in there.” He gestured to the front room. “Can we show you out, yer lordship?”


  Helfer nodded. With a wistful glance at the apricot mead, he walked through the door into a small closet, and from there into a small room that resembled a gentleman’s club that had seen better days, and none too recently, at that. The wood floor was pitted and warped, where it was visible below rugs so discolored the patterns were no longer discernible. All of the furniture had either been clumsily repaired, or was in dire need of it: a wooden chair listed to one side, another was missing half the back, a bench’s upholstery was torn, the straw half gone from it. Only the liquor cabinet in the corner looked fully functional, despite the doors being of different wood grain from the body.


  The only other door in the room was set across from him, between two grimy windows through which sunlight oozed. As much as they wanted him out of the back room, he seriously doubted they would want him to go upstairs, and he didn’t really have any desire to mount the rickety staircase anyway. “I’ll send that brandy along,” he said as Dicker opened the front door.


  “Pleasure,” Dicker said. He ushered them out into the street and slammed the door.


  Helfer brushed his tunic. “What nice friends,” he said, glancing up at the front of the building and seeing to his surprise a sign that proclaimed it a boarding house. “Who would stay there?”


  “You’d be surprised,” Vin said, swinging his paws. “Well, lucky I was ‘round for that, eh? Narrow escape. Hensley’s got a temper, he does.”


  “Dicker’s the more dangerous,” Helfer said absently. “I suppose we just go into the Four Vines now.”


  “Or,” Vin said, “we could forget about all of it an’ jus’ find a nice room where we won’t be bust in on.”


  “Do you actually know any?” Helfer walked away from the house in the direction he thought the Four Vines was. “I’m beginning to wonder.”


  “We wouldn’ta been interrupted back there if you coulda left this whole thing alone. Ain’t like you,” Vin grumbled.


  “It’s different,” Helfer said. “This isn’t politics. It’s friendship.”


  “So is this!” Vin said, waving a paw at himself. “Look, I’m offerin’ this inna spirit of friendship. What’s that fox offerin’?”


  Helfer grinned. “Help me with the Four Vines and I’ll take you up on your offer, I promise.”


  Vin hesitated. “There’s other offers wouldn’t be as much trouble.”


  “But would they be in the spirit of friendship?” Helfer leaned forward.


  Vin scowled. “I got lots of friends,” he said. “Friends what don’t ask me t’go into them places.”


  Before Helfer could respond, he turned at the sound of heavy footsteps running toward them. Hensley had rounded the corner and ducked into a doorway near them, the heavyset badger panting and gesturing them into the shadows with him. Vin and Helfer glanced at each other and then hesitantly followed.


  “Look,” Hensley growled, “I don’ trust ya, and Dicker don’t neither. But he thinks it’s funny if ya go into the Four Vines like a witless sheep, an’ I don’t. So here, give Bichi this.” He dropped a small coin into Helfer’s paw and closed the paw over it before Helfer had a chance to look at it. “He won’t know it come from me, just that it means he should treat you serious.”


  “Thanks,” Helfer said, surprised.


  The badger patted him on the shoulder. “Hope you find what you want. An’ I’m lookin’ forward to that brandy.”


  “You’ll get it,” Helfer said.


  Looking both ways, Hensley slipped out of the doorway as stealthily as a six foot tall, two hundred fifty pound badger can. The two weasels shrank further into the doorway.


  “What’d he give ya?” Vin asked excitedly.


  Helfer opened his paw. Inside was a coin about the weight of a copper, but instead of the crown and the sigil of Ursus, it bore a strange spiral bisected by a line on both sides. “You know what that means?” he asked Vin.


  Vin shook his head, then perked his ears hopefully. “Mebbe it’s meant to be looked at naked.”


  Helfer palmed the coin and slid it into a pocket. “Then let’s hope this Bichi is cute,” he said, stepping out from the doorway.


  “I seen it around,” Vin whispered as they walked toward the inn. “Inna Four Vines, an’ around Dicker an’ all. Slick fella like me, they don’t tell me the secrets. Worried I’ll take over, ya know.”


  “I’m sure that’s it,” Helfer muttered. They’d turned onto the street where the sign hung for the Four Vines, a chipped painting of greenery that might be four vines, or might be six toads, or one tree. Only the words “Four Vines” had been freshly painted, over the black door scarred with age. The stone walls of the tavern were so thick that Helfer could barely see the windows in their deep wells. As they watched, a wolf with an eyepatch and torn ear strolled up and yanked the door open, grinning as he disappeared into the dark interior.


  “Well, it won’t get any friendlier,” Helfer said. “Come on.”


  “Me?” Vin squeaked. “I seem t’remember tellin’ ya that I ain’t exactly welcome there.”


  “I’ll tell them I’m keeping an eye on you,” Helfer said.


  “An’ how will they know you ain’t as bad as me?”


  Helfer tapped the pocket where the coin rested. Vin shook his head. “You dunno Hensley like I knows ‘im. What if he’s just havin’ us on?”


  “He seemed sincere.”


  “Yeah. Seemed.”


  “Only one way to find out.” Without waiting for Vin, Helfer strode to the black door and tried to yank it open as the wolf had done. It resisted with surprising force. He planted his feet and used both paws, and slowly managed to drag it open enough that he could get inside. He felt motion in his whiskers; Vin stood by his side, staying close and looking around nervously.


  The Four Vines was more brightly lit than Helfer would’ve thought, given the appearance of the windows and doors. Skylights let in shafts of sunlight, showing the unpolished but clean surfaces of the dark wooden tables. Only the back right hand corner of the bar was not well lit, the contrast with the rest of the room making the shadows even more impermeable. In fact, if he’d just wandered in, Helfer would’ve thought this a rather nice place—if not for the clientele.


  The wolf they’d seen enter was standing at the bar holding a metal tankard, talking to a mouse behind the bar. Three of the other tables were occupied with pairs or trios of disparate species, all of whom looked as lean, muscled, and scarred as the wolf. All of them, whatever they had been doing a moment before, were now staring directly at the two weasels. Only the wolf and mouse at the bar continued their conversations in low tones.


  Helfer glanced around to make sure that the fox wasn’t at one of the tables, noting the staircase to his left and the door underneath it. Those were on the side of the adjacent house. If he hesitated any longer, he might just run right outside again, so he strode quickly up to the bar, where a large black bear was staring at him, paws moving a cloth mechanically over a tankard.


  “Bichi?” Helfer said, taking the token out of his pocket as he approached the bar.


  Vin tugged at his tunic. “That’s Bichi,” he whispered, pointing at the mouse, who had broken off his conversation with the wolf to join the rest of the tavern in staring at Helfer.


  “‘Scuse me a moment,” the mouse said to the wolf. He walked along the bar to meet Helfer. His voice was high, but confident. “Afternoon. What can I do for you?”


  Helfer laid the token on the bar. “I’m looking for a friend of mine. He went into the house next door, and I was told you were the one to ask about that.”


  “Mmm.” The mouse barely glanced at the token, but Helfer did see his eyes flick toward the staircase. “Curious place for a friend of a noble to go. Didn’t he tell you where he was going?”


  “No,” Helfer said. “I don’t think he saw me when I waved to him.”


  “Or you were following him and didn’t want him to see you. No matter,” the mouse said pleasantly. “It’s no secret. My wife runs a gentleman’s club next door. If you want to wait outside, I’m sure you’ll catch your friend on his way out, in a much better mood.”


  “Thanks,” Helfer said. “I may do just that.” His eyes flicked to the shadows, where he heard a rustling noise and then a low chime, clear in the still-silent tavern.


  The mouse cocked an ear too, and then nudged the bear. “Go clear the tables,” he said. As the bear walked out from behind the bar, Bichi said, “Thanks for stopping by. Sorry we won’t be able to let your friend leave with you. He owes us—ha, you would, would you?”


  This last was to Vin, who had made a respectable dash for the door, only to be tripped by one of the patrons. A moment later, the bear had fallen on him, holding him in place despite the weasel’s squeals. Helfer started back from the bar, but movement drew his eye to the door at the top of the staircase. It was open, just a crack, and in the darkness beyond he saw a glimmer of eyeshine. As soon as he turned, the door slammed shut.


  Bichi had noticed it too. “Excuse me a moment,” he said, seeing Helfer’s stare, and walked over to the door under the stairs. Helfer managed one step in that direction before the wolf with the eyepatch grabbed his wrist. “Best leave him,” he said. “Worry ‘bout your frien’ there.”


  The mouse was through the door, shutting it behind him. On the floor of the tavern, Vin was squealing, “Hef! Tell ‘em I ain’t done nothin’!”


  Helfer looked back at the wolf’s one good eye, a fierce, bright blue. The canine grinned. “Jus’ tryin’ to be helpful,” he said.
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  Helfer sighed. As soon as he started toward Vin and the bear, the wolf released his wrist and followed him.


  The rest of the tavern had turned to watch, some laughing and talking quietly between themselves. They quieted somewhat as Helfer passed by. He reached out to grab the bear, then hesitated and walked around to the bear’s head. “Hey,” he said. “Let him up.”


  The bear glared. “He’ll run off.”


  “He won’t. Tell him you won’t, Vin.”


  There was a pause. Helfer couldn’t see his friend’s face, but he knew Vin could hear him. “Vin. Tell him!”


  “I won’t,” Vin said finally.


  The bear didn’t move. “Come on,” Helfer said, “get up. He promised.”


  Slowly, the bear levered himself up. Vin scrambled to his feet as soon as he was free. He took a step toward the door, then stopped even before the one-eyed wolf moved to intercept him. “Thanks,” he said to Helfer. “Owe ya one.”


  Helfer nodded. “So you do owe them something?”


  “It weren’t nothin’!” Vin said, a little too loudly. “I jus’ walked out an’ forgot I even had it.”


  “You ran away,” the bear said.


  “You were chasing me!”


  “How much does he owe you?” Helfer cut in.


  Bichi said from behind him, “One and a half gold royals.”


  Helfer turned and looked with some surprise at the mouse, who returned a bland smile. The weasel fished around in the pouch he carried while Vin said indignantly, “That’s ridiculous, that trinket weren’t worth even one.”


  “It was worth one and a half,” Bichi said.


  “Not down the street,” Vin muttered.


  Helfer shot him a look. “Here,” he said, holding out some coins to Bichi. “That cover it?”


  “Yes, sir,” Bichi said. “You and your friend want to stay for a drink?”


  Helfer looked at the staircase and door. Whatever was going to happen there had likely happened already. If Volle—or whoever that fox was—was in there, he’d been warned and was gone. Or he wasn’t going to leave, in which case he’d still be there in a little while. And he could use a drink. He handed Bichi another silver. “Sure. Two of your best ales.”


  “Wot?” Vin stared at him.


  Helfer inclined his head toward a nearby table. “C’mon. Let’s sit down.”


  Bichi served the ales himself. Helfer noticed the long look he gave Vin, as well as the nervous glances the other weasel shot toward the shadowy corner.


  “Wot’s goin’ on?” Vin said in a low voice. “Why we hangin’ around here?”


  “I don’t think the fox I’m chasing is my friend,” Helfer said. “If he is, he’ll probably wait next door for me because he knows I’ll be there now. If he isn’t my friend, well, then, he’s long gone.”


  “I tol’ you not to come in here,” Vin said. “Look, you really wanna find yer friend, we can ask aroun’ a couple other places.”


  “Apart from the fact that you stole something from here,” Helfer held up a paw to forestall Vin’s reply, “why’s this place scare you so much?”


  “It don’t scare me,” Vin said.


  “What’s in that corner? The bat?”


  “Shush-shush!” Vin nearly scrambled across the table to clamp a paw across Helfer’s mouth. He nodded, unable to restrain another glance at the corner.


  “What—?” Helfer stopped at Vin’s frantic expression.


  “Not ‘ere,” the other weasel whispered.


  Helfer took a swig of his ale. It had a dry, yeasty flavor that he thought was reminiscent of his more northern brews. Something from the Reysfields, most likely. “All right,” he said. This all felt like politics to him, just in a different setting: people hiding secrets and puffing up their image. The only reason he remained vaguely interested was because it affected his trade in mead and ale, and that might possibly affect his income, but even that connection felt as vague to him as the scents of the other patrons in the bar. They were there, they might one day affect him, but if he just let them be, they would likely go on about their business and not worry about him.


  “Please, Hef,” Vin said. “Let’s jus’ go somewhere nice an’ quiet an’ have some nice uncomplicated fun, eh?”


  It sounded very tempting at that moment. Helfer was about to nod his agreement when a small coin landed on their table. It took Helfer a moment to recognize it as the token he’d left on the bar.


  “So,” a deeper voice said, “you know Hensley.” They looked up to meet the steady gaze of the one-eyed wolf. He pulled a chair back. “Mind if I join you?”


  Vin looked about to be ill. Helfer gestured graciously. “Our pleasure.”


  The wolf dropped his six-foot frame into the chair without a thump. He wasn’t wearing a tunic under the thick padded vest, so Helfer could see that what he’d taken for a dyed pattern of criss-cross lines in the fur of his shoulders was actually several lines of scars. Even the eyepatch was worn in spots, with some gashes that indicated how the eye might’ve been lost in the first place. Helfer thought it likely that the wolf had given as good as he’d gotten, to judge from the thickness of his arms and the hard confidence in his posture. He tapped his claws on the table, looking at Helfer and ignoring Vin except for the partial turn of his ear in that direction.


  “Yeah, we know Hensley,” Helfer said. “Friend of yours?”


  “We had occasion to meet in the past,” the wolf said. “I’m Stark.”


  Helfer introduced himself and Vin, leaving out his title. “Hensley didn’t mention you,” he said. “Just told us to show off this token.”


  “You’re a noble, ay?”


  Helfer frowned. “Is it that obvious?”


  “Your tunic,” Vin said.


  The wolf flicked his ear. “Aye. You carry yerself like a noble.”


  “I thought I carried myself like a weasel,” Helfer said. He felt more vulnerable, as if the wolf had lifted a cloak from him and exposed him to the rest of the room.


  “Noble weasel, aye.” If Stark’s grin was supposed to be reassuring or friendly, it failed. Due to a scar that crossed above his right canine, the grin showed rather more teeth than was traditional, and it curled his muzzle into a distinct sneer, at least on Helfer’s side. “A noble weasel who is looking for someone, or something.”


  “Not any more,” Vin put in quickly. “We’re just preparin’ to go have some fun.”


  “Oh, aye?” the wolf said, raising an eyebrow that seemed to be the only scar-free part of his head. “Well, Stark likes to have some fun too. Besides which, he knows well how to find things that might not want to be found.”


  “What’s Stark know ‘bout leavin’ things alone what want to be left alone?” muttered Vin, but when Stark turned his eye toward him, the weasel shut his mouth and shrank back in his chair.


  “I know what kind of ‘fun’ you like, Vinstrier Tail-Lifter,” the wolf said mildly. “Aye. Wouldn’t have offered had I not.”


  Vin straightened a little, interest gleaming in his eyes. “Stark, you said?”


  “We’ve not met.” Stark paid Vin full attention now. “But Stark keeps his ears out and nose up, and there’s little he doesn’t know.”


  Vin turned to Helfer. His expression showed a blossoming interest. Helfer had to admit that the wolf’s muscles were impressive, though he wasn’t getting the tingle and hard-on that he was sure Vin now was. The wolf seemed sincere, but his comment about knowing people made Helfer wonder what Stark knew about him.


  As he held that thought in his head, Stark turned his one blue eye on Helfer. “Bichi wasn’t lying about the brothel,” he said. “You can pay just to rent a room for an hour. Cheaper than one upstairs for a night.” He jabbed one rough claw at the ceiling.
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  The sparkle in the wolf’s eye was a familiar one. So it really was just all about sex. Well, he could think of worse ways to work up an appetite for lunch, truth be told. He drained the rest of his ale and said, “All right then. Lead on.”


  Stark’s grimace was probably supposed to be a leering smile. He pushed back and got up from the table in one fluid motion. Vin slid from the chair, bouncing eagerly as Helfer took his time standing, amused at the enthusiasm of the other two. Vin was alight as he hadn’t been since Helfer had first seen him that morning, and although Stark controlled his actions well, he left behind a musky scent of interest that stirred Helfer’s sheath too. The two weasels followed the wolf and his scent to the door below the staircase, and through it.


  In the austere room of wood and glass on the other side, you would have thought scents would be lost easily. Clearly, the bare floor and lack of upholstery on the furniture was intentional, because the drifting smell of sex was noticeable enough that Helfer thought any tapestry or cloth in the room would soon become imbued with it. He lost the traces of the wolf’s scent in the myriad of others, but though he did sniff for fox, he didn’t catch any.


  Stark gestured Vin to one of the benches that framed the door, bringing Helfer with him to the opposite wall. He grasped a wooden handle and tugged, setting a small bell ringing somewhere inside. While he examined himself in the mirror beside the door, Helfer looked around the room.


  The lack of cloth didn’t make the room plain, not by a long shot. The benches and furniture all bore expensive-looking decorations, though none seemed to match any other. Besides the mirror currently occupied by a scarred wolf, there were three more around the room, as well as two portraits, both of mice Helfer didn’t recognize. And suspended from the ceiling was a decorative glass chandelier with recent smoke marks and candle ends, unlit now because of the light from three high windows set in the wall to the right of the door.


  A female mouse opened the door beside the bell pull. “I already told him—” she began, and then stopped when she saw Stark. “Oh, it’s you. Winterfrost is free. Who’s paying? The noble?”


  Helfer looked down at his tunic and fingered it as Stark said, “Aye.”


  “Two silver,” she told him, and held out her paw.


  



  

  Winterfrost, it transpired, was a small room decorated in blue and white, with a snow pattern traced across the wall. The bed which dominated the room had a dark blue coverlet that showed each threadbare patch clearly. Narrow windows, slanted up, afforded light and privacy, but a set of white ceramic candleholders indicated that the room saw use at all hours. Helfer’s quick thought, before Stark shut the door and began unlacing his tunic, was that the room had at one time been a high-class operation, and either been sold to less ambitious owners or fallen on hard times, or both.


  The wolf pushed him to the bed as these thoughts skittered across his mind. Stark grinned at him and leaned back against the door while Vin slid out of his clothing so fast it might have been cut away from him. Helfer spared a glance at the other weasel’s lithe form and dangling sheath, already hard between his legs, before looking back at Stark. The wolf’s paws were unlacing his tunic, taking his time about it, his one eye fixed on Helfer.


  “Stark likes to take his time,” he said unnecessarily, fingering each knot before loosening it.


  Vin lasted about three of the five knots before saying, “Vin doesn’t,” and applying his own paws to the wolf’s pants.


  Stark didn’t react, just kept working on the fourth knot as Vin got his nimble paws inside the wolf’s pants. Some fastening came loose and they slid down, revealing a set of thighs as thick as pillars, muscled and scarred in rather improbable places. The wolf seemed to have gotten into a lot of fights with opponents determined to unman him, Helfer mused.


  They hadn’t succeeded. Vin stepped to one side, flashing a grin at Helfer and showing his paw cupped around a huge white sac. The tunic hid the sheath for the moment, but its outline jutted through the cloth. Vin turned back and stuck his head under the tunic, the up-and-down movement a moment later unmistakable.


  Helfer grinned, a paw rubbing lightly on his own sheath as Stark kicked his pants free and lowered his paws to the last knot of his tunic. Already his broad chest was on full display, and he knew it, muscles tightening and flexing from one side to the other. He did look down at Vin now, the tip of his tongue showing, eye creasing slightly. His legs shifted and spread, giving the weasel more room to work.


  Vin kept his muzzle going, his tail wagging quickly and his own legs doing a little dance from side to side. Between them, Helfer could just glimpse his full hardness bobbing temptingly. Without removing any of his clothes, he slipped to the floor and slid his paw down there, tracing the other’s sheath and sac, teasing beneath his tail.


  He heard a soft rustle and saw white fabric fall to the floor. Craning his neck to see around Vin, he looked up.


  Stark naked was, if anything, more imposing than Stark clothed. His grey and white fur was anything but neatly groomed, but the ragged patches and lines of muscle just added to his formidable appearance. Below the thick chest, his stomach was lean and taut, tensed above Vin’s head. His grin remained fixed, a casual, confident leer that surveyed the two weasels below him. One arm reached down to tease Vin’s ears, and as Helfer followed that movement, he could see what had Vin so excited his shaft felt like it might explode just from Helfer’s light touch.


  Vin’s mouth was wrapped around a long, hard shaft, dark pink, a knot already showing at the base. It glistened in the room’s dim light from the weasel’s attentions, matching his every movement as though they were parts of the same being. The sight drove Helfer to tease his fingers along Vin’s shaft, making the other moan around his mouthful. Helfer watched the wolfhood disappear into his friend’s muzzle and emerge again, sometimes catching a glimpse of Vin’s little tongue, getting fully hard himself as he wrapped his paw around Vin and imagined how the weasel’s muzzle would feel on his erection.


  The weasels remained focused on their parts, but after a pleasant few minutes, Stark shifted his weight and pushed Vin backward, into Helfer. As the weasel stumbled, Stark reached forward and picked him up bodily in one arm. “Stark’s ready for more,” he said, carrying Vin to the bed and dropping him there on his stomach. One paw lifted the weasel’s tail while the other gestured to Helfer to get up on the bed. “Bout time you got some more too,” he said.


  Vin waggled his tongue at Helfer. Needing little more encouragement, the weasel slipped out of his pants and tunic and crawled up onto the bed while Stark positioned himself behind Vin. Despite the evident distraction, Vin wasted no time in putting his talented mouth to work on Helfer for the second time that day. Helfer leaned back against the wall, his friend’s tongue warm and tingling on his shaft, looking across the lithe brown form at the white expanse of Stark’s belly and chest.


  The wolf showed more eagerness now, muscles jumping as he held Vin’s rear. He thrust forward quickly, making Vin freeze. The weasel’s eyes rolled up to Helfer’s, half-closing, his expression and the deep moan saying plainly oh, you should be feeling what I’m feeling right now.


  Helfer caressed his friend’s ears and grinned, watching the wolf start to ease back out and in, hips swaying in the familiar, age-old rhythm. After a moment, Vin took up that rhythm on Helfer’s shaft again. Warmth built between his legs, and from the expression on Stark’s muzzle, Helfer thought it might be a race to see who finished first.


  He was dimly aware of some noise outside, people walking around loudly, but nothing penetrated the warm haze Vin’s muzzle was putting him in. He clutched the sheet and closed his eyes, but they flew open again a moment later at a pounding on the door.


  “Bashers,” the female voice called sharply. She didn’t linger; he heard her running back down the hall.


  “Damn.” Stark stared at Helfer. “Stark hates ‘em, but you mustn’t be found here.”


  “It’s okay,” Helfer said. “I’ve got a bit of a rep—”


  Stark shook his head. “Not here.” He lifted Vin from the bed, holding the weasel against his stomach with one arm, still buried deep inside him as far as Helfer could tell. With the other arm he tossed Helfer his tunic. “Quick! Out the door to the left, last door on your right leads to an alley.” When Helfer hesitated, he snapped, “Move!”


  Panic surged in his blood. Helfer struggled into the tunic, pulling it down over his hips, and ran for the door. A moment later, he stood in the shadows of the alley watching the grimy wood door close. There wasn’t much else in the alley but himself and the door. He listened for sounds of the Bashers, aware that there wasn’t much in the way of hiding places should they peer down the alley, but Stark must have chosen well, because he wasn’t disturbed. He paced back and forth for several minutes, the enjoyment of his free-hanging sheath shrinking as fast as his sheath itself. When the alley remained deserted, he tried the door leading back into the brothel.


  It was locked.
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  “Well,” Helfer said aloud, to nobody in particular, “events certainly seem to be conspiring to make it difficult for a bright-eyed weasel to maintain his sunny disposition.” He tried the door again and then kicked it ineffectively. The lack of any activity at either side of the alley brought the growing suspicion that Stark had concocted the whole scheme as a ploy to relieve Helfer of his purse. He doubted Vin had been in on it, but for all that, he wasn’t feeling too well-disposed toward his fellow weasel at present. After all, he was still likely enjoying the effects of a large wolf member sliding up under his tail, if not still enjoying the sliding itself. Somehow, Helfer doubted that Stark had just ended his little play session once he’d gotten rid of the mark.


  Toward the front of the building, Helfer could see people walking back and forth in the street. He pulled his tunic down again. Luckily, none of them had noticed him yet, nor come strolling down the alley for any other reason.


  There was far less activity at the back of the alley. He didn’t feel quite up to swinging his privates around in public just yet, but he also didn’t feel like waiting like a fool at the back door. He imagined Stark inside, peering out through a peephole and having a silent laugh. While still buried to the hilt in Vin’s backside. Then he imagined that Vin’s backside possessed supernatural powers of contraction, and that image set him smiling as he strolled toward the quiet end of the alley, at the back of the building. If there might be another way in too small for a wolf, but suitable for a weasel, he would find it and then he would set about making a different series of images in his head come true. Robbing a noble was not an offense looked upon lightly.


  The ground grew progressively filthier as he walked, the smell of garbage leaving no doubt what he would find when he rounded the corner. Indeed, behind the brothel and the inn, a small street with a trough down the middle delivered garbage from them and the neighboring buildings to the river, half a mile or so downslope. Helfer waved a paw in front of his nose and stepped around the piles, looking up at the stone rears of the buildings.


  No doors led off from the rear of the brothel. A window on the second story hung open, a trail of waste down the stone below showing its main use. For a moment, Helfer debated climbing up to it. The rough stone would afford enough fingerholds, and if he fell, well, there was a soft pile of… something. But while he considered it, the breeze kicked up around his sac and sheath again, reminding him that not only would he be rubbing his tender bits against the rough stone (the thoughts of abrasions there made him wince), but they would be unprotected from the filth below if he did fall. He looked at the spatterings from chamber pots and the less identifiable messes, and shuddered.


  Picking his way around to the back of the Four Vines, he found both a door and a window just above it. Helfer had set his paw to the door handle when it occurred to him that just because there was a door didn’t mean there was nothing on the other side. He set his ear against the wood and heard atonal humming, shuffling footsteps, and a subdued clanking of metal that, in conjunction with the smells that wormed their way through the cracks and past the odor of refuse, told him the Four Vines’ kitchen lay beyond the door. Had he not been standing in a filthy alley, his mouth might have watered. At the very least, his stomach rumbled, reminding him that wherever he went, lunch should probably be one of his top priorities—at least, now that his sheath wasn’t demanding his full attention.


  He doubted very much that a pantsless, penniless weasel strolling in from the garbage street would stand much of a chance of getting lunch, so he stepped back from the door and looked up. The window appeared to be open from what he could see, though the angle made it difficult to be sure. Even when he took another step back, he couldn’t quite tell. Well, he thought, Weasel smiles on those who take chances, and really, I’ve little else to lose save my tunic.


  He did pause for a moment, because the tunic was all that was standing between him and complete nakedness, but then set forth resolutely toward the door and the wall to its left. Gaps where the mortar had been offered his small paws easy purchase, but Helfer wasn’t used to climbing. Years of running helped his legs push him up and stabilize him when he needed to rest, but once he was above the lintel, he was still some feet away from the window sill and the ground seemed quite a distance away. He wasn’t so much worried about falling, but the mortar was more solid up here and the closest handhold he could find took him a bit too far to the left of the window. He rested one hind paw on the top of the door frame and examined the wall more closely, looking for some other crack he could slip a finger into.


  Below him, the door creaked open. Helfer froze against the wall, pressing as close as he could manage. He couldn’t turn his head, so all he could do was listen to shuffling footsteps and a splash of something into the alley. Sour milk smell floated up to his nostrils. He was very aware of the spread of his legs, his balls dangling down between them. If it was a bear in the kitchen, as it sounded like, he would be able to reach up…


  He squeezed his eyes closed, trying to banish the image of a fruit tree. Seconds ticked by. He felt he would never forget the intricate pattern of colors and lines in the stone right next to his eyes. He hadn’t taken a breath in minutes, his muscles were starting to cramp, and he was itching in three different places for no reason. Trust in Weasel, he thought, and as if in response, a moment later the footsteps shuffled back into the building and the door closed.


  Helfer closed his eyes for a moment and murmured a prayer of thanks. The handhold to the left looked a lot more inviting now, so he pulled himself up to it and saw, just above, another crack from which he might be able to drop to the window sill. With a little luck and a lot of balance, he could catch himself before falling to the street.


  When the moment came to make the drop, he hesitated, gauging the leap one more time. Eyes on the narrow ledge, he let go and felt his feet hit the sun-warmed wood a moment later. Muscles bunched as he bent quickly to a crouch, grasping at the window frame to steady himself. In a moment, he was inside the dark room, on a hot, dusty floor, panting for breath.


  “Weasel’d be proud of me,” he murmured into the quiet, giving his eyes a moment to adjust. Regular shapes resolved out of the darkness, short stacks of wooden crates. A dry goods storeroom, no doubt. He could now smell spilled grains over the dust, and feel rice beneath his paws as he moved away from the window.


  “No chance of any of these boxes having pants, I suppose,” he said under his breath, walking around to sniff at them. Weasel, it seemed, either did not care that much, or liked seeing His faithful servant walking around pantsless. It was a tossup, really.


  Helfer was just crossing to the other side of the room when, for the second time in the last few minutes, the squeak of a door opening froze him where he stood. The door opposite the window was opening slowly, light spilling in from the hallway around a tall shadow.
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  He scrambled behind a box as claws clicked on the floor. Behind the first person, a second came in and closed the door. A familiar voice said, “This private enough for you?”


  “There’s people following me around today,” the first person snapped. Something was familiar about his sharp, nasal voice, but it was more that he reminded Helfer of someone he’d once known than that he himself was familiar.


  “If you have what you say you do, then you’d be a fool to be surprised by that.” The second person moved further into the room. Helfer couldn’t get a read on either scent over the box of barley he was crouching behind, which he hoped meant they couldn’t read his scent either.


  “Why is that window open?” the nasal voice said.


  “You think the Bashers are going to fly up through to get you?”


  “I’m not worried about the Bashers.” Claws clicked across the floor. Helfer slid around the side of his box so that he was pressed between the box and the wall. He could still see part of the window from where he was; a moment later he saw a black paw reach over and pull it closed. The swish of a russet tail crossed his vision as the person walked back to the center of the room.


  “Let’s get this done quickly,” the first voice said. “It’s gonna get stuffy in here fast.”


  “All right.” The first voice paused. “Do you smell anyone else in here?”


  “Teeth and bone, if I’d known you had fleas I’d have stayed further away.” Now Helfer recognized that voice: it was Dicker, the rat. “Let’s see these papers.”


  The other person, whom Helfer suspected was a fox, sighed. The weasel heard the rustling of parchment, then a low whistle. “Nice. Where’s the rest?”


  “Where’s the money?’


  “The money was for all of them.”


  “That first one is to prove I have them. You’ve read it now, memorized it for all I know. I’m not letting you memorize the rest of them and then walk away without paying. Trust me, they’re all that good.”


  Dicker laughed. “Trust you? That would be a first.”


  Helfer was starting to get a cramp in his leg. He tried to adjust the position quietly. The fox was responding with an even more aggrieved tone. “I have never done anything…”


  “And that’s why I don’t trust you.” Dicker laughed again. “But never mind, at least for the moment I will take it on faith that you didn’t just pilfer one sheet. I think twenty is a fair price for the lot?”


