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A Queer Little Book of Tales

 

H.R. Harrison


To those who have ever felt invisible, I hope these stories make you feel seen.


The White Cat


 

The old king looked out at the courtyard, watching his three sons going through their sword drills, and was struck by a terrible realization. He had three strong, intelligent, and charismatic sons. And he was only one old man. Should the idea be planted in their heads, whether by chance or by nefarious purpose, he could easily find himself deposed long before his proper time.

So, he returned to his wing of the castle, and he began to plot.

*

That night at the evening feast, the king made his announcement. “My dear sons, I have grown old, and too soon the time will come for one of you to take my place. However, as you are all suitable candidates for the throne, I have a proposition for you. You shall all undertake three quests, and whosoever is the most successful shall win my crown.”

The eldest frowned, but his brothers rejoiced. The second brother because he wanted the throne for himself, but the youngest cheered for a different reason. Always he had been the baby of the brothers, always sheltered, always forbidden from anything even slightly dangerous. But this, this was a call to adventure!

“For one year, I want you three to seek out the finest little dogs to be a companion to me in my old age. Whosoever brings me the sweetest, prettiest dog shall be declared the victor.”

As the brothers left to their quarters to prepare for their journeys, the youngest, whose name was Yufitri, was busy deciding where he would go. Instead of going to his wing, he went out into the town and found the merchants’ tents. 

“Where should I travel to find the little dog my father seeks?” he asked them.

He received many answers, but a sallow-skinned man with dark, clever eyes smiled and said with an accented tongue, “I know many breeders of companion dogs in the north, across the sea. I would be happy to take you there, my prince. For a price, of course.”

After haggling over the cost, Yufitri agreed to meet the merchant at the docks come week’s end and returned to his home. He packed swiftly and lightly, making sure to bring his heavy wool coat to ward off the biting chill he could only imagine the sea and northern lands would have.

His brothers had decided to travel east and south, so Yufitri was happy with his decision. At the end of the week, the three brothers agreed to meet at the river’s mouth in one year’s time, so they could return to their father together. They embraced and wished each other well. The two elders saw the younger to the docks where they waved at the departing ship until it was fully out of sight.

Yufitri was ecstatic during the journey, asking the merchant many questions about the ship, the sea, their destination—anything he could think of. By the time the ship landed, just over a week later, the merchant was quite happy to be rid of him. He agreed to meet the prince in eleven months’ time, took his money, and went into the city to peddle his wares.

Yufitri, meanwhile, in halting, uncertain speech, asked where he could find a pretty little dog. His royalty was kept secret to avoid purse snatchers and scoundrels who would seek to take advantage. The merchants kept sending him farther and farther north, but none of the dogs he found were to his satisfaction. He was certain his brothers had found ones far prettier at better known markets. In addition, the climate of this strange new land was surprisingly like the one he knew if not wetter. His coat stayed folded and tucked into his bag. Yufitri was getting rather irritated with the entire venture. Finally, an old seller told him of an eccentric breeder of tiny dogs who lived in the northern mountains.

And as Yufitri gazed at the snow-capped mountains, so far away as to appear blue and purple against the sky, his lust for adventure blossomed once more in his chest. He hired a guide, and they were soon off. The guide was a small man with pale skin, red ears, and pale-yellow hair so thin it floated above his head.

Yufitri was fascinated by this pallid man with such strange features and enjoyed watching him in the driver’s seat of the cart of goods he was bringing north, the secret prince nestled among them. The sun turned the guide’s cheeks and neck the same red as his ears. The man grumbled in his foreign tongue while he rubbed at the irritated skin with some sort of pleasant-smelling ointment.

As the mountains grew larger on the horizon, the air got colder, and Yufitri’s coat got used after all. His guide also gave him a pair of socks to wear as they began to climb.

Yes, this was what he had been expecting on his journey north. His breath escaped in puffs of smoke, and his teeth chattered even as he burrowed closer into his coat. But they chattered below a grin, and when his guide arrived in the village he’d been traveling to, he gave Yufitri directions to the breeder, pointing up toward the cloudy peaks. The locals, looking as pale-skinned and red-eared as the guide, stared at Yufitri’s strange clothes and his sandy skin.

A local innkeeper gave him vague directions, and once he had bought supplies in the small marketplace, Yufitri set off on the next leg of his journey. The woods bordering the town were dark and deep, and the trees were strange to him, tall and tapering with coils of spines instead of leaves. The path through, narrow and overgrown, was soon lost to him. He wandered in vain until the sun set, throwing all into darkness.

Filled with despair, Yufitri continued to wander, praying he would find any sort of exit. However, just as he was about give up, he spotted the twinkle of firelight in the distance. Ignoring the roots that sought to ensnare him, he stumbled toward it and soon found himself before a large castle. There were no guards on the ramparts or manning the gate. In fact, it appeared deserted but for the light spilling out from the windows.

Hoping whoever was inside was at least friendly, Yufitri walked up to the main door and banged on it as loudly as he could. It opened more abruptly than he expected, catching him midbang, and his momentum carried him forward into the entrance hall. He looked around but saw no one.

There was a tug on his coat. He whirled around to find a pair of pale floating hands, palms out in a gesture of surrender. Yufitri was torn between fear and rabid curiosity. 

The fear would have won out if there hadn’t been the sound of scratching down a hallway and an approaching light.

Held by another pair of floating hands was a lantern, whose light revealed a small white cat. It walked with a dignity and purpose that Yufitri had never seen on a cat before, and its silver collar was studded with precious gems.

When the cat reached him, it sat, peering up at him with gleaming green eyes. “Hello, king’s son. You have come far to find this place.”

Dumbfounded, he looked around for a person or perhaps a floating mouth, but no, it had definitely been the cat speaking.

Wait. He’d had no difficulty understanding the cat’s words. “You speak my language?” 

The cat nodded its head. “In a fashion. Spells of understanding and communicating are fairly simple. I hear myself in my tongue, but you hear yours. I can remove it if you wish.”

“No, I appreciate it. It feels as if it’s been years since I could speak plainly.”

The cat seemed to smile. “Come,” it said, standing and half turning toward the corridor it had come from. “Warm yourself by the fire, king’s son. I am sure you are unused to this chill.”

This time Yufitri did not object to the hands taking his coat, and he followed the cat and the lantern deeper into the castle. They passed beautiful tapestries and opulent decorations as they walked.

“Oh,” he said. “I didn’t introduce myself. My name is—”

“Do not tell me.”

“What?”

The cat stopped and turned, looking him straight in the face. “Names hold tremendous power, especially here. Do not tell me your name, and I will not tell you mine. That way, there is balance.”

“But you know who I am. What difference would my name make?”

The cat shook its head and continued forward. “It makes every difference. I know what you are. I know you are a king’s son from a distant land. But knowing your name gives me power over your soul, your essence. I do not want that power over you.”

Yufitri frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“The magic of this land is strange to you. But I assure you, I do this for your benefit.” They came to a room. The stone floor was draped in a rich, soft rug, and the couches set up near the fireplace looked soft and comfortable.

The cat dismissed the lantern with a flick of its tail and padded over to a soft chair into which it leaped and curled up. “Sit,” it told him.

He sank down into the couch with a sigh of contentment. The cat closed its eyes, purring quietly. 

“Are you truly a cat?” Yufitri blurted out.

