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Foreword

This	book	contains	not	one,	but	two	sequels	to	Entertaining	Possibilities.	In	writing	EP,	I
unwittingly	asked	myself	a	question,	and	found	I	owed	myself	an	answer.	Payment
materialized	as	Two	of	a	Kind,	then	known	by	its	working	title	Too	Late.	That	story	wasn’t
originally	intended	for	release;	I	just	didn’t	think	it	was	the	kind	of	story	I	could	leave	off	with,
not	after	EP.	But	I	felt	I	had	to	write	the	story,	so	I	did,	and	having	done,	chucked	it	at	avwolf—
as	one	does.	While	writing	it,	I	had	raised	another	question,	another	possibility	to	entertain,
but	it	wasn’t	a	question	I	had	to	answer.	I	was	free	and	clear,	with	some	new	ideas	that	I	could
break	out	at	need;	perhaps,	say,	to	celebrate	the	completion	of	Desire	for	Orders,	or	some
other	suitably	worthy	occasion.

	
So	of	course	avwolf,	that	blessed,	damnable	genius,	had	to	go	and	find	the	exact	right	thing	to
say	to	draw	the	story	out	of	me.	And	so,	I	wrote	Full	House,	completing	this	tome.	Writing	it
also	gave	me	the	opportunity	to	release	Two	of	a	Kind	without	it	needing	to	stand	alone,	and
here	we	are.

	
That	is	how	there	came	to	be	not	one,	but	two	sequels	to	Entertaining	Possibilities.	The	stories
are	complementary	alternatives,	showing	two	different	branches	of	canon,	though	at	different
times.	Don’t	get	distracted	by	the	fact	that	one	is	five	times	longer	than	the	other;	different
stories	are	different	lengths.	I’m	presenting	them	as	equal,	and	will	staunchly	claim	to	have	no
preference	myself.

	
I	might	not	even	be	lying.
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Two	of	a	Kind

Keith	sat	on	the	steps	of	the	porch,	look​ing	out	at	the	au ​tumn	evening.	The	sky	was	per​fectly
clear,	the	sun	about	to	set	be ​hind	the	moun​tains.	There	was	a	crisp	chill	in	the	air,	but	he	didn’t
let	it	bother	him.	The	cold	al ​most	felt	good	to	him.	Ap ​pro ​pri​ate.

He	was	out	of	tears.	For	now.
The	near	wards	chimed.	Some ​one	was	com​ing.	He	didn’t	know	who.	Natani	wasn’t	there	to

tell	him.
Maybe	he	wasn’t	com​pletely	out	of	tears.

	

The	tears	had	run	their	course	again	by	the	time	his	ears	caught	the	sound	of	a	horse’s	hoofs.
Be ​fore	long,	his	eyes	found	the	rider.	Com​ing	up	where	the	road	had	been.	Ba​sitin,	by	the	ears,
and	not	in	uni​form.	Clearly	not	Mad ​die,	ei​ther.	He	watched	a	while,	be ​com​ing	in​creas​ingly	cer​-
tain	as	the	fig​ure	drew	closer.	Of	course.	And	on	a	white	horse,	no	less.	He	al ​most	smiled,	but
re ​sumed	his	study	of	the	skies,	only	watch ​ing	the	ap ​proach	from	the	cor​ner	of	his	eye.	The
rider	dis​mounted	a	ways	away,	and	af ​ter	a	mo ​ment	the	horse	started	plod ​ding	back	the	way
they	had	come.	The	rider	came	the	rest	of	the	way	on	foot,	com​ing	to	a	stop	a	few	feet	away.

The	fig​ure	cleared	its	throat.	“Hello,	Keith.”
Keith	looked,	and	to	his	sur​prise	found	two	healthy	eyes	look​ing	back.	He	was	older	now,

yet	some ​how	looked	more	like	the	Nick	he	re ​mem​bered	from	his	child ​hood	than	Mas​ter	Gen​-
eral	Alaric	had.	Keith	briefly	con​sid ​ered	the	pos​si​bil ​ity	of	it	be ​ing	some	ob​scure	re ​la​tion	he’d
never	heard	of…	but	no.	Here,	now,	it	had	to	be	him.	Wear​ing	light	trav​el ​ling	clothes	such	as
any	East​ern	ba​sitin	might.	Un​armed,	just	a	sim​ple	satchel	hang​ing	at	his	side,	and	with	no	rank
in​signia.	But	it	had	to	be	him.

Keith’s	voice	was	a	lit​tle	rusty.	“Hullo,	Alaric.”	He	nod ​ded	at	the	spot	be ​side	him	on	the
steps.	“Have	a	seat.”

