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​​​...

Princess Inara and her brother stands at their decrepit kingdom and waits for the dragons that will be their salvation. For years, they have been fighting a losing battle against monsters that threaten their borders and the dragons offer them a solution and an end to all that. 

The last nine-tailed foxed of her kind in exchange for an army of dragons. It is a fair exchange, but Inara is terrified. The man with scales on his face and antlers upon his head was a man unlike any she had seen before, powerful and imposing in all the ways and he means to make her his wife. 

Their language barrier is the least of her problem when he undresses and she sets her eyes on the weapon that he holds. 

"Please be gentle," she begs, but he does not understand a word she is saying.

They have a long way to go as they learn to love each other. The war that he has promised to fight for her people threatens to pull the apart even before they manage to begin. 

This is a story of a love that grows and flourishes despite all odds between a nine-tailed fox and a dragon prince. 

...​​​​​​​​​​​
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​​Prologue
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It wasn't that Inara didn't love the Kraff's enough to do this for them. It was that she loved them so much that the thought of being parted from them - even if it was for their sake - made her stomach twist up in knots. 

Although even that too, was not enough to make her stay. There was not enough of her family left for her to have so much attachment to this one place. 

"They want a bride," her brother said solemnly, unable to meet her gaze. "In return, they will provide us with the aid that we need to keep the monsters at bay." 

They didn't ask for a bride of Kraff's bloodline. They might as well have come and asked for her hand in marriage specifically, as she was the last of her kind. Nine-tailed-foxes like her were... completely extinct, really. She had not met one of her own for all the years she had been alive and she had been alive for a long time. For a while, her kind were treated as omen of death and foretelling of war and disaster, so there was a campaign of genocide that had wiped out all of her brothers and sisters. If the Kraff's had not sheltered her all this time, she would have joined them long ago. 

This small sacrifice was the least she could do to repay them all all those years that they had kept her hidden and safe from a world that wanted her gone. 

The Zetack's were of dragon descent. She didn't know what use they had of foxes like her, though she knew that the dragons were not part of the campaign that wiped out her kind. They were arrogant enough to believe that they were unaffected by the bad luck that the foxes presumably brought with them and powerful enough that creatures like herself meant little to them. 

"Why do they want a fox for a bride?" she asked out loud. 

Jon shook his head. He didn't know either, though he had a grim look on his face. He was not happy about this. "We can say no," he lied. 

"We can't," she placed a hand over his. "We both know that we won't be able to hold off the monsters at the borders much longer," she murmured. 

He buried his face in his hands. They had lost too many of theirs already and the dragons were powerful enough that they would be able to make a real difference in their fight to keep their borders from being overrun by the beasts and monsters that were threatening their citizens. 

"I'm not afraid of dragons," she said, but now they were both lying. There was little that Inara wasn't afraid of. So many things in the world wanted her kind dead and nobody knew what dragons wanted to do with her. It's why she had been hiding for so long and why she was even alive. That same fear had kept her locked up within the castle walls for so many years. 

Jon was going to have to find out how the dragons knew about her existence in their kingdom, but they both knew that having a mole wasn't a priority with the way the beasts were breaking down their strongest defenses. It could be any number of the maids who had left or the men who had entered the castle to discuss battle strategy. A glimpse as all that was needed to give her away. It was impossible to hide what she was, what with the way her shadow betrayed all the tails that she kept hidden. 

"You're the bravest person I know," her brother responded a beat too late. 

It appeared that they were both lying to each other today. 
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The dragons descended from the clouds like a incoming storm, bringing with them such a threatening sight that she saw several of her men step back, though to their credit, they didn't run away. The Zetacks came themselves instead of sending their envoys, seated majestically on dragons in their human forms, as if they were not dragons themselves with dark antlers atop their heads and steam rolling from their nostrils when they exhaled. 

They rode elegantly and with much precision, somehow able to avoid all of the houses as they landed and did not trample on a single carriage. 

It helped, too, that they had been forewarned of this arrival and the streets had been cleared save for a few soldiers who wanted to stay to guard the only remaining members of the royal family. 

Jon had not donned on his crown since the day they put the rest of their family in the ground and her own princess crown felt wrong atop her head. A small part of her kept expecting someone to show and scream that she was an imposter and had no right calling herself a Kraff princess since she wasn't one of them. She was not of royal bloodline, but she had been with Jon and his family since he was a child- since before his conception, even. She had been with them for generations and had outlived not just his ancestors, but all of his siblings. 

It felt wrong to outlive so many of his kind and not be able to do anything. 

Giving up the rest of her life for his was the right thing to do. She wished she could have done so earlier, before Jon had lost so many. 