It opened one eye and regarded him in the firelight. “At the moment, yes,” it answered. “I can tell you nothing more.”

“Did you want to be a cat?”

“I can tell you nothing, king’s son.”

“Is that a part of the spell?”

The cat said nothing, so Yufitri assumed the answer was yes and lay down across the couch, his vertebrae cracking as he did.

The heat and softness threatened to make him fall asleep. The fire crackled, the cat purred, and the couch seemed to get softer with every passing moment. His eyes slid shut, but before sleep came to him in earnest, a gentle touch on his shoulder caught his attention. Another pair of floating hands urged him to wake and follow.

He looked at the cat still curled up on the chair. “Follow them,” it said. “They’ll take you to a proper bedchamber. Did you truly think in a castle as grand as this that a host would have you sleep on a sofa?”

So up he got and followed the hands down a different hallway, but not before bidding the cat a good night and pleasant dreams.

*

The next day, Yufitri woke to gentle hands shaking his shoulder and pointing toward a set of unfamiliar clothing folded atop the chest at the foot of the bed. Two pairs of hands helped him undress, then put on the foreign clothes. A short shirt with tight sleeves and short pants came first, and then a longer shirt that ended at his knees and buckled at the waist. It had tight sleeves only to the elbow and then fell open, dangling strangely around the long sleeves of the first shirt. And to finish, soft deerskin shoes.

He felt like his top half had been overstuffed, leaving legs oddly bare, but he found, as he acclimated to the unfamiliar clothing, he was much warmer. A long cloak was draped over his shoulders and fastened with a pin.

Now that he was fully dressed, the hands gave him a gentle push toward the door and led him down to the dining hall. The white cat sat at the head of the long table, sitting primly on a velvet cushion so it could look over the empty dishes. The rest of the table, save for one seat, was filled with other cats of varying size and color. Their eyes, jewel-bright and glittering, watched him as he entered. He was a bit intimidated but took the empty chair beside the white cat and sat to its right.

Green eyes gleamed at him, and the cat inclined its head politely. “I am glad the clothes suit you, king’s son. Don’t worry; you can have yours back when you leave. I am having them washed.”

“Did they offend?” Yufitri couldn’t help a smirk.

The cat seemed to smile, its eyes narrowing softly. “A little. Cats have delicate noses.” The rest of the table started to purr, presumably in amusement. The food emerged from the kitchen, carried by the floating hands. He was surprised how quickly he was getting used to them.

However, he was not excited to see the plates contained an opening course of roasted mouse. The cat saw his face and called a pair of hands over with a paw. “Make sure our guest gets his proper meal,” it said. “I will not be the sort of host who serves food unfit for human consumption.”

The hands came together and dipped forward as if bowing and returned to the kitchen. 

In a moment, there was a bowl of warm soup in front of Yufitri, white and steaming. “Milk and potato are the main ingredients,” the cat said comfortingly. “No mouse or rat has touched it.” A purr snuck into its voice. “Though I can do nothing about the cat hair. A hazard of a cat-ruled kitchen, you see.”

“I…also do not consume swine or cow, dear cat. Though I’ve no such objection to accidental fur.” He smiled.

“I shall have a note made.” Sure enough, it told the nearest set of hands to inform the kitchen. Yufitri watched, marveling, as two hands came together and reshaped into quill and parchment. Another hand wrote the note and, when finished, rolled it up, and flew off into the kitchen. 

The potato stew was excellent. Two large birds served as main course, each carried by two sets of hands. Well-mannered cats cut slices off with their claws and took only small bites. The white cat, the politest of them all, patted delicately at its face and whiskers with the napkin from beside the plate.

After the meal, the rest of the cats leapt from their chairs and returned to whatever their business they had, leaving Yufitri and the white cat.

“Would you care to join me in the drawing room?” asked the cat. 

“I would be glad to,” he said.

It jumped off the cushion and landed primly on its feet, looking back at Yufitri. “I am curious about whatever quest brought you to this strange land, and I’m sure you have questions for me, though there is little I can answer.”

*

The drawing room was small and dominated by a large table with a map laminated to the wood. The cat jumped up onto it and lay itself down across the smooth, waxy surface. “So,” it said, flicking its tail from side to side. “Your father has you seeking out a pretty little dog. Why did you come all the way here?”

He shrugged and sat down on a long couch near the table. “I wanted to see the world, and across the sea seemed like the most interesting way to go.”

“Do you want to win the competition?”

Again, he shrugged. “Being a king is a lot of responsibility and work. To be frank, I’d rather spend my time exploring.”

“I enjoy your frankness.” The cat purred, rolling onto its back and squinting its eyes at him. “And I shall help you in your quest if you will allow me to.”

“I would be honored, dear cat.”

“I do have a request though.”

“You must only ask.”

The cat purred softly. “Stay for a few more months. It has been so long since I had human company.”

Yufitri readily agreed.

*

The next day, the cat showed him the hunt. Not exactly sure how the cat effectively rode the lovely gray mare, he wasn’t about to ask. The cat explained that normally dogs were involved, but they didn’t typically enjoy feline company, so the hunting animals were the cats from the previous day’s gathering. Cats, Yufitri learned, hunted like hyenas—though they were much quieter.

The foxes and pheasant caught ended up on the night’s dinner table from which everyone, cat and prince alike, ate with gusto.

That night when Yufitri woke in the middle of the night, he found the cat curled up in the curve of his legs and decided not to wake it.

It was gone by morning. So, it wasn’t worth mentioning.

*

The next few months passed in similar pleasantness. Yufitri watched as autumn came and the plants in the garden turned brown, then were buried in the winter snows. He discovered snow was lovely—wet, cold, and exhilarating. The cat bounced its way through, its white fur making it disappear into the powder, only its green eyes and pink nose visible. And when they came inside to sit around the fire and warm up, he watched the snow turn to dew on its back, glittering like it had been dipped into a vat of diamonds.

The cat taught him the language of the land, purring in amusement when his tongue fumbled but gently correcting all the same. And in exchange, he shared the language of his people and told the cat their stories: of the violent god of storms and the desert, the usurper, keeper of swine; of the lord of the dead who died and rose again, and the loyal wife who saved him, goddess of magic; of the bull-headed god of war and righteousness, and others.

The cat listened well, sitting across from him or by his side, eyes following the motions of his lips or hands as he told his stories.

And every night, Yufitri would wake to find the cat on his bed, curled against his legs or his back, and said nothing.

But as spring came again, manifesting in new green in the trees and in the palace gardens, the cat grew somber. “You must leave soon, king’s son,” it said one morning at breakfast.

He sighed. “Yes, I’m afraid so, dear cat.”

Ears back and tail agitated, the cat jumped down from its chair. “Come with me. I shall give you your gift.”

Yufitri followed the cat to the drawing room where it leapt up onto the bookshelves and scaled easily up to a small chest sitting on top. From it, it retrieved a hazelnut and carried it gently back down to the floor before bringing it to Yufitri. 

“Inside that,” it explained as Yufitri turned it over in his hands, “is the prettiest little dog you will ever see. It is sweet natured and gentle. Take care not to open it before you reach your home, or the poor thing may catch cold.”

He wasn’t sure how a dog could possibly fit in such a place, but he trusted the cat. Besides, he didn’t mind losing the competition. In fact, he found he didn’t truly want to leave at all.