Keith	half-ex​pected	Alaric	to	brush	up	against	him	or	to	give	his	foot	a	nudge,	but	he	main​-
tained	a	po ​lite	dis​tance.	Keith	took	a	mo ​ment	to	con​tem​plate	Alaric’s	feet,	prop ​erly	wrapped,
next	to	his	disha​bille	ones.	Well.	Maybe	not	how	he	would	have	cho ​sen	to	ap ​pear	on	this	oc ​ca​-
sion,	but	couldn’t	ex​actly	stake	any	great	claim	to	pro ​pri​ety	these	days.	Or	most	oth ​ers.	And
Alaric	had	cer​tainly	al ​ways	had	a	unique	ap ​proach	on	the	sub​ject.

Maybe	it	would	have	been	his	choice,	af ​ter	all.
Af ​ter	see ​ing	that	Alaric	had	set​tled	down,	Keith	gave	him	a	nod	and	went	back	to	watch ​ing

the	skies.	Alaric	sighed.	“Se ​ri​ously?	You’re	not	even	go ​ing	to	ask?”
Keith	shrugged.	“I	had	my	sus​pi​cions	that	you	were	alive.”	He	turned	to	look	at	Alaric.	“You

are	alive,	right?”
Alaric	grinned.	“Ah!	That’s	ac ​tu ​ally	an	in​ter​est​ing	le ​gal	ques​tion.	But,”	and	he	reached	out

to	touch	Keith	on	the	arm.	Solid.	Warm.	Lin​ger​ing	just	a	bit	longer	than	pro ​pri​ety	would	al ​low.
Alaric.	“I	am	flesh	and	blood	and	ac ​tu ​ally	sit​ting	here,	yes.”	He	reached	down	to	rub	at	his	leg
with	a	wince.	“Very	flesh	and	blood.	I	guess	I	should	be	glad	you	didn’t	kick	me	in	the	shins.



Sus​pi​cions?”
“Well,	for	one	I	never	saw	the	body.	And	no ​body	ever	owned	up	to	putting	that	rose	on	your

cof ​fin…”
“Nice	touch,	don’t	you	think?”
“…	and	of	course,	those	ship ​ments	just	kept	on	com​ing.	I	never	could	track	down	the

source.”
“Too	much?”
Keith	cleared	his	throat.	“Well,	there	isn’t	any ​thing	left	over.”
Alaric	whis​tled	ap ​pre ​cia​tively.
Keith	was	silent	for	a	mo ​ment.	“But,	mostly	it’s	just...	you	planned	for	the	pos​si​bil ​ity	of	los​-

ing	that	fight.	You	used	it.	So	I	thought….	maybe.”
It	was	Alaric’s	turn	to	pause	a	mo ​ment.	He	looked	away.	“Noth ​ing	about	that	day	went	as

planned.	Not	the	Tem​plar,	not	the	other	gen​er​als	dy ​ing,	not	fall ​ing	off	that	damn	bridge.	But
the	sit​u ​a​tion	pre ​sented…	unique…	op ​por​tu ​ni​ties.”	He	sighed.	“I	was	scram​bling	for	days	to	stay
ahead	of	mat​ters,	im​pro ​vis​ing	for	all	I	was	worth.	At	least	the	King	sur​vived.	I	would	have	had
to	scrap	it	all	to	put	my ​self	on	the	throne,	oth ​er​wise.”

Keith’s	eye ​brows	shot	up	at	that.	True	enough,	the	Mas​ter	Gen​eral	would	have	been	the	nat​-
u ​ral	suc ​ces​sor.	“No	de ​sire	to	rule?”

Alaric	shook	his	head.	“No.	And	I	never…”	He	looked	Keith	in	the	eyes.	There	was	pain
there.	“Keith,	I	never	want	to	have	power	over	you	again.	Not	af ​ter…”

“Not	go ​ing	to	blame	the	tower?”
“No.”	Alaric	sighed.	“And	even	if	I	did,	the	tower	is	my	fault	too.	It	was	Al ​abaster’s	mis​take,

but	he	made	it	on	my	watch.	And	it	nearly	cost	us	ev​ery ​thing.	And…	Al ​abaster	may	have
pushed	for	your	or​ders,	but	I’m	the	one	who	gave	them	to	you.	And	I	thought	I	was	be ​ing	so
god ​damn	clever,	too.	Or​der​ing	you	to	be ​tray	your	friends.”	He	swal ​lowed.	“Or​der​ing	you	to	kill
Natani.”

