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Of the things I regret the most,


it is those I have hurt along the way.













  
  

Chapter 1

Spiraling





“What have we done?” Taylor mouthed to herself, the words barely making a whisper amongst the rabbits surrounding her. 

She and Ahya were naked in their own bed, encircled by half a dozen rabbits in various positions of sleep, their legs and noses twitching intermittently as they dreamed lustful fantasies. The spoils of their victories, drawn out over an entire night’s passions, were still profusely leaking out from both her ends. The bunny soreness was severe, and her loins throbbed something fierce at the ferocity of their adoration for her. She wanted to cry because she was trapped, but felt she could do nothing to get out of it.

“Don’t tell me you’re having regrets now about all of this. We’ve allowed this to happen for the past few months. It’s a bit late to back out now.” Ahya sounded just as exhausted as Taylor felt, her maw cracked open all night for air flow to the rabbit tucked within. 

“I know.”

She turned her head to gaze out the slightly ajar window, the early morning light filtering in and casting a calming glow across the furry bodies and floppy ears covering her body. Her tailmaw had risen above the level of their heads and was “looking” in her direction. Taylor reached out to pet her, drawing some small comfort that despite this moment, she still had her sister to confide in. Ahya was not shy of bluntly revealing her thoughts whenever it suited her.

Taylor felt the tears form and drip down her face, but she let them pass. This was a sorrow that wouldn’t go away. She felt she had betrayed Jake in these moments. However, it was the only thing keeping her sane in the long stretches of bitterly cold nights with no one else to warm the bed alongside her. She felt so exploitative of these rabbits, despite every single one of them fawning over her and willingly clamoring to get into bed with her. Every single one vowed their undying love if she would just pick them for eternity.

However, there was no eternity; there was only finality. Everything had an end, and in these early morning hours with nothing left to give, she wanted hers to end. The only thing keeping her going was the fact there were two cubs out there beyond that bedroom door who, despite the padding within the walls, were hopefully blissfully unaware of the debauchery their mother got into every single night now. When did things turn so sour? How far from grace had she fallen to be nothing more than what she had hated others for?

Taylor stifled a sob. She hated feeling like this, but she couldn’t stop herself anymore. “If I deny the next group tonight, then they’ll complain that I’m playing favoritism to these six and those before them.”

“We’d never hear the end of it,” Ahya groused. “We should have never agreed the first time. Why did I ever let you talk me into this?”

“Me?” Taylor was affronted at the accusation. “You were head over heels about this arrangement.” She gripped the fur on Ahya tight. “You didn’t even bother to stop me by saying how bad of an idea this was going into it.”

“But you do admit you knew it was a bad idea going into it,” Ahya riposted damningly.

“I just wanted to forget, ok?” She turned her face away from Ahya, not wanting to be judged further by her tail. “I didn’t realize how bad this would get then.”

“And now it’s the primary selling point of our freaking shows!” Ahya growled inside Taylor’s head. Despite being a horny gal usually, even she had limits to how much she could handle. “Come see your idol and symbol of freedom sing her heart out for you! If you’re lucky, you just might get the chance to fuck her and sleep inside her tail! Whoop-de-doo!”

“And you’re not excited anymore having rabbits in your mouth?” Taylor found the notion amusing, despite the current circumstances.

There was a loud sigh in her mind. “It was fantastic at first. I could feel and taste so many new people, but you have no idea how hard it is to resist the natural urge to dissolve and digest them. I have to lay here awake focusing constantly throughout the night, fighting not to murder our fans while you ignorantly sleep away over there. It’s exhausting!”

Taylor chuckled through the tears, sniffling. “Didn’t know that was natural.”

“Whatever! What’s done is done. We’re stuck being fuck puppets for a nation and a leader who doesn’t give two shits about us!”

Taylor turned back to Ahya. She did have a point. Talkar was more united than ever, with Emperor Vecennia using her image and status as the figure of prophecy that brought about the end of the war and singlehandedly disabled the Draccos–the last divisive weapon used in a war centuries in the making. Many immigrants from the north came far and wide to start a new life and secure new jobs to help rebuild the southern Talkar empire. Among those immigrants were thousands of rabbits who had heard of her presence down here and arrived in droves.

Vecennia was quick to discover this willing resource, and bolstered his platform by proclaiming Taylor as his stalwart supporter of the unified peace where mammals, reptiles, elder races, and even any avians who so chose to come join under a single banner. It was a new renaissance of industrial rebirth and advancement, as millennia-long progressions of technology split across country lines came crashing together with the rabbits as the primary workhorses for the reconstruction. All were more than willing to do any task, no matter how strenuous, knowing it was all for the greater good—and potentially Taylor’s favor.

“What do you think I should do, quit?” She shifted, as a rabbit’s elbow was digging into her thigh.

Ahya scoffed. “Like Vecennia would allow us to. He’d just track us down and drag us back to Talkar. He’s got the entire support of the country and all the militias within to drawn upon. Sure, we could resist for a time, but we’d be overwhelmed and be known as murderers for fighting back as we would.” Taylor could hear the sigh in her head. “These shows are all we’ve got left to look forward to now. We need to provide that public, friendly face of Talkar for the sake of our kids.”

“Yeah… Our kids.” Taylor stared up at the ceiling, the fan still and unmoving. She realized she was getting overly hot laying beneath all these rabbits, who felt like furnaces. “Since when did you become the voice of rationality?”

“When you lost yours.” Ahya didn’t hesitate.

“Ha, ha, fuck you too.” She rose up and cringed as she felt another rush of seed pour out. Gods, these rabbits were insatiable. However, none compared to Jake. She doubted any of them could. “Ahya, help me get them off. We need to start the day. The kids should be rising soon.”

“Sure thing.” Ahya opened her maw and let the seventh sleeping rabbit slide out off her tongue onto the gaggle around her. Several began to wake as they noticed Taylor’s movement off the bed.

“Where you going, Taylor?” one of them asked.

“I need to get ready for the day and shower. You all can sleep in my bed a bit longer. Just…please wait for my kids to head for the school bus before leaving the room to eat or something. I’d rather not…not have them see you here.” She didn’t know a better way of putting that sentiment. How should she phrase the fact she was embarrassed at what she had grown addicted to, and was ashamed to show it in front of her family?

This answer seemed to pacify them as they snuggled upon their peers and collapsed into a fluffy pile. Ignoring the mess of a bed she knew she’d have to deal with later, she shut the door of the bathroom behind her with Ahya as she flicked on the shower head. The hot water flowed down her body and drenched her fur. She lost track of how long she had stood there, staring at a singular space of tiling on the floor. Was this what Jake felt like during those dark moments when he felt so depressed, he wanted to commit suicide? She wished the ground would swallow her up so she could disappear from the world and all its blasted responsibilities.

After drying and freshening up, she gazed at herself in the mirror. She felt older than she looked. Her hair was cut in a punk combover, one side of her head shaved near-clean to provide that edgy look. She had reintroduced all the piercings along her ears to compliment her spiked collar and black mesh garb. She was a new variant of her former self in her previous death metal band, Bad Luck. She even fur spray-painted dark, menacing eyes on Ahya to give her a wicked look that both scared and thrilled her many fans.

“How did we get to be so popular?” Taylor mumbled at herself.

“We’ve always been the center of attention,” Ahya reminded without prompting, causing Taylor’s ears to flap back. “Mostly negative, until recently. I feel we should just enjoy what we have now. It’s certainly a far cry better than when we were on the run.”

“Yeah… Better.” She hated being the center of attention now. She wished she was somewhere quiet and remote, like that cabin she used to share with Liam. She paused a moment, staring at herself. She hadn’t thought about him in ages. “I wonder how Liam is doing?”

She could hear Ahya’s internal snort. “Probably relieved he doesn’t have to raise these kids with us.” 

Taylor wiped a paw down her face in exhaustion. “Probably still ‘off-world’, trying to deal with whatever fallout he claims he caused by helping me out.” Liam was the father of her cubs and had the annoying habit of joking around even in the most dire of situations, however it was unclear how much of his explanation of being some intergalactic operative was real or not.

“I’m going to bite his ass, literally, if he shows up at our doorstep, begging to be let back in.”

“Doesn’t matter now. He’s been long gone for years, and I’ve no way of contacting him. Don’t get your hopes up too high.” She checked her canines with her tongue in the mirror. One of them had started to ache; she needed to make an appointment with the dentist soon. She could use Ahya’s saliva, but it’d be imprecise and messy. Her ears perked up to new sounds. “Seems like the cubs are up. Let’s get into momma mode.”

“I think only you have to do that. I don’t have to do a damn thing. They just love me naturally for who I am.” Ahya smirked, her “eyes” looking gleeful.

“Good for you on getting the 100% approval rating from our kids. I’m floundering here.” Taylor quietly exited the bathroom, making sure to not wake the rabbits on her bed. Tiptoeing out the bedroom, she gently shut the door and nearly yelped as she turned to see a black and white scaled tegu waiting expectantly outside in the hall, one arm crooked behind his back deferentially. “Salator! You freaking scared me! Would you stop being so damn efficient at your job? I can manage on my own to the damn kitchen to feed my kids.”

He bowed low, his butler outfit creaking at the tight seams. “Fully understood, Mrs. Thumpings. However, seeing as you were a bit preoccupied later than usual, I took it upon myself to prepare a lovely spot of breakfast for Michael and Nina. As voiced earlier, their favorite of banana pancakes with a side of sausage and eggs was met with great enthusiasm. I hadn’t the heart to deny their joyful faces breakfast any later than was warranted.”

Taylor stuck out her tongue in grimace at the meat served, but she was not going to forbid her children from eating meat if they loved it just because she abhorred the taste of it—no thanks to Ahya. “Thank you, Salator. Are they ready for school yet?” She had the lizard keep pace with her longer strides down the hall to the staircase leading lower.

“Nina is ready and eager for school as always. Michael is struggling still. He fusses a lot over his backpack, anxious that he’ll forget something at home that he’d need,” he reported dutifully.

“Ugh, Michael is always such a pain. Why can’t he just follow what his sister does? We’ve gone over this with him dozens of times!” Ahya whined, tugging backwards on Taylor’s backside, clearly not wanting to be downstairs with the cubs.

Taylor ignored the motion and kept on down the stairs, making the ninety-degree turn to the second set. “He’s not like you or me, Ahya. He takes more after his uncle, Max, in that regard. We just need to approach him differently, that’s all.”

“Easy for you to say,” Ahya huffed, giving up her resistance.

Salator never questioned Taylor’s relationship with her sister-tail. At this point, anyone remotely close to Taylor knew their connection and whenever she talked to herself, it was merely accepted as fact. He patiently waited for their conversation to end before gesturing them to pass on by into the kitchen. Two sets of red ears popped up from the table. Two beaming grins with teeth shown back at her as their crimson irises locked onto her—an oddity of genetic lineage. 

“Mom!” they both cried as the girl with the red splotch of fur covering her right eye bounded off the tall chair and zoomed into her arms.

Taylor nearly stumbled back from the tackle. Despite her earlier mood, she couldn’t help but smile at the pure expression of love. “Hey, Nina. I see you’re overly happy today. Did something good happen?”

She grinned and nodded. “The sports race is today! I’m going to win! Are you going to be there, Mom?” She was giving her a knowing look.

Taylor’s smile faded. She had completely forgotten this track and field meet was important to Nina. “Oh, that’s very nice! I know you’ll do great! I’ll do my best to try and make it, but I do have my concert later this evening too.”

Nina was crestfallen. “You do those every night! Why can’t the emperor give you a break?!” She stomped a hindpaw, stepping back and relinquishing the hug—much to Taylor’s hurt. “Dad always showed up.”

“She’s got a point, you know. Have we ever asked Vecennia?” Ahya remarked without regard for Taylor’s feelings for the slight Nina gave by bringing up Jake.

Taylor didn’t want to get into this right now with either of them. She walked off towards Michael to ruffle the tuft of red fur on his head. He wasn’t much of a hugger, so she didn’t force much physical contact beyond that. “I’m bound by a contractual obligation to do these, hun. I can’t just quit whenever I want…” The excuse sounded flimsy, but it was the truth.

“For a full year?!” Nina thumped again.

Salator cleared his throat. “If I may suggest an idea?” All eyes stared at him. “We could go see the emperor after we see these two off to their private bus, and I could provide that valuable outside, objective opinion in your favor of a break? I know these concerts have been a fantastic boon to the reputation of the emperor and his rule in Talkar, but even celebrities need rest. Alone he may not listen, but together he could consider your plea.”

Nina bounced on the spot. “Yeah! That!” She pointed in his direction. “Go cancel your concerts and come see me on the track!”

Taylor looked between them all before smiling. “All right. I’ll see what I can do.”

“I don’t want to go to school,” Michael blurted out, his eyes cast down at his half-eaten pancakes. He had already devoured his sausages and eggs.

Taylor exhaled. “This isn’t up for debate, Michael. Due to the new law imposed by our emperor, all children beneath the age of fifteen must be properly educated up to a standard. It’s to better improve the lives of everyone in Talkar if everyone has an equal footing in education and knowledge. One of the many measures of reconstruction instituted.”

“You’re using the big words on them again,” Ahya butted in, only to be waved away with a paw.

“But he’s not our emperor! He’s theirs!” Michael shouted loudly, his eyes still on his plate.

“Don’t raise your voice at me, Michael Thumpings!” Taylor warned.

“But he’s not!” he repeated, this time focusing on Ahya’s “eyes”. He began to fidget with his elbow, kicking his legs. “We’re not reptiles! We’re mammals! Why does he get to be over us when we aren’t like them?”

Taylor blinked. “Where did you get this notion?”

“From Marle.” He pouted, not looking at Ahya anymore. “She said so.”

“Well, Marle isn’t here anymore,” Taylor said, exasperated.

Nina propped her fists onto her hips as she filled Taylor in. “He’s just mad because he can’t stand up for himself in school! I keep telling him to beat up those bullies, but he always runs away crying to me!”

“Bullies? Wait, nobody is beating anyone up. What’s going on?” Taylor knelt before Michael, causing him to look away harder. “Please, tell me.”

“If you don’t, you’ll get a timeout in my maw.”

“Ahya, not now.” She bapped her tail.

“The kids at school make fun of me, and tell me I’ll never be as good as them because I was born a mammal. They keep saying to ‘go home’ back where I came from. Go home back to Liv-Liv-Livar…” He seemed to be on the verge of tears.

“Livarnu.” Taylor corrected.

“Yeah… But I’m not from there! I’m from here! I was born in Talkar, right? That makes me one of them! They treat me like some freak that doesn’t belong here!” He began to hiccup, heaving a bit like he was going to upchuck his breakfast.

“Oh, that does it. I’m going to eat those little shits!” Ahya was vindictive. She went to nuzzle Michael, but he just stepped to the side, off his chair and away from her touch.

Taylor’s heart went out to her son. She knew what it was like to be considered and treated like a freak. She knew she couldn’t deal with this situation today, but she’d have to resolve it at some point this week. She rose and turned to her daughter. “Nina, can you help your brother and make sure he’s not bullied? I’ll see if I can make an appointment with the principal over this situation later.”