But leave he did. 

The cat sent one of the tabbies with him into the forest to show him the way back to the village he had come from, its face impassive. But Yufitri knew it was sad to see him go. He almost promised to return, but what good would a promise do if he couldn’t keep it? He kept it to himself, thanked the cat for the hospitality and gift, and bid it farewell. He turned to look back every few moments until the palace was swallowed up by the forest and disappeared.

The journey home began strangely. Upon arriving in the village and bidding the tabby farewell, Yufitri went to buy supplies for his travels. A few of the townsfolk recognized him, whispering to one another as he passed by, throwing a word around that he didn’t quite understand, but he didn’t know how to ask them to explain.

When he reached the sea once more, the sallow-skinned merchant was surprised to see him. “I have to say, I didn’t expect your return. The northern mountains are a dangerous place. Did you succeed in your quest?”

Yufitri shrugged. “We shall see.”

The merchant certainly didn’t see any dog, but he wasn’t being paid to ask questions. He did notice the quietness of his charge, as opposed to his talkativeness of the previous year, but said nothing about it.

When Yufitri at last came to the docks of his city, he found his elder brother. They embraced, shedding brief tears, and went to find the eldest. The brothers explained they had been coming to the docks every few days, hoping for Yufitri’s return, praying that he would. They showed off their dogs—tiny delicate things with narrow muzzles and tall ears—but when they asked after his dog, he only smiled and bid them to wait until they were before their father.

Mystified, but curious, they agreed to wait.

*

Their father threw a feast to celebrate his sons’ return, refusing to examine their dogs until after the festivities were complete. The elder brothers regaled the court with tales of their adventures, but Yufitri remained quiet, remembering his conversations with the cat, holding them in his mind so they wouldn’t fade like a dream in sunlight.

“Come, Yufitri, tell us your stories,” his father encouraged. “What is it like in the land across the sea?”

So, he told some stories of the people of the port cities, and of the red-eared people of the mountains, but the cat stayed locked away, too precious to share.

As they concluded the meal, the king sighed, rubbed his stomach, and leaned away from the table. “All right, show me your dogs, my sons, and let us see who shall take this challenge.”

The eldest, Badis, went first, carrying in his dog from the east, thin-boned and ebony-black. The king held it carefully; it was delicate as spun glass.

Next, the middle son, Amestan, presented his dog from the south, a bit larger with mottled brown-and-black fur. Although friendlier and somewhat hardier than Badis’s, the king didn’t seem particularly impressed by it.

Finally, Yufitri stepped forward, removing the hazelnut from his bag. “Where is your dog, son?” the king asked.

Taking the nut by the seams, Yufitri cracked it open. Out fell a tiny, fluffy little thing, pale gold in color and too big to have fit in the hazelnut but still only the size of his hand. Scooping it up, he handed it to his father, who marveled. “What is this magic, son?”

Yufitri shrugged. “The magic of the northern lands is strange.”

“It seems like it.” The king was enchanted by the sweet little dog. It stood on his flattened palm, wagging its fluffy tail, tongue lolling happily from its miniscule mouth. It licked the king’s thumb. 

The brothers grumbled, knowing they had lost while Yufitri smiled, knowing he had been wise indeed to trust in his friend, the cat.

When the king formally declared Yufitri the winner, no one was surprised. “Now, your next task shall begin next week. You are to find me a skein of cloth so fine that it can pass through the eye of a needle. Not a large needle either. A proper clothing needle.”

His sons looked at one another, all of them wondering where in the world they could find such a thing.

“I shall go north again,” Yufitri declared as the boys left the dining hall. His brothers wondered if they too should go, but in the end, they decided not to. The finest cloth was made in the east, after all, so they went together and split at the great river. Yufitri only half listened as they spoke, already planning his return journey across the sea.

*

The merchant laughed upon seeing Yufitri again so soon. “Did you meet a girl, Your Highness?” he joked.

Yufitri only smiled and held out a pouch of gold.

*

After a month’s journey, he found himself once again in the forest that hid the cat’s palace. He wandered until the sun disappeared from the sky and only the red glow of sunset lit his circuitous path, but still the castle did not appear. As the near full moon appeared overhead, marking an entire day’s desperate search, he fell to the ground and despaired. He was thoroughly and utterly lost now without any idea where even the end of the forest lay.

A rustle in the undergrowth. A large, fluffy black cat emerged from the brush, regarding Yufitri with large golden eyes. 

“Please…” he said, reaching toward it. “Take me back to the palace. You can understand me, can’t you?”

The cat stayed still, flicking its tail from side to side.

“Please,” he said again. “Take me back.”

It licked its nose and disappeared into woods. Yufitri tried to follow, but it was gone. Choking back frustration and tears, he sank once more to the forest floor, then wrapped his arms around himself as the night’s chill settled around him. Perhaps the castle moved. It was clearly an enchanted thing. Perhaps the cat even moved it—obviously, it knew something of magic. Perhaps he wasn’t allowed to return. The cat had been sad to see him go, maybe so sad it had left the forest along with the castle.

A while later, a new sound caught Yufitri’s attention. Hoofbeats.

He leapt to his feet, looking toward the source, his eyes straining in the dark.

A gray mare appeared and seated on its back…a pretty little white cat. Another horse tied to the saddle walked obediently behind. 

“Hello, king’s son,” the cat said in a warm voice. “I hadn’t expected to see you again so soon if at all. Come, I shall see you fed and housed.”

He clambered onto the back of the horse, a handsome tan gelding, and together they rode through the forest. The castle loomed into view after no more than ten minutes.

“Is the castle enchanted?” he asked.

The cat tilted its head. “Yes. It cannot be found by one seeking it who does not live within.”

“Why?”

“I should be able to tell you in due time. However, for now, I can say only that.”

“Even the castle is tied to your spell?”

The cat only nodded.

The horses walked freely to the stables where floating hands waited to put them away. They removed the saddles and other bits of tack after the cat jumped softly down to the ground. 

“Come, king’s son. You must be half-starved from your journey.”

They supped in the kitchen, the cat perched on the edge of the servants’ table while Yufitri ate his fill of fish stew and bread. The kitchen cats crept around them, directing the floating hands with outstretched paws and short, firm meows.

“I truly didn’t expect to see you again,” it said. “Your home is far from here, and there is no one here besides me with whom you can speak.”

“My father has set us with an impossible task, so I wanted the excuse to come see you.”

“Oh? And what task is that?”

Yufitri explained as he finished his food. 

With a wave of the cat’s paw, a small cake was brought over to him by a pair of hands. 

“Did you have this made for me especially?”

“You are a dear guest. You deserve only the finest I can offer. And I can help you with your father’s request. I only ask you spend more time here with me.” 

Knowing the cat regarded him as more than a simple distraction or entertainment warmed Yufitri’s heart. With his brothers as overprotective as they were, it had never been easy for Yufitri to have a friend all his own.

He smiled. “That was my plan all along, dear cat.”

*

The next day, he woke to the cat sitting on the end of his bed, its body upright and alert, tail flicking from side to side.

“Good morning, king’s son,” it said.

“Good morning… What’s wrong?”

“I have a proposition for you.”

Yufitri sat up, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “I am listening.”

“Shall I teach you something of magic?” The green eyes gleamed with excitement.

“I don’t know if I am suitable.”