Ah.	“I	guess	I	should	be	an​gry	at	you	for	that…”	Keith	couldn’t	help	but	smile	a	lit​tle	at
Alaric’s	ex​pres​sion.	“Look…	I	don’t	want	to	get	into	that	right	now.	But	if	I’m	an​gry	at	you	for
any ​thing,”	and	yes,	there	was	a	spark	of	anger	there,	“it’s	let​ting	me	live	with	hav​ing	killed
you.”	Alaric	opened	his	mouth	to	re ​ply,	but	Keith	fore ​stalled	him.	“And	I	don’t	want	to	get	into
that	right	now,	ei​ther.	Okay?”

Alaric	nod ​ded.	“…	okay.”
“Tell	me,	how	was	Mad ​die	do ​ing?”

*

That	ques​tion	had	im​pli​ca​tions.	“Fu ​ri​ous	with	me.	I	tried	to	gauge	if	she	was	wor​ried	about
you,	but	if	she	was	she	hid	it	well.	She’s	grown	so	much,	it’s	hard	to…	it	wasn’t	just	about	me,
was	it?	Or	you?”

Keith	shook	his	head.	“She	was	here	at	the	end.	They	were	close.”
“Ah.”	So	she	had	been	cry ​ing.	Re ​think,	re ​think,	re ​think.	“Well,	she	was	cer​tainly	hard	at

work.	Had	the	en​tire	em​bassy	spin​ning	like	a	top.	Took	me	half	a	day	just	to	get	to	her.	I	think
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she	was	an​gling	to	start	some ​thing	with	the	West	em​bassy.	If	that’s	good	or	bad…	I	don’t	know.
Sorry.”

A	flicker	of	a	smile.	“More	good	than	bad,	as	long	as	she	re ​mem​bers	where	the	lines	are.
And	she	will.	She	went	back	be ​cause	she	wanted	to	do	some​thing,	and	I	just	‘wanted	to	sit	here
feel ​ing	mis​er​able.’”	The	smile	re ​turned,	and	deep ​ened	as	Keith	glanced	at	Alaric’s	shins.	Then
dis​ap ​peared.	“She	was	sure	you	were	dead.	I	had	my	sus​pi ​cions,	but…	she	was	sure.	It	won’t	be
easy	to	make	that	right.”

Alaric	winced	again.	“She	made	her	opin​ion	known.	I	thought	I	wasn’t	tak​ing	much	of	a	risk
go ​ing	to	her,	but	I	nearly	had	to	beg	just	to	be	put	on	your	mercy.	She	had	a	few	ideas	of	what
to	do	to	me.	Said	I	only	got	by	on	a	tech ​ni​cal ​ity.	What	was	that	about?”

“Oh,	I	told	her	years	ago	that	you	were	to	be	ad ​mit​ted	if	you	showed	up.	She	thought	I	was
jok​ing.	Or	crazy.”

Keith	once	again	turned	to	watch ​ing	the	dark​en​ing	skies.	Alaric	hes​i​tated,	and	the	si​lence
had	time	to	grow.	The	warmth	of	trav​el ​ling	was	fad ​ing,	and	he	was	feel ​ing	the	chill	in	the	air.
He	ad ​justed	his	cloak	tighter	around	him​self	and	won​dered	at	Keith,	ap ​par​ently	fine	in	his
shirt​sleeves.	This	wasn’t	what	he’d	been	ex​pect​ing.	Anger,	gloom,	even	tears,	but	Keith	just
seemed…	tired.	Muted,	apart	from	the	odd	flash	of	grim	hu ​mor.	So	was	this	bet​ter,	or	worse?

How	was	it	that	Keith	was	al ​ways	at	the	cen​ter	of	his	de ​signs,	and	yet	the	piece	he	could
least	un​der​stand?	Well,	he	was	here.	Noth ​ing	to	do	but	to	keep	pok​ing	at	the	hor​net’s	nest.	He
thought	back	to	his	en​counter	with	Made ​lyn	Ade ​laide,	and	took	one	of	the	avail ​able	open​ings.
“She	also	had	some	choice	things	to	say	about	my	show ​ing	up	now.”

Keith	glanced	at	him,	and	Alaric	saw	an​other	brief	flash	of	amuse ​ment.	“I	can	imag​ine.	I
think	I	un​der​stand	it,	though.”	Keith	looked	at	him,	and	Alaric	could	feel	he	was	be ​ing	closely
scru ​ti​nized.	“You	didn’t	want	to	come,	did	you?”

Could	he	get	away	with	ly ​ing?	He	thought	he	didn’t	need	to.	“No.	Not	yet.”	He	let	some	of
his	sym​pa​thy	show,	hop ​ing	it	wouldn’t	in​sult.	“Never	for	this.”