“But it’ll make it worse! They told me not to say anything!” Michael wailed.

“Because you’re a big baby and can’t stand up for yourself!” Nina stuck her tongue out.

“Enough!” Taylor shouted. “We’ll settle this later. Thank you for bringing it to my attention. For now, get ready for school. Your personal bus will be at the stop any moment. You need to be there, or you’ll miss it!”

“But they always wait for us. We’re their only passengers.” Michael groaned. “Just another reason they hate us,” he mumbled.

She shushed them out the entryway into the small foyer, draping them with cloaks that covered their flaming red hair and fur splotches. The last thing their family needed was a tail on their kids that would lead unsavory folks straight back to their home. As they looked now, they’d be no different than any other mammal children whose families relocated here to Talkar, heading to their school buses this morning.

She nudged them out the glass-window-framed door. “Remember, Nina, help your brother!” The girl just rolled her eyes, but didn’t argue.

Salator bowed again as he escorted her pups outside. “I will ensure they make it to the stop safely and without incident, Mrs. Thumpings. Do not leave for Emperor Vecennia without me. I will hail for a transport on my way back for us to take.”

“Thank you,” she responded absently, her eyes on her cubs as they made their way down the dirt road, flanked by recently made cobblestone sidewalks. Not everything had been refurbished in the six years they had been living in Miraköjo since the war. She watched as Nina skipped alongside Salator, regaling him with whatever banal thing sprung to her mind. Michael was trudging behind with the weight of the world atop his shoulders.

“You know he’s only here to keep tabs on us for Vecennia.” Ahya was “staring” out the blinds alongside Taylor.

“Who? Salator?” She sniffed. “Yeah, I figured. However, I don’t think I could manage this household without his help. So as long as he is useful, I’m willing to overlook that measure of control Vecennia has over us. He’s the least of my worries right now.”

Vecennia had assigned his former butler as both caretaker and servant to Taylor in those early years after the war, and it just ultimately became routine that Salator was always around for her. It wasn’t that she didn’t appreciate his help. He was a fantastic cook, homemaker, and keeper of schedules. Without his help, she would have surely fallen apart during the massive changes in her life.

She turned as she heard some rustling by the stairs. She frowned at the two rabbits who brazenly sauntered down the steps naked like they owned the place. This was still her home, and what they did last night did not give them free reign of the place. What if the kids had seen them like this? That was something she was not going to allow. It was bad enough she gave into her vice like this. She didn’t have to expose anyone else to it.

“Oh good, you two are my volunteers in cleaning the mess upstairs. Let’s go.” She walked right between them, gripping both their wrists as she dragged them along behind her.

“But…what about some breakfast?” one sputtered, trying his best to stay stable on his two hindpaws as she brusquely went up the steps.

“I’m not your maid and this isn’t a restaurant. You were only invited by my good graces. Remember that.”

She did not have time for these entitled rabbits who seemed to have taken their recent position with her for granted. Regrettably, all she had was time right now to deal with this pungent mess until Salator came back—no doubt to break up another fervent session of soreness she’d hate herself for succumbing to the moment they laid paws on her. She almost resented Jake for inflicting this addiction in her.
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Steven tapped his fingers on the steering stick of the enclosed vehicle he was in. It had originally been made for larger reptile occupants, but Taylor had adjusted it with some modifications to suit both her smaller brothers, back when she was still in the employ of Roanhannon at his workshop. Now it was her designated getaway vehicle, and none of the rabble who attended her concerts had caught onto its true purpose. The shaded windows hiding his identity helped with that.

The big throng of rabbits and other adoring fans had long since dissipated, many chasing a false lead of Taylor’s double complete with wig and attachable tail. He snorted at their zealousness for her presence as some even chased down the decoy vehicle as it sped away faster than their legs could carry them. It was almost surreal how much their lives had changed over the last few years, with his younger sister at the forefront of it. Steven sighed at the wait.

It had been almost an hour from the appointed time she was to slip out and he drive her home to what was to be another sordid group of awaiting rabbits. He wrinkled his snout at the thought of his sister like that. He didn’t like his innocent memories of their time together back in Zabökar being tarnished by what she chose to do now with her body. He shuddered the thoughts away as he moved his neck to some audible cracks. Guess he needed to get in there and retrieve her.

After surveying the alley he had parked in, Steven quietly slipped out and shut the door. He couldn’t be too careful that some adoring fans weren’t still lingering around to identify him. He entered the side door into the large, spherical, dome-shaped concert hall built specifically for her events, navigating through the myriad of back hallways illuminated by hissing, piped lightbulbs. He knew his way around, having done this several times before. It seemed to be more a necessity of late. Taylor was getting worse.

The komodo bouncers poised outside her dressing room were still there, indicating her occupancy within. They recognized Steven immediately; it wasn’t difficult since he was the only skunk this side of the dismantled wall. Stepping between them, he opened the door to a sorry sight.

Taylor was slouched back in her chair, seemingly buzzed out of her mind. Ahya was behind her, lazily lapping up what seemed to be their third glass of amber liquor. Her temple was resting on a propped-up fist, eyes locked on a dangling chain from her fingers with a familiar pine tree pendant. Clothes, bottles, and refuse was strewn about everywhere like a storm had blown in.

“Taylor, we have to leave. You need to go home,” Steven spoke quietly.

She barely registered his company. Ahya turned her bulk towards him, but continued to lap the alcohol. “He was here, Steven.” There was a moment of silence between them. He had no idea who she was talking about. When it was clear there’d be no response, she expounded. “Liam. He was here.” She let the chain drop further from her fingers. “He left this behind on my vanity during the concert.”

“Oh.” Steven didn’t know what to say. He had barely met Liam just after arriving in Talkar, but he shortly left them all for parts unknown. He didn’t really have much of an opinion about the strange wolf. He knew he was the father to her cubs, but that was it. Taylor didn’t like to talk about him much. “Did you get to see him?”

She sniffled once, not looking at him. “No. He didn’t even have the courtesy of waiting for me here after it was over to say hi. I doubt he even bothered to check in on our kids, as if he actually cared.” She shot an irritated look at Ahya, who had paused drinking. “Shut up, Ahya. No one asked you.”

Steven exhaled. She was probably more than just buzzed. He could hear it in her speech. “I’m sorry, Taylor. I don’t know what you want me to say. Is that the only thing he left for you?” He pointed at the necklace. “Isn’t that the one Mom gave you?”

She mulled over his words as she stared at the lightly swaying pine tree. “Yeah…via Jake.” Steven cast his eyes to the ground at the name. She turned her head to a single sheet of paper on the vanity top beside her. “He also left this letter.”

Steven stepped forward to pick it up as she inclined her head towards it. His eyes scanned over its words:

Taylor, my love, you were glorious tonight. You are as beautiful as the day I left, perhaps even more so. That is two concerts of yours that I have enjoyed. I am blessed to have had you as my own, if only for a short while. I hope you and the cubs are in good health. It is not going so well for me of late. I must stay further abroad for the time being, but I could not resist the urge to drop by and at least see you were safe and happy.

I wish I could stay longer, but all I’ve got to give in passing is the necklace you entrusted to me with your mother’s very essence and memory embedded into it. Let’s just say I tinkered with it a bit, and am returning it to you even better than when you handed it to me. Squeeze the slight lump in the center of the tree five times in succession to activate a one-time protective feature I hope you’ll never have to use in an hour of great need. May it be a loving reminder of me, and that your mother will always be nearby. Love, your Liam.

Steven blinked up at her as he set the letter back. “What does he even mean by mother always being nearby?”

She shrugged. “What does it matter? It’s baseless sentiment. He wasn’t here to help raise these cubs. Jake was.” Ahya had finished up the third glass, and was snooping around for a fourth.

“They seem no worse for wear over it though.” Steven tried to be optimistic, attempting to crack a smile amidst the mood.

“That’s not the point. Despite everything, he still chose to abandon his kids and fly off to gods knows where!” She slapped a palm on the table, clinking the necklace chain beneath it.

Steven was getting irked with his sister. He stayed behind in Talkar for this? “Look, I know this past year has been hard, but at least they had a fantastic father in Jake. I honestly feel you’re being a bit too greedy in wanting two husbands to be dads to your kids. Most would kill to have even one!”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?!”

“Okay, maybe I worded that a bit poorly. I meant that be happy both were in your life.”

“Well, who else is going to step up now? You had Sebastian!” Taylor fired back.

Steven stomped a foot, his tail springing up. “He doesn’t count. Uncle Sebastian was more a father to you than either Max or me. My true father, the one who was with Mom when I was adopted, was Anthony. That was my father. Sebastian’s inclusion in my family did not diminish the memories I had with Anthony.”

“I lost him too, you know,” she pointed out.

He raised a brow and folded his arms. “Not after you had spent most of your lifetime knowing him as your dad. You had more time to recoup with Uncle Sebastian to get over any grief you had over Anthony. It’s not the same, and stop trying to make it be!”

Taylor scoffed at Ahya between them. “You didn’t know him any better than I did. Stop trying to say he loved you more.” She sighed. “And what about you? Aren’t you being a bit greedy in going after Ari?”

Steven bristled at the claim. It didn’t even make sense. “Excuse me? How can my relationship with Ariana be construed as greedy?”

“Ahya, stop. I’m going to say my piece!” Taylor let the necklace sift and drop through her fingers with a clatter as she pointed at him, pushing Ahya away with the other paw as the tail made to bump itself into her side. “You knew full well the crap she put me through and the countless innocents she’s left dead in her wake.”

“She’s regretful for all that, and she understands what she did before was wrong,” Steven defended hotly, his eyes narrowing. He did not like these accusations against his present girlfriend, as odd as the pairing might seem.

“I’m sure,” Taylor stated, disbelieving. “She’s used me time and again and abused my trust on multiple occasions. However, my opinion as your little sister doesn’t seem to matter to you. The moment she showed any sort of vulnerability, your little skunk boner peaked, and now you’re all over her! Just what the hell do you see in her?” Ahya seemed to have given up stopping her sister and drooped to the floor. The animosity was out of the bag.

He laughed sardonically. “My ‘skunk boner’, huh? Look who’s talking!” He stared at the back of her head in the vanity mirror behind her, not wanting to meet her heterochromatic eyes. “I’m not the one going home each night these days to half a dozen new rabbits intent on getting my brains fucked out.” He thumped a thumb to his chest. “At least I’m a loyal skunk of principles, and behold myself to one girl only!”

Taylor snorted, giving him a knowing look. He scowled back. “Fine. Whatever!” She threw her paws up. “And of all the females out there, you had to choose Ari, knowing full well what she means to me! It’s almost like you’re spitting in my face, continuing to stay involved with her!”

“Only after you and Marle tried to set me up with her in the first place!” Steven shouted back, his fists balled and shaking at his sides now. “Wasn’t it you who said she just needed some ‘good loving’ to freaking mellow out? It was your idea!”

“It was more Marle’s.”

“Don’t dodge your culpability! Now I’m thinking you only did it because you thought it was funny! It’s not every day someone other than another skunk can tolerate someone with my musk! I’m sorry if I actually took the suggestion seriously and she responded favorably…eventually!” he added, knowing that it hadn’t been smooth sailing for them either as a couple.

“Yeah, well, I didn’t think you two would fall in love or anything.” She stared off at some indistinct spot on the wallpaper.

“Love is a bit premature I feel on her part.” Steven was a bit morose over that fact. He huffed as he regarded Taylor more closely. “I knew it. You’re freaking drunk as a skunk on musk, and honestly, I don’t really like you when you are. I’ve done my best to stay behind and help you like I know our mother would have wanted, but now I feel I’m only staying for Ari. Did you know that I had to actually stop her from killing herself the other day? She’s depressed enough to try suicide, Taylor. She’s hurting much like you are. I can see it clearly in you both.”

Taylor smiled as she went to search for her dwindling bottle to pour another glass. “Good, maybe now she’ll understand what the entirety of my life has been like.”

“You know what? You’re actually spitting in Jake’s face now. He would be ashamed to see what you’ve become. Your pups have a terrible mother.”

“Fuck you!”

“Okay, I’m done!” Steven snapped. “I was going to drive you home like I always do, but I’m tired of your bullshit! You can find your own way home! If you get accosted by your crazed fans and disappear into the night, I don’t believe I’d actually even care!” He spun on a heel and proceeded to make for the door, his thoughts fuming.

The metal hinges swung sharply. The door slammed shut in Steven’s face with lock clicking, alarming the two bouncers outside. They banged on the door, inquiring if everything was alright inside. “Yeah, it’s fine!” Taylor yelled out, pacifying them somewhat. “Steven, please don’t leave.” Her voice was softer now, more defeated.

He turned to her with seething malice. He had forgiven her ages ago for the indirect involvement of the death of their mother, but lingering resentments from those years remained. He was trying to be understanding of her as family. “Taylor, please don’t use your powers on me like that. You can’t lock me in here forever. Ari will just come find me anyway if I don’t come home by a certain time. You remember how it was before when I helped you after Jake.”

“She now has a curfew on you too?” Taylor winced as she let her instinctual smart-alack remark on Ari slip out. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that.”

“Yeah, you did. Like you mean everything else you say about her. Just admit it. You are embarrassed that your brother, a skunk, would actually pick a reptile to be a lover to.”

“It’s not that… It’s just that it’s with her specifically.” Ahya was sneaking around to fondle the remaining bottle as she clumsily poured a fourth glass for them both.

“People can change, Taylor. She’s not the only one with blood on her paws. I’ve got some too; hell, I got several cities’ worth if we’re counting the behemoths from several years ago. I’m just trying to help her change in a positive direction. Whatever happened shortly after the war did something to her. Whatever her father said did something.”

Taylor’s eyes met his. She seemed genuinely curious. “She never revealed what he said to her?”

Steven shook his head. “No. She’s been very reclusive when it comes to that topic. I don’t broach it much myself either, since it usually results in a downward tic in her mood.”

“I’m sorry, Steven. I didn’t want to start a fight. I’m just a messed-up person.” Taylor began to sob as she relinquished control over Ahya, letting her gorge on the fourth glass of liquor that night.

“Okay, enough of that.” Steven stepped forward and yanked the glass from Ahya’s slobbering tongue. Teeth flashed inches from his face. “Oh stop it, Ahya. Like you’d actually do anything to your brother. You both don’t need this right now, especially if you’re going to ‘perform’ tonight for your adoring fans.” He tossed the liquid into the nearby trash can, not caring about any mess since he knew the cleaners would come in later to tidy up.

Taylor hiccuped a cry. “Now who is being made fun of?” She pointed out his jab at her nightly activities.

“Excuse me, I’m just trying to make sure my little sister doesn’t make any more bad decisions than she already has. Consider that my big brother protectiveness at work here.”

“You’re so thoughtful.” She shakily rose to standing, her entire body lilting to the side.