“Magic is not a question of suitability, rather a matter of knowledge and practice. But if you have no desire to learn, I shall not force you.”

He mulled it over. “It would be an honor to be given the chance to try.”

The cat purred. “Excellent. Let me show you to my chambers.”

Feeling a bit excited to see the cat’s wing of the castle for the first time, he followed.

The cat lived in the east tower wing, through a heavy wooden door and up a winding staircase. Once they came to a landing, the stairs opened into a cozy circular sitting room. The fabrics and cushions were lush reds and purples, trimmed in gold. Not for the first time, he wondered who the cat had been before, to have such a regal bearing and lavish belongings. 

“This is the parlor,” the cat said. “Come, one more flight up.”

Yufitri followed it up to another landing. This room, the same size as the last, was full of bound leather tomes on mahogany shelves and various jars and baskets full of what could only be called spell ingredients—dried plants, crystals, preserved bits of various animals. In the center, a vivid seal was painted on the stone floor in red. It looked like two squares painted on top of each other, enclosed in a large circle. Inside it, a six-pointed star’s edges touched the interior octagon. A strange rune lay in the absolute center. 

“What does it mean?” he asked softly, approaching it.

“It’s a spell-circle. That’s where I perform magic.” The cat walked to the center of it and sat down. “But first, we have to go over the basics.”

It bolted over to one of the bookshelves as cats do, Yufitri at its heels. “Take that book there, the green one.”

He did so, looking at the drawings and careful lettering on the pages, unable to understand any of it.

“Do you remember how I told you knowing your name would allow me to do magic on you?”

Yufitri nodded.

“To perform a spell or enchantment on something or someone, you must first know its true name. For natural objects, generally they are called simply what they are. A stone is normally called ‘Stone’ in spellcraft, except, of course, if that stone contains crystals, which are highly magical and very capricious. Manmade objects are named by their creators. Functional objects are usually given the name of their function: Table, Chair, Pot, et cetera. But some objects, usually ones that require more time and skill to craft, will have unique names—weapons being a prime example.”

The cat paused, looking toward a longsword hung upon the wall. “That sword is named Spinecutter. It has a bit of a history involving decapitation.”

He didn’t know what to say to that. “You’re speaking in generalities. Can objects sometimes not have the name you expect?”

“Yes. It’s one of those unpredictable parts of magic. An apprentice’s first craft, for instance, will sometimes bear a name like ‘Beginning,’ ‘Future Success,’ or even ‘Failure’ should it not turn out as skilled as the master’s. And for people, sometimes their true name is not the one given by their parents, though this is rare.”

“I see.” Though the explanation made sense, how it applied to the world beyond was unclear. He had no context for how the magic of this realm worked and frankly had no aptitude for even the magic of his homeland. But he’d always learned best by doing, so asking the cat further questions would be of little help.

“But,” said the cat, quieting slightly, “for now, let’s do some simple shrinking and growing spells.”

*

Much to his chagrin, Yufitri had no aptitude for magic of all kinds, familiar or foreign. Still, when the time came for him to leave, he could at least grow and shrink simple objects, which the cat assured him was a normal level to be at for a beginner.

When the eve of his departure came, the cat brought him to its bedroom. Like the tower sitting room, it was ornately decorated with a large soft canopy bed wrapped in dark violet dominating the room. The cat fetched a walnut from the side table, laying it softly in Yufitri’s outstretched hand.

“This holds the cloth which will pass through the eye of a needle. I wish you luck in the competition with your brothers.”

He looked at the nut in his palm, rolled it around. “I find myself unwilling to go, dear friend.”

“But go you must. Your family will think you dead. Do you wish for them to bear that burden?”

He sighed and put the nut into his bag. “No, I suppose not. But rest assured I will return when the final challenge is given, regardless of what it is. I trust you more than anyone to assist.”

The cat was quiet for a moment. “You do me a great honor,” it said at last, lowering its head.

Carefully, he reached forward, touched his fingertips to the cat’s soft fur, and stroked.

After initially fluffing up in surprise, it leaned into his hand, purring, eyes closed. 

Smiling, Yufitri brought both hands to the cat’s head and scratched under its chin and across its jaw.

For a long while, they stayed like that. He scooped the cat up into his arms and cradled it against his shoulder. “I will return; I swear it.”

*

The black cat from before led him back to the village, then mewed a small goodbye as it ran into the brush.

With months of practice, Yufitri was now comfortable with the language of the land, and he made conversation with the man he hired to take him to the coast. But when he casually asked about the castle in the woods, the man turned pale and quiet.

“We do not discuss that forest, sir.”

“Why?”

“We do not discuss it, sir.”

Thus foiled, Yufitri went back to pleasant small talk and silence for the rest of the journey.

*

This time he found his brothers already at the palace. They embraced and discussed their respective journeys, Yufitri keeping quiet about the cat, as before.

“Come, Yufitri, tell us about your lover!” Amestan joked. “She must be quite the beauty, for you to hold her so close to your heart.”

He only smiled. “She is dear indeed, and so she’ll remain a secret for now.”

“Well,” Badis said, “I ended up returning south after little success in the east. And I believe I’ve met my future bride.” His face lit up, black eyes gleaming. “She is absolutely stunning. Her skin is polished ebony, her eyes full of stars, her lips full and—”

“Calm yourself, brother!” Amestan said, clapping him on the shoulder. “We believe you. There’s no reason to wax poetic.”

Their father approached from around the corner and greeted his sons warmly, a knowing smile hidden beneath his beard.

*

After the feast celebrating their return, the sons presented their cloth.

Badis went first, showing off the pale-white fabric from the south. But the king produced a tiny embroidery needle as the head through which to pass, and try as the eldest son might, it would not go through.

Amestan brought out a pale-red fabric from the east, so light it floated on the air as he pulled it from his bag. But even though the deep tan of the king’s skin could be seen through it, it too would not pass through.

Finally, Yufitri stood and held up the walnut. With his knife, he cracked it open, revealing a hazelnut. Upon cracking that, he found another even smaller nut. His brothers looked at each other, concern on their faces. Sweat prickled on the back of Yufitri’s neck, but he cracked the third nut as well and revealed a tiny millet seed.

But with the flat of the knife, he crushed it open, and pulled forth a length of cloth that could only be likened to air given form. It drifted as he lifted it from the table, fluttering on a near-imagined breeze.

The king handed him the needle. Carefully, so as not to rip it, he pinched the corner of the cloth and guided it to the eye.

It passed through smoothly, its form serpentine as it was pulled through.

Marveling, the king ran his hands over the beautiful cloth, his fingers making no sound as he stroked it. “Now, I know our Yufitri has won each challenge so far, but do not think you boys have lost yet. There is one more challenge, and it is a test of many skills: charisma, cleverness, and foresight, among others.”

The brothers all stood in silence, paying the utmost attention.

“You must bring here your bride. A proper wife is beautiful, yes, but she must also be wise and clever enough to care for you and your affairs, and she must be well-spoken as she is to serve the people at your sides. I trust, after all your adventures, there is at least one woman you can think of.

“Tomorrow, you shall embark on one more journey. And after that, I will determine who best suits the throne I will leave behind.”

Badis, thinking of his beauty, grinned. Amestan, a small, shy smile on his face, twisted his collar as he stood there lost in thought.

Yufitri, however, could think only of his dear friend the cat, and how on earth it was going to help him with this particular request.