  “Twenty would be a fair price for the one you saw,” the fox said, now with more animation and less whine in his voice. Helfer tried to place who the fox reminded him of. It wasn’t Volle, who had a lighter, less nasal voice. Maybe it wasn’t a fox at all.


  Dicker didn’t respond immediately. Helfer heard the clink of coins. After a moment, the rat said, “The information itself will require a certain level of investment to capitalize upon.”


  “That’s hardly my problem.”


  Over their exchange, Helfer shifted his position again to relieve pressure on his other leg and ended up with his sheath pressed up against his thigh. The air in the room was getting warmer with the window closed, the smells of grain becoming thicker. “Well,” Dicker said, “what would you consider a fair price for the lot?”


  “I was looking for a hundred.”


  “Hah! You predators, always looking to sink your teeth into us poor defenseless Herbies. I can maybe go up to thirty.” That exclamation came from nearer the door. Helfer twisted his head around and watched that portion of the room, heart beating faster. If Dicker wandered over past the door, he’d see the weasel easily. The slight movement dislodged the box, making a scraping sound that sounded as loud as if it had dropped from the ceiling to Helfer’s ears.


  “What was that?” the fox said. Helfer kept as still as he could, but the fox’s claws clicked across the floor toward him anyway.


  “Don’t try to distract me,” Dicker said. “It won’t work. Thirty is my limit.”


  The claw clicks paused. Helfer could almost see the fox looking toward him, then back at the rat. He held his breath in the ensuing silence.


  “And you,” the fox said, “always trying to scrounge whatever scraps you can get. I won’t take less than ninety. Nobody else has the kind of access to get you these papers.” He walked back away from Helfer. The weasel exhaled as softly as he could, closing his eyes in relief.


  They traded amiable insults, while Helfer’s muscles cramped further. Fortunately, Weasel had blessed him with enough flexibility that he could keep twisting his head around and remain alert in case he had to move. Unfortunately, Weasel had also blessed him with an active sheath, which was responding to the pressure from his thigh. The hardness made it that much more difficult to keep still. He couldn’t stop his tail from twitching, but the soft fur made no noise against the wall, so he let it go. It would have been nice had the window stayed open; he was feeling he would rather take his chances jumping out than dealing with Dicker if he were discovered. Once, the rat moved peripherally into Helfer’s field of vision, but just as he was shifting his weight, Dicker moved back toward the fox again.


  Helfer, thus preoccupied, spent little time worrying what they were haggling over. They didn’t mention any more details except when Dicker talked about coordinating the team he would have to put together to take advantage of whatever was on the papers. All Helfer thought, over and over, was that he wished they would finish already and get out of the room. He tried moving his leg to ease the pressure on his stiff sheath, but that threatened to slide the box again, so he stopped.


  Finally, the two agreed on a price of forty, with the fox getting a portion of whatever profit the rat made. Helfer, who had developed itches in addition to his cramps and erection, silently chanted in his head, “take the money and get out, take the money and get out.”


  “Pleasure doing business with you,” Dicker said. “You care for a drink? All that talkin’s made me dry.”


  “Sure,” the fox said. “Just need to use the privy. I’ll see you down there.”


  Two sets of claws clicked toward the door. It opened and shut, leaving Helfer in blessed silence.


  He waited for a few heartbeats, in case one of them came back in, but the knowledge that he could move now made the itching, the cramps, the pressure on his sheath all that much more unbearable. Slowly, he uncoiled himself from behind the box, stretched his limbs, and came face to face with a tall fox, leaning against the door and playing with a wicked-looking curved knife as long as Helfer’s forearm. He wore a purple velvet doublet, and trousers dyed a light blue. He was, without question, the fox Helfer had seen earlier.


  Though he was dressed as a noble, he wasn’t one Helfer recognized, and he didn’t stand like a noble. Even relaxing, his form radiated tension and readiness—not to mention he was fifty pounds lighter than any other Canid noble Helfer knew, Volle excepted. “Smelled you about halfway through that,” the fox said, off-handedly. The point of the knife came around as if of its own volition to point at Helfer. “Didn’t want to involve Di—the other fellow in this. You’re clearly after me, and it’s none of his business. Though,” he added, glancing pointedly at Helfer’s erection, which was lifting the hem of his tunic, “if that’s all you’re after, I might as well save you the trouble now and tell you you’re not my… type.”


  He said the last word slowly, eyes widening as they came back to meet Helfer’s. The weasel’s mind was racing with anything he could possibly say or do that would make the situation better.
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  “Right, then. Why don’t you put that away, and I’ll put this away, and we can both forget about sticking each other.”


  The fox laughed, a short, sharp bark, and lowered his knife. “You don’t recognize me, do you?”


  “Should I?” Helfer stared, his erection subsiding slowly.


  “It’s only fair,” the fox said. “I didn’t recognize you, at first. But how many oversexed weasels can there be in the nobility?”


  “None,” Helfer said. “I have precisely the amount of sex that Weasel bestowed upon me.” He was aware that the tugging down of his tunic reduced the dignity of his words somewhat. Who was this fox, and why was he so familiar? The only foxes in the nobility that Helfer knew at all were Volle and… “Oh,” he said, staring at the fox’s muzzle. Yes, a little wider than Volle’s, the ears shorter, the smile not as kind. He dredged up the name from his memories. “Dewry?”


  “It has been five years,” the fox said, “though you haven’t changed all that much. Apart from having less pants than when I last saw you.”


  “You’ve grown,” Helfer said. “Good Weasel, I thought something had happened to you.”


  The fox’s muzzle twisted into a smile that didn’t reach to his eyes. “Something did,” he said. “My father married.”


  “Oh.” Helfer’s tunic kept him modest without any tugging now. He let his paws fall to his sides. “I can’t believe I never made that connection.”


  Dewry shrugged. “It’s not your life. Not like we were best of friends or anything.”


  Helfer looked the fox up and down again. “You’ve been keeping yourself well, it looks like.”


  “Starvation becomes me?”


  “I didn’t mean that.” His gaze fell to the purse in Dewry’s other paw. “I mean, you’ve got yourself a nice business going… or something.”


  The fox’s ears came up again, that coiled alertness closer to the surface in his body language. “My father should be able to provide for me one way or another,” he said. His paw didn’t move toward the purse, but his fingers did twitch.


  Helfer had more than a suspicion that stealing was involved. Did he want to ask more? After all, this was just politics, really, of a different sort than usual. While he was deciding, Dewry glanced once more down at his thighs. “Speaking of providing,” he said with forced lightness, “is it the new fashion in the palace to go without trousers?”


  “I would hate to see Ullik or Alacris if it were,” Helfer said, and that brought a more genuine smile to the fox’s muzzle.


  “So what did happen to you?” he asked. His shoulders relaxed, and his ears cupped forward.


  “That,” Helfer said, “is rather a long story.”


  



  

  He told it anyway, in true Weasel fashion. He left out the bit with Dicker and Hensley, because he thought it might be a delicate subject considering the recent scene he’d overheard, but he made a great deal out of his sneaking around the palace. Dewry smirked at that, but when Helfer got to the point of the story where he couldn’t avoid mentioning Stark, the tension in the fox’s body returned. “Stark? You met Stark?”


  “Well, more than just met,” Helfer said. “I mean, he’s the one who’s still got my pants.”


  Dewry laughed. “Stark? I never knew… well, I suppose the subject never did come up.”


  “Who is he?”


  The fox fingered the handle of his knife. “He’s someone important.”


  “He’s not a noble.”


  Dewry laughed, bitterly. “Not everyone who is important is a noble. Not all nobles are important.” He gestured to himself.


  Helfer scratched his muzzle. “Are you a noble?”


  The fox’s eyes met his. His body went very still. After a moment, he said, “I don’t really know, Hef.”


  “Sorry.” When they’d been cubs, sharing a tutor, they’d joked about it. It was clearly easier to joke about something you had than something you hadn’t.


  Dewry broke the silence. “So, in the name of our friendship, can I trust you not to mention this little meeting to anyone?”


  Helfer looked again at the knife, then up at the fox. “It really doesn’t seem quite weaselish enough for me,” he said. “I’m inclined just to let it be, on one condition.”


  Dewry’s ears flicked, eyes narrowing. “What condition?”


  Helfer tugged his tunic down again. “Can you please help me get some pants?”


  The fox laughed. “Done. Just let me—”


  He stumbled forward as the door swung open behind him. A familiar snout poked through. “Hey,” Dicker said, “what’s takin’ you…” He spotted Helfer. His mouth twisted into an ugly grimace as he stepped into the room and closed the door behind him. “What’s he doing here?”


  Helfer saw Dewry’s look of alarm. “I only just came in,” he said. “Through the window. I, uh, lost my pants.”


  “So I see. Where’s your little friend?”


  Dewry turned to the rat. “You know him?”


  “Not, like, know him, but sure, we met. He promised me a brandy.”


  “I haven’t really had time to deliver it,” Helfer pointed out.


  Dicker looked down, fingers twitching as Dewry’s had, but toward the pocket of his trousers, not his knife sheath. Dewry looked from Helfer to Dicker, then back to the weasel. “You left out that part of your story.”


  “You only asked what I’d been up to lately.” Helfer watched Dewry carefully, willing him to understand that he didn’t have any ulterior motive for not mentioning Dicker. “I didn’t really have time to mention everything I’ve been doing.”


  “Story?” Dicker was looking a little more alert. “How long has he been ‘ere? I only been gone a few minutes.”


  “I don’t know,” Dewry said. His paw had closed around his knife handle. “He may have heard something. He told me he didn’t.”


  “I didn’t,” Helfer said, trying to keep his voice steady. They were between him and the door, and the window was still closed. “Really, you would not believe the day I’ve had. No weasel should have to endure it. I just want to get my pants and go home.”


  “We can’t really do anything to ‘im,” Dicker said.


  “What if he turns us in?” Dewry said.


  Helfer folded his arms. “I don’t even know what you two are talking about!”


  “Hold up,” Dicker said. “We could do somethin’ to his little friend, eh?”


  “What, Vin?” Helfer said. “If you find him, you could get my pants back.”


  “I thought you said Stark had your pants,” Dewry said.


  “Vin was with him,” Helfer said.


  Dicker shook his head. “I’m ‘avin’ some trouble followin’ all this.”


  The door swung open again, letting a short fox into the room. He was only a little taller than Helfer, dressed in a pale green vest over a tunic, carrying a large wooden bowl. “Oh,” he said, stopping in surprise as he saw the three already in the room. “Sorry. I just came up for some beans.”


  “Go ‘head,” Dicker said. The little fox walked across the room to one of the boxes and dipped the bowl into it, but all the while his eyes lingered on Helfer. Specifically, they lingered on the bottom of the weasel’s tunic. Helfer shifted uncomfortably, especially when the fox seemed to be taking an inordinate amount of time to fill the bowl.


  “All done there, Rikky?” Dewry asked.


  “Oh! Sure.” Rikky hefted the bowl and started to walk back slowly. “Say, if your friend needs a place to stay tonight…”


  “Not our friend,” Dicker said.


  “…or for the next couple hours,” Rikky said, without hesitation, “y’know, I have a little room…”


  “Out,” Dewry said. “You’re as bad as he is.” He ushered the little fox out and closed the door.


  “I doubt he’s that bad,” Helfer said, trying to lighten the mood. “He’s only a fox.”


  Dewry snorted. He leaned back against the door and took his knife out again. “Maybe you’d better tell us both why we should trust you.”


  “For Weasel’s sake,” Helfer said. “Aren’t you listening? I don’t care what you two are doing. I don’t care why I keep running into you, or about anything else in this city except getting my pants and papers back and going home. I thought I would have a bit of fun with Vin and it’s turned into this whole tiresome scene.”


  The fox and rat looked at each other. Dicker shrugged. “‘Less we’re prepared to dump him in the river, I don’t see what choice we got. You trust him?”


  Dewry tapped his knife against his claws. “No,” he said, “but I know where to find him if he does betray us. And trust me,” with that he looked down and smiled nastily, “if you do mention anything, I will find you before the Bashers find me.”


  “I believe you,” Helfer said sincerely.


  “Right. About those pants, then…”


  Dicker inclined his muzzle. “What about pants?”


  “I kinda need some,” Helfer pointed out.


  “I don’t quite see ‘ow that’s my problem,” Dicker said.


  Dewry gestured with his knife toward the door. “I told him I’d help him. Go on, wait for me downstairs. Won’t be a moment.”


  “Don’t be long this time,” Dicker said. He turned to Helfer. “Hope I don’t see you again. No offense.”


  “I won’t forget the brandy,” Helfer said. Dicker grinned as he left, but Helfer thought from the scent that it wasn’t a nice grin.


  “Now,” Dewry said, “I hope you don’t prove me a liar. So what can I do to get you some pants?”
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  Helfer considered the fox. He knew he should’ve told Dewry everything to start with, but who would’ve thought that Dicker would walk back in on them? That’s what he got for trying to keep things uncomplicated. “Why don’t we go next door and see if we can track down Vin?” he said. “I’d rather get my own pants back, with my papers and all.”


  Dewry nodded. “I know Stark, and you’ve described Vin. Why don’t you just wait here and I’ll go over. Saves the trouble of explaining why you’re not wearing any pants.”


  Helfer had to admit that sitting and relaxing sounded much more appealing than going back over to the brothel. “What if someone comes up here?”


  Dewry shrugged. “Unless they’re a fox, you’re pretty good at hiding. And Blair doesn’t employ any foxes.”


  “All right.” Helfer waved to the door. “But hurry up.”


  Dewry waved and slipped out, so silently that if Helfer hadn’t been watching, he wouldn’t have known the fox had gone. He sighed and wandered over to the window, opening it.


  Fresh air definitely helped. He leaned on the windowsill, watching the alley below and thinking about Dewry. It had been years since he’d thought about the fox, a realizations that made him feel vaguely guilty now. It wasn’t as if they’d been the best of friends, but they’d certainly spent a good deal of time together. When Dewry had left—well, the kids in the royal tutoring often dropped out of classes or got taken back to their family seat for formal schooling. Helfer’d just assumed something like that had happened to Dewry and that he would hear eventually. When he hadn’t, well, there had been a lot going on around that time of his life, and the fox had slipped his mind.


  Of all the people to run into, though, he certainly hadn’t expected to find him again here, in a seedy tavern in what Helfer was beginning to classify as one of the less desirable neighborhoods of Divalia. Though if Dewanne’s marriage had effectively cut off his illegitimate son from access to the palace, Helfer could see how it wouldn’t be a far reach to fall in with some unscrupulous people. If Helfer had been rudely deprived of all his comforts…


  He stretched and grinned. He was a weasel, and he would’ve adapted to what was available or found something else to do. Dewry, though, seemed to regard his position as a birthright snatched unfairly from him. The fact that he was dressed as a noble would indicate that he’d been in or around the palace recently, or at least using his knowledge of palace life to gain access to places or merchandise he normally wouldn’t have. And which others would pay for.


  A mouse scurried down the alley, clutching something to his chest, and was gone. Helfer watched idly, and decided to let Dewry be. Whatever he was doing, he’d been mistreated enough in life, and he was smart enough not to do anything that would call undue attention to himself. As long as he got Helfer’s pants and papers back, Helfer would be content to forget all he’d seen.


  Something came shuffling along the corridor, loudly, accompanied by occasional squeals. “…can’t imagine why you’d get me a bowl of peas when I specifically asked for beans,” a deep voice rumbled.


  Helfer shot a look at the door, then slid through the window and hung from the sill, feet scrabbling to find a hold. He heard the door open, the deep voice getting louder. “Now, let me show you what I mean when I ask for beans.”


  “I know!” Rikky’s voice came high and breathy. “I was just, Dicker and that fox were in here with a weasel and I got dis—mmf!”


  His words were cut off by a muffled rustling. “Those are beans,” the deep voice said. A moment later, Helfer heard gasping and spitting.


  “Yes, sir,” Rikky said.


  “Good,” the bear said. “Now fetch a bowl and get back down before I do.”


  Helfer heard lumbering footsteps, and then the bear said, “Listen, you can’t use our storeroom to meet. We got perfectly good tables downstairs.”


  Dewry’s voice replied. “We don’t plan to make a habit of it.”


  “See you don’t.”


  The bear’s heavy footsteps faded. Helfer listened while Rikky and Dewry said a couple words to each other. When the smaller fox departed, Dewry said, “Hef?” He was about to lift himself up through the window again when he saw a silhouette above him, a wolf’s muzzle, and Stark leered down at him.


  “He’s out here, Dewry,” he said. One large paw reached down towards Helfer’s wrist.


  Helfer jerked his paw away and teetered for a moment on the wall. Stark swiped further down and Helfer lost his balance completely. For a moment, air rushed around him as the lupine muzzle above him receded, and then the ground came up and met him.


  The world exploded into stars. Stark’s muzzle disappeared with the rest of it, but didn’t return a moment later when his vision began to clear. He pushed himself off the ground painfully and looked up the wall to the empty window. It was really getting tiresome, he decided as he staggered down the alley without any sense of where to go, this life outside the palace.


  “Helfer!”


  He turned and saw in his still-shaky vision the small figure of Vin running toward him. He braced himself against the wall and waited.


  “Listen,” the other weasel said, “‘bout what happened…”


  Helfer pointed. “If those are my pants,” he said, and Vin cut him off before he could finish.


  “Yes, yes!” He thrust the bundle of cloth at Helfer excitedly, then grabbed at his wrist. “Can’t stay here,” he said. “It ain’t safe. C’mon, I know a place.”


  “What do you mean, not safe?” Helfer really wanted to get his pants on, but he remembered Stark and eyed the kitchen door. “Right. Is this place better than the other ones you know?” he asked, following Vin down the alley and into a narrow space between two buildings.


  “Sure, sure,” Vin said. “Friend o’ mine keeps a li’l fabric shop ‘round ‘ere. He’s a weasel like us. Got a back room.” He turned again, keeping Helfer behind him, and started counting doors.


  Behind them, Helfer thought he heard Stark’s voice echoing along the alley. He pressed a bit closer to the wall.


  “This ‘un!” Vin said triumphantly. He took a small piece of metal from his tunic and jiggled it in the lock. With a click, the door swung open.


  “I didn’t just see that,” Helfer said, following Vin inside.


  “Oh, c’mon,” Vin said, “you seen worse, an’ you wouldn’t turn in ol’ Vin anyway, wouldja?”


  “Depends on whether these are really my pants,” Helfer said as he sniffed around a room full of cotton and flax, bolts and scraps of dyed cloth, and some oiled wood. Vin closed the door and latched it, leaving them in semi-darkness.


  “They are,” Vin said. “Wouldn’ta said so otherwise.”


  Helfer thought he had never been so happy to put on pants, not since that time when he was sixteen and Lord Mikintine had walked in on him and Lord Mikintine the younger (a cute but dim mouse who had quickly been whisked off to the family seat to be buried in attractive female mice). He fastened the trousers around his waist, grateful for the warmth around his sheath and balls, which had been feeling decidedly chilly since the wolf had appeared at the window. Pulling the trousers tight, he found a lump in one pocket and pulled it out.


  “You got my papers too.”


  “Not your purse, though.” Vin’s ears flattened. “Look, I’d no idear Stark was fixin’ to do that. I ain’t never had much t’do with him, jus’ know his name, y’know, everyone knows his name.”


  “It’s okay,” Helfer said. “It’s only money.” He unfolded the pieces of parchment, but the light in the storeroom wasn’t good enough for him to make out more than the title “Right Of Passage” and his name and title on the first one. On the second, he could read his name and title again, but the smaller, crabbed text that described him for the guards’ benefit was illegible. The King’s seal appeared to be genuine on both, but again, in the dim light, he couldn’t verify it for sure. Apart from the text, though, the documents felt real, the weight and texture familiar as he held them, so he put them away, satisfied.


  “Stark didn’t want the papers,” Vin said. “I dunno why. Must be plenty val’ble.”


  “I think I do,” Helfer said. Of course Dewry must already have papers to access the palace. Stark wouldn’t need another set, especially if he didn’t know and trust any weasel close enough in description to take Helfer’s place. Not to mention that he would have to get rid of Helfer if he did that.


  “Oh?” Vin’s eyes gleamed with curiosity.


  Helfer shook his head. “Doesn’t matter,” he said. “I got them back, I can get back to the palace now.”


  “Right,” Vin said. “I reckoned you might want to.” When Helfer didn’t respond, he went on. “Don’t worry ‘bout ol’ Vin. ‘E can avoid Stark, no problem. Got as many hidey-holes as I got hairs on me body.”


  Helfer leaned tiredly against a bolt of cloth. Taking Vin to the palace would be troublesome. There would be questions, especially because he, Helfer, would be responsible for whatever Vin did while in the palace. He wasn’t sure he could trust the weasel in the midst of such opulence, and he wasn’t up for watching him every minute of his visit. But on the other paw, Vin had always seemed fairly self-assured, and for him to be so worried about Stark that he was protesting that he wasn’t worried made Helfer a little uneasy. He looked through the dimness at his fellow weasel, as his stomach growled. He realized he didn’t have to come to a decision right away. But he really wanted to get back to the palace.
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  “Come on,” he said, reaching his decision.


  “Where we goin’?” Helfer heard Vin hop to his feet, the rustle of dislodged cloth falling to the floor. He patted the papers in his purse and grabbed the other weasel by the paw.


  “To the palace.” They emerged back into the light, both looking cautiously up and down the empty alley. Helfer marched Vin along the uneven bricks in what he hoped was the right direction, and since Vin didn’t correct him, he kept going.


  Vin’s ears perked right up. “Oooh. To what do I owe the honor?”


  “I’m hungry, we’re both being chased, and I’m tired of being out in the city,” Helfer said. “It’s smelly and entirely too interesting. And I like my friends better than yours. No offense.”


  “None taken,” Vin said cheerfully. “So, cream pastries and fruit syrups comin’ up?”


  “We’ll see what the kitchen’s serving.” By now they’d rounded a corner on which an old pub stood, the aroma of meat and tubers making Helfer’s mouth water despite his words. He recognized the street, and in the distance could see the tips of the spires of the Cathedral. He headed toward them, keeping a firm paw on Vin, who was not at all reluctant to follow him.


  “Think they might ‘ave honey roasted fowl, like last time? Oooh, or those honey cakes. They was a treat.”


  “Just keep an eye out to make sure we’re not being followed,” Helfer said, his stomach growling louder at Vin’s words. In the crowded street, it was more important to keep his paw tight around the other weasel’s, leaving him less attention to spare for potential enermies in the street. He wasn’t used to having to keep an eye out for anything worse than the usual cutpurses, and he found the sensation rather disagreeable.


  “Oh, ain’t nobody near us,” Vin said. “Stark sticks out a mile away, ‘e’s so tall.”


  “I’m sure he’s unable to crouch,” Helfer muttered, but Vin proved to be right, and they reached the palace gates without any incident more serious than Helfer accidentally dragging Vin into a portly raccoon.


  The badger guard bowed when he saw Helfer walk up. “Lord Ikling,” he said. The other guard, a slender stag, must have just gotten off shift; he trotted back to the palace as Helfer eyed the badger curiously.


  “Did you pull a double shift today?” He produced his papers.


  “Double? No, sir,” the badger said. “Been here since sunup, going off in another hour or so.”


  “Seems like it’s been a full day,” Helfer said, pushing Vin in front of him. “Here, I need to fill out the papers for him to be in the palace.”


  “Right. Just the day?” The guard produced a scrap of parchment and handed it to Helfer, clearing space at the small desk in the guard house.


  “Yes.” Helfer filled out Vin’s name and signed his own, leaving it on the desk.


  “Not being coerced in any way?” The guard grinned at him.


  Helfer shook his head. “No, not today.”


  The badger laughed and made a mark on the parchment, then folded it and handed it to Vin. “You need to give this to us on the way out,” he said. “Won’t be good after today anyway.”


  “I know,” Vin said. “Already tried it once.”


  Helfer dragged him hurriedly away before he could talk any further. The system of signed papers was subject to a fair amount of abuse, but every so often the abuse got to a level where the police decided to crack down, and then it was harder for everyone to bring guests in. Not that Vin’s jocularity would lead to anything as severe as had, say, the death of an eminent Cabinet member, but he was sure every little bit was noted.


  “Was just a little joke,” Vin protested as Helfer dragged him past the footservants at the main door.


  “Let’s just get you up to the room without any more ‘jokes’,” Helfer said, “and then I’ll have Caresh bring us… oh, no.”


  The Great Hall was bustling with activity, and although Helfer far preferred the scents of this activity to the ones on the street, there was one acrid, arrogant odor that cut through the crowd and made him glance instinctively for a side passage where he knew there was none. A moment later, the silky, high voice greeted him. “Lord Ikling. How fortuitous that I should run into you here.”


  Helfer noticed the slender stag guard making his way back out the doors, and doubted that the meeting was in any way due to chance. “Yes, isn’t it,” he said. “Well, hate to meet and run…”


  “Wouldn’t dream of allowing it,” Dereath said. “Come on up to my office, and bring your little friend there, too.”


  Vin’s ears had gone all flat and his eyes wide. “Of course we will,” Helfer said, as though Dereath asked that every day, but Vin didn’t seem reassured by his calm tone. They set off up the stairs, and twice Vin tried to whisper something. Helfer had to shush him both times; the second time, Dereath looked around with a nasty grin.


  “Now, now, no spoiling the surprise you have for me,” he said, then turned around again.


  Surprise? Vin mouthed. Helfer responded with a quick hand motion, tracing Weasel’s sign in the air. Vin frowned, and then—they were almost at the landing—he nodded and returned the sign.


  They turned down the corridor toward Lord Fardew’s office, where Dereath’s desk was. Helfer felt a little more at ease since Vin seemed to understand his message: follow the teachings of Weasel, trust nobody, notice everything. Of course, you should always be doing that, but it probably helped Vin to have a reminder, and to feel the company of a fellow weasel reinforced.


  “Now,” Dereath said when they reached his office, “I’ll talk to your friend first. I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure.”


  “This is Vin,” Helfer said, “and you’ll talk to us both together.”


  “As a procedural matter,” the rat started, but Helfer cut him off.


  “I don’t know much,” he said, “but I do know that as a procedural matter, Lord Fardew or Captain Nero should be here. Where are they?”


  The rat’s eyes narrowed. “This is an internal investigation…”


  “Then Lord Fardew should be here. Funny, I don’t see him around.”


  “Lord Fardew is extraordinarily busy with other aspects of this…”


  Helfer was enjoying not letting the rat finish a sentence. “Then you can wait to talk to us ‘til he gets back. Or we will allow you to talk to both of us together.”


  It probably wasn’t wise to taunt the rat, but, Helfer thought, I got away from Stark, and Stark would eat this guy for lunch. His stomach growled again, but he ignored it.


  Dereath stared back at him, and finally said, “Fine. Both of you then, come in here.”


  Helfer nodded to Vin, who was staring at him in unabashed relief. They followed Dereath into Lord Fardew’s office, where the rat sat behind the large wooden desk. Helfer couldn’t help but notice the way his skinny fingers caressed the wood, nor the proprietary way he ensconced himself in the chair and stared out at them. “Now, we have been looking for Lord Vinton, but since you disappeared after speaking with Alister earlier this morning, we have been looking for you, too.”


  “I came here to wait,” Helfer said, “and you weren’t here. So I left.”


  “Indeed,” Dereath said. “Well, it may interest you to know that we still have not located Lord Vinton. But the fact that you have returned with an accomplice is highly significant. Have you disposed of the merchandise, I take it?”


  “Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Helfer said.


  “Come now,” Dereath said. “Let me tell you plainly what I am talking about. Lord Vinton was seen late last night stealing some valuable papers from the Agricultural Committee files and has not been seen since.”


  “Why didn’t the person who saw him apprehend him?” Helfer asked pleasantly. He was starting to put some pieces together, but he didn’t want to help Dereath at all.


  “That’s not your concern,” Dereath said.


  Helfer leaned back in his chair. “Seems to me it is,” he said. “If he’d apprehended Volle right off, you wouldn’t have to be asking us questions. Or was he too far away to see who it really was?”


  “Oh!” Vin said suddenly. “I bet it was… oop!” He clapped a paw over his muzzle and stared apologetically at Helfer.


  “Hmm.” Dereath’s smile spread over his muzzle. “Do, please, continue.”
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  Helfer coughed. “Actually, I’m more interested in why you managed to see him, but let him get away.”


  “Who said it was me?” Dereath snapped.


  Helfer hadn’t meant it that way; he’d meant “you” as in the whole general security establishment. But now he was convinced that it had been Dereath himself who’d been stationed, waiting to catch the thief. “Who else would have set such a cunning trap?” he said, leaching as much sarcasm from his voice as he could.


  The rat glared at him. “I cannot think of anyone less qualified than you to criticize the security workings of this palace.”


  Helfer shrugged. “You set a trap, but you let whoever it was get away? I don’t know how much I need to know to criticize that.” He could see Vin out of the corner of his eye, cringing in his chair, so he just kept talking, saying whatever came into his head. “I mean, isn’t the whole idea of a trap to catch the target?”


  Dereath’s claws scored the desk. Helfer could see the rat’s whiskers twitching, one fang showing as his lips curled. The rat turned abruptly to Vin. “I believe you were going to say something before we were interrupted?”


  “Let him be,” Helfer said. “I just invited him in for a nice meal and maybe some fun later on. You can understand that, right?”


  Vin was sitting up, now, though. “It’s okay, Hef,” he said. “I was just gonna say, you think it mighta been some other fox you know?”


  “That’s not what you said,” Dereath snapped.


  “Oh, innit?” Vin scratched the side of his muzzle. “Coulda sworn…”


  Dereath sat back in his chair. “I may not have a lot of leeway with your royal john here,” he said coldly, “but it would not take much to throw you in prison. And I tend to forget people I’ve thrown in prison.”


  “He hasn’t done anything,” Helfer said. “You can’t throw him in prison because I brought him here.”


  “He’s withholding information.”


  “You don’t have any proof of that.”


  Dereath smiled thinly. His whiskers had settled, his fang hidden again. “I don’t need much proof. I have what I heard. And my word carries considerably more weight than yours around the palace.”


  Vin glanced sideways at Helfer, who gave him a quick nod. “There’s no point trying to scare him,” Helfer said. “I told you, and he told you, he doesn’t know anything.”


  “So there is something to know,” Dereath said. “Why don’t you enlighten me, then? You know how difficult I can make life for you around the palace. I’d personally enjoy seeing your movements outside the palace restricted, for example, or Ullik taking a more, shall we say, detailed interest in the Vellenland finances.”


  Helfer sighed. This, he reminded himself, is why he avoided politics. “You don’t have any proof that either of us know anything,” he said. “And we don’t. I waited here this morning for you to talk to me, you weren’t here, I got bored. It happens to weasels. I went into town, ran into Vin, he propositioned me, I accepted. But he doesn’t live in the best of accommodations, so we came back here. End of story.”


  Dereath shook his head. “You’ve been acting strange all day,” he said. “In the—”


  They were interrupted by a rabbit, opening the door and sticking his head through. Helfer expected Dereath to snap, knowing how the rat hated distractions, but instead, he half-rose eagerly, his ears coming up. The rabbit just said, “Found ‘em,” or maybe it was “found ‘im.”


  The rat sprang to his feet and waved at Helfer and Vin. “You two can go. Just stay in the palace in case we need to talk to you.” He dashed out of the room before either of the startled weasels could say anything.


  They exchanged looks. Vin said, “Wot should we do?”