Steven rushed forward to put both paws up to steady her. “Hold up there, Taylor. You’re going to fall.” He glanced back at the locked door. “Can you let them in? I’m a bit too short to help you walk to the car.”

“You’re still willing to drive me home?” A smile finally cracked her lips.

“Of course. Despite all your bullshit, you’re still my little sis.” He chuckled as Ahya drunkenly nuzzled his head. “Both of you are. Come on, we need to get you home to your cubs. Maybe there is still time to tuck them in.” His gaze wandered over to the pine tree necklace, left forgotten on the vanity top. He reached out to pocket it for safekeeping; he didn’t think Taylor was even aware he had done so.

It was well past dark when the bouncers finally got Taylor out to the car. Steven was already in the driver’s seat, waiting for them to buckle her into the passenger side. She was in no condition to be managing much right now. He rolled each window down slightly. Hopefully the cool, moist night air would help sober her up some. With a button press, the engines whined to life as they levitated off the ground. The splayed wings beneath the vehicle spread out behind them as they surged out of the alley and down the semi-busy street.
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The ride home was mostly observed in silence. Taylor’s forehead was pressed up against the glass as she stared out into the inky blackness. Multiple dark silhouettes of buildings passed by her sight. They were taking a circuitous route through the city of Miraköjo, Taylor’s current permanent home of residence away from Emperor Vecennia’s new capital city. This subterfuge was necessary, otherwise people would be harassing and violating Taylor’s family nonstop. It was a colossal effort backed by Vecennia himself in keeping his star asset safe and protected while still giving her some illusion of freedom and autonomy, as agreed for her cooperation.

Taylor’s thoughts were not on her current situation, and more on what her brother thought of her. Did he really think her a whore for what she does? “It wasn’t like I didn’t try to get out of it,” she blurted out suddenly, splitting the silence.

“What?” Steven seemed confused, taking his eyes off the dirt road a brief moment.

“I spoke to Vecennia today about quitting these concerts. Quitting this…‘dishonorable performance’ for my fans each night. He denied my request, saying it was too soon to stop the Talkar promotional campaign. He said to ride out the current season first, at least to the anniversary gala celebrating the ‘new’ Talkar, before retackling the issue.”

“I don’t think I can take even one more month with these ravenous rabbits.” There was sincere anxiety behind Ahya’s words.

Steven made an incoherent sound. “I’m sorry to hear that, Sis. Look, gods know we’ve both done some stupid things in the heat of the moment. I didn’t mean to imply anything awful.”

“No, you were right. It does spit on Jake for what I do, but I’m weak. It seemed like a good idea at the time when Vecennia first proposed it. It only became suspicious when Samantha seconded it. Still, it seemed to really help build support and patriotism among the rabbits flocking into Talkar. Even Vecennia praised the results.” She smushed her cheek deeper into the glass, feeling her heart sink with her face against it.

“Stop lying to yourself about reasons that don’t really matter. You secretly wanted something to replace Jake.” Ahya’s voice seemed tipsy.

“Samantha?” Steven said with skepticism. “You’re still willing to trust anything she says to you after how she treats you? I bet you it was secretly her idea. It’s just as bad as her last one where she proposed that poster promotion in Zabökar.” He visibly looked squeamish. “It wasn’t right for me to see that.”

“He’s got a point.”

“It got butts in seats at least. That’s what we wanted, right?”

“And now it’s getting rabbits into your butt.”

“Ahya, please...” Taylor sighed.

Steven waved a dismissive paw at her. “Regardless, I know the beef between you and Samantha. Jake explained it all to me one day, and my personal opinion is that some rifts can’t be mended. Anything she suggests to you or supports out of the goodness of her heart should be treated with caution. I still don’t know why you continue to salvage this supposed ‘friendship’ of yours. She’s toxic and should be avoided.”

“Just like Ari is toxic?” Taylor turned her head slightly towards him.

“Don’t even start this again. We’re so close to your house now.” Steven gripped the steering stick tighter.

“Tread lightly, Sis. He might still leave us on the side of the road. I don’t think either of us can walk straight.”

“You can’t even walk at all,” Taylor retorted. “I’m sorry, Steven. It’s just that I don’t have many friends. They either all hate me or they’re all dead. Samantha is the last person who even speaks to me, and even that I have to drag out of her. I can’t abandon her after the promise I made to her. She’s all I have left now.”

“The war is over, Taylor. I don’t think that promise to escape Talkar together applies anymore. Also, don’t I matter at all?” Steven tried to grin. “I talk to you.”

She shared his mirth, if but only for a moment. “You don’t count. You’re family.”

“Guess you don’t count either,” he fired back. It was nice to enjoy some sibling banter. Ahya gave his leg a small lick. “Marle was also a good friend of yours too, right?”

Taylor’s mood dampened. “Yeah, but she’s gone now. She left with Max. She said she didn’t like being down here in Talkar.” Despite what Michael said this morning about Marle, Taylor secretly felt part of it was probably her fault as well. She seemed to drive everyone away eventually.

“Uncle Sebastian doesn’t visit often?” Steven asked. “He was always closer to you than he was to either Max or me.”

Taylor shook her head. “Not since he and Natalia hooked up.”

She was bitterly reminded how alone she truly was here. Most of her family had either split off or were tainted by those she had wronged. Natalia never could quite forgive her for having Ahya eat both her younger sister, Sarah, and her former lover and dear friend, Mikhail. It was a miracle she wasn’t coming for her head like she once did when they first met. Perhaps Steven was right, some rifts couldn’t be repaired. She still felt the grievous loss though. It was like losing an older sister she never had.

Steven let out a short laugh, oblivious to her inner despair. “I didn’t quite expect that myself either. Surely Sebastian has had some impact on her, right? Weren’t you two close before? It seemed like you were from what I heard.”

“We were.” Her gaze shifted back out to the exterior. “However, it seems she’s had more of an impact on him. I guess it’s hard to forgive someone when their body has eaten two of the most important people in your life.”

“Don’t make it sound like it’s all my fault. Mikhail was mostly all you.” Taylor scowled at her for this remark.

“Oh, I see.” Steven paused a moment, turning into the driveway of her home. He shifted it into park as the wing flaps retracted underneath and shifted upwards into the undercarriage as they lowered to the ground. “I’ll have a talk with Sebastian tomorrow and see what’s going on.”

“I’d rather you didn’t. I wouldn’t want to mess up his life or anyone else’s any more than I already have. Just let them be happy together without me.” She unlocked the door and began to stumble her way out of the vehicle.

“I don’t think you’ve messed up anything. You’re being a bit too harsh on yourself.” There was concern etched on his face.

“Thanks for the ride, Bro.” She flashed him a half-hearted smile. “Did… Did you want to come in?”

Steven gave her a searching look. “I don’t think that’d be a good idea or very appropriate. You know why.”

Taylor elicited a ragged sigh. “Yeah, I suppose you’re right—Ari’s curfew too. I guess I’ll take it from here.” She slapped the car door closed and lurched forward to her front door where a watchful Salator was coming to meet her.

Steven leaned himself out his window, calling to him. “Take good care of her tonight, please?”

“Of course, young master.” Salator bowed before stepping to the side to become Taylor’s walking buddy as he helped her up the steps and into the home. She could feel Steven’s eyes on her the entire way. Closing the front door behind them, Salator helped her walk to the dining area, assisting her to sitting at the table. “I’m sorry the earlier meeting with the emperor did not go as planned.”

Taylor gazed up the steps to the inevitable fate that awaited her that night. She could already smell their musk, even from this distance. They were waiting for her. “It was what I expected,” she responded dully.

He followed her gaze upwards. “This fresh batch was delivered here discretely in the back of a van with blindfolds on and nose plugs in, as usual. They were instructed not to interfere with the rest of the household or your cubs.” That was good. She probably would have killed them if they tried.

“How are they?” She peered over at the hallway adjacent on the ground level. She’d much rather be with her children now than empire-mandated obligations.

Salator drew a glass from a cabinet and filled it with water before dropping a fizzing tablet into it. “They went down well tonight, Mrs. Thumpings. Nina placed third at her track meet today. She was so proud.”

“Gods damn it.” Taylor thumped a fist on the table. She had been completely engrossed in her concert preparations tonight to recall. “I hope she doesn’t hate me for missing it.”

Salator seemed to empathize with her, walking over with bubbling tonic in palm. “I’m sure she is fine. I relayed to her how happy you were for her success. Here, this is to help you sober up some before tonight. I can smell the alcohol on your breath.”

“Maybe if you don’t drink it and we just pass out here downstairs, we won’t have to face them?” Ahya pleaded.

She took the proffered glass from her butler and stared at it. “If only it were that simple. We can’t leave Salator to deal with them all if they grow bored and end up wandering down here.”

He surmised their interaction astutely. “That would be appreciative. The promise of meeting their idol can only keep them in line for so long. Rabbits aren’t exactly the most civilized of people, as I’ve found,” he said with open distaste.

She took a sip of the bitter drink, much to Ahya’s dismay. “Don’t blame them too harshly. They’ve not had freedom like this in centuries. They probably don’t know what to properly do with it all.”

“Don’t make excuses for them.” Ahya attempted to snatch the drink away from Taylor’s paws with her tongue, forcing her to down the entire glass in a shot. “You’re horrible, and I hate you.”

“I hate you too.” Taylor licked her lips in disgust, but could already tell the tonic was working.

“I’ve half a mind you actually like being abused like this.”

“I actually don’t, but bunny sore is a hell of a drug. I’m addicted to it now.”

“Natalia warned you.”

“I know she did.”

Salator cleared his throat to interrupt their internal conversation. “Be that as it may, Mrs. Thumpings, I much prefer and miss Jake. He was a more civilized sort of rabbit, and understood his place.”

“Much like you should understand yours?” She stood up abruptly. She didn’t mean to be so cold, but she was tired of being constantly reminded of Jake and Salator was out of line here. “He’s dead, Salator. Jake’s dead. He has been for a year. Don’t you remember? Today marks the anniversary of his death. Now if you’ll excuse me…”

Taylor didn’t wait to see the reaction to her words, but his response was clear when he didn’t offer to help. She fumbled her way through the kitchen, leaning and gripping onto the counters as she made her way to the stairs leading upwards. Climbing up on all fours, she wanted to puke and nearly pass out at the top after that exertion. She slid herself down the wall, step by step to her bedroom door. The drink was helping, but not quite enough yet.

She was in no condition to entertain guests tonight, but she couldn’t back down now. The fallout among the rabbits would be more of a hassle than she wanted to handle should she suddenly stop all this. She knew she had let it go too far, but she felt her reputation among them was tenuous at best. She felt like a false savior to them, liberating them from their bondage of law and regulation based off fiction and lies. It was Stepan who had incited the seeds of rebellion, not her. She was just there at the right time and place to direct their fury. She didn’t ask to be made this glorious goddess on Herrn to them.

She barely registered her bedroom door opening. She was on her paws and knees outside of it. They had apparently heard her weeping. Their small bunny faces were fleeting. She couldn’t distinguish anything about any of them. None of them mattered. None of them cared, not in the way Jake cared. Sure, they gave her the fix she needed, but it felt too impersonal and rote. She was just a thing for them to idolize and fetishize over, especially now that she had opened the floodgates to do so and no rabbit husband in sight to waylay them.

Even as they expressed their shallow apprehensions over her as they helped her to the bed, she could already feel their tiny paws feeling her up, gently groping and pulling, stripping and kneading. This could only end one way, and they would get what they ultimately came here for and were promised by an unfeeling nation hellbent on exploiting her for all she had. Before she knew it, she was again on her paws and knees, but now surrounded by naked and quivering rabbits.

“I hate this.” Ahya was resigned to her fate once more. She could feel her maw being pried open by eager fingers.

Taylor did her best to hold back the tears as paws on her hips implored her to lower down onto someone as more raised her chin to the level of their crotches. “I do too,” she whispered back, whimpering as she felt herself mounted and swiftly entered from all angles.

It was a lost cause now. She was a lost cause. She gave in to them all. The soreness took over. Perhaps both Jake and Ari had the right idea about this whole suicide thing. Anything was better than this spiraling hell.
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Chapter 2

Delivery





Jake was humming to himself as he sliced up the carrots and onions, his little bunny tail twitching this way and that as he tapped a hindpaw to the tune in his head. It was one of Taylor’s songs he was rather fond of, Not Your Fuck Bunnies. Granted, it didn’t exactly apply to him specifically—not anymore. However, it still resonated with him based on where he came from, and his fellow brothers and sisters out there in­ the north were still impacted to some degree by the residual enforcement of the service law.

His ears perked up as the doorbell rang. That was odd. Not many people knew where they lived; the emperor saw to that. Friends and family either just knocked, or let themselves in if they had the keys. The doorbell indicated it was a stranger. Tossing the vegetable chunks into the pan on the stove to brown, he wiped his paws down on his apron before heading out of the kitchen. He was proud of himself for getting their cubs accustomed to different food additives in their omelets, a rare delicacy down here in Talkar. Michael could be especially picky.

“Hi, Daddy! That smells good!” Nina’s head zipped up at his entrance into the living den. She was on the carpet scribbling some drawing in her sketchbook, newly gifted by the emperor.

“It’ll be ready in about five or so minutes, depending. Just sit tight and I’ll call you to the table.” Jake smiled back as Nina licked her chops at the savory smells infusing the air.

Jake surveyed the room to find Michael in the corner window nook, his attention focused through the slatted blinds at the outside world—a place neither were allowed to be a part of without supervision. Their red fur was too recognizable, and could lead unfriendly eyes back to Taylor. They were doing their best to give their pups a normal life free from the insanity that was their now nationwide popularity. They thankfully had some extremely secretive and protective neighbors who adored the two little wolves.

“You’re not even watching your cartoons,” Jake commented towards Michael. True, the shows performed down here in Talkar by the fledgling production houses were quite amateurish, but they were still entertaining for the kids.

Michael didn’t even glace over at the basic television mounted atop a dresser across the living den from his nook, a piece of technology newly introduced and replicated by the reptiles. “They keep stopping them with Mommy’s messages.”

Jake watched the screen and saw Michael spoke the truth. Yet another propaganda piece was being played with Taylor’s joyful face plastered all over, enticing those to strike up new jobs and help the reconstruction efforts alongside promoting her concerts. Jake could understand Michael’s irritation at having his shows interrupted constantly for that. Jake never did like commercials during his shows back when he watched them. He couldn’t imagine having them stopped with a picture of their mother all over. Michael’s temperament couldn’t handle it.

“Fair enough,” he finally conceded with the little cub.

Jake shook his head in amazement at what his life had become. Not even five years ago could he ever imagine being a family man, let alone a father. He was married to one of the most beautiful wolves in the world—two if you counted Ahya, her sister and tailmaw, and although both Michael and Nina were adopted by him, he couldn’t have asked for better kids. Nina was rambunctious, loud, and hyper, but ever so loving and expressive. Michael was the more taciturn of the two, and it was clear he had to be approached vastly different than most other children.