*

When Yufitri arrived once more at the castle’s forest, the black cat from before was waiting to greet him. It pranced slowly and carefully through the woods, looking over its shoulder now and again to make sure it hadn’t lost its charge.

When they entered, the hands took his outerwear, and the cat scurried off, presumably to tell the white cat of his arrival. And sure enough, as he was warming his hands by the fire, the cat approached, purring softly.

“It does my heart good to see you again, king’s son, though this will be the last of your visits,” it said.

He leaned down to stroke the cat’s face and neck. “You think I would not return? You are dear to me, my friend.”

The cat purred louder. “The past has not been kind to me, dear prince. Please forgive my cynicism. You have done nothing that would merit it.” It pulled away from his hand, but only so it could leap up onto the couch beside him and curl against his side. “What is your final task?”

With a sigh, Yufitri went back to petting the cat. “I’m to bring home a bride,” he said quietly.

The cat stilled under his hand, suddenly tense. “I see.”

“I didn’t come here expecting you to be able to give one to me,” he said quickly. “I wanted only to seek your counsel.”

“I can help you,” the cat said deliberately before it moved out from under his hand and slunk to the floor. “But first, you must trust me.”

“I do!”

“Would you do as I ask without question?”

“Yes.”

“Even if you don’t understand the reason?”

“Yes, of course.” He thought back to the cloth in the millet seed. “Were the nuts a test of trust?”

The cat’s tail swished. “Had you given up on me, you would have not returned.”

“I trust you, my dear cat. With my life, should you need it.”

It shook its head. “I do not need your life; I need only your hands… Come with me.”

He followed it to the eastern tower and up to the spell room. The cat sat down in the center of the circle, its eyes shining through the gloom of twilight. “Do you remember that sword’s name?” it asked while indicating the longsword on the wall.

“I believe it is Spinecutter? You said it had a history of…decapitation.”

“I did. It is enchanted to do just that. My dear prince, I need you to cut off my head.”

His stomach dropped, his whole body contracting with sudden nausea. “But…”

“Do you trust me?” the cat asked again. Its voice rang loudly in the small room, pressing against Yufitri’s ears.

“I…I do… But…dear cat, I’ve no desire to kill you.” His voice cracked on “kill.” He felt limp and cold as if his blood had turned to mud in his veins. Why would the cat ask this of him? Surely the hands could wield a blade, if it had to be done. Why him?

“I cannot tell you what will happen. I may die, I may live. But I need you to trust me. Take up the sword and strike truly.”

Closing its eyes, the cat stretched out its neck and waited.

Stilling his trembling hands, he took the sword from the wall, blood pounding relentlessly against his ears and behind his eyes. His entire field of view was shaking.

The cat’s ears twisted, following his movements, but its eyes remained shut, its posture firm. 

Yufitri stood before it, sword held in a white-knuckled grip. “Are you sure?” he whispered hoarsely.

“Do it.”

The blow was eerily accurate, slicing cleanly through the notches of the spine. The little head fell to the ground with a soft thump, followed by the larger thud of the body.

Spinecutter clattered to the ground, drops of slick red blood dotting the floor around the growing pool. Yufitri sobbed openly, tears burning their ways down his cheeks. He fell to his knees, staring fixedly at the body before him, waiting desperately for something to happen.

For several agonizing moments—or were they eternities?—nothing did.

But then there was a twitch in the body, like something writhing within it.

Something was pushing its way out.

Like the dog from the hazelnut and the cloth from the millet seed, what emerged was far too big for its container.

It was a person.

The young man pulled himself free from the discarded skin, wiping blood and tears from his eyes. His skin was milky pale with short hair as white as the cat he had worn and eyes the very same vivid green.

The man stood shakily onto two legs. Then, in a fit of fury, he grabbed the head and threw it to the stone floor, smashing the skull to pieces.

Even in naked savagery, blood streaked across his white skin, marring that pale, pale hair, he was beautiful.

He met gazes with Yufitri and smiled, the anger falling from his face as quickly as it had appeared. Yufitri’s stomach dropped again, but this time for an entirely different reason.

Smooth, cool hands touched his blotchy face and wiped away the remainders of tears. “Thank you,” he said, his voice both like and unlike the cat’s, a warm tenor that made heat bloom in Yufitri’s chest.

“I don’t—” Yufitri licked his lips. “—understand.”

“Let me quickly clean and dress myself, and then I will answer every question you could even think of asking, my dear, sweet prince.”

The man hurried up the stairs to his bedroom, something of the cat lingering in the elegance of his movement.

Bewildered and feeling a bit wrung out, Yufitri stayed in place on the floor, his eyes sliding over the carnage without really seeing it.

The former cat emerged clean and dressed in the same rich violets and reds Yufitri remembered seeing in his bedroom. Much more imposing now, the vulnerability of his nakedness and anger was carefully wrapped in gold-edged cloth.

Footsteps on the stairs. Yufitri turned to look. It was a young woman, thick black hair and a face that called to mind something of the sea merchant—dark, clever eyes and small features. She was hastily dressed in a loose sack dress and bare feet. “My lord,” she croaked, tears welling in her eyes.

The man gave her a small smile. “Yes, Luisa, all is well. I trust you to take charge of the kitchen and arrange a celebratory feast? Something without mice would be lovely.”

“Right away, my lord!”

She scampered back down the stairs and waited until the door latched closed to start directing the other servants.

The man smiled more broadly, looking down at Yufitri. “Should we talk in my room? I don’t think the gore makes for an appropriate atmosphere for stories.”

With a small nod, the prince got to his feet, ignoring the blood drying on his knees, then followed the man upstairs.

The man settled him in one of the armchairs, every accidental touch sending sparks across Yufitri’s skin, and then sat on the bed. “Shall I start at the beginning?” he asked.

“Please.”

*

“I am the prince of this kingdom, born twenty years ago to the king and queen. However, when my mother still carried me within her, she and my father went hunting in these woods. They had heard rumor of a fairy castle within, but they paid these flights of fancy no mind. But as night fell, they saw lights in the distance, and followed them to this very palace.

“When the fairies ruled here, the surrounding gardens bloomed year-round with exotic and unknown fruits and vegetables. My mother was amazed. She coveted the fruits and flowers and tried to scale the low wall to take some for herself.

“However, the elder fairy had no tolerance for thievery, catching her before she could take even one bite. My mother begged and begged. And the fairy agreed that perhaps a trade could be arranged. She pointed to my mother’s stomach, which was only just beginning to stretch outward, and said she would trade as much fruit as my mother could carry for the child growing under her breast. She agreed.”

Yufitri had such an expression of horror that the man stopped and leaned forward to touch his knee. “You must understand,” the man said gently. “My parents had been assured by soothsayers and astrologers and prophets I would be a sickly little girl, one that would likely not live to see a year’s life. Since my mother assumed the child would be lost to her anyway, I can understand why she would make the trade.”

“That’s still horrible.” Yufitri thought of his father making such a trade, using him as payment for such a paltry thing as exotic food, and anger boiled in the pit of his stomach.

The man shrugged lightly. Clearly the hurt that had been there had long since scarred over—not gone, but no longer painful to touch. “So, deal made, she gathered all the fruit she could and returned to my father. After they’d gorged themselves, she revealed the trade she’d made, and while my father was angry initially, he came to see her reasoning.