Keith	nod ​ded	at	him	slowly,	but	the	scru ​tiny	con​tin​ued.	“How	did	you	know	to	come?”
Ah.	He’d	been	wor​ried	about	this	one.	Dis​sem​ble,	dis​sem​ble…	“I	read	your—well,	Mad ​die’s

—weekly	re ​ports.”	Keith’s	raised	eye ​brow	spoke	vol ​umes.	“Oh,	she	isn’t	spy ​ing	on	you	for	any ​-
one.”	He	paused	to	con​sider.	“Not	that	I	know	of,	any ​way.	Seems	un​likely.	But	she	has	cer​tain…
habits.	The	re ​port	that	brought	me	here	was	a	mas​ter​piece.	I	had	to	read	it	three	times	be ​fore	I
re ​al ​ized	she	made	no	men​tion	of	you	what​so ​ever.	That’s…	only	hap ​pened	once	be ​fore.”

“And	when	was	this	re ​port	dated?”
Dammit.	“The	fourth.”
Time	enough	for	the	re ​port	to	reach	him,	or	him	to	get	here,	but	never	both.	But	Keith	just

nod ​ded	again.	“You’re	well-po ​si​tioned,	to	be	read ​ing	my	mail.”
Alaric	shrugged.	“I	re ​port	di​rectly	to	the	King.”
A	small	smile	from	Keith.	“And	does	the	King	know	that?”
When	had	he	got​ten	so	sus​pi​cious?	Alaric	pulled	out	his	best	in​dig​na​tion.	“Yes,	of	course!”

This	seemed	to	sat​isfy	Keith,	who	turned	away	again.	He	could	have	left	it	there,	but	couldn’t
re ​sist	the	temp ​ta​tion.	“I	had	to	tell	her	even​tu ​ally.”

Keith’s	re ​ac ​tion	made	it	worth	it.	Maybe	that	was	how	he	needed	to	do	this.	Fall	into	his	old
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per​sona,	be	who	Keith	ex​pected	him	to	be.	And	damn	the	con​se ​quences.
“Keith…”	his	hes​i​ta​tion	caught	Keith’s	in​ter​est.	“I	am	happy	to	see	you.”	And	happy	that

you	don’t	hate	me.
Keith	gave	him	a	rue ​ful	smile.	“Me	too.	I	think.	It’s	a	lit​tle	hard	to	tell	these	days.	Sorry

about	the	re ​cep ​tion.	I	wasn’t	ex​pect​ing	any ​one	for	a	while.”	He	sighed.	“But	wel ​come,	for	what
it’s	worth,	to	where	my	home	used	to	be.	Let’s	get	you	in	out	of	the	cold,	Post-Mas​ter	Gen​eral.”

	

“…	Not	that	it’s	much	warmer	in​side.	I	was	air​ing	it	out	for	most	of	the	day.”
In​deed,	Alaric	barely	felt	a	change	as	he	closed	the	door	be ​hind	him.	Keith	showed	him	the

house,	and	he	saw	that	ev​ery ​thing	was	squared	away	and	freshly	cleaned.	The	place	barely	felt
lived	in.	With	a	twinge	of	sad ​ness,	he	re ​al ​ized	that	was	the	point.	Maybe	it	was	eas​ier	for	him
to	be	out​side.

One	of	the	rooms	was	al ​most	cramped	with	a	large	desk,	but	cu ​ri ​ously	no	chairs.	It	had
some ​thing	of	the	feel	of	his	old	study.	Keith	seemed	to	no ​tice	his	in​ter​est.	“That’s	the	den.”
Alaric	opened	his	mouth,	but	Keith	con​tin​ued,	glanc ​ing	at	him.	“Never	saw	much	use.	Too
many	puns.”	He	closed	his	mouth,	sheep ​ish,	and	thought	he	saw	a	lit​tle	smile	play	on	Keith’s
lips.	“We	used	the	sit​ting	room	in​stead.”

In​deed,	in	the	sit​ting	room	the	fur​ni​ture	looked	com​fort​able,	the	book​shelves	en​tic ​ing,	but
even	here	ev​ery ​thing	was	cold	and	clean.	Maybe	es​pe ​cially	here.	Even	the	fire ​place	was	spot​-
less.	Keith	started	mov​ing	on,	and	Alaric	fol ​lowed.	“Maybe	a	fire…?”

Keith’s	voice	was	neu ​tral.	“I’m	out	of	fire ​wood.”
“Ah.”	He	hes​i​tated	for	half	a	heart​beat.	“You	never	did	do	things	by	halves.”
Keith	came	to	a	dead	stop,	and	Alaric	al ​most	walked	into	him.