The doorbell rang again. Jake’s ears flapped down in annoyance. “I’m coming!” He shouted.

Smoothing down his ”Kiss the Bunny Butt” cooking apron, he gave the two cubs one last look before opening the door. He was surprised to be craning his neck back to stare up into the dark eyes of a giraffe, an odd sight in and of itself in these parts. It appeared the giraffe was wearing a postal outfit complete with an overly large cap with ossicone openings that flopped down partially over his brow. The post system was instated throughout Talkar not even three years ago. Emperor Vecennia had been making good on his promise of a total reconstruction of his country, using Jake’s rabbit kin as the primary workforce.

“Uh… Can I help you?” Jake asked, trying to get a better look at the giraffe. They rarely got mail, since it was diligently inspected before it ever reached them.

A deep voice resounded as the postmammal handed a rectangular brown box to Jake. “Mr. Jake Thumpings?” Jake nodded. “I believe this is for you. Have a good day, sir.” The giraffe delivered the box and tipped his cap before awkwardly walking down the front sidewalk to the dirt road running the length of their street.

Jake paused to look up and down the houses. That was strange. He didn’t see a mail vehicle like they usually did. Even though they got their mail by direct delivery, it wasn’t through the carriers that delivered the mail to the neighbors. He also thought the mail typically came later in the afternoon instead of early morning. 

After shutting the door, he inspected the odd package that was almost the length of his arm. It was clearly addressed to him, and was sealed up tight with several layers of tape all along the corners and sides. It would take a lot of sharp cutting to bust into this box right now, and he hadn’t the time for it. Food was already sizzling on the stove, and he needed to get back to it. Shrugging, he plopped the box beside the main couch on the small lamp table. He’d deal with it tonight.

Bounding back into the kitchen with renewed vigor, Jake finished up the remainder of breakfast. “Come in and scarf your eggs, ya crazy scavengers!” he called out playfully as he set down two steaming plates of vegetable omelets.

“Yay!” Nina skipped into the kitchen, nearly tripping over a stray toy one of them had left on the floor. She somersaulted forward and amazingly ended up on her appointed chair.

Jake whistled. “That was a close one, kiddo! Your gymnastic lessons are paying off!” He winked as Nina flashed him a toothy grin before diving in with gusto.

“Thanks, Daddy!”

His focus shifted to Michael, who was entering the room a bit slower than his sister. “Come on, eat up. It’ll be cold if you drag hindpaw.”

Michael gave a small scrunch of his nose at the obnoxious gobbling sounds Nina was making. “Thanks,” he mumbled when Jake prompted him for manners.

Jake chuckled as he observed Michael poking the carrots and onions out of his eggs. He’d soon learn to appreciate them. “All right, you two. Be good down here and make sure to put the dishes in the sink when you’re done. I’m going to take a plate up to your mother and wake her up.” They both responded positively to this.

With a nod, he grabbed a fork and, with delicious plate of eggs in paw, he worked his way down the hall and up the stairs to their second-floor bedroom. He could hear the feral birdsong outside their window as he quietly edged the door open with a hindpaw. Slipping in, he saw the beautifully voluptuous form of his two wives. The cover was half off her body, revealing delightful sights to his primitive rabbit mind. However, he was on a breakfast mission this morning and he didn’t need to be distracted right now. That, and he, could come later.

Setting the plate down on the nightstand with a clink, he sat down beside her. He leaned forward to kiss and lick her forehead. “Wake up, my love. You need to get ready for work. Today’s your last day. You gotta turn in your tools and say goodbye to Roanhannon. Then we can have some fun at your concert tonight.”

Taylor shifted and stretched dramatically next to him, Ahya extending out beyond the edge of the bed. Taylor yawned wide, making a loud cry, revealing that cavernous maw of a sister. “Please don’t remind me of my adult responsibilities today, Jake. I want to be lazy and childish and stay in bed and make love to you.”

Jake snorted. “We’d all love that, my dear.” He reached out to pet and stroke through her crimson hair. Gods, he loved everything about her. “But we have to continue to earn our keep here in Talkar. We only have it as good as we do because of the emperor’s good graces.”

“Yeah, yeah…” She waved him off, attempting to bury her snout into his pillow and take a whiff of his delectable scent on it. He made sure to chin all his stuff for her benefit, knowing she loved his smell. Her nose picked up a different aroma though. “What did you bring?” She poked her head up and eyed the plate.

“Just a vegetable omelet, my lady love.” He instinctually raised a paw up to push the expected Ahya back away from the plate. He knew her enough to see it coming.

Taylor smiled before flipping over to sitting. “It’s been a while since I’ve been served eggs in bed.”

Jake smirked. “You’ve been fed eggs in bed often?”

A wistful smile graced her face. “Yeah, a long ago by someone I didn’t fully appreciate then.”

Jake nodded sagely. “Mikhail…” She mimicked his gesture. “You ever miss him?”

Ahya stopped her insistence at getting to the plate as Taylor mulled over the question. “I’m not really sure how to answer that. I didn’t know him that well or get to spend a lot of time with him, but I know he considered me somewhat like a second daughter of sorts. I got to know him better through Natalia and how much he meant to her.”

They both shared a look towards Ahya, the one who ultimately ended his life, even if it was asked for by Mikhail to save Taylor’s. Jake prodded another glob of egg, but did not raise it from the plate. “Does he appear to you like Pine and Mitchell did?”

Taylor gazed away towards the window. “No. He never has, and I sort of wish he did. I don’t know how it all works when Ahya eats someone. Kanya theorized how it works, but the fact that it isn’t happening the same way with Mikhail is confusing. I wish both him and Kanya were here, because then maybe Natalia would be able to see him once more and they could talk it out, and she not blame me for everything.”

“Hopefully time will heal this too.” Jake tried to instill some positivity into the conversation.

There was a long period of silence between them before Ahya began to make for the food again. Taylor sighed, helping Jake push Ahya further down into the covers. She was rapacious. “You may need to make a second plate just for her.”

“If the cubs don’t take all the rest downstairs for seconds.” Jake laughed.

“Guess it’s time to start the day.” She weakly beamed at him before opening her mouth as Jake adoringly forked a clump of eggs into her awaiting maw.

It may have looked odd to others, but this was a special moment for them both. It was a time of bonding, and gave Jake that boost as provider of the house and home. Taylor may have been bringing in the money to finance their current lifestyle, but it was Jake who was master of this house. It was his job to take care of the family. It was something Taylor dared not deny him. She loved him too much to do that, and he knew it.
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Jake continued to hum another song of Taylor’s to himself as he basked in the sun rays beaming in through the vaulted window, obscured only partially by the hanging planters with dangling vines. He sat opposite across an expansive workshop filled with drooping lanterns that would have belonged better on exterior lampposts at night. The multitude of nooks and embedded shelving units featured a dizzying array of books, figurines, metal tools, objects and devices. With the occasional easel board plastered with a design of engineering density peppering the cluttered landscape, Taylor’s former job space was the pinnacle of organized chaos.

Taylor was sitting not far from him on a small, wooden stool. Perched in her lap atop Ahya’s length was a small conglomeration of tin, bolts, glass, and springs. It appeared to be a visage of a mammal of some sort, but Jake couldn’t identify it from here. She was using her tail like a makeshift workbench. Ahya was keeping herself still beside Taylor’s waist, dutifully holding a small bin of tools and screws. Jake marveled at his wife as she absently reached over to grab what she needed before resuming work on the project.

Taylor had always been a fast learner of anything she put her mind to. She showed great aptitude for technology during her time living with Liam. Now under Roanhannon’s tutelage and Natalia’s begrudging know-how, she blossomed even further in these skillsets. She had already applied her knowledge in modifying their assigned family vehicles to accommodate her two smaller, older brothers. He was so blessed to have such a gifted wife. He was so damn proud of her.

Placing the magnifying goggles up onto her forehead, she leaned back with an arch to several satisfying pops up and down her spine as she sighed with finality. “It’s done.”

Jake boosted down off his window seat to come look at it. He tilted his head. “What is it supposed to be?”

She smiled with full teeth as she held it up for him. “It’s a rabbit. Look! He even walks!”

Taylor grabbed the box of tools off Ahya as she unfurled her sister from around herself before standing up and placing the toy on the nearest worktable. She wound up the small gear handle on its back before letting it go. It whirred and whined as internal cogs sprang to life inside. It waddled down the length of the table as Taylor giggled and clapped, its ears flopping this way and that.

“That’s amazing! Is it for one of our cubs?” Jake was awestruck. He couldn’t even fathom how she could just put together scrap like that and make something amazing.

Her countenance faded subtly. “It’s actually for Natalia.” Jake’s ears flopped down. “Yeah, I know. I want to be happy for both her and Uncle Sebastian. I couldn’t think of a better person for him to be with than her. I don’t want to deny him another shot at happiness now that Mom is gone, but it feels awkward with this lingering resentment between me and her.”

“She’s a bit old for toys now though,” Jake stated the obvious.

“Yeah, but Seb Seb came by some time back and mentioned they were trying for a baby.”

This was definitely news to him. Despite being married to his daughter for years now, they hadn’t really done a lot of “father/son” bonding. “Artificial insemination?”

A glimmer of a smile remained on her face. “Unless you believe the fairytale that Kanya said about dragons being true, they’d have no other alternative.”

“That’s true.” Jake rubbed his chin. It’d be hard indeed for a wolf to get a snow leopard pregnant. “Speaking of Kanya, where did she go?”

Taylor made a noncommittal noise. “Who knows? She left after supposedly helping Ari talk with her dad. No one has seen her since.”

The moment it leaked out that happened, Vecennia had both Ari’s father and his brother secured and fortified even deeper into the bowels of their invisible prison system. Now, nobody knew where they were kept. Not that it mattered much anymore to Ari; she seemed to be altogether done with anything involving her father. She seemed to be more interested in a particular skunk brother of hers, or was it the other way around? Their relationship was never quite so simple.

With a sniff, she picked up the toy and made to head out. “I’ll be handing it to her before we leave.”

“She’s here?” Jake’s ears perked back up.

“She will be soon.” Taylor packed up her used tools before scoping the room out once more, as if saying goodbye to it internally. “I’m only doing a half day today as my final day. She’ll be covering the rest of my shift before taking over my position under Roanhannon as primary innovative architect.”

It was a position that Jake vaguely understood as creative design engineering. She was apparently responsible for the multitude of new mechanical advancements that continued to bolster the industrial revolution throughout Talkar. As much as he should be jealous over Liam and how much praise Taylor gave him for what she was able to accomplish now, he couldn’t help but marvel at how lucky he was to be with her. Talkar’s resurgence was successful due to her influence and knowledge.

“This is all a mystery to me.” Jake waved his paw around them. “I like to think I’m technologically inclined, but I don’t believe I could simply invent stuff like you can. This place is simply fascinating.”

It was true. His place primarily for the first few years of their children’s lives was at home. He rarely got a chance to visit her at her job up until recently, and even then that was infrequent. Now that the pups had started school, he was willing to leave more often. He never imagined home life would suit him so well.

Taylor didn’t seem as impressed with the workshop. “I guess? It’s just my job.” He knew she wasn’t being modest. She just didn’t see her amazing talents the same way he did. “Anyway, we need to lock this place up for Natalia to take over and clock out with Roanhannon.”

Jake nodded before stepping outside to let her do her necessary checklists to close out her final day on the job. With a satisfied puff, she shut the metal door in place with Ahya’s maw and spun the wheel lock to ensure pressurization. He didn’t quite understand why it needed that sort of mechanism to keep it secure, but he wasn’t going to ask. He followed her through the wooded floor and metal hallway down to the lower levels, taking each step carefully down the spiral metal catwalk stairs the three flights to ground level.

Two dark green slits for eyes rose to meet their own as Roanhannon unfolded his coiled body up from where he was sitting. His brown scales scintillated in the light blooming around them from the vast open windows showcasing the bustling streets beyond. With the tip of his tail, he removed the black goggles off his crown flare and set them down on the front desk. Seeing such an unnatural elder race like him was always a moment of both awe and apprehension for Jake, like viewing something that should have been extinct centuries ago.

“I trust everything is as I left it?” he asked with a deep voice.

“Only with the mess I left it in,” she responded cheekily, swapping over to the common Talkar tongue naturally—a language both her and Jake had to learn during their time here. Even their kids were multilingual, but were more fluent in Talkar speech.

The snake clucked his tongue with a grin. “The keys please, so your replacement can take over.” He held out his diminutive palm. He did not admonish her. It was clear he had a soft spot for her after being her tutor for years now. One could say she was almost like a daughter to him.

As if on cue, Natalia walked through the revolving door as Taylor dropped the keys into his outstretched palm. The door activated on motion; it alerted Taylor to the snow leopard’s presence. There was a tense moment of silence as the two ladies assessed each other. Jake clenched his jaw anxiously as he could see Natalia tense up.

Taylor broke the silence first, swapping back to her language of birth. “This is for you.” She hurriedly held out the small toy rabbit. The gesture confused Natalia. Taylor had to point clumsily at the snow leopard’s belly. “For the baby I know you’re going to have.” She did her best to keep the mood light.

If Natalia was flustered over the private matter that Sebastian no doubt only relayed to Taylor and most likely without permission, the snow leopard didn’t show it. She haltingly took the toy. “Thanks,” she said flatly. She turned curtly to the snake and said in his tongue, “I’m reporting for my first shift. Where am I to work?”

Roanhannon glanced between the two before gesturing for Natalia to follow. “You’ll be taking Taylor’s old workshop. I’ll show you the way.” He paused as the snow leopard passed by him. He turned back. “It was a pleasure, Mrs. Thumpings. I wish you the best of luck on this new venture the emperor has you doing. You certainly look the part now.” He waved to her freshly cut hair.

Taylor pushed a lock of hair behind an ear as she thumped a fist on her hip in agitation. “It’s really nothing I haven’t done before. Not really a big deal.” With a sudden rush, she wrapped her arms around his circular body and buried her face in his scales. Ahya rounded around them both and hugged him as well with her tongue. “Thank you, for everything.”

Roanhannon’s professional demeanor evaporated for the briefest of moments as his arms reached down to grasp and pet her on the neck and head. “Of course, my dear Taylor. Don’t be a stranger now. My place is always open to you. I’d love for you to create wondrous things for me again.” Natalia stood off from the interaction and looked away, not wanting to get involved.

At length, they separated and went their separate ways. Taylor stood watching them a few moments longer before turning to leave through the revolving door. “I really wish she gave more of a reaction there. I worked hard on that.”

Jake squeezed in beside her as they slowly moved with the door. “I agree. That response was rather disappointing. As much as you think she’d be over it, finding it within yourself to forgive the person who killed your sister and best friend, even if unintentionally, can be a very hard thing to do. She just needs time. Trust me, I should know. I’ve long since forgiven Ahya for Tony, but it wasn’t easy.” Ahya nuzzled him as they slipped out into the open air.

“But it’s been over five years!” She gestured back to Natalia.

“True, but you can’t rush these things.”