  “In my experience,” Helfer said, getting up, “when he says you can go, you should go while you can.”


  He hurried Vin through the corridors. “Who you think they found?” Vin asked.


  “Dunno,” Helfer said. “Don’t care.” He hadn’t thought about it at all until Vin had asked, but now he thought there could be only two people the rabbit could have meant: Volle or Dewry.


  “Don’t think it were,” Vin looked around to make sure the corridors were empty before whispering, “Dewry?”


  “Shh,” Helfer said. “No, I don’t.”


  “Me neither.” Vin scurried alongside Helfer. “So that rat, he’s like some kinda Stark in the palace?”


  “Something like,” Helfer said. “You seemed to handle him okay after a couple minutes.”


  “Jus’ watched you,” Vin said. He grinned. “I saw he weren’t gonna do nothin’ to you. Hope I din’ make nothin’ worse for ya.”


  “No,” Helfer said. “Me and Dereath go back a ways. He’s never liked me.”


  Vin raised an eyebrow. “Don’t tell me ‘e was sniffin’ up for ya.”


  Helfer grimaced. “That was kinda the start of it.”


  “Ouch.” Vin shook his head. “Thought you was more smooth than that.”


  “It was a long time ago.” Helfer shook his head, banishing the memory.


  “Never knew a rat didn’t carry a grudge,” Vin said. “This one chap, you never knew him, name o’ Chintzley, well, we ‘ad a little disagreement six years ago ‘bout the value of a pair o’ breeches what I got from that tailor I took ya to, an’ ya know, just last week ‘e tries to short me on a box o’ yellowfruit.”


  “Right,” Helfer said, still thinking about Volle. He directed his attention back to Vin when he saw the other weasel eyeing a decorative silver chalice. “Hey. Paws down.”


  “Sorry.” Vin grinned. “Force o’ habit.”


  “Let’s focus on some of your more appealing habits,” Helfer said, pushing the door to his chambers open. “Caresh!”


  The fox was already at the inner door, opening it and bowing. “Yes, sir. The kitchens have finished serving lunch, but I can procure something for you and your guest should you wish.”


  Vin stopped to stare at the fox. “Ooh, that sounds lovely,” he said.


  Helfer waved Vin inside. “Go. I’ll get some food for us. Caresh, a word please?”


  “Of course, sir.” He shut the door behind Vin and said, discreetly, “Would you like me to inventory your possessions, sir? I seem to recall some trouble with Mister Vinstrier on his previous visit.”


  “No. I mean, yes, but that’s not what I wanted to ask. When you go to get food, could you ask about Lord Vinton? I know he’s been scarce today and Dereath was looking for him. I think he might’ve found him.”


  Caresh nodded. “Of course, sir. If it is of interest to you, I did discover that Mister Talison is interested in the theft of some documents from the Agricultural Committee detailing expected shipments of honey, grain, wine, and mead from the southwest. The suspect is a fox.” He coughed discreetly. “Your disappearance was viewed suspiciously. However, given the patterns of behavior you have established, the suspicion was not strong.”


  Helfer sighed. “Thank you, Caresh. That’ll be all.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Caresh left by the front door. Helfer watched it swing closed, not really sure what he was waiting for—his friend Volle to knock, perhaps, or Dereath to come back, or maybe even Stark, having worked his way into the palace to demand Helfer’s silence about what he’d seen and heard. But the door remained closed. Helfer usually had no trouble letting go of political things, but that was usually because he shielded himself from details. He didn’t really care what Stark and Dewry wanted with the information about the shipments—he could guess fairly easily, having seen the storehouse. But there was something about the day’s events that nagged at him still, some piece unresolved. Problem was, he couldn’t even think what it might be. Helfer sighed. He was, it seemed, free from Dereath. And Volle could take care of himself—the fox had proven that amply in the past. And, it occurred to him, Vin was alone in his chambers. He put the nagging thoughts from his mind and went inside.


  He saw the tunic and trousers lying on the floor by the door to the next room. Taking another step, he saw into the sitting room, where Vin lay sprawled on a pile of pillows. The naked weasel grinned when he saw Helfer and trailed a paw over his sheath. “Wot a relief to get outta them clothes,” he said. “Join me?”


  Helfer grinned back. “I just got my pants back,” he said, but here, in his own chambers, the idea of a nice, relaxing romp with Vin was more and more appealing. Certainly Caresh had walked in on stranger scenes and could be counted on for discretion.


  “So why wear ‘em out? Come on, we got a few minutes before your fox comes back wit’ food, eh?”


  “You think you can finish that fast?” Helfer was already unfastening his pants.


  Vin was already half-erect. He curled his paw around himself and stroked more firmly. “And you too,” he grinned. “We can eat an’ pick up again after.”


  Helfer’s pants dropped to the floor. He unlaced his tunic and walked over to Vin, pushing the other’s paw aside and taking the warm shaft into his own fingers. Holding it, he let himself relax, feeling the stresses of the day slip away from him. He shifted his hips as Vin sat up, nosing at Helfer’s sheath and licking under his sac, and it wasn’t long before the weasel’s warm breath and insistent tongue had relaxed him even more.


  Of course, it was at that point that the door creaked open. Both of them paused, Vin whispering, “Faster’n I would’ve thought.”


  “Just set it down in there, Caresh,” Helfer called. Odd, he couldn’t smell any food.


  A very familiar voice called back. A moment before he heard it, Helfer realized that the fox he was smelling was not Caresh, either. “If you’re busy, I can come back later.”


  Grabbing his tunic from the floor and holding it to his hips, Helfer leapt to the doorway. Standing just in front of his closed inside door, wearing a yellow doublet, peach-colored trousers, and a very foxy smile, was the unmistakable figure of Volle.
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  Helfer stared at him. “Glad to see me?” Volle said.


  “Where in the name of Weasel and Fox’s bastard son have you been?” Helfer said.


  Volle raised an eyebrow. “Is that another piece of folklore I haven’t learned about your Tephossian church?”


  “It’s an expression.” Helfer grinned, feeling that the craziness of his day was settling back to normal. “You missed the morning run.”


  “Yes, sorry about that.” Volle’s ears dipped. “My father-in-law wasn’t feeling well. I spent all night over there, and stayed into the morning to make sure he’d be okay.”


  “You were there all night?” Volle nodded. “So it couldn’t be you Dereath was looking for.”


  “As I’ve just informed him.” The corner of the fox’s mouth quirked up. “He wasn’t very happy about that, but I invited him to summon witnesses to check my story. I gather there was some trouble with another fox?”


  “Some documents were taken… Dereath said it was a fox, he thought it was you, but it couldn’t have been.”


  “No.” Volle seemed about to say more, but instead let his eyes travel down to the tunic held loosely in front of Helfer’s bare form. “I really can come back later, if you want.”


  “Oh.” Helfer looked down, then back to where Vin was waiting. “Uh, yeah, maybe…”


  Vin, slipping up behind him, groped his sheath unabashedly behind the tunic. Helfer felt the other weasel’s erection against his hip, though Vin stayed mostly hidden behind him. “Ooh, ‘e’s a cutie, Hef. He gonna join us?”


  Volle lifted a paw. “No, no, just came in to offer my regards. Helfer, perhaps dinner a little later?”


  Helfer nodded, a little distracted by Vin’s paw sliding up and down his erection. “Uh, yeah. Sure.”


  The fox laughed, shortly, and raised a paw. “See you then. Pleasure to meet your companion.”


  “Likewise,” Vin said, rubbing his own stiffness up into Helfer’s rear.


  Helfer turned, once Volle had gone, and rubbed his nose against the other weasel’s. “That what you want?” he asked, sliding his paw under Vin’s sac to squeeze the base of his sheath. “Little time under my tail?”


  “Maybe later,” Vin said, with a grin. “I was thinkin’ more about liftin’ mine for you.”


  Helfer turned the other weasel around, wrapping his arms around Vin’s chest and pressing up under his tail. He reached down and slid his paw up and down Vin’s shaft. “Well,” he said, “you’d best get that up, then.”


  Vin squeaked very satisfactorily, and lifted his tail almost immediately. Helfer pushed him farther into the room until he stumbled on a pillow. A convenient bowl of scented oil (they were all convenient in this room) later, he’d pressed his oiled shaft into the other weasel’s oiled tailhole and had clenched his teeth around the neckruff, grunting over Vin’s happy moans. His paw, also still slick, stroked away at the other’s shaft while his own pressed deep into Vin’s rear and slid back out. It had only been hours, but those hours had been so filled with tension that it seemed like days since he’d been able to let himself go.


  And so, of course, it was right then that the door opened and Caresh came back into the room.


  They both stopped. The smell of food reached Helfer’s twitching whiskers. He heard his valet stop, then the gentle touch of a wooden tray being set on his table, and Caresh’s discreet voice. “I’ll just leave the gentlemen’s lunch here, sir.”


  “Thank you,” Helfer exhaled, feeling Vin squirm happily below and around him. He shoved himself deeper again, as the front door closed and Caresh retired to his quarters. It took only a few minutes for his arousal to recover from the interruption, which was, it turned out, a minute or so less than it took Vin, who moaned and arched his back, shuddering against Helfer’s hips and paw. As the warmth spread around his paw, the bucking and moaning below him drove Helfer to thrust faster, his own body tingling and tensing until he joined his friend, grunting around the fur in his teeth. His hips slammed against Vin’s tail, arms tightening around the other as he shuddered his release into the warm weasel rear.


  There was a warm, floating moment as they both came down from their climaxes, slowly easing onto their sides as Helfer slid out of Vin. “Oooh, that was worth the wait, it was,” Vin said. “You’re the tops, Hef.”


  Helfer snickered and rubbed a paw down his friend’s side, suffused with good humor and warmth. “Better’n the other tops?”


  “Oh, no comparison. Nothin’ like another weasel to do it right. ‘Nother go round?”


  “Normally, I’d be right back on you,” Helfer said, “but that lunch smells really good.”


  Vin turned to grin at him. “Say no more,” he said.


  Naked and sticky, they helped themselves to the lunch Caresh had brought, and when they’d gorged on fowl, fruit, and bread, they retired back to the pillows. Helfer heard Caresh cleaning the dishes up somewhere in between his spurting into Vin’s muzzle and mounting the other weasel for the second time. He didn’t go out to look, but dragged Vin into the bedroom when they were both too tired to do any more, and there they napped for a few hours.


  Given the option, Vin would’ve stayed in the palace for days, but Helfer worried that once his desire for food and sex had been satisfied, other urges would come into play. Vin had promised to be good, but being a weasel himself, Helfer knew how likely it would be for promises to hold up to temptations, especially temptations spread so glitteringly around him, so he had Caresh bring up a parcel of food from the kitchen, wrapped it in a napkin, and walked Vin to the front gate. “Been fun,” Vin said as the guard took his papers. “Ought to come out more often, you should.”


  “I’ll be out again before you know it,” Helfer said. “Thanks for helping me get through the day.”


  “Anytime, mate.” Vin raised a paw with his trademark cheer. Helfer watched him walk out into the street, crowded with people scurrying home before dark. He saw the weasel’s bright eye gleam as Vin turned back to look at him, the flash of the white cloth napkin in one paw, and then he was swallowed up by the crowd and the shadows.


  Helfer looked back at the palace gardens, empty save for a pair of stags strolling casually along the flowerbeds. The taller stopped to pick a flower and offer it to his companion, who took it and munched it with a smile. Helfer smiled too, and walked back slowly to the palace as the gates closed behind him.


  At dinner, he sat with Volle away from the other nobles, and talked in low tones about his day. Conscious of his promise to Dewry, he left out some of the details, like exactly who the fox was and what he’d been selling to Stark, but gave Volle a good overview of the harrowing events he’d survived, including a long exposition on climbing walls without pants. “Quite an adventure,” Volle said, sipping a goblet of mead. “Your adventures usually tend to end with you naked and sticky.”


  “Well,” Helfer said, “this one did too. But there was a lot more before the naked part than there usually is.”


  Volle nodded, tipping back the goblet. “Much more exciting than my morning. I’ll have to catch up.”


  “How is your father-in-law?” Helfer asked.


  “He’ll be fine.” Volle’s gaze seemed to be fixed on a table across the room. Helfer followed it, and saw Dereath there. The rat seemed oblivious to them, but Helfer’s fur crawled as he watched the rat’s conversation, becoming convinced without knowing how that the rat had been watching them a second before. Perhaps it was just Volle’s attitude; the fox always seemed to be slightly better attuned to things like that.


  “It is weird,” Helfer said, “that he was looking for a fox, and that you happened to be away the whole night. You’re not gone that often.”


  Volle brought his attention back to Helfer, and nodded. “Weird,” he agreed. “And… convenient.”


  Helfer’s plate wasn’t quite empty. He picked up the last piece of stewed yellowroot and rubbed it into the honey sauce, contemplating his friend. Coincidence, that a fox had come to take Dereath’s bait on the one night out of dozens—perhaps hundreds—when his friend was unmistakably away from the palace? Coincidence, that Dewry was just about Volle’s build and age? Volle didn’t seem to know or care much about Stark or Dicker, but…


  Helfer shoved the root into his mouth and savored the flavor, chewing it, letting the sweet honey roll off his tongue while he swallowed the warm pulpy vegetable. Enjoy the pleasures of the moment, he reminded himself. Don’t ask Volle if he knows Dewry, or Stark. Look where politics got you this morning—half-naked, robbed, almost killed, who knows? If your friend has secrets, let him have his secrets, and if he needs you, he’ll ask.


  “There’s cream puffs over in the kitchen,” he said. “I don’t think Taffen put them out, but I could get a couple if you want.”


  Volle grinned, his tail swishing slowly. “I think that’d be delightful,” he said. “Shall we repair to your chambers, so everyone doesn’t get jealous?”


  “Mmm, how about yours? Mine are still… uh, Caresh is cleaning, I think.”


  Volle inclined his head. “Of course.”


  They got up together and walked out, and though they didn’t look back, Helfer was almost sure he could feel Dereath’s eyes on them as they left. At the Wolf stair, they parted ways, Volle walking around the stair to his chambers, while Helfer padded to the kitchen to try to sneak a couple pastries out from under Taffen’s watchful eye.


  He grinned, sidled up to the kitchen door, and gathered his weaselly wiles about him. Inside: flaky, creamy treasure, and a mouse with a tongue as sharp as her knives. All things considered, he thought, this was as much adventure as a weasel could—or should—ask for. He thanked Weasel for his blessings, asked him for courage, and slipped through the door.


  



  



  Confidential Dossier


  

  A limited edition folio with one image each by Richard Foley, Adam Wan, Heather Bruton, Sara Palmer and Timothy Albee, and descriptions by Kyell Gold.


  There are two scenes from Volle, one scene from “Inside the Cage”, one scene from after “Home Again” (probably), and one scene from the end of Pendant of Fortune.


  Each image of the descriptions is followed by a black and white copy for easier reading on small screens.
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  Xiller laughs, all muscle and power, driving Volle back into the bed and lifting his hips with the strength of the bond joining them. Volle laughs too, drunk on the pleasure, the cat's long shaft hot and full inside him, their tails twined. Sometimes, in bed, he thinks of other lovers, compares scents and movement, but those others are no more than shadows now, Xiller dazzling the young fox with his luminous smile. His thrusts are not short, nor gentle, but they are perfect, and Volle laughs again, rubbing his paws along the hard ribbed muscle, the thick biceps and the abs taut but not straining with the pressure of keeping the lighter fox pinned down.


  
    

  


  Amidst the laughter there are growls and squeaks, breathless pants and cut-off moans. Volle looks into the cat's eyes and sees playful hunger, boundless energy, unconditional love, Maybe it's the relief of finding a warm sanctuary in a strange place, but there is also more; they understand each other's needs, their bodies mess, their hearts reach out and touch. And Xiller thrusts into Volle's warm sanctuary again and again, the fox happy to take his cougar lover, because when they are together they are neither of them alone.
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  The soft, wet noises Richy's muzzle made sliding up and down his tingling shaft were nearly drowned out by Helfer's panting moans. Volle grinned; the little weasel was more energetic than he had been his first time. Certainly he was getting as much as he could out of this little favor he'd done Volle. Well, big favor. Volle wouldn't have been able to see Richy for ages otherwise, and he had to admit that the familiar scent of the wolf - not to mention the warm muzzle bobbing expertly over his and the tongue tracing his maleness with every stroke - lifted his spirits.


  It was taking him a long time to get to a point where the licking and sucking was more than pleasurable. At the moment, he was gaining almost as much enjoyment from imaging Richy's own shaft disappearing into Helfer while the weasel bucked and squirmed and pushed his rear back into the wolf's hips. It was the memories, Xiller and Ilyana and Prewitt and everything else crowding around his head that wouldn't let him let go as he was used to, and perhaps never would.


  Helfer squealed then. pressing back, his little muzzle hanging open, one arm wrapped around Volle's ankle. Richy's contortions to keep both of them pleasured showed a good deal of talent and affection, both things Volle prized in the wolf. He should take his cue from Helfer and enjoy it. Even though the weasel's eyes were inches from Volle's sac, Volle was sure he wasn't seeing it anymore, lost in the moment, nothing but pleasure on his mind. The fox looked down at the muzzle wrapped around his glistening pink erection, and let everything else retreat, if only for a moment.
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  During the first long nights of early winter, the wind finds all the cracks in the windows and the rain soaks into your fur with icy fingers, leaving you clammy and chilled even after coming inside. Jonas and Alexan had stripped in front of the fire, though Jonas hadn't been out all day, and the smell of wet fox was soon joined by the smell of aroused fox, and then of musky fox seed.


  It was nice, as it often was these days, and Alexan kept Jonas on his knees afterwards. "You keep yourself clean, right?" he said, and before Jonas knew it, wiry paws gripped his hips and slender, damp muzzle was parting his cheeks under his tail. Fortunately, he did keep clean out of habit, or the rest of the evening might not have been as nice. He'd only felt another's tongue back there a few times, and not recently, but he knew the delightful warm shivers well, having held them in his mind every time he licked under a client's tail. Alexan's soft tongue proved as skilled as Jonas knew himself to be, lifting the cougar's spirits and shaft until his whole body tingled, stretching his muzzle out into a happy, silly grin. This was what mates did for each other, wasn't it? So Pike was wrong, and it had all worked out.
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  The odor of their wet clothes and wet fur still hung in the air, now no more than backdrop to the more powerful scents filling Volle's nose. He moved his lips and tongue around the shape of Streak's hot, firm shaft, licking the contours and teasing the tip, sucking gently in the way he knew the wolf liked, breathing in the thick lupine scent and tasting his lover on his tongue. Steak's body lay next to his, reversed so that the white muzzle was able to close around Volle's own erect maleness, licking in the same familiar way, each touch of the soft tongue lifting the fox's fur in pleasure.


  His black paw had been stroking the soft white fur of Streak's stomach. AS the wolf reached over to return the caress, their paws crossed and reached for each other instead, clasping warmly between them. Their muzzles moved in time with each other, heir shared pleasure slowly building. Outside, the wind picked up and rain rattled the roof and windows, but inside the small farmhouse, they held each other with paws and muzzles, tails curling and flicking. Volle tightened his paws and felt the return squeeze and an extra suck from the muzzle of the wolf, smiled, closing his muzzle around the wolf's shaft and sucking back. He was in no hurry. They had nothing but time, and each other.
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  They'd embraced in the cell, in that fleeting moment between traps; they'd embraced in the court chamber, but here in private, nothing between them but fur, they truly embraced for the first time. Volle ran his paws through Streak's fur, down the line of his back and around his tail, marveling at the sweet familiarity of the wolf's body and the warm, musky scent filling his nostrils. Streak was just holding him, powerful arms wrapped around Volle's midsection, almost crushing the fox again him.


  Of course, their sheaths pressed close, already swollen with desire, but it was the touch of the wolf's muzzle that excited Volle most, the short fur and long whiskers, the warm breath and the taste of his fur through the small licks of the fox's tongue. He heard Streak whine softly, rubbing so closely that it hurt, but it was the good kind of hurt, and when they kissed, it was hard and passionate, joining them so closely that they couldn't be separated again, leaving them gasping from breath and giggling in their joy as their muzzles broke apart and Volle whispered, "Oh, I've missed you..."


  



  



  Birthday Wishes


  



  Roffi rolled out of his cot in the morning right on top of Shikka. “Sorry!” he said hastily as she sat up, shaking herself awake.


  “I had to get up anyway,” she said with a yawn that showed off her pointy little teeth. All over the room, on the floor and on cots, the other otters and weasels were stretching and yawning and scratching bed-matted fur. One or two had looked over at Roffi’s yelp, but were soon back to their waking rituals.


  “Still not used to all the people being here,” he said, grooming himself.


  “Only another few days,” Shikka said. “Then back to normal, yah.”


  “Yah.” Roffi nodded. The Burning Waters was the closest resort to the governor’s mansion up the mountain, where the king and his court were vacationing this year, though why they wanted to be up on the cold mountain rather than down in the nice warm valley he couldn’t figure. Maybe they were all thick-furred and liked it cold and wet. But the ones he’d attended down here in the last few days had certainly seemed to enjoy the heat. So maybe there was another reason.


  “Give my paws a rest,” Shikka said, stretching. “Even with all of us here it’s so busy!”


  Roffi nodded, looking around the room again. Usually no more than five otters at a time stayed here, but all twelve on staff had been retained for the weeks of the king’s visit, with the promise of the chance to wait on royalty, or, failing that, generous tips. That meant, among other things, that they all slept in the small boarding room, taking turns between the cots and the floor, and that Roffi hadn’t been able to travel back to his home in the south of Vellenland to celebrate his birthday today.


  Birthdays in his village were usually close family affairs, with lots of cavorting in the pools of his village and a great deal of playing. Some of his friends said it didn’t really matter whose birthday it was, because everyone had a great time, but since Roffi had gotten his very nice job at Burning Waters, he only really went home for his own birthday. He could go home any other time for someone else’s, but it was a week’s trip, so it was hard to take the time.


  If he told the other otters here, they would insist on doing something, and everyone was as worn out as he was, so no one would enjoy it. He didn’t want to be the cause of that, and besides, he was working himself up to feel good and sorry for himself, which would not replace a birthday party but was nearly as self-indulgent, and so he felt it appropriate.


  Mick, the weasel they all reported to, poked his head in the door. “Sunrise on the way,” he said, and vanished as quickly as he’d come.


  Everyone groaned, and then Shikka waved her paws. “Happy faces people! Today we serve the king!”


  Roffi grinned and cheered with the rest of them, his sad mood temporarily forgotten. They had not yet seen the king himself, and had been told they would not, but they had seen a couple noble bears, and it was a sort of competition between them to see which one would get to groom the king after his bath if he did come down to the resort. Each of them had promised to make a full report to the others in that case, and each of them hoped to be the one to sit at the head of the boarding room telling his or her story to the rapt audience.


  Roffi spent a few extra minutes patting down his sleek fur and examining his hips and waistline from every angle, adjusting his shorts to be modest yet alluring, a little lower on the hips than was absolutely necessary. Shikka adjusted her little white tunic similarly, letting it hang down off one shoulder and hiking it up past her knees. “How do I look?” She spread her arms for Roffi.


  “Delicious,” he said. “How about me?”


  “Good enough to pin down and tickle.” She grinned at him, wiggling her claws.


  “You don’t have the energy,” he said, laughing, and she joined him.


  “Right. Let’s go meet the sun and the king.” She hooked her arm through his and he walked out with her.


  Shikka was his oldest friend at the resort, as they’d joined the same year and were still working three years later when most of the other staff had been replaced. They walked out together and reported in to Mick, and then stood and gossiped while waiting for their first customers. Roffi kept reminding himself to be depressed, but it was hard around Shikka.


  “Did you see Yelty and Dinn sneaking back in?”


  “No! I saw Yelty sneaking out with Chima last night though.”


  “She gets around. But listen, Dinn woke up Hux and went right back out again.”


  Roffi shook his head. “I can’t believe anyone has the energy after working all day.”


  “Well, Dinn doesn’t exactly work all day,” Shikka said, indicating the bathroom.


  “I guess not, but still. Yelty does.”


  “Yelty’s fifteen. Remember when you and I were fifteen?”


  “Yeah.” He grinned, and then Mick came around and handed him a stack of towels.


  “Cabin three. It’s not the king,” he said, as Roffi opened his mouth to ask. “Weasel’s tail, I’m sick of you people asking. It’s a bobcat.”


  Roffi waved to Shikka. “See you tonight,” he said, and composed himself before going out to the cabin.


  Cabin three was for medium-sized customers, taller than Roffi’s four and a half feet in height. He sniffed the familiar piney aroma emanating from the pile of white dust in the long wooden bath in the center of the cabin, and padded to the corner to make sure there were enough towels there. Keeping one ear open, he took the long-handled rake and raked the dust, more to fill the air with the aroma more strongly than to smooth out the dust.


  The bobcat strolled in, his fur damp and scraggly from the baths. He had only a towel around his plump waist, which he cast aside as soon as he walked into the cabin. For a moment, he stood naked, scrutinizing Roffi, and the otter lifted his chin and chest. Here was where tips were doubled or tripled, as the customer made the decision about how much “grooming” he wanted.


  “Hmph.” The bobcat lay down in the dust without another word.


  Up close, the wet cat smell overwhelmed even the pine, no matter how much dust Roffi scooped on top of him. He tried brushing it through and snagged the fur in the brush several times, twice in the short tail, and even though the customer didn’t say anything, he was upset at himself. “Turn over, sahr,” he said when he was done, and the bobcat levered his bulk around to lie on his back.


  Roffi scooped more dust onto him and brushed more carefully through the matted fur, making it nice and soft. He guided the brush expertly around the sheath, and then, even though he didn’t really want to, teased the bristles lightly up it, holding his breath.


  And, unfortunately, the bobcat was getting hard, already showing at the tip.


  Roffi finished his brushing and sighed inwardly. “Anything else, sahr?”


  “Yes,” the bobcat said, waving a lazy paw down at his crotch. “You can finish that.”


  “Yes, sahr,” Roffi said, trying to look pleased at the prospect. He reached down to stroke the bobcat’s growing hardness.


  “With your mouth,” the cat said, and lay back and closed his eyes.


  “Yes, sahr.” Roffi leaned over and put the tip gently between his lips, keeping his paw wrapped around the base and squeezing gently as the bobcat got stiffer, his pink length sliding further out of his sheath until Roffi’s little mouth was nearly full. The salty cat taste wasn’t so bad, he supposed, bobbing up and down on it and licking the warm flesh as it dripped pre. It certainly wasn’t the worst thing he’d had to do, and it was all business.


  “Unh,” the bobcat grunted, and Roffi could feel the twitching in his shaft. He curled his paw around the tightening sac and massaged with gentle fingers as the large hips thrust up towards him, forcing his head backwards. The rapidly leaking tip brushed the back of his throat as he leaned back, and then the bobcat’s meaty paw was on his head, forcing it back down.


  It took a great deal of restraint to keep from gagging. He struggled against the paw, but could only reposition his head so that the thick shaft didn’t quite hit his gag reflex. Fingers closed around his ears and pushed him up and down as the bobcat shuddered, his body rippling under the fur. “Unh, yes, good little servant…”


  Roffi closed his eyes and let the customer guide his head, concentrating on not gagging as he was pushed up and down the cat’s shuddering erection. His fingers felt the spasming in the base of the cat’s shaft, which gave him a moment to prepare himself before the hot seed gushed into his throat. He coughed, trying to get some room to breathe, but the inexorable pressure of the cat’s paw kept his head imprisoned around the hot shaft as it continued to spurt seed into his mouth. He tried hard to swallow and keep his mouth closed, but he couldn’t help a few drips down the length as the bobcat continued to come.


  That seemed to go on forever. He swallowed two mouthfuls, and then finally the bobcat sighed and relaxed into the dust, sending clouds of pine scent into the air that Roffi could barely smell around the thick odor of cat musk permeating his nose.


  It took him three cups full of spiced tea to get the taste out of his mouth, but at least the bobcat left him a good tip. Happy birthday, he thought morosely, relaxing by himself in the waiting area and munching a piece of dried fruit.


  “Roffi!” He jumped to his feet as Mick leaned around the door. “Cabin thirteen.”


  The otter’s eyes widened. “Thirteen? Is it…”


  Mick grinned at him. “Ay, don’t know, but might be. Go, go!”


  As fast as he could, he ran to the wide shadow cast by cabin thirteen, the large cabin they’d built just to accommodate the king’s court. The bath it held was a full eight feet long and six wide, big enough to hold eight otters and weasels, and they’d had to prepare a huge pile of dust for it. Roffi had heard that they’d had to import ten more gallons of pine oil. It had been used three times so far, all for bears who were not the king.


  They didn’t have any larger towels, but they’d prepared twice the normal number. Roffi checked three times to make sure there were enough, double-checked the basket to make sure it was empty, raked the dust until the air smelled like a mountain forest, and then fluffed up his chest fur, smoothed down his sides and groomed his tail, until he heard someone approaching outside. He stood up and snapped to attention.


  A tall, young stag stepped into the cabin, dressed in a loose tunic. Roffi blinked, but managed to keep his ears up. “Oh,” he said. “Welcome, sahr.”


  The stag looked around the cabin and then approached him. “Good afternoon,” he said. “Please excuse the imposition.”


  Before he had time to ask ‘what imposition,’ the stag had knelt down and placed both hands on Roffi’s shorts, feeling and squeezing them from all angles. He was gentle on the otter’s sheath, not so gentle on his rear, and when he was done, brushed his fingers along Roffi’s legs. From there, he checked Roffi’s tail and then stomach and chest, and finally stood.


  Roffi blinked, bewildered. He’d never had a customer be so straightforward about expressing interest in him, and on top of that, the stag stayed impassive throughout. “If sahr would lie down,” he said timidly, but the stag ignored him, striding back to the entryway.


  “Come in, sir,” he said, and the doorway was blocked by a massive shadow, and Roffi understood everything.


  The bear ambled in, his fur matted and damp, but his smell wasn’t nearly as objectionable as the cat’s had been. He raised a paw and smiled at Roffi. “On my back or stomach?”


  Roffi’s eyes flicked to the stag, who stepped quietly out of the cabin and drew the curtain. His antlered shadow stayed fixed on the fabric like a stitched pattern. The otter looked up at the bear. Despite the cat and all the tea, his mouth was suddenly very dry. “Stomach first,” he whispered, “then back. Sahr.”


  “All right.” The bear lay obediently on his stomach, filling the air with clouds of white scented dust.


  Roffi set about his grooming, noting as he did how well the bear’s fur was kept, and how even though he had a soft layer of fat under the fur, it wasn’t nearly as thick as the obese bobcat’s. Roffi could feel the powerful muscles underneath easily, even from just the motions of the brush. He grew nervous as he brushed the small tail and rear, but he forced himself to brush with firm strokes.


  He worried that the bear might be asleep by the time he was done nearly half an hour later. It had never taken him that long to brush someone, and it didn’t help that he kept going over the same areas on the backs of the thighs, up the slope to the base of the spine, and the backs of the massive arms, just to feel the muscles there. But when he coughed lightly and said, “Turn—turn over now, sahr,” the bear responded immediately with movements so smooth and gentle that he barely raised any dust at all.


  And there was his chest, twin plateaus of muscle above a well-rounded belly. And on the other side of his belly, a thick sheath as large as Roffi’s wrist. He couldn’t stop staring at it, wondering what it would look like when fully erect. “Here, sahr,” he said, draping a towel over the bear’s muzzle. “For—for the dust.”