*

“Did	you	se ​ri ​ously	just…”	Keith	laughed.	Of	course	he	had.	He	shook	his	head	and	turned	to
face	Alaric.	Who	was	all	cheer​ful	poker	face.	Of	course.	“That	was…	Zen	would	have	loved	that
one.”	Keith	grinned.	“You	two	would	have	got​ten	along.	Natani	would	have…”	his	voice	fal ​-
tered.	‘Natani	would	have.’	There	had	been	no	need	for	words,	those	first	few	days	with	Mad ​-
die.	She	un​der​stood.	But	now	he	needed	words	again,	and	with	words	came	new	ways	to	hurt.
He	didn’t	look	away	or	fight	the	tears,	even	as	he	saw	Alaric’s	face	fill	with	con​cern.	It	was
some ​thing	he	had	promised	to	him​self.	“That	was	the…	first	time	I’ve	spo ​ken	those	words.”	He
man​aged	to	get	the	words	out	through	his	sobs.	“I’ll	be	say ​ing	them	for	the	rest	of	my	life.”

Through	his	tears,	he	saw	Alaric	hes​i​tate—and	then	reach	out	to	place	a	hand	on	his	shoul ​-
der,	giv​ing	him	a	small	squeeze.	Keith	was	grate ​ful	for	the	touch,	for	the	im​pro ​pri​ety,	for	the
cause	of	it.	He	was	cry ​ing,	and	Alaric	wasn’t	look​ing	away.

Words.	Keith	went	on,	halt​ingly.	“The	morn​ings	are	the	worst.	I	wake	up	and…	Natani…
I’ll…”	he	found	it	eas​ier	to	speak	about	the	both	of	them.	Per​haps	they	were	to ​gether	again.
There	would	at	least	be	some ​thing	right	about	that.	“They’re	both	gone	now.	I’ll	never…	never
speak	to	them	again.	Never	see	them,	or	hear	their	voices.	Smell	their	scents.	Feel	their	touch.
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Never	again.	Never.”

*

If	Keith	had	more	to	say,	he	could	no	longer	form	the	words.	Alaric	squeezed	his	shoul ​der
harder,	aching	for	a	way	to	help.	He	had	noth​ing.	But	some ​thing	had	been	en​trusted	to	him.
“Keith…”	his	voice	sounded	rough	in	his	ears.	He	cleared	his	throat.	It	didn’t	help.	“Keith,	I
have	some ​thing	I’m	sup ​posed	to	give	you	now.”	He	fished	the	small	pack​age	out	of	his	pocket.
“Mad ​die	gave	this	to	me.	Said	I	was	to	give	it	to	you	when…	any ​way,	she	said	to	tell	you	it’s
from	a	‘Mr.	Wuffy ​pants.’”

Keith’s	eyes	shot	wide	and	the	sobs	sub​sided.	He	wiped	the	tears	from	his	eyes,	then	hes​i​-
tantly	reached	for	the	pack​age.	Alaric	handed	it	over,	with ​draw ​ing	his	other	hand	from	Keith’s
shoul ​der.	What	was	this,	to	have	such	an	ef ​fect?	He	watched	as	Keith	care ​fully	opened	the
pack​age,	not	risk​ing	any	dam​age	to	the	con​tents.	What	emerged	was	a	piece	of	pa​per	and…	it
took	Alaric	a	mo ​ment	to	make	sense	of	it,	but	he	re ​al ​ized	it	was	two	tufts	of	fur;	each	bound	at
one	end,	then	both	bound	to ​gether.	He	thought	he	rec ​og​nized	Natani’s	color.	The	other	would
be	Zen,	then.	Keith	looked	at	the	pa​per	and	laughed,	then	brought	the	tufts	to	his	nose.	A	look
of	won​der	came	over	him.	“Zen…”	his	voice	was	wist​ful.	“When	could	they	have…”

The	in​struc ​tions	had	been	specif ​i​cally	‘When	he’s	cry ​ing	about	them.’	“It’s	from	them
both?”

Keith	handed	him	the	piece	of	pa​per.	The	only	text	on	it	said	‘We	love	you’,	but	there	was	a
rather	rude	draw ​ing	in	the	cor​ner.

Keith	laughed	again.	It	was	a	good	sound.	“That’s	Natani’s	hand ​writ​ing,	but	the	draw ​ing	is
def​i​nitely	Zen.	How	long	ago	could	they	have…	the	scent	is	pre ​served	per​fectly.	But	then	again,
magic.”	He	shook	his	head.	“Noth ​ing	is	sup ​posed	to	re ​main.	To	have	done	this…”	He	looked	at
Alaric	with	such	an	ex​pres​sion	of	joy	it	made	his	heart	ache.	“Nick,	I	love	them	so	much.”