She let out a long breath, pulling a summer cloak over her shoulders and head to cover the red fur. “I guess you’re right. Thanks, Jake.” She turned around to look up at the tall building of metal spires and bulging oval-framed windows. “I’m actually going to miss this place. It felt like a private space where I could escape from the world, people, and the kids sometimes.” She huffed a laugh at the last sentiment.

“Hopefully not from me!” Jake snickered.

She smiled back. “Of course not!” Her humor faded. “Now I have to deal with people again. I’m not looking forward to yet another full year of concerts, especially now with the kids in school and needing me more than ever. I felt my schedule was more stable being here.”

“True, but this is for the best.” Jake tried to cheer her up. “You were struggling to make time for us with both your job and the concert promotional tour you’re doing for the emperor. One of them had to give.”

“Yeah… Not like I could refuse the emperor.” He could detect a hint of bitterness.

“Technically you did once, in front of me.” Jake winked.

This got her to snort-laugh unexpectedly. He loved when he got her do that, even though it embarrassed her. “Whatever!”

Jake reached up to hold her paw as he led her down the street to their awaiting chauffeur, dutifully standing by. “Come on, we need to prepare for Max’s final performance tonight. I’ll help you get prepared for the show.”

“You?” She looked at him incredulously. He couldn’t really attend many of her concerts since he needed to be home with the kids during the times she was live on stage. She never really needed his assistance to get ready each night. She was a seasoned musician by now. “What could you help me with?”
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“Oh fuck, yes! Jake, harder!” Taylor moaned.

Jake was lustful for his wife. He was pounding fervently into her delicate folds, their welcoming embrace slurping him back in with each thrust. She was leaned up against her vanity top, one paw gripping the edge with the other on the back of his head as he suckled on a breast. He was standing atop a smaller chair to be at the perfect height as he gripped her hips and continued their passionate dance. It probably wasn’t altogether comfortable for her, but he didn’t think she cared.

The view in the mirror behind showcased her charming stripe of red down the center of her back—a fur pattern he found delightfully kinky. He saw in the reflection Ahya sneaking up behind his exposed backside. He stopped his assault on a breast to instruct, “It’s okay, Ahya. Do what you wish. I’m all in the mood for it now!”

Ahya needed no further reinforcement. She dug her tongue straight through his cheeks and into his rump, her thick saliva providing enough lube to slide a decent way in. It was more than enough to send Jake reeling over the edge a fifth time that evening. He blew his load deep into his wife, gripping her tight. She dug her nails into his head, her voice echoing his as they each called out the other’s name. They slumped sated together against the vanity, Ahya still lazily enjoying her entertainment inside him.

“You’re still as wonderful as ever.” Jake laid his head against her chest, his breathing coming down.

Releasing her death grip on him, she gently soothed and patted the small cuts she gave him during her throes of pleasure. “I’m ready for more.”

He chortled into her fur, not looking at her. “And I thought I was insatiable.”

“What can I say? We love our bunny.” To accentuate the point, Ahya dug a bit deeper, causing Jake to cry out as a few more lingering spurts erupted inside.

He chittered his teeth as he rubbed his face across her chest, getting more of his scent on her. “I think your adoring fans will only wait for so long.” He lifted one ear to the door leading out to the hallway. “I think I can hear them chanting your name now.”

She let her head fall back, eyes to the ceiling. “Ugh, let them wait. I don’t want to leave you right now.”

Jake shifted his head to look over at the stiff sofa nearby. “I’m thinking of moving us over to that in a minute.”

The dressing room door slapped open as a raccoon stepped through without ceremony. “Taylor, you are late.”

“Ah, shit! Max!” Taylor immediately let go of Jake, quickly reaching over to pull her ripped jeans over to cover her indecency.

“Ahya, no!” Jake felt the tongue slide all the way out. With nothing supporting him in this awkward position of leaning off the chair onto Taylor, he crumpled down to the floor in between. “The hell, Max? You couldn’t have knocked?”

“Would you two have honestly stopped if I did?” The raccoon didn’t seem the least bit phased at their situation. His eyes instead focused on the recently vacated chair.

“We might have.” Taylor was shyly looking away from her older brother, waving incessantly as if to will him out of existence from the room. “Can you at least close the door, please?”

“You needed to stop anyway.” He walked over, leaving the door open, and sat down on the sofa, causing the two of them to groan. He wasn’t going to leave. “I was told to come get you when you didn’t show up for stage roll call.”

“Just because it’s casual for you and Marle to walk around your house buck naked doesn’t mean the rest of us are comfortable with doing it in front of others!” Taylor snapped her fingers and pointed at other articles of her clothes for Jake to pick up and hand to her. He immediately set to work on collecting since he himself wasn’t too concerned with his modesty, being a rabbit and all. “I thought Mom taught you better on propriety.”

Max leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees as he clasped his paws before his mouth, observing Jake gathering the remainder of the clothes. “She did. However, I figured you’d not be moving with a sense of urgency if I had just notified you of the time and left. At least now you have a reason to expedite getting dressed and meeting the crowd out there, who have all paid an insane amount of good money to come see you. I’m here to make sure you get out there.”

“They couldn’t have sent anyone else?!” Taylor whined as she gracelessly shuffled her way behind a standing dressing partition to yank all her clothes on.

“Marle isn’t interested in coming to these concerts. It wouldn’t be appropriate for Uncle Sebastian to, given what I just witnessed. Besides, he is with Natalia right now. I know not where. Steven is being weird about this for some reason.” He flapped a paw at Jake as the rabbit was putting a leg through his slacks. “Ari doesn’t care. All the reptile bodyguards and staff are a bit intimidated around you, so none were willing. That just left me.” He smiled, as if remembering a fond memory. “Besides, it's nothing I haven’t seen before. I changed your diapers on several occasions when you were a pup. You were a stinky baby!”

“Can you please not tell my husband embarrassing crap?” Taylor yelled from beyond the divider. “And it’s not exactly the same thing as before, Max! I’m a grown wolf now!”

“Really, you did?” Jake’s ears flapped up. He didn’t know that. He thought her older brothers had mostly stayed out of Taylor’s parenting, alongside Murana. Seemed like she had omitted some information to him.

“Yeah, when Mom was…having issues that first year with Taylor, I helped my dad, Anthony, with baby duties. Steven didn’t want to help, claiming he dealt with enough stink on his own.”

“You really love to torture me, don’t you?” Taylor bemoaned.

Jake giggled as Max responded. “Of course. It’s one of the few highlights of my day. I’m obligated to as your older brother.” Taylor’s response was a strangled cry of some sort. He focused his eyes onto Jake’s hindpaws as he continued to get dressed. “Apparently I had a very soothing voice since after swaddling, Taylor would always fall asleep on me. I miss the days when I could actually carry her fully in my arms. Now I think she could carry me in hers.”

“Are you just about done?” Taylor stalked out from behind the barrier, fully dressed in ripped jeans, torn wolf skull shirt, chains, and piercings. Ahya had been given a fresh coat of black fur paint to resemble eyes.

“Never.” He finally glanced directly at her eyes for the briefest of moments with a shit-eating grin.

“I will pick you up and hug you. I won’t let go.” This threat of physical touch did garner a look of worry on Max’s face.

“I am actually intrigued. Maybe you could tell me more about her childhood later?” Jake finished buttoning up his collared shirt. He felt really dapper this evening. “She very rarely ever talks about it.”

She wagged a finger at him. “You indulge my brother further and you can forget about any fun tonight.”

“Uh oh, you’ve been admonished,” Max simpered.

“Guess I have!” Jake was honestly unconcerned with the threat. He knew her bunny soreness for him had set in and it wouldn’t take much to break her resolve, but to keep the peace that night, he complied with her wishes. “We need to get you two out on stage for Max’s final farewell to Talkar. Let’s go.”

He attempted to make eye contact with Max as soon as Taylor’s back was turned, giving him a “call me” hand gesture by his ear. He was always in the mood to hear more about his darling wolf wife. Nothing said would ever make him love her any less.

[image: ]

It was a fantastic concert and after-party for Taylor’s new band, Eldritch Downtrodden. Max was uncomfortable with all the attention, as usual. Sebastian caught Marle and Max both trying to sneak out the rear entrance of the building midway through, dragging them both back to the spotlight. They certainly were a matched pair. Both raccoon and giraffe disliked crowds and being around people they did not know. They much preferred the comfort of solitude and each other. When Taylor discovered their relationship, she was unanimously in favor of it. She was thrilled to see one of her brothers truly happy.

Granted, the majority of the attention that night was focused on Taylor, being the star of the show as lead singer and guitarist. The crowd was mainly there for her and Ahya. Jake dutifully stood by as mobs of starstruck fans, many being rabbits, came to get her autograph and perhaps even get a touch in. He was there to make sure it didn’t get out of hand, although his musk on her was enough to deter many as their eyes met his. They knew she was his. He could detect the jealousy behind their false smiles, to the point he wouldn’t want to be caught alone in a dark alley with them despite being perfectly capable of defending himself.

The ride in the back of the enclosed car after the decoy had long since left the stadium was mostly uneventful. Taylor and Jake were riding alone as a designated driver took them a roundabout way home. She was exhausted and fell asleep midway through the drive, Ahya draped over both their laps. He had to scritch Ahya and gently nudge Taylor awake when they arrived. It was extremely late, definitely past the cubs’ bedtime.

The emperor’s appointed butler, Salator, was awaiting them at the front door, bowing as they swept past him into the house. The open floor plan revealed the mess Michael and Nina had made across the dining, kitchen, and living den. Toys were strewn across the floor and furniture. Messy eating habits were present at the table and the floor beneath it. The kitchen counters and cutting boards were awash with knives, utensils, and uneaten food.

Salator was quick to excuse himself. “I had just gotten them to bed right before you arrived. They wanted to stay up for you to come home, hoping to see their Uncle Max.”

Taylor acknowledged his report with a nod and a sad smile. “He’s spending his night with Marle tonight.”

“As he rightfully should,” Salator was quick to agree.

“I’ll go check in on the kiddos. You sit down and relax for a bit. I’ll be back.” Jake indicated the L-shaped wooden couch with fanciful removable cushions that could be changed with the seasons and décor.

Taylor didn’t have the energy to deal with the kids tonight; even he could see that. They had done three separate encores and stayed out far later than expected. If they were still awake, he’d be more than happy to kiss and tuck them into bed. Leaving her to slouch down across the couch as Salator began to clean up the kitchen first, Jake made his way down the hallway just off the living den. The lightbulbs were dimmed the further he got. He could see a faint glimmer of illumination beneath the closed bedroom door. He chuckled as he shook his head and entered.

“Daddy, you’re home!” Nina bolted straight up in her bed, seemingly raring to leap off and engage him in a tackle-hug.

“Is Mommy here?” Michael seemed to be the more tired of the two, his balled fist rubbing an eye.

“You two are up late! You are supposed to be sleeping,” he rebuked them pleasantly. He hadn’t the heart to be mad at them.

“We just wanted to see Uncle Max! He’s going to be leaving soon, right?!” There was an air of concern in Nina’s voice.

Jake pulled out the stool from beneath their shared nightstand, sitting between them both on their separate beds in the center of the room along the far wall. He put a paw out on hers, massaging it. “He’s not leaving right away. We still have plenty of time before him and Marle leave, don’t worry. Tonight was just his last night performing as drummer for Mommy’s band.” He turned to Michael and placed his paw beside his leg, allowing him to reach out for it if he wished. “Mommy is here, but she’s tired and getting ready for bed. I’ll let her know to come in before we turn in to give you two a goodnight kiss.”

“I’d like a story,” Michael asked bluntly. He was getting more awake by the second. Jake didn’t exactly want that; it was past midnight.

“Hmmm, let’s see if I can find something for you two.” He needed to resort to tried-and-true tactics. He stood up and walked over to their combined bookcase inlaid into the wall, small lamps and figurines dotting the shelving landscape between individual books. He scanned the titles, climbed up a small stepladder, and picked one out. “Here we go: Llydia and the Forever Blue. It’s about perseverance and not giving up. You two certainly can be stubborn—I mean, perseverant!” He grinned at their reactions as he flipped the cover around to show a white-furred dragon with black stripe markings flying over an ocean.

“You’ve read that one before!” Nina was affronted.

“You want a story or not?” Jake pretended to put it back, only to be stopped by a cry. “Well, alright then. Tell you what… I’m going to give it to you, and you read to your brother for right now. I’m going to see if I can’t help your mother get ready for bed. When I return, I’ll finish what you haven’t gotten to, ok?” He handed the book up to Nina on the taller bed.

“Oh…all right.” Nina seemed deflated, but Michael was eager to be read to as he bundled his legs up towards his chest beneath the covers.

“There we go. I’ll check on you two in a little bit.” He winked before gently backing out and shutting the door softly.

If his strategy was proven true again, they would both be asleep by the time he returned. He’d expect Michael to be snoring cutely on his side, facing his sister as she was reading to him, and to see her passed out with the book in disarray across her chest. It was then a simple matter of putting the book away, turning off the lamp and leaving. It worked most of the time. He hoped it wouldn’t be much different tonight. It was bad enough they stayed up as late as they did; they’d be crabby in the morning when it came time to wake them.

When he returned to the living den, he found Taylor asleep on the couch. Her body was stretched out over the longest portion of the L with Ahya wrapped around her front between her legs, gripped like one would a body pillow. Salator had wisely cleaned up the den next after the kitchen so as to not wake her once she fell asleep. He was steadfastly working his magic through the dining area, the tabletop already pristine. Jake had to admit the butler tegu was an insane help around the home, but he did feel a tad inadequate as a house husband compared to the lizard.

He did his best to lay beside her adjacent on the other end of the L, but she began to stir at his touch. “Ah, I didn’t mean to wake you. I was going to snuggle up for a bit down here with you.”

“You would have fallen asleep too,” she groggily ribbed. “I know you.”

“Would that have been so bad? You’re just so comfortable!” He flashed his front two teeth. “It wouldn’t be the first time we slept down here.”

“True, but I’d rather not get jumped on by the kids this morning.” She sat up straight, letting Ahya curl up and around them both, resting across the backing of the couch. “How were they?”

“Awake,” he responded, sitting up beside her, laying his head against her upper arm. “The book will either put them both out, or we only have ten or so minutes of quiet to ourselves.”

“Let’s hope for the former.”

“Let’s hope.” He laughed. He reached up to draw his fingers through the underside of Ahya’s mouth as she drooped down to rest her bulk across his head and ears, pushing them down. He sighed contently as he took in the room around them. “This feels almost surreal.”

“Hmmm? Why?” She lifted her arm and wrapped it around, drawing him close.

“Not even six years ago, we were fighting for our lives against behemoths, flying war machines, power-eaters, Duke Y’ollmjr, and the Authority.”

“Do you feel it anymore? The Authority, that is.”

Jake shook his head. “Not since the war ended. I think the Script’s purpose is dead now that the war it was meant to prevent has passed.” Taylor breathed a sigh of relief. He gestured all around. “Now we’re living a sedentary life free of such terrors with two kids, family nearby, and a steady job. Our kids are even going to school. It feels like such a mundane routine, but it’s hard to fathom we’re allowed to live the life we are now.”