  “Thank you,” the bear said in his deep rumble from under the towel.


  “You’re welcome, sahr,” Roffi said, fidgeting and finally scooping dust onto the bear’s chest, belly, legs, and sheath. Starting at the chest, he began to brush through the wet fur, taking his time to admire the broad curves of muscle.


  He traveled next up the stately hill of the bear’s belly, smoothing the fur in regular patterns down the body, admiring the thickness and how well it lay with the dust. Misremembering how long the sheath was, he didn’t see it under the dust and brushed the tip of it with the bristles.


  The bear didn’t react, but Roffi jerked his arm back, heart pounding. The towel covering the bear’s features didn’t move. He licked his lips, and then continued brushing as if nothing had happened, moving carefully around the sheath and down the thighs.


  Once the shock of his mistake had worn off, though, he couldn’t keep away from the sheath, brushing closer and closer to it, around the bear’s huge sac, until that was the only part white with dust and he could no longer put it off. Glancing again at the towel, he drew the brush up the long sheath and then down the sac, then repeated the gesture again, working the dust into the thin fur.


  He didn’t register the engorgement of the sheath immediately because it happened gradually, but when he saw the pink tip show at the end of the dark brown sheath, he blinked and pulled his paw back. How long had he been stroking? And the customer hadn’t… he hadn’t…


  The bear had twitched the towel free and was looking right at Roffi, a small quirk of a smile on his muzzle.


  Roffi’s knees gave way, dropping him to kneel on the floor of the cabin. “Oh, sahr,” he said, “my apologies. Your grooming is done.”


  “Mmm,” the bear said, and stood up from the dust bath, shaking himself. Dust and pine filled the air. “Not quite,” he said, turning around so the otter could see the patterns of dust in the fur on his back.


  “Oh, yes!” Roffi scrambled to his feet, applying the brush as high as he could reach. When he’d finished, he looked up at the bear’s shoulders, still sprinkled with white. “Um, if sahr could…”


  “Of course.” The bear knelt, allowing Roffi to groom his shoulders.


  “All done, sahr.” Roffi smiled. His heart was starting to return to something like its normal pace. He wasn’t going to get in trouble for fondling the k—er, his customer. He might even get a good tip.


  That statement remained lodged in his head as the bear turned around and Roffi saw the long pink shaft held in one loose paw, the thumb and finger still working along the length. The bear must have been… all the time he was brushing his back… and that meant… that meant…


  “Now,” the bear said, “perhaps you would kneel for me?”


  Too many words crowded the otter’s throat for him to speak. He just nodded and dropped to his knees, and even so, he had to crane his head up to reach the proper height. The bear helped, angling the tip of his shaft down so Roffi could take it into his short muzzle.


  It was bigger than the bobcat’s, much bigger, but the bear was gentler, allowing Roffi to go at his own pace. He closed his eyes and sealed his lips around the warm flesh, bobbing back and forth and reflecting that the bear’s musk was far preferable to the cat’s. As he slid his muzzle as far down as he could, he lifted a paw to fondle the dangling sac that spilled over the edge of his fingers, and the bear lowered a paw, but only traced the fur around Roffi’s ears with a claw as the otter pulled back and slid forward.


  Musk filled his muzzle, but not the full musk of climax, just more and more pre drizzling down his tongue. He gulped and felt his own arousal growing at the intoxicating taste of bear, and his tail curled around his ankles as his body shivered. And then the bear was pushing his head back, and Roffi licked his lips, looking up. “Sahr?”


  The bear smiled. “Do you have any… oils?”


  “Oh, yes sahr!” Roffi reached below the bath and brought out the small bottle of flaxseed oil. “Would sahr like…”


  The bear dropped to one knee and brought his huge paw up between Roffi’s legs, rubbing the otter’s erection as Roffi gaped at him. “Sahr would like,” he said. “Would you?”


  And again, Roffi could only nod. The bear pushed up gently until Roffi got to his feet, tottering unsteadily, and then the bear tugged his shorts down.


  Roffi stepped out of them, carefully, as the bear’s paw had returned to feel his length, stroking up it with a thumb and forefinger. “You’re quite delightful,” the bear said, and smiled.


  “Th-thank you, sahr,” Roffi said.


  The bear kept smiling as he put the flaxseed oil into Roffi’s paw and turned him around gently. The paw that had been stroking his erection lifted his tail and held it there.


  Roffi dumped the oil into a paw and slapped it under his tail, pressing a finger into his tailhole and making himself as slick as possible. He felt as though this might be a dream, that he had dozed off in the waiting area and was dreaming that he was standing in this cabin about to get the k—a noble inside him. A small part of him made him use another paw full of oil, reminding him that dream or not, the bear was pretty big.


  He dropped to all fours when he was done, and the bear’s bulk moved quickly over him, covering his body with dry, pine-scented fur and muscles. One huge arm moved under him, lifting him partly off the floor and holding him tight to the broad belly.


  It felt like being lifted into a warm bed, but Roffi didn’t relax, waiting for the pressure under his tail. When he felt the probing tip, he relaxed as best he could, and a moment later the shaft was sliding into him.


  He panted, one dangling paw moving to his own erection and stroking. The bear kept pushing, until Roffi thought there couldn’t possibly be any more inside him, his gut feeling warm from the hard length. Then the bear grunted and pushed, and Roffi squeaked despite himself, and the bear pushed again, and Roffi squeezed his own shaft, gasping at the pain and pleasure of being stretched so wide.


  Finally, the enormous length slid out of him almost all the way, and then pushed back in. The second time wasn’t nearly as bad, and the third time the pain began to subside. The bear grunted again, and his paw held Roffi tighter, lifting him higher off the ground until the otter was just hanging over his customer’s muscular arm, squirming as the thick shaft thrust into him over and over. Roffi stopped even stroking himself, because his own shaft had become so sensitive that he worried he’d come all over the cabin floor. Instead, he closed his eyes and just let himself enjoy the sensation as his customer buried his length inside his tight rear, spreading it wide again and again, thrusting faster and grunting more loudly as he did.


  His own shaft felt like it was on fire, and Roffi realized that he was going to come anyway. He tried to brace his legs against the floor, but he couldn’t reach any more, so he braced them back against the bear’s legs and tried to thrust back with his hips, squeezing the bear’s shaft as best he could inside him. There was a small echo of pain, but his customer shuddered and moaned, and the thrusting quickened, so he did it again. Above him, the belly rippled and the bear gave a throaty moan, and the thick paw holding Roffi tightened around him.


  Roffi closed his eyes and braced himself, moaning himself now with each thrust of the bear into him, and he couldn’t stop his paw from stroking anymore. He squeaked as he came, spurting over his paw and onto the cabin ground, his body trembling and clenching around the bear’s quickly moving shaft.


  Above him, the bear growled and moaned again, and jammed him down hard on the rock-hard length. Roffi spurted one more time and cried out as he was lifted and jammed down hard again and again, and then pressed down and held down while the bear panted and growled and shuddered in climax above him. His insides felt hot, his feet twitching against the bear’s legs as he absorbed the bear’s seed.


  He braced himself there, relaxing as his own climax subsided, and curled his tail under the bear’s sac, rubbing as best he could until he felt the large ursine form relax. He was dropped abruptly to the ground, the shaft withdrawn in a smooth motion.


  Roffi squeaked again in relief, and felt the warm ooze under his tail, but he didn’t mind. He turned, on his knees, and reclined on his tail and paws, letting his sore rear rest. The bear looked down at him with a smile, already reaching for a towel to wipe himself off.


  “Excellent service,” he said, and then held out a paw when Roffi tried to get up. “No, no, stay like that. I like the view.”


  Roffi flicked his ears to hide the warm flush in them, but he obeyed. The bear pulled several towels from the pile and cleaned off his long shaft, and then called outside, “Shorts.”


  The shadow on the curtain moved for the first time, and then the curtain itself moved aside just enough to allow a hand to pass through, holding a folded pair of shorts. The bear took them and put them on, stopping Roffi every time he tried to get up, until he was dressed. “Now,” he said, “you may get up.”


  “Thank you, sahr,” Roffi called as the bulky shape moved past the curtain, and out.


  He took a towel to clean himself up. His knees were still shaky, but he couldn’t stop smiling, even when he rubbed the soreness under his tail. It was the king, he was sure of it.


  He cleaned up the cabin and then went to tell Mick that he was taking a short break. He grabbed another piece of dried fruit and started to compose his story, thinking that perhaps this wouldn’t be such a bad birthday after all.


  



  



  The Real World


  

  Cansi wasn’t even sure what a muskrat was, much less why a silent one would be unusual enough that someone would name an inn after it. But the Silent Muskrat was the first inn he’d come across on his way to Divalia, and as it transpired that they needed someone to clear tables, and he needed a way to earn money, he hadn’t moved on in two and a half months.


  He would be soon, though. There were only so many nights one could clear dirty dishes and mop up vomit before one decided there was something better for one to do. He’d thought that an inn would be the perfect place to meet exciting people, travelers on adventures who would need a young rabbit to carry their packs (though he couldn’t lift much), or cook their food (he couldn’t cook, but he’d watched Butch in the kitchen for hours), or tell stories (all of his stories began, “this one time, back home,” and ended with his audience remembering a prior engagement).


  Night after night, Cansi scanned the crowd, and hovered near the tables of the most interesting-looking people until Butch yelled at him to get back to the kitchen. He kept his ears perked for discussions of quests and obstacles, of rescue and mercy missions, of happy-go-lucky soldiers and stories of danger. Night after night, all he heard was tired merchants complaining about the road conditions, or merchants’ bodyguards talking about where bandits had been sighted and what routes they should take to avoid them. Once, he thought he heard a fox and a coyote talking in low voices about a “purse of gold,” but it turned out they were talking about the “first cold,” figuring out how long they would have to travel the next day to make it through the mountain pass before the snows came.


  “Do you ever get exciting people in here?” he asked Butch one night, when all their patrons were asleep upstairs in their rooms. “Mercenaries for hire on adventures, or… or explorers in search of uncharted lands.”


  Butch, a tall stag missing part of one antler, squinted at him. “Exciting people ain’t much for payin’ on time,” he rumbled. “Always gettin’ chased on or called out and run out forgettin’ about the barkeep. Ain’t good for business.”


  “But do they ever stop here?” Cansi almost wailed.


  Butch rubbed his chin. “’Sides,” he said, “ain’t no land hereabouts ain’t been charted one way or t’other.”


  “In my books,” Cansi said, “there’s always something new to discover.”


  Butch pointed out to the main area. “Aye,” he said. “Go discover whether ya missed any dishes. I’m tired.”


  Cansi had the small room at the top of the stairs, and the only exciting thing he’d discovered about his room was a gap between the floorboards that allowed him to look through the ceiling into room four, just below him. Like everything else at the Silent Muskrat, however, the initial promise of excitement never materialized out of drab reality. He sometimes got to see one of their guests naked, but most merchants were pudgy and unattractive, and mostly what they did when naked was sleep. Once, room four was occupied by a brawny wolf who, when undressed, had Cansi pretty excited to the point that he was pawing himself good, until the wife of the merchant next door slipped in for a breathless tryst, which punctured his fantasies about the wolf. He couldn’t get to sleep that night until the music of panting and moaning below him had stopped.


  “I can see why your last helper ran away,” he told Butch one night, chewing on a thick slab of black bread. The storm outside rattled the windows and drove the customers upstairs; having been stopped early by the weather, they wanted to get an early start the next day. Butch had declared that nobody else would be coming through that night, so after Cansi’d finished the washing up, they sat down to dinner at a table rather than trudging exhaustedly up to their beds.


  “Oh, aye?” Butch dipped his bread into the stew. “An’ why might that be?”


  “It’s so boring here!” Cansi set the bread down and stared into his soup bowl. Normally, he liked the stew from the bottom of the pot, all thick with vegetables and spices that’d sunk to the bottom. More and more, recently, a different kind of hunger had gnawed at him.


  “Boring for some.” Butch shrugged. “Mayhap that’s why, an’ mayhap not.”


  “Why did he leave, then?”


  Butch swabbed at his bowl again. “It’s them books a’yers, fillin’ yer head with ideas.”


  Cansi scowled at his lap. “I like the books,” he said. “They’re the only things keep me from going crazy. You wouldn’t understand.”


  “Reckon not,” Butch said amiably. He pointed out the window. “Road’s that-a-way. Why not take off y’self?”


  “Maybe someday,” Cansi mumbled. “Don’t wanna go by m’self.”


  Butch reached across the table and dipped his bread into Cansi’s bowl. “Why not? Came here by y’self.”


  “That was different.” Cansi pushed his bowl to Butch’s side.


  “Finished?” Butch took the bowl without waiting for an answer. “Well, if ya take a fancy t’move on, I just ask ya let me know.”


  “Sure, I will.” Cansi took Butch’s bowl. “Wouldn’t leave you to clean up by yourself.”


  Butch leaned back in his chair, eating from Cansi’s bowl and rubbing his antler against the wall behind him. “Managed before you got here,” he said.


  Cansi grinned. “I know, you don’t need anyone. That’s why you pay me three coppers a week, right?”


  “All I can afford.” Butch grunted, sopping up the last of Cansi’s stew.


  The pounding rain and howling wind took the place of their conversation. Butch folded his arms across his stomach and looked at the blackness beyond the torches at the window. Cansi got up, taking the other empty bowl, but he didn’t go to the kitchen directly. He stood beside the table, following Butch’s gaze to the outside.


  Butch turned his long nose and dark brown eyes up to Cansi, antler scraping along the wall. One hand rubbed the side of his muzzle. Cansi shifted the bowls in his paws, drawing Butch’s attention. The stag reached out and took them. “I’ll take care of those,” he said. “Go on up to bed.”


  “Thank you.” Cansi walked to the stairs. He turned and raised a paw to Butch, who was still sitting in his chair. Butch turned and waved back. “Night,” Cansi said.


  “Breakfast an hour before sunrise,” Butch said.


  Cansi walked up the stairs and rolled his eyes. As if he didn’t know that.


  He settled down in his straw bed after checking who was in room four (a damp bear, sound asleep) and covering up the hole as much to keep the smell out as to keep his light from showing. Up on the top floor, the rain and wind would have made any conversation impossible. He shivered and pulled the blanket around himself. Tonight, no adventure books or war stories. Tonight, he wanted something warm and comforting. He reached out to the stack of books and carefully extracted Male Season, by P. Zinsky. Turning the cover gently, he ran his finger down the well-worn front page and began to read: The day boiled with the kind of heat Kinta knew inside and out, the kind of day where he wanted nothing more than the blissful comfort of a sweetly chilled tea from his father’s inn’s dark, dank cellar and the sugary kiss of his best friend Tyler…


  



  

  The storm cleared the weather for many days, bringing sun and wind and the first chill of fall. When Cansi had run away, it had been just after such a storm had swept away the spring, soaking the ground in preparation for the long, dry summer. The Silent Muskrat, on the banks of the Galicea River, had a somewhat wetter summer than Cansi was used to, but even so, his window overlooking the river allowed him to watch its decay from a lively, sparkling companion to the shallow and dull creature that had greeted him the morning before the storm. Now, full from the torrential rain, the Galicea foamed and hissed its way under the Silver Bridge, past the inn.


  The five days since the storm had calmed it, but only somewhat. Butch told Cansi that there’d been rain up in the mountains too, and that they were still seeing the runoff. “Won’t drop again ‘til after the first snows,” he said. “Then she’ll freeze round the edges.”


  Cansi’s ears perked at that. “Enough to skate on? We had a pond back home. This one time, I was skating with my friend Valya, and we heard a crack.”


  Butch pulled some carrots from the larder and chopped them with a sure, swift hand. “Aye?”


  “We were scared,” Cansi said. “This one time, a mouse cub fell through the ice and froze to death. Valya kept kicking at the ice trying to make it crack and I was all going, stop it!”


  Butch tossed him the end of a carrot and slid the rest into the steewpot. “An’ did it crack?”


  “Nah.” Cansi chewed on the carrot end. “Hey, y’know what my ma always used to cook with our carrots?”


  He’d never dared to advise Butch on cooking before, and the look he got was enough to make him wish he hadn’t started. But the barkeep merely said, “Aye?”


  “Uh,” Cansi said, “Woodwort.”


  Butch glanced at theshelf of herbs and took down a thin-leafed, wilted bunch. He held it to his nose and then to Cansi’s. “This?”


  The smell brought back his mother’s kitchen. For a moment, his heart ached. “Aye,” Cansi said.


  “Hm.” Butch sniffed it again. “If the customers complain, I’ll tell ‘em to take it outen your hide,” he said without anger. He dropped the leaves to the chopping block, and almost before Cansi could object, the herb was chopped and in the pot.


  The customers did not complain, in fact, but that wasn’t the reason Cansi would remember that night. Rather, he remembered the woodwort because of what happened later that night.


  With the onset of fall, merchants packed the inn, late travelers rushing to beat the storms. Cansi saw his first nobles that week as well, an old pair of foxes that Butch told him were the Lord and Lady Dewanne. That night, no nobles graced their door, but the main room was packed with so many people that Butch pressed Cansi into serving as well as clearing and washing. He had to concentrate to remember who’d ordered what, but he made few mistakes. By the time things settled down, Cansi was proud of himself, wondering whether Butch would let him serve more often. He wasn’t even thinking about how nobody had shown any interest in him.


  “Someone excitin’ in,” Butch said, ladling out stew into bowls.


  Cansi cut slices of bread to go with the bowls. “Where?”


  “Back wall, cougar an’ skunk.” Butch crumbled cheese into the bowls. “Writer.”


  “A writer?” Cansi stopped, the knife poised in his paw. “Who?”


  “Got the name,” Butch said. “Think you know it.”


  Cansi waited. Butch kept fixing the bowls, apparently finished with talking. Finally, Cansi broke the silence. “What was it?”


  Butch hummed as though trying to remember. Cansi fidgeted, trying to be patient. “Oh,” Butch said. “Zinsky.”


  The knife dropped with a clatter. “P. Zinsky?” Cansi squeaked.


  “That’s it,” Butch said. He handed two bowls to Cansi. “Take ‘em their food.”


  “Really?” Cansi reached out.


  Butch held the bowls, looking down. “Steady them paws,” he said.


  Cansi wiped his paws on his shorts and held them out again, making an effort to hold them still. “I’ll be okay,” he said, his voice still high.


  Butch put the bowls in his paws and looked him in the eye. “Might not wanna talk too much.”


  If Cansi hadn’t known better, he would’ve sworn Butch was grinning.


  He set the bowls down on the table and looked back and forth between the tall, muscular cougar in the soft leather jerkin and his companion, a pudgy skunk in a red velvet doublet. “Thank you,” the cougar said, while the skunk just dove into the stew.


  When Cansi didn’t leave, even the skunk looked up from his bowl. “That’ll be all,” he said. “Thanks.”


  “My name’s Cansi.” Cansi’s voice trembled. He clamped his mouth shut and looked eagerly at the cougar.


  “Pleased to meet you, Cansi,” the cougar said gravely. “That will be all.”


  His mouth opened and shut, without any sound. People at neighboring tables turned to look at him. His paws, empty of bowls, twisted around on themselves.


  The skunk put his spoon down. “Is there a problem?”


  Cansi couldn’t look away from the cougar. Those wise brown eyes, those soft paws—who else could have written those tender stories that kept him warm at night, that had driven him to this inn? “I love your books,” he blurted out.


  The cougar and skunk looked at each other. “I haven’t written any books,” the cougar said.


  Cansi stared at them and then whirled to look at the kitchen. His ears flushed pink. “Butch,” he muttered.


  The skunk coughed. Cansi turned, ready to apologize, but the skunk spoke first. “I’ve written some books,” he said.


  Cansi’s eyes widened. “You… you’re P. Zinsky?”


  “That’s the name I write under.” Zinsky seemed gratified at Cansi’s reaction.


  “Oh, Herba,” Cansi said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t think you’d be…” He stopped, looking at the skunk’s unfashionable clothes and portly figure.


  “A skunk?” Zinsky smiled. “Happens all the time. I don’t write much about my own people. Everyone assumes I’m a fox, or a raccoon. But those were only my first loves.”


  He and the cougar shared a smile, while Cansi stared. “I just love your books,” he said again. “They’ve meant so much to me.”


  Zinsky bowed his head. “I greatly appreciate hearing that,” he said. “Do you have someone special of your own?”


  Out of the corner of Cansi’s eye, he saw Butch trying to catch his eye, gesturing to a table of impatient weasels. “No,” he said, wanting to say something more profound to this author who was taking an interest in him. “Not yet. I gotta go.” He took a step back, still grinning, and waved, unable to make himself leave.


  The pair smiled, not touching their food. Cansi took another step back, as if waiting for them to ask him to join them. They remained silent, but Butch, coming up to Cansi’s side, did not.


  “Looks like these fine customers got their food okay,” he rumbled, putting a hand on Cansi’s shoulder. He pushed the rabbit toward the table of weasels. “Sorry if he’s bein’ a bother.”


  “No bother,” Cansi heard the cougar say as he stumbled to the table of un-famous, uninteresting weasels. He was no bother! That was practically an invitation to come back and talk to them.


  “That was P. Zinsky!” he gushed to Butch in the kitchen.


  “Good job there ain’t more excitin’ folk in here, or no-one’d get served.” Butch pushed a tray toward him, loaded with three bowls of stew and one of raw vegetables. “Table in the corner, the mice.”


  “I can’t believe it,” Cansi said. “He’s here. Why would he be here? Maybe he’s on his way to Corcorov. Or Bilinky.”


  “Reckon it’s one or t’other,” Butch said. He nudged the tray closer to Cansi.


  Cansi picked it up and then set it down again. “Where are they? What room?”


  Butch squinted at him. “Ain’t given them a room yet.”


  Cansi’s heart pounded. “Mind if… can we give them four?”


  He thought for sure Butch knew why he was asking, the way those brown eyes bored into him. But Butch didn’t even ask why, just shrugged and said, “One room pays same as t’other.”


  Cansi pranced to the table of mice, dropped their bowls in front of them with a flourish, and then had to get ale for the weasels and for a party of foxes who looked exhausted, and by the time he got a chance to get back to P. Zinsky’s table, some of the merchants were already heading upstairs.


  “Where are they going?” he hissed at Butch as a stag and his lupine bodyguard clomped up the stairs.


  “Eight an’ nine,” Butch said. “I ain’t forgot.”


  Cansi beamed. “Okay, I’m gonna go tell ‘em.” He dashed over to where P. Zinsky and his cougar friend were just tipping back the last of their ale.


  “Your room’s all ready,” Cansi told Zinsky breathlessly, hopping from foot to foot. “It’s room four, that’s the one just up the stairs and to the left, it’s just at the top of the stairs so you don’t have to carry your bags all the way down the hall and the window looks out over the river, it’s really nice. Not at this time of night, but if you like to look out your window in the morning…” He stumbled over his words and stopped, looking for some sign of approval.


  “Sounds delightful,” Zinsky said. “What do you think, Marcellus? Time to turn in?”


  “One more round.” The cougar put his tankard down. “The fire’s still going and the fox looks about to tell a story.”


  Zinsky nodded. “Another round for us, and bring them over to the fire, if you would.”


  “Of course, of course!” Cansi took the empty tankards. “We get some wonderful stories here by the fire. There was one badger who went on for hours, all these tales of life in the capital. But he’s not here now. But I’m sure they won’t be as good as your stories.”


  Zinsky shook his head. “I doubt my stories would be appropriate for this audience.”


  “Of course they would!” Cansi surveyed the thinning crowd. “They’re so beautiful, everyone must love them.”


  “If only.” Zinsky and the cougar laughed together. “I wouldn’t be stopping in roadside inns, that’s for sure. No offense to your wonderful establishment.”


  Cansi lowered his voice. “I was surprised to see you here. I would have thought a writer as popular as you are would be traveling in a large caravan and sleeping in your own traveling bed.”


  “We’re saving up to buy a caravan,” Marcellus said. “Until then, it’s mounts and inns. But the stew was quite good.”


  “Yes, did you make it?”


  Cansi’s ears flushed. He hopped back and forth again. “No, no, Butch made it. He’s the owner and he’s trying to teach me to cook, but I keep dropping things or burning things or getting the wrong seasoning.” The word “seasoning” reminded him. “But I suggested the woodwort in the stew!”


  “Well, we enjoyed it greatly,” Zinsky said. He rose, Marcellus following. “We’ll be over there, when you get the ale.”


  “Oh. Of course!” Cansi hefted the tankards in his paw as though only now remembering them. “I’ll bring it right over, Mr. Zinsky, I promise.”


  The rest of the evening, Cansi kept a close eye on Zinsky and Marcellus, rushing to collect their tankards as soon as they were empty and offering refills. He tried to talk to them again, but they didn’t pay much attention to him, as one after another of the visitors told boring stories of some girl they’d bedded, or the journey through the mountains. And P. Zinsky just sat and listened. Cansi grew contemptuous of the others, hanging on these silly tales when there was a master storyteller sitting quietly in their midst.


  With the end of every story, Cansi hovered nearby, hoping that P. Zinsky would speak up. One or two of the guests would head up to their rooms, but even at the end of the evening, when nobody volunteered to speak, the skunk remained silent. He and Marcellus got up with the rest and thanked Cansi and Butch, leaving the common room mostly empty.


  Cansi had never worked so quickly. He had been clearing tables all night, and once most of the guests had gone to sleep, he fairly ran between the common room and the kitchen. “Easy,” Butch said as he dumped another armload of plates and tankards into the large sink. “Don’t break nothin’.”


  “I’m almost done,” Cansi said, panting. “I’m just tired. Would it be okay if…”


  Butch waved. “Aye, best you get to bed. Want you up before sunup, y’know. I’ll leave bread an’ butter, an’ you know how to make tea.”


  “Sure!” He dashed out the door, so fast it shut before he’d finished calling, “See you in the morning!”


  The old wood boards on the second floor creaked with the steps of the guests settling in, against the background of low murmurs. Nobody wanted to talk too loudly, not only for fear of disturbing sleeping neighbors, but for fear of neighbors who might be listening rather than sleeping. Cansi paused at the landing, near the door to room four, but all he could hear was the voices of Zinsky and Marcellus, no distinguishable words. He padded softly up the stairs to his room, closed the door, and threw the latch as silently as he could manage.


  Heart pounding, he picked up the small rug on his floor. The crack in the boards beckoned with a soft light. He knelt, but hesitated before putting his eye to it. He’d never spied on anyone he knew—or knew of—before. But he wanted so badly to know what P. Zinsky and his companion talked about, whether they were more than just traveling companions, and whatever else he could see. It was as if he were opening a window into the reality of one of his books, and that curiosity won the day.


  He pressed his eye to the crack, and jumped back. P. Zinsky, dressed only in his white undershorts, was lying on the bed staring up almost directly at him, arms crossed behind his head. Cansi sat up, heart going double time, but though he strained to hear any sound from the room below, all his ears caught was the soft rustling of Marcellus walking around the room. Slowly, he bent down again and peered down.


  Zinsky had lifted his head, now looking across the room. Marcellus stepped into view, wearing nothing at all. Tail snaking behind him, he swayed his hips, approaching the bed. Zinksy put a paw out and brushed it up and down the cougar’s thighs. Below the firm muscles of his chest, Cansi could see his sheath bobbing, and the size of the pink member protruding from it made him suck his breath in. It was… it was like something out of a P. Zinsky story. Cansi reached down and squeezed his own sheath, which was (he estimated) about half the size.


  Marcellus purred, his tail curling lazily from side to side. Zinsky’s paw moved up to cup the sheath, bobbing up and down. Cansi slid his paw into his pants and mimicked the motions of the black fingers on his own sheath, although he was able to get even his small paw all the way around his with ease, and there was a good inch between Zinsky’s thumb and finger as it slid up the shaft, pulling it down so that Cansi could see that it was half the length of his forearm. He gaped.


  As Zinsky stroked, the cougar’s purrs grew louder. He reached down and rubbed the skunk through his cotton underthings, right where Cansi could see the ridge of a hard sheath. His breath hissed through his teeth. He gripped himself tighter, his erection throbbing in his fingers.


  Marcellus and Zinsky weren’t in any hurry. Cansi had to slow his paw down, to stop himself from coming in his pants while the pair below were still stroking lazily. He panted, just cupping his erection in his paw until Marcellus slid his paw inside Zinsky’s underthings, pulled them down, and applied his muzzle to the exposed shaft. Cansi couldn’t resist giving himself another squeeze and stroke, and with every motion of the cougar’s muzzle over the slick shaft between Zinsky’s black-furred legs, he had to stroke himself again.


  He was so worked up that he was shaking within a minute, his legs tensing as he crouched over the floor, unable to look away. Even when he tried not to look at Marcellus’s muzzle, his eyes were drawn to the cougar’s shaft, which Zinsky was now stroking with more force. Cansi’s paw kept pumping, even though he wanted to make it last. He gulped and clenched his muzzle shut, curling his body in on itself, his breath coming in short gasps. He felt his release building and then exploding in his paw, splattering the inside of his shorts.


  When he extracted his paw, dripping, from his pants, Marcellus had swung around to straddle Zinsky on the bed. Cansi had not closed his eyes once during the transition, even during his climax, watching hungrily with his lips pressed shut to keep the moans in. When Marcellus leaned back, Cansi got a perfect view of his muscular chest and taut stomach.


  The cougar leaned forward, kissed Zinsky on the nose, and then settled back. Cansi saw the skunk’s length disappear as the cougar settled himself down on it. Echoes of the same smile that spread across Marcellus’s muzzle flickered through him, faintly arousing even in the wake of his climax. Holding his sticky paw in the air curled under his chest, he pressed his eye to the floor.


  Zinsky kept hold of Marcellus’s huge member, black fingers moving up and down it as his hips thrust up into the cougar. Marcellus leaned forward and held Zinsky’s shoulders, his muscles rippling under the short fur as he held his body above the skunk’s. The two of them moved together, slowly at first, then faster, making no sounds except for soft moans that Cansi was sure only he could hear. He could almost picture himself atop the skunk, his own pink length showing against the large white belly, plump black-furred legs supporting him from the rear. He’d never had anyone inside him, but he’d played with his own fingers, and he was sure his imagination supplied the rest of the details correctly.


  He felt the same thrill he saw in Marcellus, tensed his muscles in imitation of the cougar’s rippling body, panted when he panted, repressed moans that were echoes of the cougar’s throaty noises. By the time Marcellus squirmed, clenching his teeth and forcing breath out and back, finally arching his back and squeezing Zinsky’s shoulders in a spray of release on the white-furred chest, Cansi had gotten himself so aroused that he was hard again.


  While Marcellus licked Zinsky across the muzzle, grinning wide, Cansi reached back into his shorts and grabbed himself again. He pumped hard, panting, as Zinsky teased Marcellus with tweaks of his long member. The cougar squirmed, laughing softly, and pinned Zinsky to the bed by his shoulders. Cansi usually took a little while to work up to his second time, but the combination of imagining himself atop the skunk and seeing Marcellus’s immense member spurting his climax had him on the edge almost instantly.


  He wanted to wait to see Zinsky finish, to share in his climax as he had Marcellus’s. The problem was that the skunk didn’t seem to be in any hurry, and Cansi wasn’t going to last long. Well, he thought, if he hurried, maybe he could time his third time. He pumped his paw along his shaft until he was tense, gasping with each stroke. He had just closed his eyes, curling his body in again, when Marcellus said, “Not tonight, huh?”