He’d	known,	of	course,	but	for	the	first	time	he	felt	like	he	un​der​stood	a	lit​tle	what	it	had	re ​-
ally	been	like.	What	had	been	lost.	“Keith…”	Alaric	reached	for	some ​thing	that	would	let	Keith
see	that	he	un​der​stood.	He	found	his	vi​sion	blur​ring	with	tears.	“Keith,	you’ll	see	them	again.”

Keith	smiled	at	him.	“What’s	this?	Are	you	the	Philoso ​pher	Gen​eral,	now?”
Alaric	wiped	his	tears.	“You	will.	If	there’s	any	jus​tice,	you	will.”
Keith	just	looked	at	him	for	a	long	mo ​ment,	then	smiled.	There	were	tears	in	both	their

eyes.	“Per​haps	I	will.	Thank	you,	Nick.”	He	let	out	a	long	breath.	“Now,	I	think	I	could	do	with
some	ex​er​cise.	How	pre ​pared	would	you	say	you	feel	right	now?”

	

Keith	led	him	to	the	dis​used	guest	room,	then	de ​cided	the	light	was	fad ​ing	too	fast	and	went	to
get	a	lamp.	Alaric	sur​veyed	the	room.	All	the	fur​ni​ture	had	been	pushed	up	against	the	walls,
leav​ing	a	large	open	space.	There	was	cer​tainly	room	enough	for	a	friendly	fight,	if	you	left
throws	out	of	it.	Not	the	first	time	it	was	put	to	this	use,	then.	Like	the	rest	of	the	house	he’d
seen,	it	was	spot​less.	He	re ​moved	his	cloak,	and	his	more	frag​ile—or	volatile—be ​long​ings,	and
made	a	pile	in	one	cor​ner,	then	stretched	his	limbs	and	tested	his	free ​dom	of	move ​ment.	No
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prob​lems.	He	rather	thought	he	could	use	the	ex​er​cise.	It	would	serve	to	get	his	body	warm
again.	As	long	as	it	didn’t	get	too	warm.	He	sighed,	think​ing	back	to	long	ago	times.

Keith	re ​turned	with	the	lamp	and	went	to	set	it	down	near	Alaric’s	be ​long​ings.	Maybe	not
the	best	idea.	“Oh,	I’ve	got	rum	there.”

Keith	quirked	a	smile	at	him	and	took	the	lantern	to	an​other	cor​ner	in​stead.	“Maybe	a	drink
af ​ter?”

Rum	or	no	rum,	knock​ing	that	lamp	over	would	prob​a​bly	still	lead	to	the	whole	place	go ​ing
up	in	flames.	Some ​thing	to	keep	in	mind.

Alaric	nod ​ded.	“I	thought	you	could	use	one.	Though…”	he	looked	at	Keith,	try ​ing	to	get	a
han​dle	on	him	again.	He’d	been	cry ​ing,	yes,	but…	“I	don’t	think	that’s	quite	right.	But	maybe
you	would	like	one?”

An​other	smile.	“Sounds	like	a	plan.”	Keith	took	his	stance,	op ​po ​site	Alaric.	“Face	and	groin
off	lim​its?”

Alaric	nod ​ded	his	agree ​ment,	and	they	be ​gan.	Slowly	at	first,	tak​ing	each	other’s	mea​sure.
Alaric	wasn’t	in	his	best	mar​tial	con​di​tion,	but	he	would	have	still	counted	him​self	among	the
best	ten	or	fif ​teen	on	the	is​land,	armed	or	un​armed.	He	found	him​self	get​ting	pushed	harder
and	harder	as	they	picked	up	the	pace,	and	won​dered	if	that	might	have	been	too	naive	of	him.
Keith	fought	with	a	style	seem​ingly	all	his	own,	though	oc ​ca​sion​ally	some	flash	of	ba​sitin	or​tho ​-
doxy	could	be	seen;	usu ​ally	de ​liv​ered	with	dev​as​tat​ing	ef ​fi​ciency.	In	truth,	the	fight	was	friend ​-
lier	than	just	the	rules	would	have	sug​gested;	the	touches	were	mostly	light,	ad ​van​tages	at​-
tained	weren’t	pushed	far,	and	by	un​spo ​ken	agree ​ment	they	kept	the	light	fairly	po ​si​tioned.
The	bal ​ance	be ​tween	them	shifted	mul ​ti​ple	times	as	they	adapted	to	each	other.	Alaric	even​tu ​-
ally	stopped	keep ​ing	score	and	let	him​self	get	lost	in	the	ex​hil ​a​ra​tion;	it	had	been	a	while	since
he	had	sparred	at	this	level.	He	found	him​self	try ​ing	out	some	of	Keith’s	moves,	and	thought	he
could	glimpse	the	method	in	the	mad ​ness.	There	were	def ​i​nitely	some	things	here	that	he	could
use,	es​pe ​cially	against	some ​one	too	set	in	their	ways…	he	found	Keith	do ​ing	some ​thing	much
the	same,	his	style	quickly	shift​ing,	al ​most	fa​mil ​iar	in	one	ex​change,	al ​most	alien	in	the	next.
The	in​ten​sity	kept	in​creas​ing,	the	ex​changes	be ​com​ing	ex​tended,	more	and	more	of ​ten	lead ​ing
to	grap ​pling	and	even	out​right	wrestling.	Alaric	didn’t	think	that	was	his	do ​ing,	but	soon	had
no	time	to	think	at	all.