“Several months later, I was born and was distinctly not a girl. And despite my pallor giving the appearance of illness, since both of my parents are dark-complected and dark-haired, I was perfectly healthy.

“But false predictions or not, the fairy came for her payment.”

“What did she want with a baby, anyway? What exactly is a fairy?” Up until that point, Yufitri had been vaguely reminded of djinn, demons of the eastern merchants, but djinn had no use for children.

“Fairies are magical creatures, fully distinct from mortal ones like you and me. When I perform magic, I’m channeling the energy already in the object and in the objects I use to build the spell. Fairies fuel their spells from their own essence, and it’s made more powerful by others’ belief in them.”

Yufitri furrowed his brow, trying to understand, but it was like trying to catch smoke—he could see it but not grasp it. “Why?” he asked.

“Something about the nature of magic being capricious and liable to backfire. For the spells I craft, most of the actual craft is channeling the magic into the right direction. Because fairies are so much more powerful, they need help focusing. So, fairies love children and fools, who believe in whatever the fairy seeks to do and so help direct the spell. Does that make sense?”

Yufitri thought about it but ended up shrugging. “Not exactly, but I believe you. So, they wanted you so they could…?”

“Practice spells with the extra focus my belief would give.”

“I see.” He paused, considering. “If they wanted you as a child, why did they turn you into a cat? Unless it wasn’t the fairies?”

The man’s eyes narrowed and turned cold. “Oh, it was them. My childhood was surprisingly happy. I was enchanted to never leave the woods, but the fairies treated me kindly, and they taught me magic to help pass the time. People came in and out of the woods, some of them runaways, some of them lost, and the fairies took them in, usually at the price of becoming part of my staff. For those with nowhere left to go, it was a godsend. And I was never lonely.” His hands, resting in his lap, came together and squeezed tightly. “Then, one day, he came. A traveler like yourself, perhaps even from your own nation. He was…very much like you. A bit younger, perhaps, his beard yet a shadow on his chin. We met by chance in the garden, which he’d entered seeking food and shelter from the summer rain… I loved him madly.”

Yufitri’s heart stuttered in his chest.

“We met in secret because I feared the fairies would punish him. If only I’d known how severely… I would have told him to run, to leave this country behind him and never look back. But I did not.

“We were together only weeks before we were discovered. The elder fairy drove him from the palace in a fury, letting him think he could escape before she transformed herself into a fierce dragon and descended upon him with claws and flame and swallowed him whole.”

For a moment, he stopped talking, throat twitching as he gulped back tears. “He was punished for coveting what was not his. And I was punished as well. My love meant I was no longer a child, and my defiance meant I was no longer of use. The elder fairy, my love’s blood still on her lips, turned me into a cat and cursed me. I could not speak of it, and it could only be broken by convincing a man very like my poor beloved to cut off the head of the body in which I was trapped.

“Well, there are hardly men like you in this land, let alone in these woods, for the first spell remained. I thought I would be trapped here until my death… And yet, here we sit.” He met Yufitri’s gaze and smiled. “I am Calixtus. I give you my name, so you may know me.”

“It’s not as if I could do any magic with it… But I recognize your intent. I am Yufitri.”

“Does it have meaning?” Calixtus asked.

Yufitri blushed a bit. “‘Handsomer than a star.’ My mother named me before she died. Yours?”

“Mine simply means ‘beautiful.’ My parents had planned for a girl after all.” Another smile, but this one was edged in sorrow. “Your name suits you, Prince Yufitri.”

“As does yours, Prince Calixtus.” A thought hit him. “The cats! The other cats, where did they come from?”

Calixtus gazed up at the sliver of window behind Yufitri’s head, eyes far away. “They were the human servants I had when I was turned. They were punished for not knowing sooner.”

Yufitri balked. “That is entirely unfair.”

“Fairies are not known for their fairness.” Though his voice was light, Yufitri could see the bitterness in the tightness of his jaw and the way his hands curled and uncurled in his lap.

Silence. “So where are they now?”

Calixtus waved a dismissive hand. “Elsewhere. They went to find a new kingdom, free of the disgrace of this one.”

Yufitri thought of the man from before who’d had such fear in his eyes when asked about the woods. “The villagers refuse to speak of this place. Do you know why?”

The answer was dry. “I presume because a man was eaten by a dragon here.”

“Ah.” Yufitri didn’t know whether or not Calixtus expected him to laugh.

The silence was broken by the sounds of someone walking downstairs. “My lord?” It sounded like the woman from before. “The preparations have been made! Would you like us to begin serving?”

“Yes!” he called, getting to his feet. “Come, Prince.” He held out a hand to Yufitri, who took it as he stood. For a moment, the touch lingered, but then he dropped Yufitri’s hand like it was ice and smoothed his palm over his shirt.

Yufitri tried to ignore the way it made his chest hurt.

*

It was amazing how small the castle seemed with people bustling around. Though the hands lingered still.

“Those aren’t also servants?” Yufitri wondered.

“No, they’re spellcraft. They maintain the castle and carry things but cannot perform tasks like cooking or washing and mending clothes—things that require a certain amount of knowledge to do.”

“I see.”

When they entered the dining hall, Yufitri was surprised at how many people there suddenly were.

The woman, Luisa, stood near the door and greeted them as they entered. “My lord! And esteemed guest, of course.” She crossed her ankles and bobbed, leaning her head forward. “Dinner will be a roasted goose and as many side dishes as the kitchen can handle.” She grinned. “By God, it is good to hear my own voice again after so long!”

“Yes, I agree.” He pecked her on the cheek as he passed her, eyes turning to Yufitri over his shoulder, but Yufitri couldn’t read the emotion hidden there.

Dinner was amazing, and wine flowed like water. Yufitri ended the meal with a swollen stomach and a warm, sluggish head. As he made his way back to the guest room, he noticed Calixtus skulked behind him, padding silently.

Yufitri stopped and looked at him. Well, he sort of stopped. He got his legs to still, but his body continued to rock with the motion of walking. “Is something wrong?” Had talking always been so difficult? Why was his tongue suddenly so heavy?

“Your father’s task. What is it that he’s looking for?”

“Knowing my father, a pretty face and nice wide hips,” he laughed. “My father, though I love him dearly, is a lecherous old goat behind closed doors.” But he frowned and considered the question more seriously. “I don’t know. He also said he wanted someone quick and well-spoken, able to handle household affairs and our subjects with equal ease.”

“I see.”

Finally sensing something was wrong, Yufitri frowned. Calixtus had grown still, his arms crossed tightly over his chest and his head bowed in some deep thought. “What is it?”

“I know a suitable candidate,” he said stiffly. “Luisa, can you come here?”

The woman emerged from the dining hall, holding a stack of plates. “What do you need, my lord?”

“Would you want to marry our guest?”

Yufitri coughed in surprise, the sudden movement making his stomach roil in protest. She only narrowly avoided dropping the dishes. “Excuse me, my lord?!”

“P-prince Calixtus, hold on!” Yufitri stammered. “I wouldn’t feel comfortable you giving me a person as if she were some sort of gift! And I’d much rather know the woman I marry.”

“She knows you well enough,” Calixtus said, his voice low and controlled. “She was the black cat who found you in the woods. She is exceedingly fond of you.”