She wished the dragons had intervened earlier and asked for her hand before then, but the circumstances was against all that. The dragons could not have known of her existence if not for the mole among them and she could not fault the dragons for not wanting to be involved in a fight that was not their own- not when that same battle had already taken so many innocent lives and threatened to take so much more. 

Wisps of smoke and clouds followed the dragons from above and when the air was finally clear, the dragons stood before them, tall and menacing, their fangs so sharp and so large that she could see her reflection in them. 

It was the first time she had seen a dragon up close. She had not been prepared for how magnificent and grotesquely huge they were. She bristled a little, her ears perking forward and the shadows of her tail spreading behind her, trying to make herself appear larger than she was so that she wouldn't be seen as prey, but no amount of posturing would be able to hide the fact that she was so tiny compared to them. One sneeze would be enough to send her flying. 

She was suddenly aware that all eyes were on her, drawn as if she emitted a gravitational force of her own. Was it her tails that drew their attention to her so quickly or was it something else? 

She held her breath, waiting for the silence to be broken, but nobody spoke. Even Jon, who was normally terrible at these awkward silences and would say anything just to break it, was awestruck by the sight of the dragons. 

Their riders were all threatening-looking men. She expected them to be more refined, like gods descending from the heavens. In her mind's eyes, she thought they would be dressed in pure white and gold, resembling elves with their tall frames and lithe features and long limbs. 

They were nothing like she had envisioned. It was clear that these men had not been in hiding all these years. Their arms were muscular, their large and powerful frames reflecting the time they had spent working with their bodies. The dragons were imposing, but so were their riders. 

One of the dragons advanced towards her, moving ahead of the rest. 

Jon said she was to be married to the prince, didn't he? She supposed the rider of the magnificent gold and silver dragon must be prince. She tried to look up at him, but ended up squinting at the sun instead. When her eyes finally adjusted to the bright ball of light behind him, she wasn't sure if she was hallucinating. The dragon prince was unfairly handsome and the lack of shirt allowed her to admire every inch of his muscular chest. The unbuttoned coat over his frame did little to hide his chiseled chest and broad shoulders, his abs rippling and tensing as the dragon that he rode made its way towards her.

His eyes were the most impossible shade of gold, much like the dragon that he was on and he was extraordinarily breathtaking in his beauty.

She had been prepared for someone old and frightening when the proposal was sent to them, but it appeared only the latter was accurate. 

He was imposing, as dragons were, and so tall that she feared for her neck if she were to keep looking at his eyes. His skin was unnaturally pale, matching the silver scales that glimmered when the light hit him in the right way, though there were enough signs of half-healed scars on his body to indicate that he was not a paper pusher like she had assumed they all were. Apparently, he was their kingdom's finest warrior. 

She was unable to read the expression on his face. The prince gazed down on her, tilting his head once or twice. His long hair, pleated behind him in one thick, neat braid, seemed to have a life of it's own. When he parted his mouth to utter a word, she saw steam leaving his nostrils. 

"Is that the man I am to marry?" she asked, nudging Jon a little. 

Jon's hand interlinked with hers and squeezed slightly, lending her strength that she found herself utterly devoid of in the fearsome sight before them. "Yes," he answered. 

The prince's gaze dropped to their hands and then back at her face. He said something else that she couldn't understand or hear over the roar of the wind in her ears. 

She wished she had dressed in more layers, but she was donned in a white gown that clung to her body, tight around her breasts and waist and flaring out at her hips to make her look more beautiful than she was. Even the maids of the castle were aware of the importance of this meeting. She needed to look beautiful enough to be a prize- to be worth the aid that the dragons will be sending to them. That very same aid would be instrumental in saving the lives of their husbands and brothers, their fathers and children who were fighting against the monsters trying to destroy everything in their path and annihilate all of them. 

Her long hair that she normally tied in a messy bun was pinned up in an elaborate series of braids and twists that she knew would take her an age and half to let loose again once the meeting was finished.

"What's his name?" she asked, unable to tear her gaze from the prince, who was looking at her like she was a meal that he would soon be feasting on. 

"Javierage Zetack," he said. "The Crown Prince of dragons." 

As if he could hear them, Javierage's expression hardened. Evidently, he was not particularly fond of Jon. She wondered if their paths had crossed before. Jon could be seen as rather abrasive. He did not care much for court etiquette and spoke his mind and some people weren't used to that. 

Javierage's gaze towards her was much warmer in comparison now that she had something to compare to. 

"See that long braid he wears?" Jon whispered. "That means he's never lost a fight. Dragons only cut their hair in defeat," he said, which got her curious enough to look at the rest of the entourage. Sure enough, some of the men riding the dragons had shorter hair. 