  “Guess not,” Zinsky replied.


  Cansi opened his eyes. Marcellus had lifted one leg over Zinsky and now stepped carefully off the bed. He reached down and caressed the still-hard shaft, then leaned over to give the skunk a kiss. “Tired?”


  “That and I had some ideas.”


  Marcellus grinned. “Always with the ideas,” he said.


  Zinsky chuckled. “I still enjoyed it.”


  Cansi couldn’t hold himself any longer. With a groan that he hoped the paw across his muzzle would muffle, he came again, spraying the inside of his shorts with a second coat. The second time was always less intense but more drawn out than the first. By the time he relaxed again, tongue hanging out over the floor, Zinsky and Marcellus were no longer in view. Gone to fetch water to clean up, no doubt. The inn did not have dust baths, but being so close to the water made it easy to have a water bath. Butch left a fire and kettle in the back for just that purpose.


  If Cansi looked out the window, he would probably see the pair going to the bathhouse, but he was too tired, his head spinning from his releases and what he’d seen. So Marcellus couldn’t satisfy P. Zinsky? Maybe he needed a rabbit instead. That thought brought a smile to his face as he crawled into bed and closed his eyes.


  Even with the late bedtime, even having worn himself out, he still got up an hour before sunrise. Trained himself well, or a slave to habit, he supposed. He’d always been able to wake up whenever he needed to. He threw the dirty shorts into a corner and dressed quickly in the half-light, then knelt for a quick look through the floor.


  Zinsky was sprawled on the bed, Marcellus’s arm draped over him. Cansi sighed, and had actually stood up before his mind registered what his eyes had seen. He had to drop back for another look to make sure, and yes, there were sheets of paper covered with writing on the small table. Writing that, no matter how much he squinted, he couldn’t read. Zinsky must have stayed up and written—that’s what he’d meant when he said he had “ideas”!


  Cansi wrung his paws together. The idea that there was another story sitting down there on the desk, just a few feet away from him and yet out of reach, kept him frozen where he was. He put his eye to the crack one more time, but even as the sun came up, even if he wouldn’t get his pay docked for not showing up on time, he didn’t think he’d be able to read any of the writing.


  He paced to the window, in case the sun had decided to hurry up the sunrise, but the morning remained dark. He would get in trouble if he stayed up here much longer.


  But the pages remained on his mind while he cleaned tables, swept the floor, and heated up the oven. Butch came down to put the dough in the oven and start chopping potatoes. Cansi didn’t say anything until Butch asked, “Good night?”


  “Yes,” Cansi said absently as he walked back out into the main room.


  The first guests had come down but didn’t want any breakfast, so he walked out to help them get their mounts ready. When he came back inside, he spotted Marcellus lounging at one of the tables. Ignoring the other guests, he walked immediately over to the cougar.


  “Good morning,” he said. “Will Mister Zinsky be joining you this morning?”


  Marcellus gave him a curious look. “Mister Zinsky is sleeping in,” he said. “I’ll have bread and honey, and something hot to drink.”


  “Of course, sir.” Cansi bowed. He hurried back to the kitchen to put together the bread and honey, and poured a mug of tea.


  “Just one order?” Butch said. “Thought I heard more folks out there.”


  “They weren’t eating,” Cansi said quickly, pushing back out to the main room. He delivered Marcellus’s meal and then circled the table of weasels, ignoring their waves and heading right for the stairs.


  The door to room four swung inward silently under the gentle pressure of his paw. Checking again to make sure nobody was watching in the hall, Cansi slipped inside.


  Smells overwhelmed him: skunk, cougar, sex. He had to stop and breathe them in. P. Zinsky lay on the bed, snoring gently. Cansi shivered at the intimacy of it, being so close to the sleeping author. Without realizing what he was doing, he took a step toward the bed, his fantasies coming back to him in a rush.


  Don’t be silly, he told himself, even though his heart was pounding. He walked quickly to the desk and looked at the papers on it. The sun had come up enough that he could read the scratchy writing on the top sheet.


  the heat of the sheets. “Oh,” was all that the ecstatic hare could bring himself to murmur. His insides felt as warm as if the wolf had taken every part of him and cupped it in his paws, breathing love and warmth into him until his whole body was suffused with the slow embers of passion’s flame.


  The wolf’s satisfaction showed in the gleaming stretch of his smile. “Oh indeed,” he rumbled, his deep thrumming voice catching at Vinlay’s stomach and slowly subsiding sheath.


  That was where the page ended. Cansi could read a little of the covered pages, but not enough to give him any sense of what had led up to that last part. Frustrated, he tried to move the top page aside so he could read the next one.


  The rustle of the paper sounded loud as a crackling fire to his ears. He winced and braced himself, but there was no movement or sound behind him. Slowly, he relaxed and began to read the page.


  He was lost in the story when a voice behind him made him jump. “What in Darkness are you doing here?”


  Cansi jumped a foot off the floor. The papers went flying. He spun around to face Zinsky, who was propped up on one elbow, looking more bemused than annoyed.


  “I, I, I just came in to clean,” Cansi staammered. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to disturb you.”


  Zinsky looked pointedly at the papers on the floor. “I’m resting. Come back later.”


  “I’m so sorry.” Cansi’s ears flushed. “I won’t… I mean…” He gulped and bent to pick up the papers.


  “Leave them,” Zinsky said. “I’ll get them later.”


  “It looked like a great story,” Cansi said in a rush. “I can’t wait to read the rest of it.”


  “You’ll have to,” Zinsky said, “seeing as how I haven’t written it yet.”


  “Oh, I know, it’s just that it’s so real,” Cansi said. “I don’t know how you do it. You must have a lot of experience.”


  Zinsky’s expression relaxed. “It’s more imagination than experience. But don’t worry, you’ll have plenty of experiences of your own.”


  “If, uh, if you’d want to experience, I mean, to have more experience…” Cansi trailed off. In his mind, he saw the skunk, frustrated from the previous night, sweep back the covers, revealing his naked form and wordlessly inviting Cansi to join him. With each second that passed, that vision faded, replaced by the awkward reality of Cansi having offered to sleep with someone who clearly had no interest in him and was, despite his literary gifts, searching for the best way to express his disinterest.


  “Thanks,” Zinsky said finally. “But I’m very happy with Marcellus.”


  “Really?”


  The word had slipped out before Cansi could help it. He knew it had been a mistake the instant Zinsky’s eyes narrowed, the smile dropping. “Yes, really,” he said, his voice colder.


  Cansi knew he should leave, but he couldn’t go without explaining himself. He was starting to feel that Zinsky suspected he’d been spying on him. “It’s just,” he said, “you said you had more imagination than experience, and it… it sounded like…”


  “Like what?” Zinsky’s voice did not thaw.


  “I’m really sorry!” Cansi’s legs twitched with the growing urge to run. “I wanted so much to…”


  Zinsky rolled back, lying on his back and covering his eyes. “You wanted to be in one of my stories. You wanted to be closer to me. This is as close as you’re going to get out here in the real world. Please go now. I’m very tired.”


  Cansi stared at the shape under the covers. Again, he saw the image of the naked skunk he’d seen last night superimposed on it. His sheath throbbed, his breath coming quickly. His arm reached out but his legs still wanted to run. If he could just show P. Zinsky what he could do, just overcome that first resistance, then he was sure things would get better after that.


  “Are you still here?” Zinsky growled.


  Cansi’s legs finally won the battle. He ran for the door and almost fell down the stairs. His ears felt as if they were on fire. He couldn’t look toward the table where Marcellus was (he hoped) still sitting, nor could he acknowledge any of the other guests calling him on his way back to the kitchen.


  Butch didn’t say a word when he stood there in the middle of the kitchen with the door swinging closed behind him, just pointed to the stack of plates of bread and honey. Cansi gulped air and held up a paw. “Just a second.”


  The stag lifted his floured hands from the dough he was kneading and looked down at Cansi until the rabbit had to look at the floor. “Folks’re waitin’ for their food,” he said. “Understand?”


  “I can’t go back out there,” Cansi said.


  Butch tilted his head. “I ain’t taught ya to make bread yet,” he said. “Don’t reckon there’s much other work t’be done around here.”


  Cansi’s heart, which was just beginning to slow, sank to the pit of his stomach. He’d never really thought about it, but now he wondered how much work there really was to do around the inn. Had Butch kept him around out of pity? Had he repaid him by getting so caught up in his own fantasies that he wasn’t even doing the minor duties Butch had given him? He’d wanted to get out so badly, and now all he wanted was a safe place to hide. The flagstone beneath his feet had a huge diagonal crack in it, one he’d caught his pawpads on a dozen times. Each time, he’d cursed it, but now he found he knew it so well that it seemed a familiar friend. But even that didn’t give him enough courage. “I… I can’t,” he whispered.


  He expected Butch to tell him to pack his things, to get out of the kitchen. Instead, the stag snorted. Cansi smelled flour, just before the heavy hand landed on his shoulder. “Ain’t nothin’ so bad it’s worse to face it than t’run.”


  Cansi looked up into the deep brown eyes. Butch pushed him toward the stack of plates. “G’wan,” he said. “Go.”


  The force of his push took Cansi one step toward the plates. The support in his eyes moved the rabbit the rest of the way. He gathered the plates slowly, took a breath, and stepped over the crack, out the kitchen door.


  Marcellus was still sitting alone. Cansi avoided his eye, keeping busy with the guests who needed food, or help with their mounts. He came back from the stables to find Marcellus’s table empty, but his relief was short-lived when he pushed open the door to the kitchen and found the cougar there, with P. Zinsky, talking to Butch. The conversation came to an abrupt halt when Cansi opened the door, which was enough to tell him what the subject had been.


  “Sorry. I’ll…” His ears burned again. He folded them down and ducked out.


  There was only so much he could do in the main room. Fortunately, he only had to wipe off the same table twice before Marcellus and Zinsky came out of the kitchen, traveling bags in their paws. They didn’t look at him even once as they left.


  He waited the whole day for Butch to send him home, his feet dragging over the stone floors that felt colder than they ever had. He took extra care to make sure all their guests were comfortable and well-fed, partly in some faint hope that dedication to his job might make up for his one massive mistake, but more because when he wasn’t focused on his work, he was reliving the awful, awkward, hideous moments of that morning. Already it felt as though some other rabbit had taken over his body, that it was some other Cansi who’d spied on his favorite author, broken into his room, propositioned him, and almost groped him without his permission.


  It wasn’t until they were cleaning up at the end of the day that Butch said anything to him that didn’t involve the running of the inn. Cansi had asked if he were done for the day, and Butch said, “Aye,” but then he said, “C’mere and sit down.”


  They sat, Cansi noted, at the very table Marcellus and Zinsky had occupied the previous night. Butch had brought a bottle from the kitchen and two mugs. He filled both and slid one over the rough wood. Cansi’s nose smelled the sharp tang of cider.


  “Merchants paid in stock last week,” Butch said. “Love a good case of cider. Haven’t offered it to th’guests yet.” He raised his mug.


  Cansi raised his automatically in response, and drank. The cider was as sharp as its smell, but the strong apple flavor warmed his mouth as the alcohol did the same to his stomach. “It’s good,” he said. “You should offer it. You could charge half a silver for this.”


  Butch grunted, setting the mug down. “Six coppers a mug, two silver a bottle,” he said. “But aye, good thought.” He went quiet again, observing Cansi so steadily that Cansi kept taking sips of cider until he got a small rush of dizziness and had to set it down.


  “I don’t want to leave,” he said.


  The stag nodded. “Was wonderin’.”


  “It’ll never happen again.”


  Butch arched an eyebrow. “What’s that, then?”


  Cansi swung his head toward the stairs, then back at Butch’s serious expression. “That… last night—I mean, this morning… whatever Mr. Zinsky was telling you…”


  “Said you “entered his room without permission and did not immediately leave when asked.” Thought I should be aware.”


  Cansi nodded. “I won’t do that. Ever again.”


  “Reckon he won’t be stayin’ here no more, so doubt you’ll have th’chance.”


  “I mean…”


  Butch raised a hand. “I know what’cha mean. I’m thinkin’ it’s best t’remove the temptation, so you’d best move out of yer room.”


  “Out of my…”


  “Aye.” Butch rested his elbows on the table, his long muzzle on his hands. “To somewhere where there ain’t no way to see what y’oughtn’t.”


  Cansi’s ears folded all the way down and back. “I didn’t see nothin’,” he mumbled.


  “G’wan,” Butch said. “Known about that crack f’years. Used it m’self once or twice.”


  “So I’m to sleep in the stables?”


  “Didn’t say that.”


  Cansi reviewed the layout of the inn in his head. “You’re going to turn one of the guest rooms into my room?”


  “Can’t afford that, nope.”


  “I’m to sleep in the kitchen, then, I suppose,” Cansi said bitterly. He deserved it, but that didn’t mean he had to like it.


  “That what ye want?”


  “No. But I know sometimes the hired help sleeps in the kitchen.”


  “An’ how would ya know that?”


  Cansi met Butch’s eyes. His boss was certainly enjoying this, the way he kept staring at Cansi. “It happens in my stories.”


  Butch leaned back in his chair. “So,” he said. “Was that one o’that Zinsky’s books?”


  Cansi blinked. “No.” Hurt stung his heart. It wasn’t enough he was being moved to sleep in the kitchen, Butch had to torment him by bringing up Zinsky again? But he deserved it, he reminded himself. If he wanted to stay, he would have to take it. Butch always treated him well—better than the innkeepers treated their hired help in his stories.


  “Did that Zinsky ever write one in an inn?” Cansi shook his head, imagining what P. Zinsky would write if he did, now. Probably the rabbit in the story would get to sleep with the famous author. “Nothin’ with an ol’ innkeeper gettin’ together with a young ‘un he hired to help out and started likin’ more an’ more?”


  Cansi felt lost, now. “No,” he said. “Nothing like that.”


  “Mm. Pity.”


  Cansi tilted his head. “Why?”


  Butch shrugged. “Might like t’read it and find out how he went about it. Got no idea how t’proceed, m’self.”


  “Yourself?” Cansi gaped. “You mean… you… me?”


  Butch reached up to scratch at his antler. “Can have yer old room back if ye’d rather not. I’ll block up th’crack.”


  Cansi opened his mouth and then closed it again. Thousands of words seemed to be jockeying for position in his throat and he couldn’t get any of them out. He finally said, “You… and me?”


  Butch pushed his chair back and stood. “I’ll work on th’crack tomorrow,” he said. “Mind don’t go spyin’ on that pair o’ badgers tonight.”


  Cansi leapt to his feet. He reached for Butch’s hand. “Wait.” Butch’s fingers curled slightly around his, but the stag made no other move. Inside, Cansi couldn’t help but feel that this really was like his own P. Zinsky story. His first instinct had been to accept, to leap into Butch’s arms and kiss him, but the morning’s encounter still rattled uncomfortably close to the surface of his thoughts. And kissing Butch would be strange, wouldn’t it, out here in the real world? “I… dunno how I feel,” he said. “But I like you a lot. Can I… can I stay in my room for now, but maybe we can…” He searched his memory of P. Zinsky stories. “Maybe take some nighttime walks down by the river? And see how things go?”


  Butch’s fingers tightened around his paw. “Mm,” the stag said. “Aye. That would work.”


  “Time for a short walk now?” Cansi felt it wasn’t just the buzz of the cider warming him anymore.


  “Aye.” Butch yawned. “Short one.” He looked down and Cansi saw, on his muzzle, the slightest curve of a smile. He smiled back as they walked to the door and Butch led him into the night, out under the sign of the Silent Muskrat, to the river and the new adventures beyond.
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  June 3rd – Departure


  

  I found this journal in my bag tonight. Thanks, Mother. I'm going to take your advice. It doesn't feel like it right now, but I'll give it time. You haven't been wrong before.


  The carriage ride took forever. Just getting down the mountain pass from Vinton was half a day and so uneven I felt like my seat was as cracked as the wall in the playroom back home. But I didn't cry, not about that.


  Mother and I took a trip once, to see a friend of hers in Tistunish, and we stayed in an inn. But that one was clean and quiet, not small and cramped like the one my driver found for the ﬁrst night. I had to share a room with two other travelers, a large wolf who snored and a weasel who wouldn't stay still all night. I tried to pretend Mother was just in the other room, but it didn't work very well. And then the next day, I was back in the carriage, alone.


  I'm fourteen years old, nearly of age, and I shouldn't be crying. The fox who delivers our milk, Kili, he was married when he was ﬁfteen and his wife was expecting a cub, the last time I saw them. He's only a year older. He wouldn't be crying.


  That was the last time, I promised myself. And I didn't cry the next two nights, even though I got to stay in my own room the second night and only shared with an old raccoon the third. He didn't snore or toss around all night, and I was so exhausted I fell asleep right away. Today we arrive in Divalia, at the palace, and I will see my father for the ﬁfth time in my life. Though I don't remember the ﬁrst two, and I am not looking forward to the ﬁfth.


  

  June 11th – Arrival


  

  I don't think I'll ever get a room to myself again. My older brother is as unhappy as I am about the arrangement, but there's nothing we can do until one of us is important enough to have our own room. That's not what my father says, but that's the truth.


  It's so strange living with these other foxes who are related to me. They don't feel like family, though I can tell they are from the scent. Volyan especially doesn't act anything like me. He offered to take me down to the pub and introduce me to some girls he knows, but I told him I didn't like ale. That was after he made fun of me at services for gawking at the Cathedral (sweet Canis, the Cathedral!). I think Father told him to be nice.


  My father is trying to act all concerned about me, like he couldn't have taken four days to come down to Vinton whenever he wanted. I pretend to listen when he talks, but mostly I just tune it out, and then I tell him I want to think about my studies.


  That's only half a lie. I thought the tutors in Vinton were hard. Teeth and tail, the tutors in the palace are smart as Mother, and they all seem to think I haven't learned anything in fourteen years in the “provinces,” as Master Ovile says. He's an old porcupine, bristly and snappy, and he seems determined to show me up, always asking me things I couldn't possibly know. Seriously, who cares about the succession dispute in Oncit a hundred and ﬁfty years ago? And when I'm tired of him, I get to go work on my swordplay with Master Cobalt, a big stag who wants me to learn the sword even though I'm already really good with the short bow. I asked if I'm going to be learning poetry and painting and my father said he'd try to ﬁnd someone. I'm supposed to learn Diplomacy, but the master he wants me to learn from is away, not to return for a couple months.


  It's too bad, because then I might be able to tell him what I really think of him and his consort without fearing he'd kick me out of the palace. Though maybe that wouldn't be so bad. At least then I'd get to go home.


  

  June 18th – Exploring


  

  He keeps trying to be all friendly with me.


  I manage to stay out of the chambers most of the time. Volyan takes weapons practice with me, and we all eat together at night. I think Father told him to talk to me more, because he's started asking about Vinton. He doesn't remember it at all; half the things he asks me about I can tell he just knows from here and is pretending they used to be there. The one place he does remember is Valiot's Park, so I told him they built a school on top of it. He'll never know.


  Otherwise I've been wandering around the palace, exploring it. It's so big. Our little castle-house in Vinton could be dropped into one wing, along with the governor's mansion, and still have room to walk around them. I only got lost once, though: there are six large staircases, each one marked with statues of one of the Houses, so if you just keep walking, usually you'll ﬁnd one. The time I got lost was because I didn't know where all the stairs were yet, and I kept walking until I got to the Rabbit stair, then I somehow got turned around and went back to the Wolf stair.


  It's called the Wolf Stair because the statues are all wolves, even though there are coyotes and grey foxes and red foxes in Canis as well. I don't feel offended. Even in my “limited” history lessons in Vinton, I learned why my kind are only beginning to be accepted again in the capital. Why it's important for me to be a good leader and a lord.


  But what I haven't learned is, if I have an older brother, what am I going to be the lord of?


  

  June 24th – Rooftop


  

  It is so not fair that Volyan will be lord of Vinton and I won't. I know the people there and he doesn't. I like the people there, and he doesn't. He calls them “provincial.” Like I don't know he's talking about me at the same time. So I didn't know what “cardamom” was. As strong as it smelled, anyone might have sneezed.


  Father asks me over dinner almost every night how my classes are going, how I like life in the city. I wish he'd just leave me alone. But I like the classes, especially history. There are so many parts of the country I hadn't learned anything about, I keep pestering Master Ovile with questions and annoying the other students.


  But that's not what I wanted to write about. In services in the Cathedral this morning, I thought I smelled Mother. Her scent's been in my nose since I arrived, but this was real, really real. I thought maybe she'd come up from Vinton to surprise me, but I looked all over and I couldn't see her anywhere. There were three or four other red fox families around, but she wasn't with them. And then I got distracted leaving and stepped in a pile of manure in the street.


  I can't stop thinking about her scent. I found a way to get up on the roof of the palace and nobody else seems to want to come up here, so it's nice and quiet. I was having trouble talking at dinner, and so I ran up here after. I was hoping it would get better, but it feels like there's a bear sitting on my chest and I can't get him off. I think I'll just curl up here for a little and I'll go down when I feel better.


  

  July 1st – Grandmother


  

  I got yelled at for taking ink up on the roof. It's valuable, it needs to stay in my room, it gets dried out when I leave it up there overnight. Like Volyan never did stupid things.


  But I found out about my mother's scent. In History we were talking about parentage and I realized Mother was born here in the city. So I asked Father if I had any other family here, and he told me about Mother's family, even offered to take me over and introduce me. My grandmother, Katiana, is still alive, and living with my aunt Toyana. I have two other aunts in town, but my mother never talked much about her sisters. I think they're all older than she is. Toyana was closest in age to her, but she was sent away at an early age and I'm not sure why. I don't know if Mother knows.


  So I made arrangements to go see Katiana next week. In the meantime, I'm leaning, slowly. I haven't had another night where I missed Mother as much as I did that night on the roof. And I actually had a good conversation with Volyan the other day, talking about some of the other cubs in the palace. Then he brought back some raccoon girl from the pub and I had to listen to them and smell them all night. Ugh. Complained to Father over breakfast and he chided me—me!—because the raccoon hadn't left yet and I was embarrassing my brother. He sure didn't look embarrassed, even when Father told him to keep his girls out of the room, whether or not they had papers. Seems like it should be common courtesy, but apparently he's not expected to know that.


  Volyan offered again to take me down to the pub, saying he had his ﬁrst girl when he was my age. Actually, he said, he had his fourth when he was my age. Show-off. I turned him down again, but I don't know if he believed that I don't like ale.


  

  July 9th – Mortality


  

  My grandmother is hard of hearing and can't walk much anymore. Aunt Toyana made a fuss over me when I arrived, but it felt odd. She's nothing like Mother, all wide and heavy and with really red fur. She says she takes after my grandfather, who passed some six years ago. I remember mother coming to the funeral, but I wasn't allowed to then.


  Grandmother doesn't remember very much and had to be told who I was three times, and then she thought I was Volyan. I don't know what I wanted, but I don't feel any connection to them, certainly not as much as I do to my father and brother. That annoys me: they're my mother's family. But Grandmother could be any old vixen, and Toyana only smells a little bit like Mother. Oh, that's where the smell in the church came from. They took Grandmother to services that day, and I remember now that they were sitting near me. Her scent is close to Mother's, anyway, so much that it frightens me a little to think about Mother this old.


  And it didn't help when Aunt Toyana said that it was probably the last time she'd attend services in the Cathedral. The last time. I can hardly imagine that. I asked Aunt Toyana if she'd written to Mother to tell her, and she lifted her muzzle and sniffed, and said Mother wouldn't be bothered to come up, that she hadn't even come to see Grandfather before he died.


  I told her that Mother came up as soon as she heard, and she sniffed that I was just a cub and I didn't know everything. And then I was sorta mad so I just left. But I'm writing to mother tonight to tell her that Grandmother is sick. Maybe she'll come up and visit.


  

  July 15th – Lessons


  

  No word back from Mother. But I started diplomacy lessons, ﬁnally. Master Xoren is an old cougar and nothing I do is good enough for him. Even when I said hello, he criticized the way I was holding my ears, and all the other students, who knew him from before he went on vacation, snickered at me. But I paid attention and I'm doing the best I can in the little exercises we do, where we pretend to be lords of various ranks. I'm enjoying them a lot.


  Father hasn't said much to me apart from asking how classes are going. He keeps trying to talk to me, but every time I look at him I just think Mother should be sitting there, and even with Master Xoren's classes I can't think of anything to say. Volyan asked me about it the other night, about why I can't seem to talk to him. He said it bothers him. I mean him, not Volyan, though I guess it bothers Volyan too. I couldn't really tell him what was wrong. He said Father was happy and Mother was happy and what was wrong with that, and I said, how do you know Mother's happy? He said she writes to Father all the time, and she could live in the city if she wanted, but she chose to stay in Vinton. I almost told him about the way she talked about Divalia, and how sad she was when she was telling me I was going here. But I didn't want to share that. It was between her and me.


  There was one time Father asked me how Grandmother was, and I said, “She's dying.” After that he didn't ask me anything else for a while. I heard him making plans to go see her, but I only overheard that. He hasn't asked me to go with him yet.


  

  July 23rd – Despair


  

  It's been a busy week, and then I had to make up a lot of lessons, plus Master Cobalt wants me to start learning shortsword with dagger. I think that's because I hate the long sword so much, and also because I hit him in the leg with it two weeks ago. But that was yesterday, and the last time I wrote in this journal was almost three weeks ago.


  Mother replied to my letter and said she was going to come up to see Grandmother. I didn't want to say anything to Father, but of course I didn't think that she'd have written to him, too. He got his letter the same day and everyone was very excited that we were going to see Mother, which makes me wonder why she doesn't visit here more often, if everyone was so excited. Perhaps he was only putting it on for my beneﬁt, but when she did ﬁnally arrive, they seemed to get along well enough.


  Not that I saw her for very long. She didn't seem to want to spend much time with me. I tried to go see Grandmother with her, but she said something about Aunt Toyana and not wanting me to get in the middle of things, and even though I promised to behave, I was left behind. And then Grandmother died that night, so there was the funeral to prepare for.


  I felt like I was just in the way. I only got to talk to Mother once the whole visit, and that was the night before she left. She got here and went right over to Grandmother's, and then she came back the next day while I was at lessons and had lunch with Father and him, and then they got the news about Grandmother dying.


  I saw her for a bit after that, but she was crying and so I just tried to be with her and make her feel better. And for several days she was helping with the funeral arrangements, and when she wasn't crying about Grandmother, she was crying about Aunt Toyana, who I really don't like much any more.


  Then she had to go back after the funeral. It's a long trip to Vinton, and she wanted to be home. I told her I wanted to go home, too, but she said I have to stay here. She said it's important, that I'm going to be a lord, and I have to learn how. I said if it's so important why did I stay in Vinton 'til I was fourteen, and she said, because I didn't want to let you go. Then I sulked, but I really wanted to cry, and I think she wanted to cry, because she said my place was with my father now. Then she kissed me and left.


  But I didn't cry, not even when she was gone. Because now I know why I didn't come here earlier. I heard it in her voice when she told me to stay with my father. It was because she loved him, once, and he didn't love her back.


  

  July 29th – Drinking


  

  I sound like such a baby in my last entry. Not about mother, I mean, about wanting to go home. I still do, but there's so much to learn here that it's really better for me to be here. And I don't just mean in my classes, although I'm doing better in those. I convinced Master Cobalt to let me keep working with the short bow if I also learned short sword, and Master Ovile was impressed with my recollection of the Lapine Uprising. Mother's visit was hard for me, but it was good to see her again, and it taught me something. I've decided to just be polite with my family, even him, and maybe then they'll leave me alone. But I'll resolve that if I do have to be a Lord, I'm going to fulﬁll those duties as best I can, and I'm not just going to take a lover and kick out my Lady just because it's convenient for me. A Lord has to have cubs, and so a Lord has to have a Lady, unless you're the Barclaws and you have cubs and then the Lady dies. Then you can marry whoever you want. I'm better now, but right after Mother left, I did something sort of stupid. I went with Volyan to an alehouse ﬁnally, and drank ale with him even though I didn't really like it much. He was trying to get me to talk to some of the girls he likes, but they were all boring and only wanted to talk about clothes and stuff. So I started talking to this older coyote who owns a public house and was here to keep an eye on the competition, he said. He talked about the businesses in the area and bought me mead, which I liked a lot more, and I kind of remember walking upstairs with him when Volyan wasn't looking. I deﬁnitely remember what we did upstairs. Well, most of it. I remember him touching me, and me ﬁnishing all over his paw. And I remember him insisting I could have him in my mouth, and not really wanting to but then doing it anyway and it wasn't bad. I mean, I liked it. But maybe that was just the mead. I don't remember after. I woke up and it was morning and my head was killing me. I got home and everyone was angry. Well, relieved at ﬁrst and then angry, and they wanted to know where I'd been, and they kept shouting even after I told them to shut up. I sure wasn't going to tell them about the coyote. I didn't even know his name. And anyway, it's not like anything really happened.


  

  August 5th


  

  Volyan keeps asking me which one of the girls I went off with that night at the pub, and I keep telling him I don't remember. So he tries to get me to go with him again. It's annoying, really, but at least I don't think he guesses.


  The only really annoying part of the whole episode is that I keep getting these urges to go look for the coyote again. Well, not him speciﬁcally, but just something like that. And at the same time, I'm afraid he'll come looking for me. I saw a coyote after weapons training today and I missed the target completely because I was worried it was him. What would I say? If he came here and talked about what happened, in front of everyone. If he wanted to see me again and I had to tell him to go away?


  But of course, you need papers to get into the castle and he wouldn't have any. So I think I'm safe as long as I stay inside. Which is boring enough as it is. Although something exciting did happen yesterday.


  I was out in the gardens when I heard a scufﬂing, near the wall. So I hid behind a tree and watched, and this mouse, about my age, came clambering over the wall. He stopped at the top and sniffed, and then jumped for the tree and missed completely, doing a lovely spread-eagle on the ground. I couldn't conceal my snickers, and as soon as he heard me he jumped up and tried to run, but he wasn't sure which way to go. So I told him which way the exit was. He was all set to go there 'til I told him they'd check his papers on the way out unless he was with someone. It took him a little while to work up the nerve to ask me to escort him out. I insisted he tell me what he was after, ﬁrst.


  He said he just wanted to visit to get a look at his father. Hah. I told him I'd take him to the kitchens to get something to eat if he wanted, before he left. He's the only interesting person who hasn't immediately judged me for what he wants me to be. His name is Sinch. He said he'll come back tomorrow.


  

  August 12th – Stupid


  

  Sinch actually came back. I wasn't sure if he would or not. But I was waiting in the garden and there he was, at the same place in the wall as before. This time he told the truth, said he wanted to come back for more food.


  I've met thieves before, of course. We had one in Vinton. But he was twenty years older than I was, not two months younger. Sinch lives with his mother and two sisters somewhere out in the city; that's all I was able to get from him about his private life. But he knows a lot about the city, so I asked him about some of the neighborhoods and the merchants, and we talked for a long time.


  Somehow the conversation got onto doing what people expect you to do. I think it was because he was jealous that I'm a noble's son, and I said I'd trade places with him in a minute. Only I can't, because he's a mouse. It's not like that old story with Prince Reingar and the peasant wolf cub, where they switch places. Sinch hadn't heard that, so I told him the story while we ate a couple soft rolls.