Yufitri stared at her. He remembered that cat, and yes, he had been happy to see it when he came across it in the castle—had probably petted its head once or twice. But marry her? Just like that?

“I… It’s true,” she said quietly. “But I would never! I mean…if you wanted to, of course. But surely you—” She stopped herself, eyes on her lord. “—I have to return these to the kitchen to be washed. Please excuse me.”

She hurried away, leaving the two princes alone in the dark.

“Let’s talk in the guest room, shall we?” Yufitri said.

Calixtus nodded.

*

“What in the world happened back there?” Yufitri asked, sitting down heavily on the edge of the bed and putting his hands on his knees. His head was spinning, both with drink (in which he had certainly overindulged) and with confusion.

“I was simply trying to help you as I always have.” Calixtus stayed in the doorway, his hands held behind his back, legs spread in a warrior’s stance.

“I don’t need to win,” Yufitri said emphatically. “I’ve told you this. I’d rather not marry under this kind of pressure anyway.” He closed his eyes but still felt like he was swaying. He tried lying down, but that didn’t seem to help either. He kept talking because he couldn’t think of what else to do.

“The best part about being the youngest son is you don’t have to be king,” Yufitri mumbled. “And so, you get to choose who you want to marry unless you have to help make some alliance or whatever. But most of the time, you can do whatever you want. Of course, the only person I’ve met so far that I’d like to marry is you. Not that my father would ever approve of it. He wants an excuse to have some pretty girls around since it’s all men at the castle since my mom died, not that you’re not pretty—that’s not what I’m saying.” What was he saying? His head was swimming. Why was the bed moving like he was back at sea? Wait, what was this conversation about? He couldn’t even remember. “I just…don’t want you to keep troubling yourself for me, I guess.”

Something warm nestled against his side, and he reached down automatically to stroke the cat, his hand meeting soft human hair instead. He petted it anyway. “I’d like to marry you too,” came a whispered response, but Yufitri was already asleep.

*

With morning came a nail and hammer to Yufitri’s head. He groaned as he came into awareness, his eyes squeezed tight shut against the morning sun. Something was set on the table beside him.

“Drink this,” came Calixtus’s voice. “It’ll help.”

He made a fumbling grab, eyes still pulsing red behind the lids, until Calixtus’s cool hands rested on his, guiding the cup to his lips.

After a short while, the headache began to recede, and he was able to crack his eyes open. Calixtus sat at the foot of the bed, a scroll covered in black scribbles in his hands. “What are you reading?” Yufitri asked.

“A draft of an explanation to my father. I don’t know if he’d still accept me as his heir, but I’m hopeful he will. Of course, if he’s chosen another, it could become a bit of a political mess.”

Even the mention of politics made the hangover worse. Yufitri slumped down onto the pillows. “Don’t ever let me drink that much again, please.”

There was amusement in Calixtus’s voice when he spoke. “I shall do my best.”

The memories from the night before were dark and jumbled. “What…happened last night? I remember you offered one of your servants to me to bring back to my father. But after that, I don’t remember much.”

Calixtus’s face was impossible to read, his eyes half-lidded, mouth a blank line. Yufitri was beginning to realize he was just as inscrutable a man as he was a cat.

“You rebuked me for my actions and insisted once again I needn’t help you with your father’s challenge.” His mouth quirked downward. “However, I don’t know how else to show my gratitude for everything you’ve done for me.”

Yufitri sighed and rolled upright before flopping over so he could look up at Calixtus, the crown of his head brushing against his hip. “You don’t think you’ve done enough? You’ve fed and housed me for nearly two years. You’ve given me gifts crafted with skill and complex magic, and you think you have not done enough?”

Calixtus looked down at him, setting aside his draft. White fingers traced down Yufitri’s nose, pressing softly when they came to the end. “You kept me company those two years, gave me hope I could one day wear my own face again, and then you turned that hope to reality. You gave me back my life. Nothing can ever repay that. Not even if I could pull the moon from the sky to give to you.”

“I don’t know what I would do with the moon. Power over tides of the sea and the tides of women…seems a heavy burden.”

Calixtus gave a shout of laughter. “I speak such poetry for you! And yet you joke. You are strange and wonderful, my dear prince.”

Yufitri smiled. “My head hurts too much to be serious.”

“Well, then let me get you some breakfast. That should help too.”

“You are a prince among men!”

Calixtus chuckled. “Yes, I am. I’d ask you not to go anywhere, but I trust you won’t.”

“I won’t. This bed is much too lovely.”

“I’ll return shortly.”

The door squeaked shut, and Yufitri rolled over to stare at the ceiling. His head, still sore, throbbed with a dull ache on either side of his eyes, but his heart was warm and full in his chest. It was the first time he’d seen the stoic Calixtus laugh.

*

With breakfast came something of a return to routine. But now, instead of lazily passing time with his friend the cat, Yufitri passed time with a beautiful man who, for all his honesty, still managed to be incredibly mysterious.

That night, Calixtus announced to the servants that those who wished to leave this place were welcome. Only a few ultimately took him up on the offer.

“We’re here because there’s nowhere else for us, my lord,” Luisa said quietly as others agreed around her. “We will stay by your side.”

And for a moment, his cheeks darkened with pride and perhaps love, but it was soon gone, replaced by the placid smile he hid so often behind.

*

It was strange for Yufitri, sleeping alone in the bed without the familiar warmth of the cat beside him. A fleeting urge seized him, and he was tempted to rush from his chamber up to the eastern tower and into that room of reds and violets where Calixtus lay asleep and join him, but the urge was quelled, and he fell into restless sleep until morning.

*

As the weeks went on, Calixtus continued to ponder what to say to his father, asking Yufitri for counsel from time to time. Neither of them spoke about his quest. Yufitri had given up, but he could tell Calixtus had not let it go. On the contrary, he was starting to suspect the silence was a cover for scheming.

A few times too many, Yufitri found himself “accidentally” running into Luisa. She was pleasant to be around and pretty, but if Calixtus hoped to spark something between the two of them, it simply wasn’t to be.

It hurt, deep in Yufitri’s chest, to think about Calixtus trying to make him fall in love with someone else. Truly, it became more and more difficult to ignore the fact that he was likely already in love with Calixtus himself.

He felt so warm and content in his presence, and he longed to run his hands through that pale, pale hair and kiss the tip of that long, straight nose, that mole under his eye, those pink lips.

Clenching his fists in impotent frustration, Yufitri bid Luisa another goodbye and returned to the guest room, then fell onto the bed with a heavy sigh. Now the question remained, what did he want to do?

He sat up. He was a prince and a warrior. Princes and warriors did not cower in fear of rejection; they went after what they wanted, consequences be damned.

The hallways were empty. Moonlight fell in stripes across the blue-black floors, and every suit of armor menaced from the shadows. Quelling the urge to return to his room, Yufitri pressed onward until he reached the eastern tower. The door opened at his touch, creaking in the heavy silence. He clicked it shut as quietly as he could and ascended the stairs.

His heart squeezed tightly as he passed through the spell room, flashes of blood, bone, and white fur assaulted him, but he climbed the final staircase.

Calixtus was sitting up in bed, posture alert as his eyes gleamed, catlike, from an opening in the canopy. He visibly relaxed as he recognized Yufitri.

“What brings you here so late, king’s son?” he asked, pulling the canopy further aside. A whispered word and the sconces on the wall flickered to life, casting a warm orange glow. 