“Do you feel it wrong somehow?” Her tone was inscrutable.

“No, of course not. I’m just thinking out loud.” He looked up into her eyes. “Despite all the crap we’ve been through and what it took to get here, I’m happy that I’m here with you now. Today truly has been a perfect day.” Taylor leaned down to kiss him. Their lips met. The warmth of her touch sent shocks through his nerves. He pressed back with longing. He was intoxicated, and couldn’t get enough of this wolf. 

She pulled back with a curious look as it appeared she was listening to something Ahya said. She held his gaze with an alluring look. “Did you want to know what would make it more perfect?”

“Oh, what would that be?” He walked his fingers up and down her thigh as he waited, never looking away from her eyes.

“To put you inside Ahya for a full-body kiss as you give me one of your special kisses…” She took his paw and moved it between her legs. “Down there.”

“Is that your idea or Ahya’s?”

“Ahya’s, but I like the idea too right now.” Jake raised a brow. This was refreshingly new. It wasn’t often Taylor wanted him fully inside her tail like that. Taylor flushed as she broke eye contact, shy over boldly wanting something so wicked. “Sometimes it feels nice to have someone inside of her…you know, when she’s not trying to consume them. It’s a feeling that is hard to describe, but I’d really like to feel it again.”

Jake’s grin got wider as he began to move his fingers where she had placed them, delighting in the response it gave him. “Only if you can get her to promise to keep enough of me above the shoulder out so I can actually lick you right.”

She shivered at his words as a small whimper escaped her lips. “I’m going to slip into something more comfortable. Come upstairs in about five minutes.” With reluctance, she rose up and sauntered off, making sure he got a nice view of her swaying hips as she left. Even Ahya’s tongue lingered on his legs until she was out of range, regulated to blowing kisses at him from afar as Taylor ascended the staircase.

Jake sat there dazed on the couch, his legs spread as he became aware of how hard he was. It wasn’t often he was placed fully inside Ahya during their bedtime encounters. It was definitely something he had to get accustomed to. His flight-or-fight response needed to be reined in to an extent, but the instinctual thrill of being inside a predatory mouth was what made it sublime. That and, despite the few times they’ve done it, Ahya was becoming alarmingly proficient at knowing his needs and adjusting her manipulations to explosive effect.

Tonight was going to be unbelievable if the kids went to sleep as they were supposed to and didn’t interfere. Even Salator had finished up and was nowhere to be seen, possibly already retreated to his quarters for the night. He had the decency to give his two masters private time to themselves even in the public living den. Jake wondered if that was how Salator viewed them: as masters. Or were they simply a job to him, chosen by Emperor Vecennia, and his true allegiance was to him? He would need to remember to sit down with the tegu and ask that one day.

For now, he needed to distract himself from his horny thoughts for at least a few minutes more. He looked around for something to occupy his mind. His brow furrowed upon seeing the rectangular package he had left on the lamp table beside the couch. That was right. It was addressed to him. He couldn’t recall anyone he knew that would want to send him something. Interest now piqued, he clambered over on all fours to the table and inspected the box.

Using his tiny claws to carefully open slits down the length of each corner and siding, he finally managed to open it. He had probably taken over the five minutes Taylor had asked of him, but he was too curious now to stop. Splitting the package open, he beheld a cylindrical shape, double wrapped with packing paper and taped in the middle. This was annoyingly secure for whatever the heck this item was supposed to be. He wasn’t as careful opening this second layer of packaging. Ripping it to shreds, he finally saw what it was.

Laying atop the mess he made was a scroll of parchment that seemed ancient, particles of dust caked on its surface in splotchy designs. On either side of the roll, affixed to the metal bar piercing through the entire document, were two glowing handlebars. This was someone’s Script. Why would someone send him a Script? He was cautious to even touch it. His nose twitched as a sinking feeling long since forgotten seemed to form in the pit of his stomach.

Jake knew it was a mistake the moment he held the Script, unfurling it just enough to see his name emblazoned at the top of the foreign text littering the rest of the scroll. Why would he be sent his own Script? He dropped the scroll immediately as the icy chill of its touch burned his fingers, but it was too late. His heart began to race as an unseen presence locked onto his location. He didn’t know why he felt that was true, but he knew it to be absolute fact.

“Daddy, Nina won’t read the book right!” Michael was stomping out from their darkened hallway distraught, not looking tired at all.

“Because you’re such a big baby and don’t like it when I do the weird voices!” Nina yelled out from their shared bedroom.

Jake screamed at Michael. “Go get your mother! Now!” He frantically waved him off upstairs.

The wind had picked up outside. He could hear the scratching of the tree limbs beating against the siding. Lights throughout the house began to dim, and some flickered out entirely. A creeping darkness was swiftly approaching, dousing every streetlamp down their row in sequence towards their house. Jake sprawled forward off the couch to the carpet. His mind was ringing. Terror filled his very being. He attempted to scramble away from the threat, but had nowhere to go to. He was running blind. He smacked his head up against the coffee table, drawing blood.

“What is amiss?” Salator peeked his head out from his room opposite the kids.

“I don’t know!” Michael began to cry.

Jake barely registered any of it. He gripped the table leg with both paws and began bashing his head again and again into it, goring his skull on it. The carpet was becoming stained from his falling scraps of flesh. A low gasping rattle permeated the room. It was upon him. He squealed in horror as he tried harder to kill himself against the unyielding wood. Nothing mattered any more than his death. Anything to escape what was coming for him.

“Jake! No! What are you doing?!” Taylor was rushing down the steps in a sheer negligee he was too far gone to appreciate.

“Entity detected. Executing,” was all it said. The Authority had spoken.

Multiple screams of his family mirrored his own ear-piercing one as he felt every blood vessel in his body detonate violently. His comprehension of the world around him blacked out the moment the pain plowed through his entire body. He felt his soul ripping apart as creeping tendrils reached into his very core and tore chunks of him out piece by agonizing piece. He felt the gnashing of teeth, his very essence being eaten alive by something gluttonous and insatiable.

The looming darkness of eternity stretched out as he could see himself outside his own body melting away into nothing but steaming crimson and bones. His last glimpse of life before the forever claimed him was of Taylor howling over his desecrated body. His heart turned to ice as his mind went blank. In one final crush of anguish as his soul was ripped apart, the void consumed him.
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Chapter 3

Consequences





Achenar sniffed the air. The jaguar had lost track of the pangolin’s scent hot off the train to Tunggao. “Moira, where are you going?” he whispered to himself. 

There were suspicions over Moira’s recent behavior and absences. She’d stopped hanging around her local haunts during the weekends, or with any friends she had made. Then she excused herself from the family dinner table more often than not to talk on the phone to supposed “friends”. Achenar didn’t mean to pry, but he was curious what sorts of influences were affecting his adopted sister. However, she kept that phone locked down tight even when she was sleeping, slipping it between some interior scales to where it’d be inappropriate for him to dig for it.

They had been adopted six years prior by Harold Bremingham, the former chief of police of Zabökar turned second time father by choice. The gruff yet protective black bear had been their legal guardian since the New Hordos War ended. With lawlessness infecting the northeast where his city of origin was once located, he’d decided it best to move his newly minted family to Livarnu. With the Church of the Script now disbanded and the Livarnen emperor outwardly complying with Novak Industries—run by a semi-friendly acquaintance—things were a bit safer for their kind in Livarnu: those with powers. Or so it seemed.

Achenar adored the structure and discipline Harold brought to his life. He had grown into an upstanding young cat, as his new dad put it. Achenar was proud of the praise. Moira, on the other hand, seemed to react differently to his parenting methods. When Achenar pointed out her irregular behaviors, Harold simply dismissed it as teenager angst lasting a bit longer than expected into adulthood. It would pass. Achenar didn’t believe so.

He was worried for her. He heard scrabbling in the night before the dominating silence within her room. Upon checking her bed, he found her abode empty. With Harold already asleep, he dared not wake the bear from his slumber. He was getting up in years, and seemed more lethargic than ever. Achenar didn’t want to alarm him over this, so he decided to take matters into his own paws and tail her. He had tracked her scent and heavy steps down to the train station. Having just missed the current train, he took the next.

He hadn’t planned on getting out at Tunggao, but he noticed one of her scales laying on the ground next to the covered bench near one of the pillars holding up the entire station’s curved glass roofing. She must have been in a hurry and hit the pillar corner hard, jerking out one of her scales. Its color was unmistakable. Her musk was muddled in the crowd as his sense of direction got turned around when he attempted to follow a lead. He needed to think about this.

Moira was obviously communicating with someone outside of her known-usual range of friends. This person must be outside their town of Xengpoi; it’s the only conclusion he could make on why she’d leave home to come specifically to this city. The real question was, where in the heck could she be? Situated along the Tulin River, Tunggao had been built up extensively all along its mouth reaching out to the Tokishuoka Ocean.

Achenar bapped the side of his head with a paw as he just remembered the trump card in his own pocket. He had his own cellphone. Back in the early days of adoption, Harold had supplied them both with cellphones in case of emergencies, and to be able to maintain contact with him. What he didn’t tell them was that there were tracking device programs embedded into the apps of each phone. Achenar found his by accident one day and managed to disable it, only turning it back on at times to deter Harold’s notice. He only hoped Moira hadn’t discovered hers.

The devices were on a linked network, and he could use the app to ping any of the others within that network. With a little prayer, he opened up the app and sent a ping to Moira’s phone. It shouldn’t do anything to alert her on her end. He almost whooped with relief when he got a successful return response. She was nearby, and she was heading west towards the ocean marina. With phone in paw, he renewed his search in earnest.

It was past midnight, and the sky was pitch black. Thankfully there were a multitude of streetlamps overhanging the roads alongside hundreds of lit windows in each of the curved buildings surrounding. It may have been past their bedtime, but Tunggao was not ready to sleep just yet. He encountered several shady characters on his way down the sidewalks, but outside of a few glares or threatening looks, nobody accosted him. He was on a mission, and would suffer no interruptions.

 Within minutes, he had arrived at the harbor. Gone were the tall, spired buildings with onion-shaped domes of shimmering greens perched at each corner bordering the primary roads. The dangling, multicolored festival streamers gave way to buzzing lantern lights hanging from the very wires that crisscrossed overhead. Everything was replaced with drab warehouses and pointed rooftops with overlooking windows full of lofts filled with crates, both shipped and shuttled in by train. Many of the rails converged at the harbor, and some even disappeared beneath large bay doors of multiple buildings. Why would Moira come here?

Achenar paused at the open siding of one of the storehouses. Emblazoned across its surface was a painted symbol of an N within a V, complete with a symbol of a wolf’s head encircling and about to crush the letters between its teeth. This building belonged to Novak Industries. He could just barely spy the smudged and faded Harutan Tech logo beneath the new one—assets forcibly acquired by the new CEO just after the war.

“Who’s there?” a shrill voice blared into the night.

Achenar cursed his luck. He’d lingered too long gawking at the wall. Around the bend came an unexpected sight. There was a rabbit in full guard uniform walking around the corner with radio in one paw and a gun in the other. He certainly was an odd choice for the night security, but not totally unprecedented. Novak Industries was built primarily by rabbits, who many served faithfully in their new roles as the backbone of Livarnu’s reconstruction. Their dedication to Trevor Novak was second only to their true idol and focus of their affections.

He attempted to crouch behind a lone box placed beside one of the moored ships opposite the warehouse bay door. He hoped his natural black fur coating would be enough for him to blend into the darkness, but he was directly beneath a shining lamp. There were little options for cover along this section of the wharf. He might have been able to leap out onto the nearest boat and vault along them to get past the rabbit, but the guard was already too close by this point.

The rabbit let out a squeak as it rounded on Achenar, gun pointed at his face with trigger depressing. Achenar sighed as he slapped his paws to the ground and closed his eyes. The world seemed to move in slow motion. The flash of the muzzle illuminated the night as he could see the bullet leaving the barrel. Shifting the bubble of influence, he rolled to the side and swiftly brought his leg swinging around to trip the guard onto his ass. His fall felt interminable as gravity could not pull him down fast enough; the gun flung out of his grip and into the air.

“I’m sorry.” Achenar said before ramming his elbow into the rabbit’s head, knocking him out cold before the body even hit the cement. Releasing the hold around him, time resumed. He held his paw up to catch the now rapidly descending gun before stuffing it in his belt with safety turned on. “Now, where are you?” He pulled his cellphone back out and checked Moira’s position—a new sense of urgency galvanizing his steps in the aftermath of the gunfire.

His head and ears perked up when he heard a thumping shuffling as one of the doors along the adjacent warehouse building slammed open with a bang. He saw Moira puffing down the steps with her unmistakable half-hunched-over gait. She paused at the bottom of the small set of stairs as their eyes locked on each other’s for a brief moment. Without another word, she turned from him and began to run.

“Moira, wait!” he called out. Dropping the cellphone into a pocket, he gave chase.

“No! Stay away!” she yelled back without slowing down. She was making for the water.

Achenar made to intercept her before she reached the edge, but the first explosion rocked the entire pier. A storehouse two blocks down blew skyward like a raging inferno. Another blast imploded the next warehouse beside it. A third rocked the entire wharf of the building right beside Achenar. He cried out as his entire body went flying from the concussion wave. He attempted to use his power to slow the impact velocity, but it only caused him to bounce across the ground at odd intervals of insane speed. His flight was punctuated by brief moments of languid tranquility as he focused his power just before each blow to his body as he connected with the cement, like a stone skipping over water.

His world upended as he submerged violently. He struggled to flip himself rightward as he swum to the surface. Gasping in air, he took stock of his surroundings. Falling embers of ash were raining down from the multiple explosions continuing to go off down the length of the harbor. Dear gods, she was destroying the entire district, no doubt setting Novak Industries back months, if not years—not to mention the amount of property damage and costs this would incur.

He could hear the sirens already echoing. He needed to reach Moira first. Clambering up onto the nearest schooner, he saw her outline making for the dense streets back where he had come from. He knew she was not savvy enough to know the proper nooks to hide out in; she didn’t have his street experience. She was going to run headlong into the horde of cops coming their way.

Springing from boat to boat, he kept an eye on the retreating form of the pangolin. There were multiple rabbit guards on hoverbikes zooming down the pier, intent on running her over. He shouted at her. “Get into an open window! Dive into an alley! Do something other than run, you idiot!”

Moira seemed to register his advice, because she shifted towards the nearest office complex. He growled his displeasure. She could have chosen any number of options, but she chose the most locked down of them all. Of course she pounded the front door, which was barred and shut tight. She cried out in frustration as she thumped her shoulder against it a few times. She was proceeding to pull out another of her scales to blow it up, various splotches of darkness already visible down her arms. She had been using a lot of herself this night.

“Dammit!” Achenar skidded to a halt the moment he made landfall from the last boat down the row. He had reached the end of the harbor.