  He calmed down after we ate, and asked me about myself. I guess he ﬁgured out I'm new around here, because he'd snuck around the palace quite a bit. So I told him I'm Lord Vinton's son, and that I was sent here to ﬁnish my education. He had lots of questions about my education, and I had some about his, such as it was. He said he couldn't talk about a lot of it, but I ﬁgured out some of the stuff he wouldn't tell me. I don't think he steals big stuff, or wants to; he's very mousy and hesitant when he talks about it. But he knows the sewers, and I think I gave away my surprise when he talked about them. We didn't have extensive sewers in Vinton —really, just a couple cesspools. Nothing you'd want to wade into.


  Over dinner, Father asked me where I'd been all afternoon. Normally on afternoons off, I “mope around the garden,” and he has to send Vinnix to fetch me. Today Vinnix couldn't ﬁnd me, because Sinch and I were in a little room off the kitchen, and I came back late to dinner. But it feels good to have a secret they don't know about.


  And it wasn't until I looked at this journal that I realized I didn't think about Mother all day.


  

  August 19th – Idiocy


  

  I feel like such an idiot. It was the ﬁrst time I went out walking in the city with Sinch, and we were having a pretty good time. I was telling him about the lessons with Master Ovile, about how there were mice who had defeated the army of King Bucher back in the recent war. And he was asking about the war, because he hadn't heard about it, so I told him the mice were from Delford, the country we invaded, and they were just driving out the invaders, which was us. So then he wanted to know, if he were ﬁghting for Tephos, would he have to ﬁght against other mice? And I said probably, but pointed out that if we were at war with Ferrenis again, I would have to ﬁght other foxes.


  For some reason, it was hard for him to think about ﬁghting his own species. I think because mice aren't really trained for full-on combat. They're good at sneaking around, but for wars, you want stags if you want any herbivores at all. But I didn't want to say that, because it seemed kind of rude, and Master Xoren would have scolded me for it. So while I was searching for the right way to say it, I caught a whiff of a scent, and I panicked and dove behind a building.


  It was the coyote, the one from that night. I saw him walking by. At least, I'm pretty sure it was him. I just got a whiff of the scent, but it made me feel all jumpy. And of course, Sinch asked what was the matter, and here I'd just been going on about how he should be brave and ﬁght. So I made up a story about the coyote being after me because of my heritage and how I had to hide from him because he was a soldier and he'd already tried to kill me once.


  Of course, Sinch was all impressed and afraid, and he offered to look out for the coyote while we walked around. Which made me feel like a jerk, and so even though he was going to show me where he lives, and apparently his mom is a really good cook, I ended up just walking back to the palace.


  I'm an idiot.


  

  August 27th – Diplomacy


  

  It's been two weeks since I saw Sinch. He came by once after our trip outside and kept asking about the coyote, so I've been avoiding him since then. I know it's stupid, but I was already laughed at by Volyan when I asked if we could catch our own ﬁsh down at the river, and this is a lot worse. I don't want Sinch to laugh at me too.


  I don't know why I care. He's just a mouse, and a sneak. He still won't tell me what he was doing in the palace grounds. And it's not like it's a big deal, anyway. I can just go back to walking around the garden. Or maybe I'd better not, in case he comes over the wall again. I'll take my lessons to the roof and study them.


  Speaking of which, Master Xoren was leading us in a demonstration of a negotiation with a neighboring lord, choosing me to play one of the lords and Kinnic, the son of Lord Vanadi. Kinnic's okay, for a grey fox. Kind of pretentious, and he keeps calling me “brother in Canis,” but at least he talks to me. So when I said something about Volyan having to worry about negotiations, and Master Xoren said I should still have to learn this stuff, Kinnic asked how many red foxes were in the peerage. Master Xoren asked the class if anyone knew. I only knew of Father, but Kinnic knew there was Lord Dewanne as well. Master Xoren told us that Quirn used to be a fox-ruled peerage, but it was given to a bear family under King Barris. And of course, in the past, when a fox was on the throne, more of the non-land peerages were held by foxes. Now that King Pontion is on the throne, some of the non-land peerages are going to other stags.


  I asked around, but Lord Dewanne has been getting more inﬁrm, and left earlier this year to take some rest at home. It ﬁgures. Kinnic says he's the only grey fox of his age in the nobility, and after that class he asked if I wanted to practice our negotiations further. Honestly, it didn't sound all that appealing, but I went along.


  It was dull, dull, dull. I enjoyed practicing diplomacy, but Kinnic has no interest in history, so when we were done with that, he wanted to talk about the Book of Canis. The ﬁrst half hour was okay. He knows some really interesting stuff. The next three hours were not so interesting. After that, I was actually glad to get to dinner with Father.


  

  September 2nd – Tact


  

  This diplomacy stuff is interesting. I've been practicing with Kinnic for three weeks now and I've gotten to the point where I can get the better of him most of the time. Master Xoren says that once you know your opponent, it's easier to negotiate; what we have to learn next is how to get the better of someone you've just met. So he's switching us around with different partners and coaching us to look at the small signs people give off.


  I can't hear what he tells the other people about me, but I can tell from the way they act. They keep trying to slow the negotiation down, so I think he's telling them that I'm impatient. Lilt, a bear cub, is really obvious when he's trying to take advantage of me. After he talked to Master Xoren, he kept asking me to explain things and saying how stupid he was. And then he'd try to slip something in, like I wouldn't notice it. For instance, we're talking about a border dispute. He was defending some soldiers of his who'd come into my territory and raided there. And we kept going around and around and he kept trying to deﬁne the borders, saying, like, “Can you say that again, I'm not sure I understood.” When I know he understood. And then he'd repeat back what I said only he'd try to change the numbers a little bit. But his weakness is, he's not that smart. So I'd nod and say that was right, and repeat back something different, and then Lilt really would get confused, and you can just see the difference because when he's playing at being confused, he smiles, and when he's really confused, he frowns and picks at his teeth. Loser. I'm so glad bears aren't in favor any more.


  Oh, and Sinch found me again, in the gardens. I was daydreaming about Vinton and he came up behind me, from downwind so I couldn't smell him. I said I'd been busy with school but he didn't seem to care, acting all pleased with himself. So I asked him what he'd been up to and he said I didn't have to worry about the coyote any more.


  Like that. You don't have to worry about him. I almost ran away, except I thought maybe he'd hunt me down if I did. So I asked why not, and he said he'd followed the coyote once or twice and kept an eye on him, and that yesterday the coyote sailed downriver with a barge.


  That was a lot better than what I was thinking. So when he asked if I wanted to nick something from the kitchen, I couldn't really say no. The more I think about it, the more it was kind of a weird thing to do, going out of his way like that, but it was really nice, too.


  

  September 9th – Diplomacy, part 2


  

  Master Cobalt has ﬁnally given up making me practice the long sword. I used my diplomacy class on him. I promised him that I would get good enough to defend myself against common soldiers, which I already was, because they all stink, and that I would work double-hard on the short bow. He still wants me to learn the short sword for close-quarters ﬁghting, and I think for now I'm going to have to keep doing that, but I'd rather get really good with the bow and just be good enough with the sword that I don't stab myself. So today I had a quick test with ﬁve soldiers from the guard, and only one of them nicked me, so Master Cobalt said I could give it up. This diplomacy stuff is kind of cool.


  So I'm working harder on the bow. I really want to get good with it, and if there's one thing that's better about Divalia than Vinton, it's the bows and target ranges. Master Cobalt's taught me more about aiming and releasing than Corris did in years, and I've gotten a lot better just in eight months.


  Has it really been eight months? Well, maybe there's one other good thing about Divalia. I never had a lot of friends in Vinton, not around my age, but now that the coyote is gone, Sinch and I have been taking more time to go around the city. He knows all the best places to get bread and cakes, although I have to remind him that I have money. We came out of one shop the other day after I bought two fowl pies, and he had three cinnamon rolls in his pocket. I didn't want to get caught with stolen food, so we had to eat them.


  Sinch doesn't talk much about his father, but he promised I'll get to meet his mother sometime. She bakes for a living and his sisters help her in the kitchen. So does he, when he's not out stealing. He never said that's what he does, but it doesn't take a genius to ﬁgure it out. I kind of want to know how he does it, but then I think about what Mother used to say about thieves. Sinch is nice, even for a thief, and he doesn't just steal anything. He only does jobs to help his family survive. I don't need to help my family survive, so I'll just stick to diplomacy and short bow, I guess.


  

  September 16th – Rudeness


  

  I'm on the roof again. I think I might have to run away.


  This last week I had my birthday. One more year 'til I'm of age and Father can't order me around any more. He ordered some pastries and he and his wolf gave me a really nice short bow. And Volyan brought some mead up, which actually tasted good, and for a little while we were actually having a good time. I didn't mind going to sleep in the same room as Volyan that night.


  But it was all just a trick. The next day at dinner, Father told me there was someone he wanted me to meet. It wasn't a big deal, I thought. He's made me sit at dinner a few times in the past year when important people came by. So I came to dinner expecting to be bored, to make polite noises and talk about Vinton and how much better Divalia is.


  And the important person he wanted me to meet was a young vixen. They sat me next to her and introduced us. Even then, I didn't think anything of it. I wasn't thinking about my diplomacy class. Until Father started talking about her family, and how they were a noble line of foxes from out west, and she'd been brought here speciﬁcally to meet me. And she kept staring down at her plate, not saying anything. I ﬁgured it out then.


  So I shut up at that point. Father noticed, and tried to get me to talk a couple times. I got done with dinner as fast as I could and then said I had to go. I didn't even say what a pleasure it was to meet her, or anything, even though I didn't think of that until later. I just walked out.


  Teeth and Tail, I can't believe he would just bring in someone I'm supposed to marry without warning me! I got out of the palace just before they closed the gates and walked down to the pub where I'd met the coyote. Of course, he wasn't there, and I was careful not to spend too much time with anyone. I just got more mead.


  I don't remember getting back to the palace, but I had to have, somehow, because I woke up on the ﬂoor between my bed and Volyan's when he dumped a cup of water on my head. My clothes smelled terrible and there was a taste like moldy fruit in my mouth. I was pretty miserable, and I still have a headache, but at least I didn't wake up next to someone who smelled worse. Volyan said I was supposed to go to lunch with this vixen, and I had to get cleaned up. So I said I was going to get cleaned up, and I left the palace and went to ﬁnd Sinch.


  I found his house, but he wasn't there, and his mother didn't know where he was. So I looked for him for a while, until one of the Guard offered to help me, but really what he wanted to do was drag me back to the palace, where Vinnix marched me to the water bath like I was a cub, and washed me and dressed me. And then Father made me apologize to the vixen and her family, and we had to eat dinner with them again, and then I said I had a headache, which I did, and I was very polite and apologized and


  

  September 24th – Dewanne


  

  I forgot to ﬁnish the last entry. Sinch came up on the roof when I was in the middle of writing it, and I stopped to say hi to him. Then I ended up telling him all about the vixen and that I was going to be married to her, which wasn't even fair because I'm not going to be lord of Vinton, Volyan is. So I don't know why I have to get married to someone Father says I have to.


  Sinch said he didn't think it was that bad, but I think he was just trying to make me feel better. I said I didn't want some vixen, I just wanted someone I felt good with and cared about, and he didn't say anything to that. So we just lay back and looked up at the moon and the stars, and fell asleep there.


  Of course, things were worse the next morning. Father yelled at me and told me that I was going to be a noble whether I liked it or not, and that I'd better get used to it, and I said it was hard to get used to it when I was treated like a peasant, and he said I had no idea what it was like to be a peasant. So I asked him what I was going to do anyway and why it was so important for me to marry this stupid vixen (and she is stupid, too, I wasn't just saying that). And he told me that I was going to be Lord of Dewanne.


  Dewanne is the only other fox-ruled province. There used to be a lot more. But I guess Lord Dewanne doesn't have any cubs of his own, and he wants it to stay a fox-ruled province, or something. But Dewanne is all the way on the other side of the country!


  Nothing I said mattered, of course. This was all arranged decades ago, before I was born. Nobody cared then what I might want. Who wants to be a lord if you have to go all the way out to the mountains and be weeks away from anyone you care about? Everyone at the palace says I'm lucky to have grown up in the southern mountains, that they're the best mountains after the Vellenland range. Nobody ever says, “You should have grown up in Dewanne.” There's nothing there but mice and mines and it's weeks away from the capital. I thought it was bad being sent to Divalia, but I'd rather live here for the rest of my life than spend a week in Dewanne.


  

  September 30th – Steward


  

  It took me a week to get Master Xoren to talk to me about Dewanne. Master Ovile is useless, unless I want to know what happened there a hundred years ago. But Master Xoren told me he'd heard that it was just a rumor that I was going to be Lord Dewanne, because I was the only red fox coming of age at the right time. But he thought personally that it would make a lot more sense for Lord Dewanne to ﬁnd someone in Dewanne with noble blood, and that maybe he was going to do that instead.


  He said my father should know, but I said I didn't want to ask him. Even Diplomacy doesn't work with father, at least not for me. So he told me I should ask the Steward, and he even walked me to her ofﬁce and introduced me.


  She's a porcupine, her name's Jinna, and I'd met her a year ago when I came here, but I hadn't talked to her in a while. You can always tell when she's coming because she has beads in all her spines and they rattle when she walks. She remembered me and said that it was true that I wasn't the ofﬁcial successor yet. She's really nice about it and we talked for an hour, though I had to walk along with her while she ran around doing things. In the end, she promised to tell me if she heard anything about Dewanne, and she didn't even ask why I didn't want to wait and hear from my father.


  I felt okay until dinner, and then that vixen was there again, and her parents too. Father was upset that I hadn't cleaned up more, never mind that I just got to dinner and didn't know it was special and didn't have time to. I said as little as I could and the vixen, her name is Haley or something, didn't talk either. I think she might have something wrong with her. I asked Father that afterwards, and I used Diplomacy, but like I said, it doesn't work on him and he got mad and sent me to bed. I can't wait to come of age.


  

  October 7th – Cookies


  

  Haley's parents wanted me to come to their house for dinner because they said I was kind of quiet in the castle. I said I could ﬁnd my own way there and then I just skipped out and went to hang out with Sinch. We walked down to the river and threw stones at the boats until they chased us away. Then we sat in a park under a tree and I complained about Haley and my father. Sinch just listened, but when I was done, he said he thought it sucked that they were making me marry someone. Then he said I didn't have to let that ruin my life, that I could still do a lot of things I wanted, and like for instance I decided I didn't want to go to the dinner tonight. I knew all that, and I thought he didn't really get what I was saying, but now I kind of think he did. Anyway, it made me feel better. He brought me a meat pie for dinner and I didn't ask where he got it. He got some kind of pie stuffed full of vegetables for himself.


  We went back to his house after that and his mother gave us cookies. He has a really nice garden with an apple tree that's just ﬂowering, and he said the apples are sweet. We sat out there and talked for a while. Even over the ﬂowers, I could kinda smell what he was thinking, but I don't think I'm ready to do anything like that with him yet. But when he got tired and leaned against me, that was okay. It's all dark now and he's kind of dozing, so I'm writing this. I'll get up in a minute and go back home, but not right away. Father's going to yell at me again, and it's so quiet here.


  

  October 15th – Relief


  

  I left this journal at Sinch's, so it's been a month since I wrote in it. Maybe more. But I'm pretty happy now. Sinch is asleep in his bed and I'm sitting on the ﬂoor, but I'll crawl up there in a minute. The bed's kind of small, so I can't sit in it and write.


  I guess I'm not really writing this journal for Mother anymore, or I wouldn't be mentioning that. This was the ﬁrst night I was allowed out of the palace since the last journal entry, and Sinch and I grabbed food at the tavern, and then we came back here, and he has a room all to himself, so we made use of that. It felt okay to do it now, not like it did a month ago. I'm pretty happy. I know there's a lot of stuff I'm not thinking about, but I'm pretty happy.


  I'm also happy because Haley is gone for the next three months. Her family goes south for the winter. Vellenland or something, I don't know. Not Vinton. I would have hated that, because I don't know if I would have gone with her just to be able to go home. It's been bad enough being conﬁned to the palace, where she doesn't live and only comes to dinner twice a week. In Vinton she'd be around all the time. At least she ﬁnally stopped trying to talk to me.


  For the ﬁrst week, after Father took away my papers so I couldn't leave the castle, I thought I'd never get away from her. She'd show up to dinner and then people kept trying to leave us alone afterwards so we could “talk.” Once we were alone, I grabbed my history books and started reading and ignored everything she said, which wasn't much, because I think she was waiting for me to say something. But I couldn't even read history properly because I was just sitting there thinking, Canis, don't let her say anything, please.


  After that, when her parents tried to leave her alone with me, she said she'd rather go home. Father wasn't happy about that, but all he said to me was “you make your bed, you'll have to lie in it.” I told him I never wanted to go to bed with Haley, and he said I didn't always get to make that choice.


  But I'm practicing Diplomacy and History. There's got to be a way out of marrying this stupid vixen, and I'm going to ﬁnd it.


  

  October 21st – Weight


  

  Back at Sinch's. He's asleep again, and I'm sitting on the ﬂoor writing. Just looking back at the journal, that was the ﬁrst night I spent with him, when I was pretty happy. I wasn't sure if I'd freak out or if things would change, but they didn't. So it's been a week and we just did stuff again tonight, and I'm still not freaking out.


  It's not as big a deal to him, I think. It sounds like he kinda does stuff with other people a lot, too, like some of the thieves he hangs out with (he doesn't call them thieves, but I know). That's good, 'cause it means I don't have to worry about it if I'm too busy to hang out with him. But he's usually free if I do want to, which was three times this past week, even though I only got over here today.


  I asked him if he could think of any reason I wouldn't have to marry the vixen. He said if we could prove she was barren, or wasn't really noble, that I wouldn't have to, but I don't think I can really do either of those. Not quickly, anyway. Then I thought that if I don't become a lord, I won't have to marry her. But I can't think of a way to not be a lord. I tried saying I don't want to do it, and that didn't work. I'm not sure how, but I guess it doesn't matter what I want. Father made me go talk to Master Ovile about what happens when heirs say they don't want to be lords (it's called “abdicate”). I had to sit there for an hour and listen to three stories of bloody ﬁghts about who got to be lord (“wars of succession”) and how hundreds of people died.


  It's not really fair to make me do something I don't want to just so hundreds of people won't die. I mean, what if I fell into the river and drowned? Would all those people still die? Would it be my fault? But there are some things I can control. They can make me be a lord, but they can't make me marry a vixen who cares more about what scent she's wearing than about what the people around her are talking about.


  

  October 29th – Plans


  

  I think I'm just going to keep this journal at Sinch's. I don't trust Volyan not to be looking at it. He already sniffs at me funny when I come back from Sinch's even though I wash with water and everything. He doesn't try to drag me down to the Cup and Crown anymore, so I only really see him at lessons and meals. And sometimes not even lessons, if he's got a girl of some kind hanging around.


  But anyway, Sinch had a really good idea today! He said if we could show that Haley's family wasn't all respectable and noble, that I wouldn't have to marry her. He said that sometimes girls were kicked out of the palace if they had any stain on their family, even if the lord already had cubs with them. So that was good, but I didn't know how we'd prove it. He thinks we can sniff around and see if any of her relatives have been in trouble.


  I got a letter from Mother a couple days ago. I guess I hadn't written her in a while because nothing was going on here, but her letter made me feel guilty and homesick again, so after classes I went and stared at the river and the boats going down it. If I jumped on one of them, they'd have to take me at least to the next port. Then I wouldn't have to worry about any of this stuff. Volyan would do that in a minute if there was some responsibility he wanted to get out of. Sometimes I wish I was more like him.


  I'd miss Sinch, too. But I could send him a letter and he'd come meet me. He can read and everything.


  At least, I think he'd come meet me. He's pretty attached to his mom. And I'd miss her bread, too. Even at the palace there's nothing that good. Plus I think she likes me.


  I gotta think about how I can ask around about Haley's relatives. She doesn't get back for another month so there's some time.


  

  November 4th – Preparations


  

  Sinch and I started practicing weapons together. He has a dagger that he can throw. So we can go to the shooting range and he can throw at the closer target while I shoot at the farther ones. He's better than I am, but I'm learning fast. And I practice all the time, not just when he's around. I almost beat him this time, and he said that the ﬁrst time I beat him, I get to go ﬁrst when we get back to his room. It doesn't really matter 'cause we both get a turn, but now I really want to get that good.


  He's asked around a bit about Haley's family. There's a house where the main branch of them live, but there's an old grandmother who's inﬁrm and always there. That makes me think of Grandmother, and how she died. But this grandmother is still alive and that makes it harder to break in. Her family does do business with a bank and a law clerk, but we're not sure how that will help. Sinch is checking his contacts and I'm telling him I'm talking to mine, which I would be doing if I could think of anyone who would be helpful. In the meantime, I'm trying to ﬁnd out more about Dewanne. Like maybe Lady Dewanne has to be able to string two sentences together without giggling or folding her ears down and going all quiet.


  In the meantime, I have another nice vacation coming up, because Father and Volyan are going on the King's winter retreat, and taking him along. So for two weeks I will have the chambers to myself, just lessons and Sinch and whatever else I want to do. It's going to be great.


  Sinch's mom is baking again. The house smells fantastic right now, and if I weren't so tired I'd be going downstairs to get one of her small bread rolls. It's cold, but not too bad now that my winter coat is in, and it's quieter here than at the palace. If I get really disgraced, maybe I can just come live here. Maybe Lord Dewanne will hear about me and disinherit me. It wouldn't be so bad, I don't think.


  

  November 11th – Nerves


  

  Father and Volyan left last night. Sinch and I made some plans today about what we're going to do tomorrow. I don't want to write too much of it down even though Sinch is sure there won't be any danger. I don't know how he can sleep. Normally after we come back to his room, I'm pretty sleepy, but my fur feels all prickly and my stomach keeps dancing and my tail twitches every minute or so.


  Today was great. I got Sinch into the palace and we had dinner in Father's chambers, all alone. Even Vinnix was gone. I wanted to just leave the plates, but Sinch insisted we clean them up, so I helped him. I took him into Father's bedroom, but the scents were too strong in there for us to stay long or do anything.


  Sinch says it's nice practice for when I'm a lord and have my own rooms, so for a while I pretended I was. I told him I would have to see some of my people to settle their disputes, and then meet with a neighboring lord to talk about something boring like trade policies or farming lands. Sinch wanted to be the neighboring lord, and then we talked about things we could trade, and we ended up trading things right on my bed anyway.


  But we came back to Sinch's place because we need to get up early, and his place is closer.


  I can't go to sleep, but I should try.


  

  November 18th – Catastrophe


  

  Things could not have gone more wrong. Sinch is asleep, under my cloak. I'm sitting with my back against the wall of the city. I don't know where we'll be tomorrow, but at least I grabbed the journal before we left. I didn't want to leave it behind. Thank Canis it was at Sinch's and not at the palace.


  I don't think the guard followed us out here. Sinch knew some back alleys that got us to the wall, and the guards there hadn't been alerted to us. Around the wall, off the road, there was a little stand of trees, and we stayed there all day. Sinch went out and got some food, while I looked to see if there were any caravans we could hook up with going south. I spotted a couple likely ones, but I didn't want to go out today in case the guards were still looking for us, especially since we'd got enough food.


  It's possible that the guards would only be looking for Sinch, but I can't just abandon him. Sure, he was the one looking through the law clerk's chest of documents. All I was doing was talking to him, the clerk, I mean. I don't think he even noticed—weasels have small ears too. But then I went through all of my story and I didn't have anything left to ask about, so I asked the clerk to walk me outside. Sinch picked that moment to try to get out of the window. He saw me and the clerk and started running right away, so before the clerk could ask any questions, I said I had to go and walked very quickly around to meet Sinch. He had a guard chasing after him, but we lost him pretty easily—he was a big stag—and got back to Sinch's house. His mother wasn't around, so we just grabbed some things and ran outside.


  In a way, this is kind of a relief. Just me and Sinch, on our own. I think we should go down to Vinton ﬁrst and see if Mother will let us stay there. I'm sure she will.


  

  November 25th – Flight


  

  I was worried about staying in the same inn I stayed in on the way up, but they must see hundreds of foxes in a year and a half. Nobody recognized me. Sinch and I stayed in a little room on the second ﬂoor. I had some money in my pouch, and it's certainly enough to get to Vinton, even counting the extra Royals I had to give the merchant to let us ride with him.


  The strange thing, the reason I wanted to write in the journal tonight, is that I don't feel as good as I thought I would. Yesterday, all I could think about was being free, seeing Mother again, being with Sinch on an adventure. But today I had a lot of time to think, sitting in the wagon, and I kept thinking about Father and Lord Dewanne. Father's done a lot of things I hate, but he's a lord. I see the respect the teachers give him, and something Master Xoren said to me once comes back to me even though I don't want to think about it. He said, “you're a natural at this, just like your father.”


  I wish I hadn't studied so much history. So many of our lessons started with “the lord of such-and-such was a weak lord.” Father isn't weak. Neither am I. But this is weak, now, what I'm doing. I want to see Mother and Vinton again more than anything, but I don't want to do it like this, running away. My dinner isn't sitting well, and my throat is all tight. But there's nothing I can do about it now. I can't go back to Divalia.


  

  December 2nd – Shame


  

  I wonder if I could get out the window. Even if I died from the fall, that would be better than going back to Divalia with Father and the guard like I'm a prisoner. Father says I'm not, even though the guards had to stop me and Sinch from leaving yesterday morning.


  Someone at the inn did recognize me. They called a guard, because I'm not of age, and sent a messenger to the city for Father. He and another pair of guards arrived just before noon today to take us back to the palace. I don't know if I'm going to be placed under arrest or what. I asked him to let Sinch go, because it was all my idea, but he didn't respond, not then. We just rode all the way back to this inn and I don't think any of us said more than two or three words the whole day. These loud bugs followed us back to the city. Father grabbed one and ate it, so when he wasn't looking, I tried one too. It was sharp and bitter. I liked it.


  Then Father sent Sinch down for water and closed the door, and lectured me on responsibility, and how I'm coming of age in a month, and if I'm going to be a Lord, I'll have to be a model to my people, and all of this other stuff. Like I didn't know that. I told him it was just because I didn't want to marry Haley, and he told me that if Haley was the one chosen to be my wife then I would have to marry her and be happy with it. And he said something about Sinch, then, and tried to make out like he knew what I was going through. I forgot to mention, he kept looking at Sinch the whole time we were riding. So I told him that I didn't want to go live with Sinch and abandon my wife. He got mad and said there were things I didn't understand, and I said I hoped they threw me in jail because then at least I wouldn't have to marry that useless waste of space. He told me that she wasn't a waste of space and that I needed to learn to appreciate someone who, I don't remember exactly, something about her being smart but scared to show it, and I said that if I thought she was smart enough to be scared then I wouldn't be dreading every moment I spent with her. Then he said he hoped I'd be more reasonable later and Sinch came back and he walked out.


  Sinch asked what happened, but I didn't feel like talking much about it. He wanted to do stuff, but I didn't know if we'd have privacy and I still felt too worked up, so we just went to sleep.


  

  December 10th – Locusts


  

  I'm still determined not to marry Haley. She's back from vacation but I'm sure there's got to be something that says I can determine who'd be the best Lady for me. I asked the Steward, Jinna, if there are any other noble vixens around my age who'd be suitable, or maybe someone from Dewanne, and she said she would check for me. After all, it might be years and years before Lord Dewanne dies, and even then he might not have named me his heir. So why should I get married at all until we know for sure?


  I didn't go to jail, and neither did Sinch. We just had to go apologize to the clerk. I don't think we did a crime, actually. The clerk seemed confused about who we were. I guess the guard probably only chased us because Sinch looked suspicious and we were running from him. If we'd just acted like nothing was wrong, he wouldn't have chased us at all and we'd have gotten away with it.


  Those bugs are all over now. Master Cobalt says they're locusts and Master Ovile says they come back every seventeen years. So this is the ﬁrst time they've been here since I was born. There's so many of them that sometimes I don't eat anything else all day. That way I don't have to eat with Father and them. I can usually get bread from Sinch, if we don't go back to his house.


  Father's also planning a celebration for my coming-of-age. I don't really care what we do as long as I can do what I want the next day. At least Mother will be coming up for it. I can't wait to see her again.


  

  December 17th – Delight


  

  I can't remember when I've been this happy. It's after midnight and Sinch is asleep already but I can't keep my eyes closed. I'm not going to marry Haley!


  Jinna came through for me. Well, I think it was a combination of that and me ﬁnally realizing that Father had never really talked to Haley the way I have. All my Diplomacy wasn't doing any good because he thought she was just quiet and shy, and whenever her parents talk about her they talk about how wonderfully she does in her lessons, only I knew that her lessons were all about sewing and the proper angle to hold your ears in the presence of the king, or a lord, and she's always getting that wrong anyway, not that father or anyone really stands on ceremony anymore. So I arranged for Haley to come over that evening, with Father around, and I asked her simple things I'd learned in Vinton, like who would come next in the Circle when King Pontion passes on, and how many different provinces are in Tephos, and what was the name of the river that passes through Divalia (which I never would have dreamed she didn't know except we were walking by it one night and she said, “it's so pretty, I wonder if it has a pretty name,” and I told her it was called the Sparklebell River, and that's what she told Father when I asked, and she giggled, too).


  Then Jinna came back with one of the wolves from Lord Tistunish's court, and his land borders Dewanne and he knows the old lord, and he said that Dewanne is such an isolated city that the nobility there doesn't like foreigners and so if I were going to be lord, they would really only accept me if I married a local vixen. So that was something Father could tell her parents, because he didn't want to tell them that their daughter was so stupid that she might actually lose her way home if someone didn't walk her, and not just to the house but up the stairs into her bedroom. I didn't see a problem with that. If it was my daughter, I'd want to know. I even offered to use Diplomacy, but Father said he could manage. The only bad part of today is that he wouldn't let me be there when he told them.


  So I went out tonight and celebrated with Sinch. The locusts are all over now, and Sinch doesn't like them, even when I grabbed one and offered it to him. He says they taste too bitter. That's what I like, though. And it's not like other mice don't eat them. They don't count as meat, so it's okay.


  Now I just have to look forward to my coming-of-age. I'll enjoy it a lot more now Haley doesn't have to be there. Though it would've been nice to see Mother's reaction to her. Mother never liked any vixens, or any females, really, who couldn't think for themselves. I don't mind, though. I sure hope Mother will be proud of me.


  

  December 24th – Friendship


  

  I hadn't considered that Sinch would want to come to my coming-of-age. It's in the palace, and there's sure to be some security, so I don't know if he'll be able to come. Well, okay. I know he'll be able to, but I don't know if he should. He asked me just now if I want him to come, and I didn't know what to say. I do. But I don't want him to get in trouble.


  So I'm thinking about that, and I'm wondering what this all means. He's pretty much the only real friend I've got. But we probably won't stay friends. When I'm a lord, I can't be friends with a thief, let alone do other stuff. Would it be leading him on to let him come to my ceremony?


  On the other paw, it's my ceremony. I should be able to have anyone there I want. Father's going to be bringing him. And Volyan will be there, and a bunch of lords I don't know. So why can't I have one friend, in all that bunch?


  If he's not there, I'll just have to tell him about it later anyway. So I'm going to wake him up now and tell him to come. I think.


  

  January 6th – Growth


  

  I'm of age. I'm of age, and Mother didn't come.


