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The scent of roasting meat flows through the air, sounds of laughter, children playing, and murmured conversations. The feast is in full swing. Darla, a young Doe, makes her way through the crowd, her hands filled with a clay dish of roasted sweet potato. She smiles at the other members of her tribe, the lovely group of mammals, and all the other races.

Her heart is light, this is the first harvest she’s been a part of. The first fall equinox that she has ever been to. It’s nice, the people are all so pleasant and polite, they have welcomed her with open arms and wings. She makes her way through the throng of people to set the dish on a table that is already laden down with food. The meat makes her a bit nauseous, but there are plenty of other dishes that make her mouth water, the harvest grain salad with the light vinegar dressing she had tasted earlier was scrumptious.

As she looks at the food, she feels a light tap on her shoulder. Turning to see who it was, she freezes. A handsome fox stands beside her with a small smile touching his thin muzzle. “You’re Darla, right?” He asks in a low, velvet voice.

Nodding her head, Darla clenches her fingers together. “I am.” She says quietly, dazed by his appearance. His russet fur glimmers in the low autumn light, his dark green eyes like the moss and leaves that surround them. He’s handsome, though not in the way of the prey she usually is attracted to.

His fangs showing in a flashed smile make her swallow nervously, the thrill running through her body not just fear at the presence of this predator.

“It is nice to see you.” He murmurs, pulling one of her hands to press his lips against her knuckle. “Your father asked me to keep an eye on you.”

Gasping, Darla stares wide-eyed at the male. “Gavin?” She whispers, shocked at this male's appearance.

“So you do remember me,” Gavin says quietly, one side of his muzzle quirking in a smile. “I had hoped you would.”

Still shocked, Darla lowers her gaze to their entwined fingers. “Of course, I remember you, you were my childhood friend.” A flush darkens her ears and she feels her skin shiver in nerves. “You grew up.” Her voice is quiet, a hushed whisper.

Grinning, Gavin tilts his head back and laughs. “It has been a few years since we saw each other.” He says with a chuckle. “You grew up to be a beautiful Doe.” Flashing a smile, his eyes travel over her svelt frame with an appreciative expression.

Her ears flushing hotter, Darla snorts and turns away from him. “You flatterer, you haven't changed a bit have you?”

Laughing again, the male leans against the table, his gaze focused on her, ignoring the party going on around them. She nervously fiddles with the dishes, straightening them and moving them in small increments so as not to look at him. If she does, she’s sure to say something embarrassing.

“I do not lie.” He says quietly. “You have become even more beautiful than when we were children.” He reaches out a hand to brush against her cheek. “I have missed you.”

Sucking in a breath, Darla whirls on him, her tail flicking behind her. “Then why did you leave?” She asks, her voice choked with emotion. This damn fox is still playing with her.

Gavin drops his head, ears falling and smile fading. “I had to...” He says quietly, his voice cracking. “I had to leave to go to my uncle.”

“Why?”

Shaking his head, Gavin looks up to her with sorrow. “I had to train myself. So I would not hurt you.”

Gasping, Darla looks at him with wide eyes again, her body frozen. Training, to not hurt a prey mammal. That must have been hell on his instincts. She sucks in a deep breath and holds it for a moment. He endured that, for her. A glimmer of hope blooms in her chest, he had done that, for her.

Reaching out a shaking hand, she touches his cheek and gives a small smile. “You didn’t have to do that.” She murmurs, her eyes filling with tears. “I appreciate it though.”

Giving a small smile, Gavin leans his head into her hand. “I’ve always wanted to be with you. But I never wanted you to be afraid of me, so I went through this training so that I would never hurt you.” He takes a deep breath and lets it out in a gust, the breath ruffling the short fur on her arm, sending a shiver over her body.

Taking a step forward, Darla brushes her lips over his cheek. “I thank you.” She whispers in his ear. “I’ve wondered and worried about you for years. To think you did this for me.” She sighs. “Words cannot describe how I feel.”

Gavin gives a smile, looking deep into her eyes, showing the love he’s harbored for her.

As he opens his mouth to say something, there’s a loud bugle and a Buck comes stalking over to them, his eyes wild with anger. “Get away from her Fox!” He rumbles, tugging Darla behind him.

She cries out as she’s yanked away, her arm burning from the force the Buck used. “Stop that!” She yells.

The Buck turns one black eye on her, his breath snorting out of his nostrils. “He’s going to hurt you.” With another snort he puffs out his chest, trying to intimidate Gavin. “Stay away from her!”

Gavin remains still, his gaze lidded as he looks up to the larger buck, looking lazily down at his fingers, idly cleaning his claws, the fox speaks in a quiet voice. “I do not think she is enjoying your display, sir.”

The buck snorts again, stamping a hoof on the loamy soil, his breath steaming out of his wide nostrils. “You have some nerve talking to a Doe while there are so many Bucks here.” He says, his voice rough with anger. “She’s ours.”

A flash of anger goes through Gavin’s eyes as he fixes the male with his mossy green eyes. “I do not think it is your choice whom she spends time with.” He murmurs, his tone dangerous and low, a delicious malice-filled purr.

Darla shivers, her tail flicking behind her, Gavin, her old childhood friend, oozes control and power. She hadn't realized how strong he was when they were children, but as an adult, he is a controlled storm in russet fur. His mossy green eyes blazing with anger that simmers behind his cool visage. The buck had better pay attention or he will be at the mercy of the short, fine-boned male.

Pulling her arm away from the male deer, she rubs at the sore spot his fingers had caused. “I do not want you or any other male.” She says in a low voice. “That is not why I have come here.”

The buck turns to her, his eyes wide. “You are a deer, you belong to us.” He says his voice low. “You will join one of our herds.”

Snorting with anger, Darla holds her head tall, her ears flicking with annoyance. “I will do no such thing!” Whirling on one hoof, she stalks off through the grass. The audacity of the males of her species, to think she wants to be part of a ‘herd’. The nerve! To share her partner with other females. The thought makes her sick. It’s no wonder she’s never been attracted to any of the deer or elk of her tribe. They’re all idiots. All wanting the biggest harem compared to the other males. Ugh... disgusting.

Shaking with anger, she stalks into the forest, her nostrils flared and her breath coming in great heaves. Idiots, the lot of them.

Coming to a stream, she sits beside the softly flowing water and stares at her reflection. Why couldn’t she have been born a predator? It would have been much more her style. They usually only mate with one female.

Her thoughts circle back to Gavin, his soft smile and his warm fur. Sighing she drops her head to her hands, he had gone through training so he wouldn't hurt her. But, would she be able to proudly say she was with a Predator? The stares were already too much when she told folks she didn’t want to be part of a herd. To tell everyone she wished to mate with a fox... albeit a very strikingly handsome fox, would make her die of embarrassment.

Sighing again, she stares at the forest through her fingers. Why couldn’t she have been born a predator...?
____
Gavin sniffs at the air, his head held high as he tries to pinpoint the location of Darla, she had left in
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