*

Keith	heaved	him​self	off	Alaric	and	lay	on	the	floor,	star​ing	at	the	ceil ​ing,	gasp ​ing	for	breath.
He	felt	happy.	It	was…	it	re ​minded	him	of	the	times	they	had	wres​tled	to ​gether	as	kids.	Un​til	it
had	started	to	feel	less	than	in​no ​cent.	He	gave	a	sigh	for	his	younger	self.	“Do	you	re ​mem​ber
when—”

“Yes.”
Keith	smiled	to	him​self.	“You	didn’t	lis​ten	to	the	ques​tion.”
He	could	hear	the	grin	in	Alaric’s	voice.	“Won’t	change	the	an​swer.”
That	rang	true.	“Rum?”
“Rum.”	He	could	hear	Alaric	get​ting	up,	and	soon	his	friend	was	stand ​ing	over	him,	look​ing
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down	quizzi​cally.	Keith	ex​tended	his	arm	with	a	grin,	and	Alaric	clasped	it	to	pull	him	up.	Nei​-
ther	of	them	let	go	quite	as	quickly	as	pro ​pri​ety	would	have	dic ​tated.

Keith	led	the	way	to	the	kitchen,	hold ​ing	the	lamp.	It	was	truly	night	now,	and	while	the
skies	were	clear	and	the	moon	al ​most	full,	its	light	didn’t	reach	ev​ery ​where.	He	set	the	lamp	on
the	ta​ble	and	rum​maged	around	for	glasses.	Af ​ter	a	mo ​ment	of	con​sid ​er​a​tion,	he	also	hauled
up	a	large	jug	of	wa​ter.

“Have	a	seat.	Do	you	want	any ​thing	to	eat?”
Alaric	set	his	bot​tle—Keith	saw	it	was	the	good	stuff,	and	plenty	of	it—on	the	ta​ble	and	sat

down	on	one	of	the	long	benches.	“I’m	good,	thanks.”
Keith	set​tled	down	op ​po ​site	him.	Be ​tween	them	were	four	glasses,	a	good	deal	of	rum,	and

enough	wa​ter	to	live	to	tell	the	tale.	“Give	me	half	a	glass	to	start.”
Alaric	did,	and	poured	him​self	the	same	amount.	When	the	bot​tle	was	back	on	the	ta​ble,

Keith	took	his	glass	and	threw	it	back	in	one	swal ​low.
The	cough ​ing	fit	and	the	tears	in	his	eyes	weren’t	quite	as	planned.	Alaric	grinned	at	him,

but	fol ​lowed	his	lead.	He	han​dled	it	rather	bet​ter.
Keith	got	his	cough ​ing	un​der	con​trol.	The	stuff	kicked	like	a	mule.	“Just	felt	like	do ​ing	that.

Give	me	a	full	one	next,	and	I’ll	be	more	care ​ful	with	it.”
He	looked	at	Alaric,	pour​ing,	and	won​dered.	Couldn’t	he	just	put	this	off	for	tonight?	It

could	eas​ily	go	badly,	and	he	was	en​joy ​ing	him​self	for	the	first	time	since…	but	no.	He	sighed,
and	Alaric	looked	at	him	cu ​ri​ously.

Keith	looked	him	in	the	eye.	“Okay,	I’ve	got	a	few	min​utes	be ​fore	that	hits	me.	Now,	let	me
see	that	neck​lace	of	yours.”

Alaric	cov​ered	well,	but	he	could	see	that	he’d	star​tled	him.	Keith	shook	his	head	and	gave
him	a	rue ​ful	smile.	“I’ve	got	some	ex​pe ​ri​ence	be ​ing	poked	with	the	things.	Out	with	it.”