  The Lurine ﬂoods sometimes. It's not so bad up here in the capital. I noticed the water was high, but it didn't seem bad. But further south, it creates a mess, and there was a storm in Vinton that washed out one of the roads. They should have it clear in a week, but by then it will be too late.


  She was supposed to have arrived two days ago. When we didn't hear from her, Father asked at the stables, and they told him about the summer ﬂoods and the storm. Then I remembered the storm when I was ten, when I hid inside with her and we couldn't get honey for two weeks, so we had to make our supplies last, even though we could see the caravans waiting on the other side of the ﬂood.


  But the ceremony was good anyway. Father stood up and told a whole bunch of lords that I was his son and that I was entering my sixteenth year and therefore was considered an adult. Everyone cheered, and I got lots of little gifts of candy and dried meat and jewelry, most of which I didn't want to keep. But there was one thing, an armband with the crest of Vinton on it, that Father told me Mother had commissioned for me when she was up for Grandmother's funeral. So I think I will wear that.


  Sinch came to the ceremony. He stayed hidden, but I saw him, and when I was up there during the ceremony, he stepped out of the shadow so I could see him smile. I looked for him after the ceremony, but he'd already left. Still, it was nice of him to come after all.


  Father apologized for Haley, and told me I should have spoken up sooner. I said he wouldn't have to worry about that in the future, and that made him laugh. That kind of felt good. But then his wolf tried to be nice, and that kind of ruined things, though I think I didn't let on. I'd just put on the armband and I couldn't help it, I kept thinking that Mother should be here and not this big white wolf. I mean, when it's my turn to get married, I'm not going to be able to keep doing stuff with Sinch. I know he makes Father happy, but being a lord isn't about being happy, no matter what I thought about Haley. It's about doing the right thing for your people.


  Master Ovile says if I know that, then I'm better off than half the lords we've studied in his history class. And now that I'm of age, I guess that's not such a bad place to be starting from.
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  Sibling Rivalry


  by Kyell Gold


  Of all the inhabitants of the town and province of Vinton, Volyan had, without a doubt, the most experience. As the son and heir apparent to Lord Volle, he had spent enough early years in Vinton to have hazy memories of honey-cured nuts and goat cheeses and he had been educated in Divalia, the capital, where he had eaten lemon-glazed peahen and exotic cinnamon bread, met Lords from all over Tephos and the countries beyond, and bedded at least eight different kinds of ladies (none of them red foxes: Volyan had been instructed over and over to avoid any liaison that might result in an unwanted heir). He didn’t even think there were eight different kinds of species in Vinton. Foxes, of course, raccoons, goats and sheep, mice and wolves. That was about it.


  Returning to Vinton didn’t bother him. He missed the fine foods and female flesh of the capital, of course, but he had been greeted with great ceremony, pomp and circumstance, and the aging governor, Anton the raccoon, had shaken his paw and told him how glad Vinton would be to have a Lord in residence. He’d said that even though Volyan wasn’t technically the Lord yet.


  Volyan took over the Lord’s chambers in the palace—his mother moved to the adjacent suite, and his father and Streak could stay in another room there when they visited—and was allocated not one, but two servants. He could send for exotic food if he really missed it, but his tastes in that regard were simple. And the ladies of Vinton were desperately eager to make his acquaintance. Desperately.


  So on this crisp autumn day, when the leaves painted riotous swaths of color across the mountain sides, when the first snowfall of the season painted the peaks bright, gleaming white, when the air had a crisp chill in it that invigorated his lungs and brought a bite to his hot spiced tea, when he had two lovely goat maidens waiting to entertain him that night—when all those pleasures awaited his eyes and nose and whiskers and tongue, it rankled him that he could not enjoy any of them, because his mind was occupied with his brother.


  Yilon, five years his junior, had been at first an annoyance when he’d arrived in Divalia at the age of fourteen. Volyan had not only lost his private room in his father’s chambers; he’d also had to endure a year of whining about how much the cub missed Vinton and how horrible Divalia was. In the end, Volyan had more or less shut him out, so much so that he’d twice brought girls back to the chambers forgetting that Yilon would be there.


  But the cub had grown, and had matured into a diversion for Volyan to tease, and then actually into something like a brother. It had taken a while for each of them to get used to calling this strange cub “brother,” even though their scents were so similar that their father’s servant often confused their clothes. After two years of sharing lessons, Yilon had allowed Volyan to show him some of his favorite spots in Divalia, and even if he didn’t want any help to bed females (it was pretty clear to Volyan and his father that Yilon preferred males, even if the cub wasn’t quite ready to admit that yet), they still got along pretty well—meaning Yilon didn’t whine quite so much, and Volyan had learned to tolerate it.


  Then that steward had shown up, and ruined everything.


  Yilon had been sent away, which would have been fine on its own. Volyan would miss him, but they could visit, and anyway, he’d lived apart from either his father or mother for his whole life. But Yilon was being sent off to the mountain province of Dewanne, there to assume the title of Lord. He was going to be made a Lord, a full-fledged sit-on-councils talk-to-the-King go-to-banquets Lord, and he would be called Lord Dewanne, and Volyan was to go back to Vinton and be a Lord-in-waiting.


  He’d managed to forget about all that for a short time. His father and mother came to Vinton with him, and they visited all the merchants and traders, and talked to farmers at the market. Everyone showed Volyan the utmost respect, and the pretty girls flirted back when he winked at them (the two goats were from a market stall, in fact), and Yilon had been consigned to the realm of not-here-right-now.


  Until today. Until this morning, when his father had come in to remind him that the three of them were to leave first thing the next day to make the trip to Dewanne for his brother’s Confirmation as Lord.


  He did not want to spend a week in a carriage rattling across the country to honor his younger brother. The carriage ride from Divalia to Vinton was bad enough, but to have to take the rough mountain roads out of Vinton, ride five days across backwoods farm provinces because the well-traveled coastal roads and cities would be too far out of the way, and then take another day to scale the mountains of Dewanne, all the while listening to his parents talk about how proud they were of Yilon? Not to mention the ride back, perhaps with his sentimental mother, who had gotten ten more years with Yilon than she’d had with Volyan, and who would no doubt go on about how grown-up and noble he looked at his Confirmation.


  Volyan did not wish for his own Confirmation to come any sooner, if he were honest. His father remained strong and in good health, and Volyan liked the life of a young noble fox who was important, but not too important. Coming to Vinton meant he would have to sit with Anton in meetings about the province’s well-being, and perhaps arbitrate disputes between locals, but his father would be watching him and he wouldn’t get into too much trouble.


  Even if he looked at Yilon’s ascension through that prism, it didn’t make him feel any better. He didn’t want his younger brother in trouble, not specifically. Fox knew the cub had already made his own life difficult, what with that thief friend of his and their escapades that Volyan did not want to know any more about. He just didn’t think it was fair, that was all.


  Well, the sun was only a finger-width over the eastern mountains, and the streets below the palace were quiet, as the nocturnal species went to bed and the diurnals woke. Volyan had an entire day to pack his clothes and mentally prepare for the journey, and an entire night to let the two goat sisters take his mind off it.


  (He did not for a moment believe that they were actually sisters. For one thing, they smelled distinct, and neither of them smelled like their purported father. But they seemed to think the story would be attractive to him, and so he let them believe that he believed it.)


  At lunch with his mother and father, he tried to talk to them about the harvest, and how the farmers in the southeast wanted to join the market two days early, which would require expanding it. “They have to bring their crops in now because the passes are almost closed as it is,” he said. “But if they store them here for a week, they’ll be rotten or infested.”


  “Oh, Anton will take care of that.” His father waved a paw. “I’ve brought a jar of candied locusts for Yilon from the capital. Do you think we should bring another gift?”


  His mother, Ilyana, smiled. “He loves honeyed nuts. I’ve had Floria obtain a jar.”


  “What kind of nuts?” Volle asked.


  They talked about nuts and about what Yilon liked for most of the main course, while Volyan stabbed at the goat meat and chewed at the flatbread. He drained two cups of honey mead, and would have started on a third if his father hadn’t raised a finger to the servant and said, “No more.”


  “I’m fine,” Volyan said, but his ears flattened.


  “You don’t need to be drunk this early in the afternoon. It isn’t seemly.”


  “It’s all right. I’m—” not a Lord yet, he’d been about to say, but his ears flushed and he mumbled, “not drunk.”


  “And you aren’t going to be. Is this something he picked up in the capital?” his mother asked his father.


  Volle flicked his ears back. “I had no wish to curb his opportunities at personal growth.”


  “You mean you couldn’t be bothered.” Ilyana dropped her muzzle to her plate and speared a cube of goat meat from the stew.


  “I—” Volle breathed in and then out. “I was a parent for fifteen years.”


  “Yes, I’m sure you were.” She looked around. “Where is Streak, anyway?”


  “Packing.” Volle nodded his head upward, where he and Streak were staying. “He said he wasn’t hungry.”


  “Did Streak allow you to be drunk in the middle of the day?” Ilyana asked Volyan.


  He and Volle protested together. “I didn’t allow him—” “I was never drunk—” They stopped and looked at each other, and Volyan allowed his father to proceed.


  “Volyan is not in the habit of being drunk in the middle of the day,” Volle said. “He has been drunk—in the evenings—enough to learn his own limitations. Therefore, I must assume that he has drunk two glasses of mead in twenty minutes because something is bothering him. Rather than asking about his drinking habits, you might ask what that is.”


  “Yilon doesn’t drink,” Ilyana said.


  “Maybe you don’t know him as well as you think,” Volyan snapped, tongue loosened by the mead.


  Rather than answering him, his mother turned back to his father. “He didn’t drink when he left Vinton.”


  Volle set his fork down rather loudly. “Volyan, have you packed for the trip?”


  “Why does it matter what I wear? Nobody’s going to be looking at me.”


  Both parents did stare at him then. He felt their gazes on his trembling whiskers. The smell of the honey mead filled his nose.


  Finally, his father spoke, his voice cold and lofty as the top of the mountain. “You will pack such clothes as befit the son and brother of two Lords.”


  “Are you going to go back to Divalia? Or are you going to stay in Dewanne and make sure he doesn’t screw up?”


  Ilyana spoke. “Don’t talk to your father that way.”


  “Or what?” Volyan lifted his muzzle and faced both glaring parents. “What could you possibly do?”


  “What is bothering you?” His father’s voice thawed, just a bit. “Is it the journey? We’ll all be suffering the same discomfort.”


  “Oh, no, we won’t.” Volyan took a breath. “You’re just acting like it’s fine that he’s going to become a Lord. You both know he’s not ready.”


  Again, his parents exchanged glances. “We are often unready for the duties life calls us to,” Volle said quietly. “The best we can do is to do the best we can.”


  “Like another fox who became a Lord before he was ready,” Ilyana said, her voice softer now too, her eyes on his father. “Your brother will make a fine Lord.”


  He couldn’t explain, and they didn’t understand. Volyan pushed his chair back. “I’m going to go pack,” he announced, and ignored both parents’ calls to come back. He was nearly twenty-one and he didn’t have to.


  On the way back to his rooms, he heard a soft humming—Streak’s voice. He followed the white wolf’s scent to one of his father’s rooms, where three piles of clothes had been laid out on the bed next to a large traveling case. “Shouldn’t the servants be doing that?” he asked, leaning against the door.


  Streak turned, and his muzzle broke into a wide smile. “Oh, probably,” he said. “But I wanted to give you and your parents a little private time before we’re all trapped in a carriage for a week together with Forrin and Corris.”


  “You’re one of my parents too.” Volyan flipped his tail against the door.


  Streak’s smile grew. “Oh, bless you, Voly. But you know what I mean. Your father wanted to talk to you about the succession, and I’m not really technically a noble.”


  “You sat around while that steward told Volyan his business.”


  “Well.” Streak’s smile wavered. “He didn’t tell us what he was about. Your father didn’t tell me, either.”


  “Thought he told you everything.”


  Streak touched his whiskers, and looked down at the bed. He picked up a doublet and folded it carefully before placing it in the open case. “Eventually, he tells me most things. But I don’t press.”


  Volyan rubbed his ears. “Do you tell him everything?”


  The white wolf set down the clothes and turned to Volyan, his smile gone. His ears perked up. “What’s the matter?”


  His scent had calmed Volyan down some. The fox met Streak’s eyes and then dropped his gaze to the floor. “You looking forward to seeing the brat get his crown?”


  Streaks tail swung back and forth. A smile crept back up his cheeks. “I don’t think Lords have crowns. Your father’s never shown me his, if he has one.”


  “I mean—”


  “I know what you mean, dear.” The wolf walked across the room and laid a white paw on Volyan’s shoulder. “Yilon’s not been the easiest to live with, and here you thought you were rid of him.”


  “Mothers different, too.” Volyan flattened his ears and curled his tail against the door again. “She can’t wait to get out of here and go.”


  Streak’s fingers squeezed. “She loves you, and so do your father and I. But think about how lonely your brother must be, off in those mountains, far away from everyone he knows.”


  “He’s got that mouse.”


  The wolf’s eyes flicked away. “Yes, he does.” He exhaled, and his breath ruffled Volyan’s cheek. “It’s only a couple weeks. Then you can come back here to lovely Vinton, and your father and I will go back to Divalia, and we’ll see you on holidays.”


  “You’re my father too,” Volyan said.


  The smile curled fully upward, and Streak hugged him. “Don’t worry about Yilon. He’ll grow up soon. Maybe sooner than he wants to.”


  Volyan hugged back. “I hope so.”


  Streak lowered his muzzle. “I’ll tell you a secret.” Volyan perked his ears for the next few words. “I’m glad you’re coming along,” the wolf whispered.


  Volyan still couldn’t get his tail to wag. It wasn’t as though he and Streak could go off to their corner of the carriage while his parents gushed on about Yilon—Yilon, who had been the subject of more “what are we going to do about him?” conversations in two years than Volyan in his whole life. Yilon, about whom Volyan had heard more positive words in the last week than in the entire two years prior. It seemed impossible that nobody else realized that he was exactly the same whiny fox cub just because he was on the other side of the country. Streak was the only one who even acknowledged it, and Volyan couldn’t bring himself to press the wolf to say it.


  So he just smiled, and said, “Yeah. It’s going to be… fine.”


  “All right. Why don’t you run out and enjoy yourself this afternoon? I’ll have Eremah pack your bag and have it ready for tomorrow morning Sunrise, remember.”


  Volyan hugged the wolf’s large chest and nodded. “I’ll tell Eremah about the bag. Sunrise.”


  Of course it had to be early, too. Well, he would make the most of things, he supposed. He’d been given a free afternoon, so the first thing he would do is look up those “sisters” and make sure they were still available for the evening.


  Probably he was supposed to stay around the palace and help his father or Anton hear complaints, but Streak had told him he could go. His father—his natural father—had told him a long time ago that he should treat Streak as his father, and he had over the years been very appreciative of the white wolf’s kind nature.


  So Volyan told Eremah he was going to leave for the afternoon, and that he needed his bag packed. The young coyote kept his ears properly attentive throughout. “Does milord need me to accompany him? I can instruct Coj to pack your bag.”


  “No, no.” Volyan smiled. Eremah always spoke with a little lilt to his voice, as though privy to some secret joke. “I would like to find my way around the town.”


  Eremah tried visibly to conceal a smile, with little success. “Shall I expect a guest tonight?”


  “Perhaps two.”


  At that, the coyote suffered what Volle’s palace servant would have deemed an unforgivable lapse of decorum. He uttered a short bark of a laugh, and even when he cut it off, he could not conceal his grin. “Milord wishes to become legendary in a short time, I see.”


  “I’m just trying to be the kind of Lord who relates well to his people.” Volyan’s tail wagged.


  “Milord is succeeding admirably. It is a privilege for me to be serving you.” Eremah bowed deeply. “Your bags will be packed before dinner.”


  Volyan bid the coyote farewell with a smile. He walked through the palace, out the gate into the cool autumn afternoon, and lifted his nose. The breeze brought him the scents of a hundred or so people in the streets and nearby square, the coarse animal scent of mounts, a flutter of grain a few buildings away, the dry, crackling scent of leaves and tree bark. To his left, the rich smell of stew and bread and ale floated to him from the Cliffside Public-house, but the goats, he thought, would be down by the marketplace, even though their stalls weren’t up today.


  They wouldn’t be expecting him until the evening, so he wandered through the town. It felt like a piece of Divalia that was missing the rest of the city. He kept listening for the sound of the river and missing it, unused to looking up to orient himself rather than using his ears.


  But looking up, the highest mountain peaks were to the east, and those were the ones with bright snowcaps, rising up behind the palace, which was really more like a large mansion. It did have gleaming white towers and a gate in front, but there were no walls, and the roofs were sloped rather than flat. He remembered dimly running through fields of snow up to his chin, and supposed that sloped roofs let it slide to the ground rather than accumulate on top. Behind the palace, rocky gardens led to a waterfall and pond that iced over in the winter, and one of Volyan’s few clear memories of Vinton was of skating across that pond with his mother.


  To the south, high plateaus stretched tan and purple toward the horizon, and they curled around the valley to the west as well, a few jagged peaks breaking the line here and there. The mountains to the west had no snow yet, still sun-bright brown at the top and dappled yellow shading to red and gold at the base.


  Along the main street of Vinton and to the north, the country of Tephos lay spread out before him. Most of Vinton’s farmland lay between the town and the province’s northern border, and the road down to the farms continued on through the Lurine river valley and, three days on, to Divalia.


  Volyan leaned against a lamppost and searched the horizon as though he could see the towers and smell the scents of Divalia. People came and went around him, some whispering his name as they passed, others simply smiling and bowing. He nodded back automatically to them, until one black-robed red fox stopped before him.


  “Greetings, Volyan,” he said.


  Volyan turned ears and nose to the fox, and recognized the Cantor of the church. “Hello, Pack-Father,” he said.


  The Cantor had clear golden eyes and redder fur than Volyan. His right ear stood proud and tall, but the edge of the left ear showed ragged, and it would not stand upright. His smile showed bright against the ivory fur on his muzzle, lit with the sun’s glow. “What could be troubling the Heir of Vinton on such a beautiful autumn day? No company for tonight?”


  Volyan kicked at stray leaves, listening to the rustic as the wind caught them. “Oh,” he said, “I’ve only been back here two weeks and now we’re leaving again.” That was at least partially the truth.


  The Cantor nodded. “Tomorrow, I have heard, to see your brother’s Confirmation.”


  Volyan’s ears flicked back before he could stop them. “Yes,” he said. “Poor Lord Dewanne.”


  “Such is the way of the Pack.” The Cantor laid an arm on Volyan’s wrist. “The old make way for the young.”


  “What if they’re not ready?”


  The fox chuckled. “Most youngsters don’t believe they are ready. Sometimes they are right, but often they find that—”


  “I mean the old. What if they’re not ready to make way?”


  The Cantor’s smile vanished, and he tilted his head. “Lord Dewanne has joined the Pack, my son. Or did you mean Lady Dewanne?”


  “Never mind,” Volyan said, and lowered his arm so the Cantor’s fingers slid off. He started down the street.


  The other fox’s ears came back up. As he turned his head to follow Volyan’s movement, the sun caught his eyes so that they flashed gold. “My son,” he called, “I will be there in the morning to bless your journey. I will prepare some words of wisdom for you then.”


  “Thank you.” Volyan slowed to see if the Cantor would walk with him, but the other fox crossed the street in the direction of the church.


  Mostly it was the merchants who recognized him, just from the past week of walking with Anton through the marker. But others greeted him, too, and though at first he just lifted a paw, by the time he reached the market square, his spirits had risen.


  And in the market, he was fairly popular. He greeted the merchants with a smile and careful questions about how their trade was doing. With the farmers, he was on shakier ground; the first week, he had embarrassed himself by asking questions about their farming from his book studies.


  “Ho, milord,” said a raccoon farmer by the name of Bryston as Volyan approached him.


  “Have you brought the pear preserves up this week? Ah, yes, I see them.” He reached out for one, and with his other paw felt in his coin purse.


  “Yes. The moon’s phases were favorable for bringing them up from the cellar.” Bryston watched Volyan’s flattened ears and smile, and laughed. “I’m sorry, milord.”


  “No, no.” Volyan grinned, his shoulders relaxing. “I’m the one who came in with only book-learning. I’m anxious to visit your farms in the spring and learn about the planting.”


  “You’ll be welcome. Ah, we’ve a brace of plump fowl, and if they survive the winter, I’ll wager we’ll feed you better than what you’ll get up the hill.”


  Volyan didn’t let his doubt show, just shook the farmer’s paw. “I can’t wait,” he said. Master Xoren, his old Diplomacy teacher, would be proud of him. He gestured to the preserves. “I’ll have my servant come by to pick these up.”


  “Or, if you like, whatever young lady will be attending you.” The raccoon smiled.


  Volyan curled his tail. “Just my servant, but thank you.”


  He forgot his brother as he walked through the market, buying fruit and cloth and one small wooden toy, some because he wanted them, others just to spend money at the stands of particular merchants whom Anton had suggested he curry favor with. By the time the sun had retreated halfway down the sky, Volyan’s tail wagged and his ears remained perked up.


  He bought a small napkin full of honeyed walnuts and ate them as he strolled past a bakery. The smell of bread lured him in, and to go with his nuts, he bought a loaf of crisp bread, exchanging cheery words with the baker. Two doors down, he bought a small parcel of soft goat cheese, and reflected on the goats he was going to meet and the four-footed wild goats they cared for.


  It was common for goat-herders to be goats themselves, and sheep herders to be sheep. They had an affinity for their wild cousins, and though Volyan (and all of the non-Herbivora people he knew, actually) found it a touch odd, especially when it came to slaughtering the animals in their care, the herders themselves did not seem to have a problem. If Volyan had to milk wild foxes, or—or sell their meat, or something—he would find it terrifying.


  Still, when he brought the bread and goat cheese to the small public house by the marketplace where many of the herders stayed, the Corral, the two sisters were delighted by his simple dinner. The public-house served a vegetable stew that went well with the bread and cheese and the acceptable house ale.


  Once they’d eaten, the pair of deep brown eyes stared at him expectantly. With their horizontal pupils. Volyan was practiced enough that this didn’t bother him as it once had; after all, foxes and some of the cats had vertical slit pupils, and he was sure that unnerved many people as well. No, it was the idea of bringing the two of them all the way up the hill that was bothering him now. The words of the Cantor and raccoon farmer, as well as others, stayed with him, and he thought that perhaps the Heir of Vinton might show a little discretion.


  He smiled back at them and signaled the serving girl for another ale. “You know,” he said, “I’m sure the rooms here are perfectly adequate.”


  Two smiles curled down; one came back up. “I thought we were going to see the palace,” said the one that remained down.


  “You’ll get to see the Heir,” Volyan said. “I’m so looking forward to your company, too. It’s just that the sun is down and I’ve had a tiring day. I’m sure I’ll have much more energy if we remain here.”


  “I don’t mind.” The smiling goat pushed her smile up further.


  The other hesitated, and then worked her smile up as well. “We will be in town for another week.”


  “There you are.” Volyan didn’t feel it necessary to mention that he was leaving the following morning. “We’ll keep your room warm tonight, and in the morning…” He didn’t want to think about the morning, the speed with which sunrise would approach.


  Properly, he should send a message up to the palace telling his family where he was staying, but all through the next hour, he tried to compose that message, and every version of it he wrote in his head ended with Eremah coming down to the public house to fetch him and bring him back. He’d wake up with the sunrise, or he’d catch them on the way out of town, at worst. The main street was just three blocks over, and a train of carriages had to make enough noise to carry.


  At the end of that hour, he’d had two more ales, and one of the “sisters” had come around to sit beside him, and he forgot all about the message. And then he left some coins on the table and they took him up to their room, and it proved to be a very enjoyable night indeed.


  



  * * *


  



  Warmth on his muzzle woke him. His tongue tasted sour and when he opened his eyes, pain stabbed him through them. He squeezed them shut again and mumbled, “ow,” and lay back again.


  The smell of himself and the goats pervaded the room, but the only noises came through the walls. Below him, straw crackled as he turned to one side and then the other. The goat smells, like the other smells that reminded him how he’d spent the night, did not come to his nose as strongly as he would have thought. He cracked one eye open and held a paw to his head as he tried to make sense of the scaring brightness and deep shadows in the room.


  “Talia?” He thought that was one of their names.


  His voice cracked and echoed off the wood-plank walls. He flattened his ears back against the bed and pressed his paw between his eyes. Slowly, he levered himself to a sitting position. This proved to be a mistake. The room lurched; pain stabbed his head and his dry mouth filled with the taste of bile. He clamped his jaw shut and closed his eyes, gripping the edge of the pallet and focusing on curling and uncurling his tail until his body settled and the knife blade in his head subsided.


  Cautiously, he opened his eyes again, to confirm what his nose and ears had already told him: the room was empty, and light streamed through the window. Not direct sunlight, which might have been unbearable, but cloud-filtered morning, which was bad enough.


  Well, the girls had been good company, and they hadn’t taken his purse or blade, so all in all, it had been a successful night. He rose cautiously to his feet and made his way to the door and downstairs.


  “Morning, milord!” The housemaster’s chirpy call did not cause Volyan as much pain as he’d anticipated it might.


  “Morning,” he said, and rested his elbows on the bar. His nose caught scents, sorted them out. “Have you any eggs remaining?”


  “Oh, aye, milord. Two?”


  Volyan nodded. “And fried mutton?”


  “Certainly.” The mouse, a good foot shorter than Volyan, grinned up at him. “I’ll just go fix that.”


  He disappeared into the back, from whence the smells and sounds of sizzling butter, eggs, and mutton soon emanated. Volyan turned and looked around the small room. The mouse and his help had done a good job restoring order after the previous night. Tables that had been pushed together for a large group had been separated again; the spills of ale had been mopped up, and the place looked altogether quite respectable. One sheep in a dirty cotton tunic sat in the corner picking over a plate of bread and cheese, and two wolves argued amiably across empty plates. Outside, the street bustled with activity, subdued as befit the morning after the market had been set up.


  “Surprised to see you here, milord,” the mouse said when he returned with a plate of eggs, fried mutton, and bread, and a pewter spoon.


  Volyan brought out his knife and attacked the food. “Mmmmf. Mmmm. Why?”


  The mouse brought a pewter cup from behind the bar and poured water into it. “Oh, all the royal carriages went by just past sunrise, they did. What a procession! M’wife and I went off to see them. Well, of course, you know, but we don’t get to see the carriages so often. There was two weeks ago when you arrived, and now again, twice in a fortnight. They’re so grand, shining like marble, and the gold star of Canis on the side, why, its fair inspiring, it is. Everything all right, milord? Mutton not gone off, is it?


  At the first sentence, Volyan had frozen, the pewter spoon halfway to his mouth. The carriages—procession—sunrise. They were gone, his parents and Streak, on their way to Dewanne, and he’d missed them. He’d abandoned Streak, and he would not get to see his brother. “No,” he croaked. “Mutton’s delicious.”


  “Ah, good.” The mouse smiled. “Rough night?”


  “No.” Volyan set down the spoon. “No, it was a lovely night. Your rooms are quite comfortable.”


  “Specially with a little extra padding, I venture.” The mouse’s eye twitched as though he wanted to wink but couldn’t quite bring himself to.


  There was no point in going up to the palace now. It would only mean recriminations and anger. He could perhaps procure a mount, race after the carriages. They only had a couple hours head start, and they would be traveling slowly. But no. He lifted the spoon again and took a deliberate bite of egg and mutton. Already he felt revived, and the pain in his head lessened. “Aye,” Volyan said, slipping into the local vernacular. “Aye, the padding made it enjoyable.”


  “Lovely.” The mouse showed no sign of wanting to leave. After watching Volyan cat another two bites, he said, “Milord’s companions passed a pleasant night, they said.”


  “Oh, indeed.” Volyan’s mind, clearer now, raced. He could not make up for this; his parents and even Streak would think this intentional, especially once Streak told them about their conversation. And he couldn’t deny that although he was ashamed at having missed the departure, his shame was overwhelmed by his sense of relief. He could spend two weeks continuing to learn the politics and people of Vinton, relaxing in the cool, fragrant autumn, and when his parents returned—if they did not go directly back to Divalia, a distinct possibility with winter coming on—he would explain that it had all been a mistake and that he was terribly sorry and he hoped everything had gone well. If he practiced, two weeks was more than enough to sound convincingly sorry.


  Two hours would be more than enough to convince Eremah, who had no business judging him in any case. So Volyan walked through the market again, not buying anything today, simply talking to the merchants and farmers, listening to their stories and committing them to his memory. It felt very wise and proper as he did it. Yilon probably didn’t even know what his farmers grew yet.


  The clouds began to shed a gentle rain just before noon. Traders spread cloth to shelter their tents, and Volyan hurried out of the square, up the street, curling his tail beneath his tunic. The rain brought smells of earth and manure to the front, followed a moment later by a mosaic of sharply pungent smells as the fur of the people around him became wet. His own scent rose strongly around him as well, though with his tail down, it was not as strong to others (he hoped).


  As he reached the foot of Governor’s Hill, though the rain beat down harder between his ears, he hesitated. Above him, the pure white of the palace shone through the rain, and with the clouds as backdrop, it seemed for a moment as remote and unattainable as the mountains behind it. Volyan’s ears, already flat against his head, flushed warmly, and he stepped to the side, against the stone wall of the Records House.


  Here, he was at least partly sheltered from the weather. He averted his eyes from the rain-glossed white marble of the palace and rubbed his foot over a smooth stone in the road. He could go to the Records House and spend some time there. Anton had shown him where the harvest records were kept; he could look through those and see what the trends had been in previous years, see if there were cause for alarm from what the farmers were telling him…


  No, this was ridiculous. Dampness seeped farther into his fur every moment he stood out here. He would just go up to the palace and Eremah would help him dry off, and he would schedule a meeting with Anton to talk about… about something to do with Vinton. Maybe he would have a hot water bath and an early night, and he would wake up in the morning refreshed, ready to go find himself another companion for tomorrow night.


  He strode up the hill, and the closer he got to the palace, the sillier he felt about his hesitation. The palace was just a house, and it was his house, by birthright. His father had been preparing him to live in this house his whole life.


  When he reached the sheltered area outside the front gate, he stopped and turned. Brushing water from his ears and head, he looked down over the city—his city. This was the first real rain he’d seen since he’d been back, and now that he wasn’t immersed in it, he enjoyed the sound and smell of it. Water ran in trickles down from the palace, streets glistened, rooftops thrummed. Volyan closed his eyes and listened to the soft hiss of the rain, drowning out the sounds of people calling, the splashing clomps of mounts trampling the mud.


  The gate behind him opened. “Milord?”


  His own wet fur drowned out the delicate scent, but the high, confident voice could be none other than Eremah. Volyan turned to see the long tan muzzle and black-tipped ears, the brown eyes set in them sparkling over just a slight upward curve in the servant’s black lips. “Is our mountain rain so different from the cultured rain of Divalia?”


  “Only in what it lands on.” Volyan smiled, but his smile faltered and his ears swept back. “Were my parents very angry this morning?”


  “Not very.” The coyote held a fluffy white towel over one paw and held the gate open with the other. He followed Volyan into the front hall, which was not much warmer than the air outside, and latched the gate closed behind them. “They asked that I inform you of their displeasure and that they expected you to apply yourself to your work. I believe your father wrote you a letter. It is in your chambers.”


  “That’s all they said?” Volyan dripped water onto the smooth marble floor. Eremah wrapped a towel around the fox’s damp shoulders.