“I have something I must tell you.”

“And it could not wait for daylight?”

“No.” Yufitri rubbed his arm. “I was afraid I’d lose my nerve.”

Calixtus worked himself out from under the covers, the white fabric of his shift making no sound as it moved over the heavy wool. He sat on the end of the bed, expectant. “Then speak.”

Yufitri drew in a shuddering breath, too aware of how it rattled hollowly in his chest. “Prince Calixtus. I… What I mean to say is…you are…” He felt like he was about to swoon. He clamped it down, rooting his feet, digging his nails into the skin of his arm, and pulled himself back. “You are the most beautiful person I have ever known, both within and without. I find myself captivated by you more and more with each passing day, and I want nothing more than for you to know my feelings. And for you to stop throwing poor Luisa at me. She is a lovely woman, but no one is lovelier than you.” He stared at the floor, watching his shadow flicker in the firelight, waiting for a response.

Calixtus’s shadow shifted and moved, then drifted forward until the two touched, and Yufitri looked up. There were tears shimmering in those spring-green eyes. “You have much to lose in loving me,” he whispered.

“None of it matters if it means I get you in return.”

Cool hands stroked his overheated face, drawing him up into a kiss. Deepening the kiss, Yufitri tried to lift him into his arms, but they ended up tangled together, unsure of whose hands were where until, laughing, they fell onto the bed. They broke apart, sighing into each other’s mouths. Yufitri ran his fingers through Calixtus’s hair, marveling at the softness of it, heat pooling near his hips at the soft gasp that action inspired. He did it again, a bit rougher, pushing his nails across the scalp. Calixtus shuddered against him and pulled their hips together with his legs. Heat built between them, Yufitri moving his lips across Calixtus’s jaw, moving down his neck, sucking at his pulse. Sharp fingernails pressed into his shoulders as Calixtus held him tighter and tugged at his shift.

At a gasped command, the lights went out, and Calixtus gently pushed Yufitri away. “One moment.” He pulled the curtain fully closed and tugged Yufitri back against his chest until they were lying on the pile of pillows near the headboard. “I wouldn’t want you to catch a chill,” he said softly, sliding his hands up underneath Yufitri’s shift, nails grazing tantalizingly across taut skin.

“No, that would be terrible,” Yufitri agreed, nosing into the junction of ear and neck, hands braced on either side of Calixtus’s chest. “It’s getting so pleasantly warm in here. It would be a real shame to ruin it.”

That night, Yufitri learned the miracle that was making love, the magic of watching Calixtus lose completely his stoic armor and careful words, dissolve entirely into low moans and sharp gasps as his nails painted stripes across Yufitri’s back. As Yufitri fell asleep, he found himself wishing they would scar so he could keep them forever.

*

Morning came. Yufitri woke to the sound of birdsong and was surprised and pleased to find Calixtus lying half on top of him, breathing gently against his chest. He ran his fingers through that soft white hair and scratched lightly. Calixtus sighed happily and cuddled closer, leaning up to bump Yufitri’s chin with his head. Just like a cat. Yufitri chuckled.

Too soon, there came the sound of movement beyond the bed curtains, the shuffling of someone opening trunks and bureaus to lay out clothes and the clink of dishes to serve breakfast. “It’s morning, my lord,” Luisa called.

Calixtus stirred, breathing in deeply before yawning and opening his eyes. For a moment, he appeared confused, but perhaps as memories from the night before returned to him, he smiled and sat up and looked down at Yufitri. “Thank you, Luisa,” he said. “I shall dress myself today.”

“Very well. The clothes are in the usual place when you’re ready. Shall I go wake the prince?”

Yufitri stifled a laugh. Calixtus put a finger to his lips, eyes twinkling with mischief. “No need. I’ll take care of it.”

A pause. “Yes, sir. Have a pleasant morning.” Footsteps, the shutting of the door. 

The two princes looked at each other and burst out laughing. “So,” Calixtus said, rolling over so he was fully on top of Yufitri. “Are you awake?”

“Hmmm, I don’t know. Usually I’m not really awake until I’ve had a bit of exercise.”

“Well then, what kind of host would I be if I did not oblige?”

*

By the time they got out of bed, breakfast had long gone cold. Despite this, they ate ravenously. With a contented sigh, Yufitri started getting dressed again and picked his clothes up off the floor, somewhat bemused as to how they had ended up so far away.

From his perch atop his clothing chest, Calixtus was suddenly grave.

“What’s wrong?” Yufitri wondered if it was his fault somehow. Had last night not been as enjoyable for Calixtus? Was the before-breakfast, er, exercise too much? Was he about to be rejected?

“What are we doing?”

Yufitri tried to keep his voice light, but the fear of never having such a pleasant evening and morning again loomed in his thoughts. “Well, at the moment, we’re getting dressed. Though I wasn’t wearing much beyond a shift to begin with.”

“You know I don’t mean that.”

With a long sigh, Yufitri went and joined him on the chest then put an arm around his shoulders. “We’re being happy.”

“But what about your family? Are you going to allow them to believe you dead or worse?”

“No, I suppose not.” Yufitri tightened his hold. “Guess I have to bring you home and show you off.”

Calixtus froze in the hug and looked at him with wide eyes. “What?”

“Did you think I would abandon you? What kind of man do you take me for?”

Calixtus shook his head, a smile on his lips. “I have no idea.” They kissed, then kissed a little more before breaking apart to finish dressing and emerge from the bedroom into the afternoon sunlight.

*

As the time to return south approached, Calixtus took Yufitri by the hand and led him to the spell room. “I figured out how to break the spell that keeps me bound to these wretched woods,” he said, looking smug. “I want you to watch me shatter it to pieces.”

“I would be happy to.”

Most of the ingredients were already laid out on key parts of the circle at line junctures or within the shapes they formed. Calixtus sat down cross-legged at the center and began to chant. As the ingredients glowed and were absorbed into the spell, a light appeared around Calixtus’s neck. It glowed brighter and brighter until it was clear it was a collar, shining like moonlight.

Hands trembling with excitement, he clasped it tightly. Then he pulled. It did in fact shatter, the bits of light vanishing as they hit the floor.

The spell ingredients disappeared completely, leaving only cloying smoke. Calixtus sat still, breathing slowly in and out, hands, white-knuckled, pressed to the floor in front of him. “I…” His voice was small and shallow, suddenly very young. “I’m free.”

Yufitri knelt beside him and gathered him into his arms. After a few minutes, when Calixtus’s breathing returned to normal, he grinned. “So, we leave at dawn?”

Calixtus grinned back. “Yes. We leave at dawn.”

*

After breakfast the next day, the servants made sure they were packed and ready, promising to look after the castle while their prince was away. Calixtus assured them he would return in a few months, and then the two of them made their way through the forest and into the village at the edge. The people recognized Yufitri by now; a few merchants even greeted him, but they eyed his companion with mistrust and fear.

Calixtus grew smaller at Yufitri’s side. “They think me cursed or a demon,” he said quietly.

“Why?”

“My hair and skin, I would imagine.”

Yufitri frowned. “Is your coloring so uncommon?”

“It is,” he assured him.

By noon, Calixtus’s forehead and nose were violent pink and hot to the touch. Yufitri acquired some ointment like the red-faced man’s so long ago and rubbed it into the burned skin gently.
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