“Don’t try it!” Several large predatory cops burst out of the oncoming cars as they slewed just in front of the office building, blocking off Moira’s escape. The rabbits had also caught up and were all training their guns on the pangolin.

“I didn’t do it!” Moira clearly lied. Achenar knew there was no one else around with the sort of power she wielded.

“Drop it!” One of the rabbits ordered. She was holding aloft one of her scales. It was sizzling white hot, ready to pop should she throw it at them.

Achenar went to make a move to slow everyone down around her; she did not need murder charges added to her list of felonies this night. He stopped dead in his tracks when she made a gesture to throw it, only to be shot several times with tranquilizer darts by multiple officers. The rabbits seemed almost disappointed they didn’t get to make the kill. This was their turf. One of the guards kicked the popping scale dropped off to the side, causing many to shriek as it exploded suddenly, shuttling several rabbits into the air along with the now-bloodied debris.

Achenar winced as murder was now added to Moira’s rap sheet. The jaguar backed off and slinked into the shadows of the nearest building. They were too many cops and guards. Even he wasn’t confident he could get to Moira and escape with her safely. Cursing his adopted sister, he ripped the phone out of his pocket and made a phone call. He dreaded doing this, but Moira had forced his paw. He needed to wake Harold up now.

A grouchy voice answered the phone. Achenar breathed a ragged sigh. “Dad, we have a problem.”
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There was a buzzing on the nightstand beside their bed. Max let it go. Another buzzing followed the first after a few minutes. Max groaned and flopped over, burying his face between the breasts of his much larger lover. Marle always spooned him when they slept, and he was immensely comfortable with this sort of touch. If he pictured her much like a weighted blanket instead of a person, it made it easier when she folded him into her arms and legs and held him all night long. There was nothing off-putting about a living blanket.

“Your phone is going off again,” the giraffe mumbled to him, half asleep.

“I know.” He ignored it a third time.

She squeezed him gently, causing him to flinch at the unexpected pressure. “Perhaps it could be important.”

“It always is,” he groused.

With irritation, he flipped over onto his other side and scooted away from the soothing warmth of Marle’s body, embracing the cold of the sheets unoccupied on the bed. Reaching out across the expanse between bed and nightstand, he felt Marle’s hoof gently holding the base of his tail for balance. He needed it, given his condition. Any stray tip could send him hurtling to the floor without much recourse for recovery.

Pulling the phone over to him, he let himself be drawn back into her embrace as he spied the caller. He sighed. “It’s Novak.”

“Another job?”

“Probably, but I don’t know why he’d be calling in the middle of the night. He usually hands me any taskings during the day.” He hit the answer button and raised it to his ear. “This is Max Wolford.”

A grumpy tone sizzled through the speaker. “Max, we have a situation. One of our mutual acquaintances got herself into trouble tonight by blowing up every single damn warehouse owned by my company in Tunggao. We lost millions of picuns worth of reconstruction equipment, materials, and resources—not to mention some loss of life due to collateral damage from these explosions.”

“What do you want me to do?” Max didn’t really see the point in handling it. They already had the culprit in custody. “Just hang the person who did it. Job done.” He just wanted to sleep.

“It’s not that simple.”

“It seems pretty simple to me.” Max probably sounded flippant to what was technically his boss now, but it was just his manner of speaking. Thankfully for him, Trevor understood this and let the slight pass.

“You’re right. Normally I’d leave the saboteur to the law enforcement and let them mete out justice via jail time, community service, or death penalty. It’s not really my lane.”

“So, what’s the big deal?” He leaned back into Marle’s chest as she held him closer. It was obvious she was listening in as well.

“Well, due to how much was lost tonight and the months of setback calculated for critical Ningfaun infrastructure reconstruction, the emperor has gotten involved.” There was a slight waver in Trevor’s voice. “It’s Moira, Bremingham’s daughter. The emperor wants to see her hanged for this.”

This got Marle alert, her entire body going rigid as she rose up to an arm and leaned over Max. “Oh no… We need to get over there, now.”

Max grimaced, as he knew there was no getting out of this. Trevor pressed on despite Max’s inner anguish. “I know I promised not to interrupt you on your month-long sabbatical, but this is urgent. Harold is breathing down my neck to intercede on his behalf to negotiate clemency from the emperor, and perhaps lighten the sentence.”

“That still doesn’t explain what it is you want me to do. Why am I coming down there to Ningfaun?” Max didn’t see a point. Trevor seemed to be dancing around the issue on why he even called. It was clear Trevor had need of the talents imparted to him by his late mother, Murana.

“I don’t think Moira did this alone.” There was a pause, as it seemed Trevor was trying to talk someone down from bothering him. “Maudi might have something to do with this.”

“His old flame?” Marle didn’t know all the relationship specifics with Max’s employer.

Max nodded, but continued to listen. “She’s been striking out at specific Novak Industry locations throughout Livarnu, but nothing of this magnitude. This feels isolated, but I’m not sure. If Maudi is involved, I don’t know when and where Moira got recruited for her terrorist cell.”

“Is that what he calls someone he once loved?” Marle mocked.

Max waved a paw to silence her. It was distracting enough to focus on one person’s voice right now. “Is Moira saying anything?”

“She refuses to talk, of course.”

“You want me to talk to her?” Max offered. He rather he didn’t, but he still wasn’t sure what the objective here was.

“If you think it’d help, sure, but I don’t think you’ll get the chance by the time you get down here.” There was an audible exhale on Trevor’s end. “They’re coming to pick her up in the morning and cart her off to the capital. No, my job for you is to investigate the site of Moira’s bombing and see if you can link it somehow to Maudi. This has gone far enough, and regardless of my former feelings for her, that elephant needs to be stopped. She’s cost me and my reputation dearly.”

“You want me to track Maudi down.” Max stated it as fact. “You want me to take her out?”

“What? No!” Trevor’s voice was a mix of shock and annoyance. “Disable her if you can, and get assistance in bringing her to justice. We need her to answer for her crimes against the nation. Executing her in the name of vigilante justice would not help in this instance. It’s bad enough I need to have someone off the books like you under my employ to do this.”

 “Fine,” Max grumbled. “We’ll be on the first train to Na’Bheiyuan in the morning.”

“No, I’m over in Tunggao right now. It’s where Moira is being held, and where the bombing happened. I want you to hit the ground running to investigate any cause for motive here.” Trevor sounded distracted now as the voices in the background began to rise in pitch.

“Running… Ha, good one.” Max had to admit he was secretly amused at that one.

“I didn’t mean it like that,” Trevor excused.

“I know. See you tomorrow.” Max clicked off, and was about to let the phone drop to the sheets when he noticed he missed several texts from Harold. He let his head thump back into Marle’s chest. “Looks like Bremingham tried to contact us earlier.”

Marle was already flipping the covers over and working her way off their bed. Max turned his torso just enough to be able to watch her exit the sheets. His eyes lingered on her rump as she began shuffling through her antique dresser for traveling clothes. “Looks like we’ll need to pack a couple of suitcases for an extended trip. Something tells me we’re not going to be coming back home for a few days at the least.”

“Can you pack mine too?” He grunted as he used his core muscles to bring his upper body to sitting. Using his arms to shuffle his butt to the edge, he called out to her. “Can you also help me with my legs?”

“Don’t you normally like doing it yourself?” She turned her head back to shoot him a perplexed look.

He smiled, his back towards her. She knew how independent he was and how he wanted to not be considered an invalid when it came to his amputated legs. “I know, but sometimes I like it when you secure them on.”

Beaming at him, she stepped around the foot of the bed and crouched to a knee, taking both his cybernetic legs leaning up against the nightstand and setting one on either side of him. “Of course, baby. I’d be happy to.”

It might have looked comical to others to see this large giraffe kneeling before a small raccoon as she affixed one leg and then the other onto his stubs—an injury that was caused by a slighted mammal of Max’s past, from an orphanage long forgotten. The prosthetics had been modified, upgraded, and enhanced over the years as Max fulfilled his tasks from Trevor and ordered improvements to them. Taylor even helped with some of the upgrades. The locking-in procedure was more streamlined now that they installed receiving plates onto his nubs. What used to be an ordeal was now completed within minutes.

Max’s eyes gazed over his lovely naked giraffe, watching her as she was intent on her mission to secure his legs onto his body. His eyes lingered on her breasts, his two favorite pillows of late, not that she minded anything he liked about her. She was just as amorously enamored with him as he was with her. 

With a satisfied grunt, she smoothed down the faux fur on his fake legs as it seemed to blend seamlessly with the real fur at his hips. Unless you were looking for it, you could no longer tell Max was wearing prosthetics to cover for his loss.

“Sometimes I wish I didn’t get these legs from Novak. Then I wouldn’t be obligated to do these sorts of jobs for him.” Max stared at the barely visible line where flesh met metal.

Marle gently slapped his knee with a hoof. “Be thankful you have any legs at all. Trevor didn’t have to do that for you…for us. It cost him a small fortune to get these made for you. Besides, Moira is one of us. We need to help her out.”

“I know, I’m just bitching. Just let me bitch, ok?” Max reached out for her. “Can you help me down?”

“You’re being awfully needy this morning!” She laughed. They both knew he was perfectly capable of doing all of this himself.

“I know, but I like it when you help me.” He smirked.

“You just want a kiss, don’t you?” She shared his grin.

He flexed his fingers, never stopping reaching for her. With a roll of her eyes, she leaned forward to grip his lower back, lifting him off the plush comforter. He grappled onto her short neck as he was lowered to the floor off their tall bed fit for her size. Before letting go, he surged in with eyes closed, planting his lips squarely on hers. He normally did not like being touched, but with her, and only with her, he was fine with it. She seemed moderately surprised, but did not resist, and pressed back against his fervor.

He attempted to drag her up and over back onto the bed, but she separated swiftly. “Oh no, we don’t have time for that right now! We need to finish packing so we can make the next train on time.” She booped his nose as she rose to standing. “Moira is our priority right now. We need to make sure we can investigate her actions and hopefully clear her name.” Max’s enthusiasm wilted a bit when it became clear they weren’t going to have a nice quickie.

“What if she’s guilty?”

“Max!” Marle stopped pulling out and tossing clothes onto the bed and glared at him. “She isn’t like that. I know her.”

“Do you? Do we?” Max ignored the nonverbal response he received. “She was with us years ago when we were among the birds, and in Ningfaun, and her one visit to Talkar, but it has been about six years. People can change a lot in that time. She may not be the innocent young girl we knew then.”

“Could you please stop your indifferent logic right now?” Marle was rarely, if ever, peeved at Max. However, this would be one of those times. “Even if what you’re saying makes sense, I refuse to believe Moira has fallen so far off the deep end to resort to terrorist acts like blowing up an entire stockade of warehouses. There has to be a reason!”

“Probably the same reason Maudi is doing it.”

Marle narrowed her eyes. “We don’t know that.”

“We don’t know it isn’t true.” Max was ruthless, but he wasn’t meaning to be malicious. He was simply looking at the situation in the most objective way possible. It was clear she had done the deed fully knowing the consequences; her guilt could not be refuted. The question left was the why.

“Just get packing, Max.” Marle flouted the conversation and turned back to her drawers.

“I’m not looking forward to going back to Livarnu,” he said, unmoving.

“I’m not either. It’s where my father and his cult held legions of dead cadavers beneath the church.”

“I remember. I lost my real legs there among those catacombs.”

She shivered. “I don’t even know why they would do that, keeping all those bodies embalmed there for years. Such a twisted religion.”

“It’s part of their faith. All souls must return to the Script, thus all bodies must return to the church, if they can. And those they can’t must be buried in church-sanctioned lots.” He walked up and down the length of their bed, testing his weight upon his false legs.

“It’s a stupid religion.” She paused to look at him. “You think your mom and dad’s bodies were shipped to be in Ningfaun?”

“Maybe.”

“You weren’t there when they buried them?”

“I was there to see a closed casket get buried. If anything, it would make their headstones in Zabökar more a formality.” He shrugged. “Even if they did ship them over, I doubt they’d exist anymore, since the entire palace got nuked by Talkar’s behemoths.”

“Look to the sunrise, at least, Max.” She tried to brighten the mood, still rifling through the drawers. “We’ll be home before we know it, and Moira will be absolved of any wrongdoing once we prove her innocence!”

“Please don’t use Mom’s old adage against me right now. Just let me be moody.” Max walked to the foot of the bed to pick his hastily discarded trousers from the night before off the ground. He saw a small lion plushy that had fallen off during their lovemaking earlier that night. “We going to bring any Tammys with us?” 

She seemed to mull this over a bit, glancing briefly at the plethora of plushies littered around their bed and up around their pillows. “Yeah, you’re right. I should pack a second suitcase just for her.”

Max was smug.
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“Let me see her! I just want to talk to her!” Harold was adamant, stabbing his finger through the air down the hall to where the cells were located. “I’m her father, gods damn it!”

“I’m sorry, sir!” The zebra cop was doing his best to stand his ground against the larger black bear. “Orders are to not allow anyone to see the prisoner. That came down from the emperor himself!” He was near full-on panic as Harold flashed his claws and teeth.

Trevor interceded on Harold’s behalf, shoving a fat wad of picuns into the zebra’s hooves. “Look, buddy, all he’s asking for is five minutes with his daughter.”

The guard looked between the cash in hoof, to Trevor’s eyes and then over to Harold’s. “But… But she’s not even a bear…”

“Adopted daughter,” Trevor corrected. “Just five minutes and this is yours.” He closed the hoof around the money and pushed it to the zebra’s chest. “If you need assurance, I’ll be in the room with them both and you can monitor on the camera feeds. If something goes amiss, you have my permission to come in guns blazing, ok?”

The zebra thought on the offer a long moment before nodding once. “You got five minutes.”

“Fantastic!” Trevor clapped a paw on the zebra’s back, spinning around to Harold and pointing a finger at his nose. “You owe me, Chief.”

“I keep saying I’m not your chief.” Harold was not in the mood for games. “And that was bribery. I wouldn’t have stood for it.”

“Don’t care. You’re not a cop anymore. Either get down there for your five minutes or don’t.” Trevor folder his arms.

“Corrupt cops.” Harold mumbled.

“I’m going with him.” Achenar thumped a hindpaw. “She’s my family too.”

“I figured.” Trevor waved a paw to have them head on. “I’ll follow you directly.”

The three of them paced down that lifeless hall. It was filled with drab fluorescent tube lighting on the ceiling, with a blinking one at the end of the corridor. There were no plants, and barely any pictures hanging along those dull walls, broken only by a corkboard filled with mundane fliers and informational papers. They turned down the second hallway on the left and entered the holding cells proper. There was only one occupant being housed this evening.

Moira glanced up hopefully. Her shoulders sagged when she saw Harold storming in. “Just what the heck were you thinking?!” Harold was bristling.

Achenar put a soothing paw on Harold’s arm, attempting to calmly guide him away from the bars. “Like that attitude is going to get her to talk. May I try speaking first?”