"Oh," she hummed. "That's good," she said absently. "Our children will be very strong." It took Jon's incredulous look for her to realize what she had said, at which point her cheeks burned red and she wished she could take back her words. A lot had been on her mind ever since the dragons sent them a request for marriage. What use was a bride if they couldn't provide a child? 

Javierage lifted his head and gave her such an intense glare that she questioned if he was able to hear her from so far away. She relaxed slightly when it only appeared that he was scenting something. 

The dragon let out an exhale the same time it's owner did, the warm steam pushing the fabric of her dress closer to her skin. She stumbled back slightly and her tails flared out behind her, dark shadows that covered the ground. The people at the castle were used to ignoring her tails. They tended to do whatever they wanted, but she could see the dragon riders looking at them with curiosity. Only Javierage remained staring at her. 

One of his men on a different dragon said something and Javierage turned to him and emitted a growl that was so loud and menacing that she could feel it in her bones. The man bowed his head, instantly cowed. 

She wished she was close enough to hear them. 

He leaned forward slightly and rested his fingers on top of the dragon's head. Then, he uttered something that she still couldn't hear and the dragon reared up it's large head so it was no longer staring at them. 

The dragons moved back a few steps, and then took off into the air, kicking dirt and rocks up as they propelled themselves back into the clouds. Moments later, they were gone as if they were never there to begin with. 

"Wait. Is that it? Don't you need to talk? Don't they need to say something? What of my bride price? Of have they lost interest entirely?" she asked, panicking slightly as she turned to Jon. Despite the status that had been granted to her, she had never attended one of these meetings before. She didn't know what to expect, but surely they should have at least came down from their dragons to greet them? "Did he not like what he saw?" she asked, looking down at herself and wondering if she had been found wanting. Was it her breasts? Were they too small? Or maybe it was her tails that put them off. 

Jon's expression was grim. "No, that isn't typical," was the only thing he offered as he glared up into the skies. He looked like he wished he could fly into the skies and yank them back down so he could show them some manners. 

"Did I do something wrong?" she asked. 

Jon's face twisted. "I don't think that's a problem," he growled. 

If she hadn't done something wrong, then what was the problem? "Did you do something wrong?" she asked instead. Was he supposed to greet them? 

He grimaced and shook his head. "Of course not. We didn't have the chance to do anything at all," he said, which she thought was the main issue that she was trying to get him to explain. She wanted to demand that he elaborate but he was looking upset enough and she didn't want to aggravate him more. She had always been non-confrontational. It was how she managed to survive for so long, after all. 

She thought of asking the maids later, but none of the maids nor the guards were close enough to see anything. 

In the end, the answer came from the dragons themselves, though she wasn't sure if she liked what they had to say. 
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Inara wasn't left wondering about what kind of impression she left on the dragons for very long. 

They came back for them two days later, though it was a different group of dragons. These dragons were significantly smaller, but even the smallest of them was bigger than their biggest mare. 

When the dragon clan told them that they had come to escort Inara and her brother to their kingdom, the guards were not happy about not being granted permission to guard their King and princess, but without permission to ride dragons, it was impossible to enter the Zetack's residence, which was so high up in the mountains that they might as well have been perched on top of clouds. 

The fact that Jon was allowed to join her at all was already showing them grace and the more they pushed, the more they risked angering their saviors and potentially losing their aid.

It wasn't difficult to reach the conclusion that they didn't need anyone's permission to take Inara. Their guards were stretched thin as it was and dragons were powerful enough to turn them to cinder if they so wished. 

They were each hoisted up to a dragon of their own, much smaller creatures compared to the ones that the royal delegation had came in on. The seat was uncomfortable and she worried for Jon the whole time, but she was able to hold onto the dragon easily enough so he shouldn't have a problem. He was good with horses. 

The men issued commands to each other in low, firm tones in their dragon tongue. 

They travelled in a convoy, like honored guests, though a part of her felt like a prisoner being sent to her jail cell. She wished she had been given more time to prepare and more instructions on what to expect.

Beside her, Jon's face was scrunched up in tension, worry aging him years beyond his age. He was only twenty. Sometimes, she forget how quickly werewolves aged. Nine-tailed foxes took much longer to reach maturity and all those years she had spent hidden away had not aged her at all. She knew that outwardly, she looked in her early twenties, but she was much older. She spent so many years in hibernation and hiding away from the carnage that killed most of her kind that she didn't really know her true age.

Dragons, she knew, aged even slower. Most of them were considered ageless, though she could already see that wasn't true. 

The journey in the skies was long, taking hours and hours that made her wish for carriages and bumpy roads. At least there, she would be able to lay down and not have to worry about falling into oblivion. Whenever she caught sight of Jon, he was glaring ahead and clutching so hard at the reins that she worried for his knuckles. 