  “That is all they told me to pass along to you.”


  Volyan flicked his ears upright and raised his eyebrows. Eremah rubbed the towel up the fur on the back of the fox’s neck, and lowered his eyes. “I may have heard them say that they expected this, but hoped for more.”


  He tried to flatten his ears, but Eremah had the towel pressed against them and anything Volyan tried to do was prevented by the warm fabric and strong paws. “I didn’t miss the carriage on purpose,” Volyan growled.


  “Of course not, milord,” Eremah said. “There’s little point in thinking overmuch about it now. The carriages are gone, and you are here, through whatever happy accident of fate.” He lifted his nose. “Or fates, perhaps. And since you cannot be blamed for this mishap, there’s no crime in enjoying a hot water bath, is there? Or would milord prefer a warm dust bath?”


  “I should read Father’s letter.” Volyan did not want to see the things his father hadn’t thought fit to say in front of the servants.


  “Aye, milord, but you would be in a much better humor if you take your bath first, I believe.”


  “Oh, very well. Water, then.” Volyan arched his tail up as Eremah rubbed the towel along it vigorously. “After lunch. Is Anton about?”


  “Indeed. When you did not arrive this morning, he asked if he might dine with you tonight.”


  “Not luncheon?”


  Eremah finished with his tail, and straightened, shaking his head. “No, milord.”


  “All right.”


  “But the Cantor is here.”


  Volyan tilted his muzzle. “The Cantor of Canis?”


  “Indeed, milord.”


  Ideas whirled through his head, but the only conversation he’d had with the Cantor had been that brief one the previous day. Could his parents have asked the Cantor to reprimand him? More likely they would have given Anton that mission, but his father had told him how important it was that he and the old raccoon work well together, so they might have decided not to put that stress between them. It was a very Diplomacy thing to do, and his father was excellent at Diplomacy.


  “Where is he?” Volyan shook his tail and curled it back and forth. He could feel the disorganized fur even without seeing it.


  “In the first guest room, milord. I had Coj lay in a fire.”


  Volyan sighed. “Has he been waiting all morning?”


  But he knew the answer even before Eremah replied in the affirmative. So he had the coyote brush out his head and tail fur, and he changed into a dry, formal tunic with a blue velvet doublet over it, and then he went in to see the Cantor before having his lunch.


  “I am so sorry to keep you waiting, Pack-Father,” he said as he walked into the small room, his feet soundless on the thick wool carpet. He was pleased to see that Eremah—or someone—had laid in a good-sized fire, and the room was warm to the point of being stifling.


  The Cantor set the thick book he’d been reading on the small table adjacent to his polished wood chair and rose, tail curling gracefully behind him. He smoothed down the light yellow robe he wore, with the star of Canis emblazoned gold on the front. “It was no bother. The spiritual health of the Heir of Vinton is a duty worth waiting to attend to. And besides,” he gestured to the book, “I am pleased that you have brought a new copy of the Book of Canis from the capital.”


  “We brought one for the church.” It had been twice the size of the one on the table, stored in its own cherrywood box. Volyan had not even seen the book itself. “It was blessed by the Gaiavox.”


  “Indeed.” The Cantor smiled. “I have placed it on display in the church, but for my own reading, I am reluctant to wear out its pages when I have perfectly serviceable books of more usable proportions.


  “I’m sorry. Would you like to take that one?”


  The fox laughed. “Bless you, my son, I would not deprive your guests. The Word of Canis is the same in whichever vessel it comes. I merely meant to tell you that my morning has not been wasted by any means.”


  Volyan nodded and stepped around the corner of the low bookshelf, toward the other chair. The Cantor returned to his seat, and interlaced his fingers, his golden eyes looking steadily across at Volyan. The fire to Volyan’s left sent dancing reflections across the slit pupils.


  “Since you will be in attendance this Caniday,” the Cantor said after a moment, “I wonder if you might be interested in hearing my thoughts on the text I am planning to read from.”


  Volyan sat up straighter, ears flicking back in surprise and then straight up. “Pack-Father, I would be pleased to hear them, but I am afraid I cannot offer very much in the way of wisdom.”


  “More than perhaps you think.” The Cantor smiled, and the white tip of his tail swung back and forth just above the floor. “I presume you are familiar with the story of Wolf and Fox?”


  “Many of them.” Volyan relaxed back, panting slightly from the heat of the fire. He liked the sensation, after the chill, damp morning. “You have seen my family.”


  “The first story,” the Cantor said gently. “The First Hunt.”


  The name turned Volyan’s half-smile into a grimace. He returned the Cantor’s steady gaze. “I suppose with my arrival here, that is an appropriate enough text.”


  The fox steepled fingers together and looked over them at Volyan. “How well do you remember it?”


  “Oh,” he said, “well enough, I suppose.” He wanted to get up, to leave this stifling room and go have his lunch by the windows overlooking the gardens and waterfall, and then to go lie in a pool of hot water and roll in a bath of warmed dust. Courtesy restrained him, but the twitching of his tail must have been obvious to the Cantor.


  “I will not keep you long, my son, but will you permit me to tell you the story? I believe it has wisdom to offer.”


  Volyan managed, only just, to restrain a sigh. He had sat through many a sermon in the past, and could do so again. “Very well.”


  [image: Sibling Rivalry]


  He expected the Cantor to sit by the large Book and open it, but the fox kept his fingers steepled and lifted his muzzle to the ceiling as though the words were written there, and he declaimed:


  Fox had shown Coyote how to hunt the small creatures of the land, how to listen for them in the darkness and shadow, how to wait patiently and how to sense the perfect moment to pounce. She had shown her younger sister how to track their prey by scent, how to tell a healthy animal likely to run for a long time from a sick one that would give up sooner, whose meat would be just as pleasing. Now Fox and Coyote set out to show their new sister Wolf how to hunt with them.


  “Wait here,” Fox instructed Wolf, and perked her large ears. “Listen.”


  “Wait here,” Coyote instructed Wolf, and perked her large ears. “Listen.”


  Wolf perked her small ears. “I hear nothing but my sisters,” she said.


  When the first mouse ran out, Fox waited for the perfect moment, and then threw her small dart and pierced its hide. She gathered it up and showed it to Wolf.


  When the first rabbit ran out, Coyote waited for the perfect moment, and then threw her small spear and pierced its hide. She gathered it up and showed it to Wolf.


  Wolf had made a large spear suited to her larger size, and when the next mouse ran out, she threw the spear and missed. When the next rabbit ran out, she threw the spear and missed again. “It takes practice,” Fox said, and led her sisters to a meadow where many scents collected.


  Wolf was hungry, for she had not eaten of her sisters’ kills. She tried to follow the scents Fox and Coyote led her to, but they were small and delicate. “What is that delicious scent?” she asked.


  “It is a deer,” Coyote said. “They are too large for us to hunt.”


  “And too fast.” Fox said.


  Wolf said nothing, but she was larger than her sisters, and faster, and she thought she could run for longer. “This way,” she said, and led her sisters to a nest of mice, where she missed three times with her spear.


  “It takes practice,” Coyote said.


  Then Wolf said. “This way.” and led her sisters to a den of rabbits, where she missed three times with her spear.


  “It takes practice,” Fox said.


  By now Wolf’s hunger was a great beast that threatened to devour her from the inside. “I will die before I get enough practice!” she said.


  At that moment the scent of the deer crossed her nose, and before Fox or Coyote could say a word, Wolf leapt to follow the scent.


  She left her sisters behind and ran through the woods until she came upon the deer. There, she chased the herd until the weakest member fell behind. Wolf waited for the perfect moment, and then she threw her spear and pierced its heart.


  When her sisters found her, she had fed well on the deer. She offered it to her sisters, and Coyote ate willingly, but Fox was not pleased. “We were not made to hunt the deer,” she said. “Father Canis will be angry.”


  So Fox brought Father Canis to Wolf and showed him her kill. “Please do not punish my younger sister,” she said. “She is not yet learned.”


  Canis smiled on her and said, “There will be no punishment. My dearest Wolf, I am most pleased. Henceforth you will be the hunter for the Pack, for when you hunt, you bring down enough meat for all to share.”


  Coyote showed her pleasure with the wagging of her tail, and kissed her sister on the muzzle, but Fox turned away and curled her tail in displeasure.


  The following day, when Wolf brought a deer to the Pack for to nourish them, Fox turned her nose away and would not eat of it.


  So Father Canis took her to the side and said, “What troubles you, my sister? Is the meat of the deer not sweet and fresh?”


  “It is not that, my Father,” Fox said.


  “Have you not heard me say that the deer are blessed and that we may hunt them?”


  “It is not that, my Father,” Fox said.


  “Do you believe that all in the Pack should hunt for themselves?”


  “It is not that, my Father,” Fox said.


  “Then tell me, my Fox, what is troubling you.”


  And Fox felt ashamed, for she felt Father Canis’s love upon her and saw the gentle smile with which he favored her, and she knew that he knew what was in her mind. “I am sorry, my Father,” she said.


  Father Canis lifted her muzzle up so that her eyes met his, and he smiled so brightly that the stars and the moon hid their light. “My Fox,” he said, “you are as I made you. You are proud and wise, and you are a hunter. Your sister is just as proud and perhaps not quite so wise yet, but she can hunt the deer and you cannot. This does not mean that you are not a hunter, only that you are not a hunter of deer, just as she is not a hunter of mice. You are my listener, my seeker, my silent hunter in the night.


  “The Wheel of Life comes to all things, and to all my children their time in turn. None may turn the Wheel faster than Gaia has set it to spin, not even I. But do not let the Shadow of Darkness overtake you. I do not love her any more than you, nor any less. The Pack endures the Wheel; it is here before your time, it will see your time, and it will surpass your time.”


  And Fox uncurled her tail and lifted her head. Behind the ears of her Father she could see the motion of the great Wheel, and she understood that she could take comfort from its motion, that to all a time is appointed, and to all that time must pass. She felt shame for her jealousy, and sadness that her sister’s time, too, would pass, and so she went to her and kissed her nose, and Wolf kissed her back, and the Pack lay together in joy.


  When he’d first heard the story, ten years ago or more, Volyan had wondered if Fox and Wolf had been a four-footed fox and wolf, because they chased mice and deer, and also he had wondered, if not, if they had chased two-footed mice, and what the Mice had thought of that. The pictures in the Cathedral had not been terribly illuminating. Now, they were far from his mind.


  “You know the story well,” he murmured. “And you speak it well.”


  The other fox lowered his muzzle. He leaned forward and spoke in a firm, gentle voice. “My son, you must not forget that you are part of a Pack.”


  The guest room had no windows, but Volyan looked toward the door. “I know. Even though they are all far away—”


  “You are part of a larger Pack.” The gold eyes held him. “Your story feels as fresh as the mountain after the spring rains, but you are walking a well-worn trail, rich with the scents of those who came before.”


  “Yes,” Volyan said. His stomach growled. “I remember the story of the Fox and his wife and his gay Wolf lover and his older profligate son and his younger ill-mannered son. Do you know that one so well? Can you tell me how it ends?”


  Immediately, he regretted his snappishness, but the Cantor’s smile did not waver. “Ah, youth,” he said.


  “You’re barely five years my senior.”


  “Aye. And it is true that you are a master of many disciplines, whereas I have devoted myself to the study of a single one. I would not presume to broker a deal between merchants; might you at least open your heart to the counsel I offer?”


  “I will… consider it.” Volyan felt tight again, all the relaxation of the rain fled. His shoulders bunched and the tip of his tail curled tightly, almost into a spiral.


  The Cantor rose. “I can ask no more.” As Volyan rose with him, he splayed his paw over the star on his chest: the gesture of Canis. Volyan returned it, and followed the Cantor to the door.


  “Ah.” The other fox stopped and held up a finger. “I find there is one more thing I can ask. It is permissible—not required—for the Lord to assist in the services on Caniday, when he is in residence. I understand that you have only recently arrived, but if you would care to, I would be delighted to have your help.”


  “I…” Volyan shook his head, and then paused with his paw on the doorframe. “Well, perhaps. I suppose it is the sort of thing a Lord does.”


  “Your father has done it when he is here.” The Cantor placed a paw on Volyan’s shoulder. “There is very little required. You stand beside the altar and pass me the Book of Canis, and you may lead the song, if you like.”


  Perhaps Yilon was leading the songs for the Church out in Dewanne. Unlike Vinton, Dewanne was all foxes, or mostly so. There were some mice, Volyan recalled from his classes, and there had been a war just after the time of King Bucher. “Yes. I’ll lead the song. Which is it?”


  “In honor of your arrival, I thought perhaps the Song of Homecoming would be appropriate.”


  The Cantor’s smile drew an answering one from Volyan, more sincere than the polite smiles he’d been giving most everyone all day. “I like that one,” he said, and though he’d meant to go directly to his lunch, he accompanied the Cantor back through the chilly reception room to the door of the palace.


  At the large gate, the Cantor extended a paw. “I do hope that in time, you will come to trust me with your troubles. And please do take the time to reflect on the parable. A Lord’s life can be busy, but just as you take time to nourish the body, you should take time to nourish the soul.”


  “I will,” Volyan promised, and as the gate closed, he hurried back to take care of the first of those duties.


  



  * * *


  



  After a filling lunch of fresh bread, tart sheep cheese, and mountain honey, with dried meats and fresh fruit, Volyan relaxed in a hot water bath until the morning’s tension had soaked out of his fur. Whenever he thought about the Cantors advice, though, he remembered that his parents were driving to see his brother, and he remembered that he had abandoned Streak, who had been looking forward to traveling with him. He thought about his father’s letter, waiting unread in his chambers. His gut tightened so that he had to shift in the large tub, and his tail curled.


  Eremah, attending him, took that as a sign to add more hot water, but after the second time, Volyan held up a paw. “The temperature is fine.”


  The coyote set the bucket back over the fire. “Something else I can provide? Scented salts?”


  “No.” Volyan had never liked to smell like anything other than himself. “Have you any brothers, Eremah?”


  “Two sisters.” The coyote smiled. “Older. They work in a tavern at the mouth of the valley.”


  Volyan nodded. “Have you ever attended services where the Lord assisted the Cantor?”


  “Oh, yes, milord. Your father assisted once, let me see, it was just before Deliah took her first job, and that was two winters ago, but it was just at the end of summer, so just more than three years.”


  “And people liked that?”


  Eremah grinned, and his tail wagged. He was young; Volle’s servant at the palace would never have allowed his tail to wag while serving. Or perhaps Vinton was a different kind of place from Divalia, where nobles and servants were not so separated. Volyan had never seen the King assist in the services at the Cathedral in the capital, after all. “Yes, milord. The Lord walks about our streets and attends our church. He and the Cantor lead us, in body and soul, and it’s right they should be in harmony.”


  But Volyan wasn’t leading them yet, not officially. He watched Eremah carefully as he said, “Well, good. I’ve been asked to assist this Caniday, in my father’s absence.”


  Only pleasure shone from the coyote’s eyes. “Thank you, milord. It will mean much to the people.”


  “They won’t think I’m… putting on airs? Trying to take my father’s title?”


  Eremah widened his eyes and flattened his ears. “Oh, no! The affection you have for your father is well known, milord.”


  Not so well known this morning, he thought. “I’m ready for the dust bath now, I think.”


  The coyote brought a towel to sop up the water as Volyan emerged from the bath, and walked with him to the adjacent room, where a roaring fire faced six long mats and six large depressions in the floor filled with several kinds of dust: scented wood dust from mountain pines; rock dust scented with the sweet smell of flowers, herbal lavender, or spicy cinnamon; and unscented chalky gypsum dust. Volyan chose this last one, stretching out naked on his back and then rolling onto his stomach, resting his muzzle atop the powder. It warmed and insulated him, pulling the moisture from his fur, carrying warmth to his skin.


  After a time, he rolled onto his back again and lay there staring at the patterns of stone in the ceiling. “Eremah?”


  “Yes, milord.”


  “Was there much talk in the palace? About me missing the carriage this morning?”


  A slight pause. “Some, milord.”


  It had been a stupid thing to do, and even if he hadn’t done it completely intentionally, part of him certainly preferred to be here lying in a gypsum bath than sitting in a carriage or eating in some roadside inn. Had he been as conscientious as he should, he would have come back to the palace, or dispatched someone to tell his father where he was staying. He hadn’t done those things, and they were his mistakes.


  “Milord?”


  “Yes?”


  The coyote, sitting cross-legged next to him, shifted so that his ears and eyes came into Volyan’s sight. “If I may… it does you no good to dwell on this. You are our Lord, or will be, and your place is here.”


  “It would be fine if that is why I stayed.” Volyan sighed.


  Eremah’s eyes, round-pupiled and brown, studied his more seriously than Volyan would have expected from his week of acquaintance with the young coyote. “Why did you stay?”


  Volyan’s tail twitched, sending up a small cloud of gypsum powder. “It was a mistake,” he said.


  “You have my word, milord, that there is nobody in either outer chamber, and the words you grace my ears with will never pass my lips to another.”


  That brought a smile to the comers of Volyan’s mouth. The second half of it was a phrase taught to all servants—at least, all servants he’d met— to remind their masters that a servants duty was to keep their master’s company, his toilet, and his secrets.


  So he told Eremah about his younger brother, and about the two years in Divalia, about Yilon’s rebellion and then his ascension to Lord purely through chance. When he’d finished speaking it aloud, he felt awkward and petty, and not very much like a Lord at all. He worried that Eremah’s response would be politely neutral, that the coyote was regretting having been chosen to serve such a jealous, whiny fox.


  But Eremah just said, “That sounds very difficult for you, milord. I’m sorry your brother was not more appreciative. But perhaps you could ask yourself this: is he lucky enough to be lying in a warm gypsum bath in a lovely mountain palace?”


  “Probably not.” Volyan smiled.


  “Did the Cantor offer you advice?”


  Volyan lifted his head and leaned back on his elbows. Gypsum drifted down around him. “He did. The story of Wolf’s First Hunt, from the Book of Canis.”


  Eremah nodded approvingly. “That is a good story. Well…” He ducked his head. “I hope milord may forgive my forwardness, but… I am younger than milord by three years. And Coyote is the younger sister of Fox.”


  “Yes.” Volyan kept his smile steady, not letting it grow too quickly.


  “Well, if milord simply wants to be superior to a younger brother…” Eremah spread his paws out. “I am here to serve you.”


  Volyan laughed, raising more gypsum clouds, which drifted over the edge of the tub in all directions. “There, Eremah, see what you’ve made me do.” He shook a white-dusted finger at the coyote. “Come brush me off, younger brother, and consider your forwardness forgiven.”


  He pushed himself onto the mat, where Eremah took the long-toothed brush and worked the powder out of Volyan’s fur, in firm, soothing strokes. By the time he’d finished, Volyan felt better than he had all day, and when he stepped into the robe Eremah had brought him, he said, “I wish I had a whole day ahead of me now.”


  The coyote smiled. “There is an hour before dinner, milord.” Volyan opened the window to his chambers and leaned out, inhaling the cool air and looking at the sky above the mountain peaks, ringed orange. The rain had stopped, but the clouds remained, a low ceiling that seemed only a finger’s-breadth above the mountaintop, and yet he could see the touch of the setting sun on the fringes of the clouds, the light glowing around the white edges of the mountains. He felt the urge to go take a walk, and yet his father’s letter bound him to the palace. He could ignore it while he had other duties, but were he to leave the palace again, he would feel too guilty to enjoy anything.


  No, he would stay and have dinner with the governor. And then he wondered whether Anton might already know what his father had written to him. “Would the governor be disappointed if I were not to dine with him tonight?” he asked.


  Eremah came to stand by his side. “I cannot speak to the governor’s state of mind. But milord is the Heir. If you do not wish to dine with him tonight, then you should not.”


  He watched the glimmers of sunset fade. “There are things a Lord— and Heir—must do that they would prefer not.”


  “If milord likes, I can inquire of the governor whether he has anything to discuss that cannot wait.”


  “Yes.” Volyan turned to look at Eremah, surprised. “Perhaps tomorrow night, then. I would prefer a little less weighty company.”


  “Merchants? Trade regulators?”


  “Still less.” Volyan caught himself grinning at the coyote’s earnestness.


  “Jesters? Puzzlers? Acrobats?”


  He laughed. “Arc there so many in Vinton?”


  Eremah held up a finger. “There is Calcio, a fox who is all three.”


  “Perhaps if there are other noble families here.” Volyan dimly remembered playing with other cubs his age. “Unless the invitation comes too soon before the dinner.”


  Eremah bowed. “There are two noble families, both sheep. I will see if they are free.”


  “Thank you, Eremah.”


  The coyote’s brown eyes caught the last of the light from over the mountain. “My pleasure to serve you, milord.”


  One of the sheep families came to dinner, and Volyan passed a pleasant two hours with them talking about very little, which is what he had come to expect from noble families at dinners. They had no designs on marrying him to their daughter, and he had no designs on anything they owned, so the dinner was lovely and easy and inconsequential.


  And afterwards, Volyan retired to his quarters. Eremah and his other servant had prepared his bed, and he dismissed them for the night, after having thanked Eremah for his service.


  When they’d gone, he sat down at his desk. There, folded over and hastily sealed, the paper bearing his name awaited.


  He picked it up and turned it over, but he could not see any of the words inside without breaking the seal. He tapped it against his desk. It could wait until morning, surely.


  The oil lamp flickered. Volyan dropped the letter and reached to turn down the flame, and hesitated, his paw’s fur glimmering with the reflection of the flame. What would it serve, to put this off? He regarded the letter again. Best to get it over with, no? And more, a voice whispered in his head, it was the right thing to do. Already he’d delayed longer than he should. He should have come to read it the moment he’d learned of its existence.


  So he tapped the seal with a claw and pulled the paper free until the wax crumbled and fell away, releasing its scent briefly before the fragrant oil in the lamp overwhelmed it again. The letter fell open.


  


  My son,


  If you will persist in behaving like a child, you shall be treated like one. Anton is arranging for you to move to less comfortable quarters in the palace, and your servants will be assigned other household duties. When I return, I shall discuss your behavior with Anton, and we shall see about reinstating some of these benefits of the title you seem to value so little.


  With the hope that this will give you the opportunity for some refection,


  Lord Vinton


  


  Though his paw rested next to the oil lamp, it felt cold. Lose his servants? Move elsewhere in the palace? That wasn’t fair. He’d just missed a carriage, not neglected some important duty.


  He slapped his paw down on the letter with a satisfying crash that rattled the desk and accomplished nothing else. The words remained; the light on them jumped and then steadied.


  Tail curled around his leg, he got up to pace the room. As he did, Eremah pushed the door open.


  “Milord!”


  Volyan held up a paw. “It’s all right,” he said. “I was angry. I slapped the desk.”


  “No, it’s…” The coyote shook his head. “I’ve just been informed that I will no longer be serving you. Milord, whatever other servant you will have, please send him away…”


  “I will have no other servant.”


  Eremah gaped at him and then shut his muzzle. “Is this—is it because you missed the carriage?”


  “Evidently.” Volyan looked away from the brown eyes.


  “But it was an honest mistake!”


  Volyan paced away from the coyote, toward the window, and then back. “Eremah, when you were appointed to the palace, were your sisters happy for you?”


  “Oh, yes, milord. They got me—” Eremah’s ears flicked back. “A goodly portion of ale.”


  Despite his sour mood, Volyan managed a small smile. “That’s very kind of them. Did either of them harbor ambitions to work in the palace?”


  “They did just two days ago make me promise to introduce them to you. Milord, was it very important that you attend your brother’s coronation?”


  “To my Family, it was.” He growled and gestured with a paw.


  “Is it… forgive me, but is it a thing noble families must do?”


  “No,” he said, and then stopped himself. He stood and looked at Eremah, and he saw in the wide brown eyes a younger version of himself, and he realized what he had said. To my family. His family, his Pack. His father’s words from the letter swam before him: the title you seem to value so little.


  Slowly, he spoke. “But it is a thing brothers should do. And it is a thing Lords should do.”


  “You are not a Lord yet, milord.”


  “No,” he said, reflecting on the past week, “but I have been enjoying being treated as one. Everyone looked up to me, and it was fun because what did I have to do? Just ask questions of farmers, assist the Cantor. The difficult things, those were in my future, I thought. And then the very first time I was faced with one, I ran away.” He sighed, his tail losing its curl to hang limp.


  “I will continue to serve you,” Eremah said in a low, fierce whisper. “I will come early in the morning before my other duties start. I will make up your rooms when I can, set out clothes…”


  Volyan could not muster a laugh, so he just shook his head. “Maybe you could come talk with me when you have time. I think that would be much more valuable.”


  “Of course!” The coyote’s ears perked up and his tail swished quickly to one side. “It would be my pleasure.”


  “And perhaps you could help me—as a friend—move to my new chambers tomorrow.” Eremah looked startled, but bowed. “I would be happy to.”


  “Then go off and sleep, and I’ll do the same. Good night, Eremah.”


  When the coyote had gone, Volyan walked to the window again and set his nose to the glass to look out at his land and his sky. Beyond the mountains, the stars glittered in a small band of sky between the horizon and the clouds. The snowcaps on the mountains shone softly. He would like to go up there one day, he thought. And he would, because one of the things a Lord needed to do was learn his land and his place.


  His eyes rose. The clouds remained low, hiding the moon from him but her glow caught the lowest edge of them, a trail of silver that traced a gentle arc in the sky like a patient, gentle smile. Volyan watched it for a long time. The clouds shifted, the moon rose, the smile faded, leaving only the stars behind it. He swung his tail slowly, back and forth, as he walked to his desk. He took out a sheet of paper, an inkwell, and a quill pen, and sat for a moment in thought. “My dear brother,” he wrote at the top of the paper, and then he crossed it out and wrote below it, “My esteemed Lord Dewanne. I am sending my deepest apologies for my absence from your Confirmation.”
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The soft, wet noises Richy's muzzle made sliding up and down his
tingling shaft were nearly drowned out by Helfer’s panting moans.
Volle grinned; the little weasel was more energetic than he had
been his first time. Certainly he was getting as much as he could
out of this little favor he'd done Volle. Well, big favor. Volle
wouldn't have been able to see Richy for ages otherwise, and he had
to admit that the familiar scent of the wolf—not to mention the
warm muzzle bobbing expertly over him and the tongue tracing
his maleness with every stroke—lifted his spirits.

It was taking him a long time to get to a point where the licking
and sucking was more than pleasurable. At the moment, he was
gaining almost as much enjoyment from imagining Richy's own
shaft disappearing into Helfer while the weasel bucked and
squirmed and pushed his rear back into the wolf's hips. It was the
memories, Xiller and Ilyana and Prewitt and everything else
crowding around his head that wouldn't let him let go as he was
used to, and perhaps never would.

Helfer squealed then, pressing back, his little muzzle hanging
open, one arm wrapped around Volle's ankle. Richy's contortions
to keep both of them pleasured showed a good deal of talent and
affection, both things Volle prized in the wolf. He should take his
cue from Helfer and enjoy it. Even though the weasel’s eyes were
inches from Volle's sac, Volle was sure he wasn't seeing it
anymore, lost in the moment, nothing but pleasure on his mind.
The fox looked down at the muzzle wrapped around his glistening
pink erection, and let everything else retreat, if only for a moment.
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They'd embraced in the cell, in that fleeting moment
between traps; they'd embraced in the court chamber, but
here in private, nothing between them but fur, they truly
embraced for the first time, Volle ran his paws through
Streak’s fur, down the line of his back and around his tail,
marveling at the sweet familiarity of the wolf's body and
the warm, musky scent filling his nostrils. Streak was just
holding him, powerful arms wrapped around Volle's
midsection, almost crushing the fox against him.

Of course, their sheaths pressed close, already swollen with
desire, but it was the touch of the wolf's muzzle that excited
Volle most, the short fur and long whiskers, the warm
breath and the taste of his fur through the small licks of the
fox's tongue. He heard Streak whine softly, rubbing so
closely that it hurt, but it was the good kind of hurt, and
when they kissed, it was hard and passionate, joining them
so closely that they couldn’t be separated again, leaving
them gasping for breath and giggling in their joy as their
muzzles broke apart and Volle whispered, “Oh, I've missed
you...”
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The odor of their wet clothes and wet fur still hung in the
air, now no more than a backdrop to the more powerful
scents filling Volles nose. He moved his lips and.tongue
around the shape of Streak’s hot, firm shaft, licking the
contours and teasing the tip, sucking gently in the way he
knew the wolf liked, breathing in the thick lupine scent and
tasting his lover on his tongue. Streak’s body lay next to
his, reversed so that the white muzzle was able to close
around Volle's own erect maleness, licking in the same
familiar way, each touch of the soft tongue lifting the fox's
Sfur in pleasure.

His black paw had been stroking the soft white fur of
Streak’s stomach. As the wolf reached over to return the
caress, their paws crossed and reached for each other
instead, clasping warmly between them. Their muzzles
moved in time with each other, their shared pleasure slowly
building. Outside, the wind picked up and rain rattled the
roof and windows, but inside the small farmhouse, they
held each other with paws and muzzles, tails curling and
flicking. Volle tightened his paw and felt the return squeeze
and an extra suck from the muzzle of the wolf, and smiled,
closing his muzzle around the wolf's shaft and sucking
back. He was in no hurry. They had nothing but time, and
each other.
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Xiller laughs, all muscle and power, driving Volle back
into the bed and lifting his hips with the strength of the
bond joining them. Volle laughs too, drunk on the pleasure,
the cat's long shaft hot and full inside him, their tails
twined. Sometimes, in bed, he thinks of other lovers,
compares scents and movement, but those others are no
more than shadows now, Xiller dazzling the young fox
with his luminous smile. His thrusts are not short, nor
gentle, but they are perfect, and Volle laughs again,
rubbing his paws along the hard ribbed muscle, the thick
biceps and the abs taut but not straining with the pressure
of keeping the lighter fox pinned down.

Amidst the laughter there are growls and squeaks,
breathless pants and cut-off moans. Volle looks into the
cat's eyes and sees playful hunger, botndless energy,;
unconditional love. Maybe it's the relief of finding a warm
sanctuary in a strange place, but there is also more: they
understand each other’s needs, their bodies mesh, their
hearts reach out and touch. And Xiller thrusts into Volle’s
warm sanctuary again and again, the fox happy to take his
cougar lover, because when they are together they are
neither of them alone.
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During the first long nights of early winter, the wind finds
all the cracks in the windows and the rain soaks into your
fur with icy fingers, leaving you clammy and chilled even
after coming inside. Jonas and Alexan had stripped in front
of the fire, though Jonas hadn't been out all day, and the
smell of wet fox was soon joined by the smell of aroused fox,
and then of musky fox seed.

It was nice, as it often was these days, and Alexan kept
Jonas on his knees afterwards. “You keep yourself clean,
right?” he said, and before Jonas knew it, wiry paws
gripped his hips and a slender, damp muzzle was parting
his cheeks under his tail. Fortunately, he did keep clean out
of habit, or the rest of the evening might not have been as
nice. He'd only felt another's tongue back there a few times,
and not recently, but he knew the delightful warm shivers
well, having held them in his mind every time he licked
under a client’s tail. Alexan's soft tongue proved as skilled
as Jonas knew himself to be, lifting the cougar’s spirits and
shaft until his whole body tingled, stretching his muzzle
out into a happy, silly grin. This was what mates did for
each other, wasn't it? So Pike was wrong, and it had all
worked out.