The bear grit his teeth. “Sure! I’d have grounded her and taken away all her privileges for this, but I can’t! Do you even realize the sort of consequences that will happen to you now? I can’t protect you anymore!”

“I’m not a little girl, Dad!” Moira finally shouted back.

“I thought I was going to try talking to her?” Achenar reminded.

“Charming family you got, Harold,” Trevor commented.

“Shut up!” He rounded on the smaller wolf. “I don’t see you plucking up the courage to care about anyone else other than yourself. You have no idea the intense responsibility and honor it is to care for someone else.”

“Honor… Huh, I’m sure.” Trevor was not impressed.

“Are you all going to let me talk or what?” Achenar’s tail swished agitatedly.

“Fine.” Harold slumped up against the wall opposite Moira’s cell, clutching his chest as he wheezed a bit.

Achenar shifted his gaze to Trevor. “Can we get a bit of family privacy?”

The wolf shook his head. “Nope. I’m not here to vouch for or mitigate what Moira has done. I’m simply here to make sure my interests and position here in Livarnu are secure.”

The jaguar snorted. “Of course.” With a wrinkle of his snout, he turned to face the pangolin. She was sitting atop a wall-bolted bed panel, her legs not even reaching the ground. It was barebones and had a sink, mirror, and a toilet with a complete lack of privacy. “What are you doing, Sis?” His voice was softer as he gripped the bars tight and pressed his cheeks against them.

She looked guilty, but she turned to avoid his searching gaze. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“What? What wouldn’t I understand?” Achenar shifted over several bars to try and look her in the eyes. “I’ve been out there. I’ve been on the streets. My brothers and I grew up in the ghettos. I know what it’s like to be involved in gangs and doing illegal things. I was pawning off drugs, vandalizing stores, and mugging people, all in the name of survival.”

“It’s not the same.” She continued to stare at the wall.

“Yeah, no shit.” This caused her to turn to him. “Common thuggery is not the same as national terrorist actions.”

Her eyes widened at this. “You think I’m a terrorist?”

“No, but they do.” He flipped a thumb back at Trevor.

“Hey, I don’t know what the hell you are at this point,” Trevor defended himself, legs crossed as he leaned back against the wall beside Harold. “But the emperor wants the head of the person responsible for this. My position as CEO of Novak Industries, spearheading the reconstruction efforts of Livarnu on the emperor’s orders, is tenuous as best. I know that I’m only as useful as I am able to supply the resources and mammalpower necessary for the rebuild. I also know that somewhere out there is Galavan Harutan, waiting and biding his time to usurp me off his former throne.” He barked a sardonic laugh. “And you know what’s funny? I feel the emperor wouldn’t mind if that happened!”

“But you have the support of the people. All the rabbits work for you, and are indebted to you.” Moira tried to reason away Trevor’s insecurities.

“True, and it’s probably been the only thing that has stayed his paw, but in the end, that wouldn’t matter. You think the emperor cares about what the people think? He’d replace me with Harutan and continue to claim Taylor as the figurehead of the Livarnen renaissance. Sure, I do have a few devout supporters among my crew, but the majority are only as loyal as the person leading the charge’s dedication to Taylor. This situation you just caused spawned the perfect opportunity for Harutan to make his move. All he has to do once supplanting me is to lie about the circumstances and his false loyalty to their damn wolf savior and he’s golden!”

“What does that mean for Moira?” Harold had calmed down enough to peacefully ask, his fingers still gripping his chest.

“It means that I can’t stop them from taking her away to be executed at Ningfaun.”

Both Moira and Achenar cried out. “Wait, they’re not going to kill her, are they?!” The jaguar was stunned.

“What other punishment could there be when the emperor has declared her actions tonight as a direct attack on the country itself?” Trevor casually waved a dismissive paw at the pangolin. “She may be a lost cause, but the best way I can continue to support and protect your family from further retaliation is to maintain my position as CEO of Novak Industries and hand her over when they come to pick her up.”

“There’s nothing you can do?” Achenar’s jaw dropped.

“Not unless we all want to join her in a cell awaiting our fates, then no. Save what’s left of your family and go home.” He shifted his eyes to Harold. “That’s what I’d recommend for you two.”

“You’re heartless.” Achenar spat. Moira began to weep.

“No, I’m practical. It’s how I managed to survive as long as I have.” He studied Harold a moment with concern. “You okay there, Chief?”

Harold glowered as he pulled out a small pill bottle and downed two before swallowing. “I’ll be fine in a few. I just need to take my pills.” Trevor didn’t seem convinced.

“What about Maudi?” Achenar spun to face the wolf. “Isn’t your girlfriend also doing the same terrorist acts as Moira? Why isn’t she caught and hanged? Are you willing to protect her and not Moira?”

Trevor squinted. “She’s not my girlfriend anymore, and no, I am not protecting her. I’ve been trying to distance myself from her since the attacks began. My former affiliations with her are already putting me in a pretty damning light. As for why she isn’t caught yet, it’s not like my security forces are well equipped to handle an organized and expertly trained mercenary terrorist cell. Thankfully, I’m calling in a professional to hopefully get us one step closer to her capture.” He winked and pointing his finger like a gun at Moira. “What we should be asking is why your little sister over there is in cahoots with her and doing her dirty work.”

“I’m not!” Moira fired back through the tears.

“Oh? Then you just so happened to get it into your head to blow up millions of picuns worth of material all by yourself with no ulterior motive? My sense of smell may be slightly damaged from the wars I’ve been in, but I smell bullshit when I hear it.” Trevor tapped his nose.

“That’s enough! Lay off her.” Harold reached out to pull Trevor aside, but the wolf just jerked his arm away from his touch.

“No, I will not!” Trevor roared. He jabbed a finger at Moira. “She has just jeopardized all our positions here in Livarnu, and everything I’ve worked so hard for these past few years!” He turned to her. “Do you realize that it could also impact Marle and Max as well? They may not be welcome here in Livarnu after all this if it goes sour for our relationship with the emperor. Your entire family definitely won’t be. Did you think about any of this before you acted?” This seemed to cow Moira further.

“That’s rich, coming from a former lawless mercenary,” Harold accused, drawing a physical reaction from Trevor.

“She fucked up, ok?! I think she gets it now!” Achenar growled, teeth bared. “I thought you had more power than the emperor, what with this entire company you own and all the rabbits in the country under your beck and call to revolt at your command!”

“It’s not that simple!” Trevor shot back. “The emperor still is in complete command of the nation’s military. They may not be as numerous as the rabbits under my employ, but they are insanely better skilled and prepared. They are natural-born killers, indoctrinated when young and trained throughout their adult life day in and day out. Trust me on this. I’ve fought them once before, and they fought like emotionless demons. We could just swarm them, but it’d be an unnecessary loss of life as the horde of rabbit bodies pile higher. I’d like to avoid that situation if I can help it!”

“We’re just supposed to let her get taken away and executed?” Achenar seemed to share Moira’s misery now.

Trevor observed the distress this family was in and tapped his chin a few times in thought. “There is one way she could be granted some degree of mercy.” He stared directly at the pangolin. “If she confesses her involvement with Maudi and reveals her whereabouts. If she complies with authorities in capturing a well-known terrorist leader of the last half decade, she could be spared.”

“I already said I don’t know anything!” Moira shouted, thumping a fist onto the board beneath her.

Achenar gripped one of the bars, rattling it. “And what is stopping her from using her powers to blow an exit out of here and me helping her escape? We can just leave Livarnu and never come back.”

“Then I ask that you think about the second and third order effects it could have on those you love.” He tilted his head towards Harold beside him. “And those who are currently abroad that you know and like. You could be affecting more lives than just your own by mere association with them. Your connections to the Wolford family are well-documented. I’m doing my damndest to remain an objective entity in all this, but you are making it increasingly harder for me to be so.”

“It’s fine. I won’t be any trouble.” Moira cast her eyes to the ground, no longer wanting to look at any of them.

Trevor grunted. “You’ve been trouble enough. Don’t make it worse while the rest of us try to figure out how to salvage this mess.”

“Your five minutes is up!” The zebra barged in, giving them all a dirty look.

“I thought I was going to talk to her.” Achenar shared the zebra’s look towards Trevor.

The wolf shrugged. “Guess I had more to say than you two did. Let’s go.” He turned to check on Harold. “You feeling better, Chief?”

“I hate you.”

“Guess that’s a yes.” Trevor beamed with all his teeth, welcoming the scowl.

“We’ll come back to save you, Sis.” Achenar pushed his cheeks onto the bars again, trying to get her attention. “Just tell me one thing: why did you do it? Did Maudi put you up to this?”

Their eyes met, tears dribbling down her cheeks. She repeated, “You wouldn’t understand.”
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Finnley peered over his bottle as the newscaster was repeating the same headlining story for the umpteenth time that night. A blurry phone cam was recording as the media blogger attempted to barge through to get closer to his subject of interest. A pangolin was being dragged out of a police vehicle in cuffs, her head down and shoulders hunched.

The blogger was immediately pushed down by the nearest cop before a swift foot to the camera destroyed whatever device they were using to record. Finnley snickered at the idiocy of these stupid indie journalists. His mirth halted along with the bottle halfway to his lips when he spied two people in those last seconds of footage. It was a brown bear and a black puma. 

“Why do they look so familiar?” he mumbled to himself.

He couldn’t quite place where he had seen or perhaps met them before, but something was triggering in the back of his mind. He set the booze down, noting that the bartender had left to the back rooms for some reason. He was the lone patron at the bar this dark early morning when everyone else should be asleep. A singular otter sitting on an oversized stool, swallowed by the enormity of the place meant for bigger customers.

“To the maw of red, you will make the ultimate sacrifice to ensure that the spirits of old tethered to the mortal domain are set free,” a singsong voice echoed through the bar.

Finnley immediately fashioned his left arm into a small, barreled rifle with a flurry of gears and shifting of metal platelets. With one paw gripping his drink, he aimed his other at various points throughout the room. His gun sight inspected each individual booth and chair. He did not see who had spoken to him. What made it more unnerving was that whoever it was stated exactly the ending lines to his Script—his supposed death. Was he just imagining he heard it?

“Did you want to die like that?” A swarthy, giggling voice cackled beside him. Finnley immediately spun his gun arm around and fired.

The boom reverberated through the air, dissipating along with the small rattles of the glass framed within the bar windows overlooking the street. At the end of his smoking barrel, he saw a bulbous-eyed chameleon, his upper body shifted slightly to the side like he had intentionally dodged the lead. There was a small, gaping hole in the far wall with a new view into the kitchen beyond. Returning to a more upright position, the creepy lizard of dark green complexion absently licked one of his eyeballs with his tongue. He had a palm on his coiled tail, almost as if it was keeping the thing under control.

“Who the fuck are you?” Finnley pressed the still-warm metal end of his arm-gun directly onto the reptile’s snout.

The creature didn’t even move from the threat. “Please, if we were worried about you harming us in the slightest, we wouldn’t be sitting so close.” His lilting gurgle caused Finnley’s ears to flap back in aggravation. “Now, we ask you again: did you want to die like that?”

Finnley was livid at this intrusion to both his peace and his private Script. Despite the chameleon’s bravado, Finnley was curious if the reptile could back up what he spouted if he just pulled the trigger. “Of course not! What kind of question is that? And what do you mean by ‘we’?”

“Did you want to uphold Script and make sure it does not break, releasing the one thing that you fear?” Another jovial voice emerged behind him.

“What the hell?!” Finnley dropped his bottle to the countertop with a clatter, spilling it as it tipped over. He fashioned his other arm into an automatic rifle and pointed it to the seat on his other side. “Who are you?” Sitting with a leg casually crossed over the other was a lithe fox with vibrant green eyes, dressed in a suave faux leather jacket, teal undershirt, and jeans.

“You can see our companion?” the chameleon expressed with interest. “You’re getting stronger then.” That last statement was directed at the fox.

“What do you two want?” Finnley was chilled by this encounter. These two were way too calm for having guns stuck in their faces.

“We want what you want,” the fox answered, forcing Finnley to lock onto his well-brushed face. “We want Script to be maintained so that the Authority does not come for you or anyone else you hold dear.”

“How do you know all this?” Finnley’s mind was racing through the multitude of possibilities of how this situation could go.

“Do you want to know how to fulfill your appointed Script and yet still live? Or do you wish to keep asking pointless questions?” The chameleon’s tone changed drastically. He was not friendly anymore.

Finnley had experienced a lot of crap in his lifetime, but for some reason these two had shaken him to the core. It felt unnatural. They felt unnatural. “Of course I’d like to live. I’d like nobody else to experience what I went through.”

The fox politely directed the otter’s focus back onto him with a singular finger to the chin, guiding him back around. “Then you must help Taylor when she arrives in Livarnu. You must see to it that she accomplishes everything she sets out to do. In this manner, you will be making the ultimate sacrifice of your pride, and helping those whom you abhor.”

Finnley’s face scrunched up in thought. This wasn’t making sense. “But those words you said, they were the last lines of my Script. How can there be anything past that point except my death?”

“Ah, but here’s the beauty of it. Do you remember hearing anything about prophecy?” The otter nodded at the fox. “Well, this is the loophole in which you can fulfill your Script, thereby maintaining its integrity while also exploiting prophecy in keeping yourself alive.”

“What about the end of my Script? Won’t it realize I’m past the point of my death?”

“The Script is a living thing,” the fox casually explained, righting the bottle Finnley had dropped. He drew a finger down the length of the spilled alcohol and brought it to his tongue, giving it a taste. “It will rewrite itself and pick a new endpoint for you. Perhaps not with this maw of red at its end. Doesn’t that sound a lot better than before?”

“How can I trust that this will work?” He didn’t want to believe it. This seemed too convenient.

“You can’t.” The fox raised both his paws up in supplication. “That’s the tricky part about prophecy and Script. When you use one, you can’t be certain how it’ll affect the other. All I know is that if you fulfill your Script to the letter, even in this unique interpretation—an opportunity offered only by prophecy—the construct will be maintained, and your wish to have no one else suffer this Authority will be granted.”

“What am I to do then?” Finnley began to lower both his arms. They weren’t immediate threats, and his muscles were getting tired.

The fox bounded down off his stool and skipped over past the chameleon. He gestured up to the seated reptile. “My associate, Rakkis, will fill you in on the details of your task. I know this will be a wonderful, mutually beneficial relationship for us all.”

“I didn’t catch your name.” Finnley leaned over the bar to see the fox sauntering off to the back kitchen area.

He coyly turned his head back ever so slightly. “It’s Coth.”

“And where are you going?”

“To see if our dear bartender can give me a bite to eat.” There was an unsettling feeling to his words. “Oh, and if this doesn’t work out, you can still be eaten by Taylor’s tail and still ensure Script remains unbroken. Our plan works either way, but at least then you’ll be with your beloved Fey.” He smiled with a wink before turning away.

“Enjoy your meal!” Rakkis called out after the disappearing fox.

Finnley shivered from some unknown dread that seemed all too familiar. He hadn’t spoken about Fey to either of them.
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