When they finally landed, it was at a gate that was larger than any she had ever seen before. The firm steel framework made her wonder how they managed to hoist the materials up. The image of dragons carrying steel made her smile a little and she found herself relaxing now that they were no longer in the air. 

Foxes were never meant to fly and she was glad when no longer in open air, though it appeared at first that they had stopped on top of clouds that would crumble beneath their feet if they stepped on it. 

She was helped down the dragon by a handmaiden standing below. It felt surreal, stepping into clouds. She half expected her feet to go straight through and for her to fall down, down, down- for this all to be part of an incredibly vivid dream. Her tails stretched out before her feet touched the ground and she was reassured that there was solid ground underneath the white fog. 

As the clouds cleared up, she saw that the tiles that they were stepping on were coated in gold. It was incredibly. surprisingly ostentatious. 

What little she knew of dragons was that they enjoyed hoarding treasure and beautiful things. She had assumed it was just prejudice, but it appeared that they did like shiny gold. She was rather fond of flowers herself, but contrary to legend, she was had black thumbs. She couldn't even keep weed alive.  

"The rumors are true," the handmaiden spoke suddenly in a beautifully accented voice. She glanced at her and was caught off guard by the beautiful young woman dressed in pale blue robes. She looked ethereal in her beauty, blue scales on her cheeks glistening in the light. 

"What rumors?" she asked. 

"Our prince has found the last magical fox in the world," she answered. 

"And?" Inara prompted. At the woman's look of puzzlement, she pushed, "You said 'rumors', indicating there's more than one." 

"Oh," the young woman laughed. It was like bells chiming in the air. "And that the beauty of your kind is unrivalled." 

She hadn't expected that, though she knew that nine-tailed-foxes were often said as being experts at deception and seduction, taking on forms that were easy on the eyes. "Ah," she shook her head. "I'm afraid this is the only form that I can take," she said. Some foxes were able to shift their forms and make themselves more beautiful, but she had spent more time trying to make herself as unnoticeable as possible and staying alive than training herself on the art of seduction that she never bothered changing forms in all of her life. Perhaps she should do something about the way she looked? What kind of person was the prince expecting? 

The handmaiden gave her a puzzled look that she didn't have time to figure out as she continued, "The wedding is to take place immediately. Let's go." 

She stumbled slightly, disbelief in every fiber of her being as the words sunk in. Surely she had misheard? Or it must be some form of miscommunication. "What?" She turned towards Jon, only to see the same shock and panic in his eyes as he was led in another direction. She tried to give him a brave smile, but she wasn't sure how convincing she looked. "It'll be okay," she mouthed, though she wasn't so sure that the words were meant for him or for herself. 

"It'll be more than okay," her handmaiden announced. "It'll be wonderful." 

She didn't know where she got her confidence from, but she wished she could channel some of it for herself as she was led towards the room where she was to prepare for her future husband. 

When she reached the room, it was immediately clear that they had spared no expense. Her bath was of milk and roses, scented just enough to be pleasant to her nose without being overwhelming. She would eat it if she were in a better mood. 

She allowed the handmaidens to take off her clothes, leaving her in only her thin innerwear that she opted to keep on as she sunk into the steaming bath until the waterline reached her chin. The water smelled very nice and she was completely hidden underneath. 

She sighed and rested her head back against the edge of the tub. 

Unfortunately, she was not allowed to luxuriate in her bath. There was little time to prepare for the ceremony and the handmaidens were eager to get started, washing and drying her hair as she soaked in the bath, doing her nails and preparing her for the wedding that was to come. If she wasn't ready mentally, at least she would be adequately prepared to look like a bride. 

By the time they were done with her, she could hardly recognize her own reflection in the mirror. The white tunic with golden linings and gold buttons had seemed extravagant when she first laid eyes on it, but it fit her perfectly now, accentuating all the best parts of her without weighing her down. It was surprisingly light for all the layers that it had. On her shoulders were elaborate embroideries of dragons that curled through her body in a way that couldn't be described as anything other than possessive. If she closed her eyes, she could even imagine the way the hands curled around her skin, sharp claws digging in. 

The corset bodice made her waist extremely slim and the lace long sleeves and train gave people and illusion that she was taller than she was. A small golden crown sat at the top of her head, holding the white veil in place. 

"Don't be nervous," the only handmaiden who knew her tongue said. 

Inara waited for the young woman to continue with words of reassurance about how their young master was frightening and may appear blood-thirsty, but was actually very kind, but nothing of such came. Instead, the handmaidens around her seemed to be unable to muster anything for her. Inara almost wished that they would have lied to her instead and told her that
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