Alaric	sighed	and	reached	into	the	neck	of	his	shirt,	pulling	out	the	mana	neck​lace.	He	set	it
down	in	the	mid ​dle	of	the	ta​ble.	Seven	crys​tals.	Fairly	high	qual ​ity,	Keith	thought,	not	that	he
was	an	ex​pert.	All	of	them	charged.

“Huh.	I	was	sure…”	he	looked	at	Alaric	again.	He	looked	a	lit​tle	wary.	“…	are	these	all	of
your	crys​tals?”

Alaric	snorted,	then	laughed.	“Yes.	Yes,	they	are.	I	started	out	with	seven—”	Keith	was	about
to	ob​ject	“—those	seven,	and	I’m	plan​ning	to	go	back	with	those	same	seven,	and	with	all	of
them	charged.	With	their	orig​i​nal	charge.	And	I’m	not	plan​ning	on	us​ing	any	other	form	of
magic,	ei​ther.	Sat​is​fied?”

Keith	con​sid ​ered	this	for	a	mo​ment,	forc ​ing	so ​bri​ety,	then	nod ​ded.
Alaric	shook	his	head.	“When	did	you	get	so…	pre​cise?”
Keith	grinned	at	him.	“Hey,	you’re	the	one	who	made	me	a	diplo ​mat.”
Alaric	smiled	back.	“I’ve	cre ​ated	a	mon​ster.	You	were	never	sup ​posed	to	leave,	you	know.”
Keith’s	head	was	be ​gin​ning	to	swim	a	lit​tle,	but	he	gath​ered	his	fo ​cus.	“So	it’s	just	a	pre ​cau ​-

tion?”
Alaric	nod ​ded.	“Yeah.	I	have	it	on	pretty	good	au ​thor​ity	that	I	can	han​dle	it,	but…”	he	gri​-

maced.	“I	don’t	ex​actly	like	to	trust	it,	af ​ter	my	first	ex​pe ​ri ​ences.	So	I	avoid	us​ing	it	as	much	as
I	can.	But…”
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Keith	nod ​ded.	“It’s	too	use ​ful	to	throw	away.”
He	didn’t	think	Alaric	still	hav​ing	magic	would	have	ex​plained	the	eye,	any ​way.	From	what

he	knew,	that	wasn’t	some ​thing	you	did	for	your​self.	So	for	him	to	not	have	used	any	magic,
and	yet	be	here	in	im​pos​si​ble	time…	Mad ​die	couldn’t	even	have	been	back	in	Wreath ​wood	for
all	that	long;	not	even	that	leg	of	the	jour​ney	added	up.	He	thought	back	to	Alaric’s	horse,	and
smiled.	Maybe	it	hadn’t	been	sym​bolic,	af ​ter	all.

Alaric	looked	sur​prised.	“So	I’m	in	the	clear?”
Keith	nod ​ded.	“Yeah.	Though	I’ll	be	check​ing	those	be ​fore	you	leave.”	Alaric	rolled	his	eyes,

so	he	grinned	and	added	“And	all	of	Natani’s,	too.”
“I	shall	humbly	ac ​qui​esce	to	your	search.”
Keith	snorted.	“I	do	get	it.	There	are	times	I	would	have	risked	in​san​ity.	But…”	he	nar​rowed

his	eyes	at	Alaric.	“I	would	have	kicked	your	ass	if	you’d	used	that	to	get	to	me.”
“Kicked	my	ass?	Did	you	hit	your	head	just	now?	Was	I	too	rough	on	you?”
Keith	grinned.	“I’d	say	we	both	kicked	some	ass.”
Alaric	re ​turned	the	grin.	When	he	moved	to	pick	the	neck​lace	back	up,	Keith	put	a	hand	on

his	arm.	“Please	be	as	care ​ful	as	you	can	be.”
Alaric	looked	at	his	hand,	then	at	him,	then	cleared	his	throat.	He	put	his	other	hand	on	top

of	Keith’s.	“I	will.”
Keith	held	his	gaze	for	a	while,	then	nod ​ded.	He	gen​tly	ex​tracted	his	hand	to	raise	a	toast,

and	Alaric	mir​rored	the	mo ​tion.	“To	kick​ing	some	ass!”

**

“I	would’a,	you	know.”
“Wha?”
“Used	magic.	To	get	here.	If	‘twas	any	faster.”
“…	thanks.”
.
.
.
“Still	kick	your	ass,	though.”

**

Keith	looked	up	at	the	moon	and	the	stars	and	pissed	away	with	the	wild	aban​don	of	a	happy
drunk.	He	laughed	softly	to	him​self.	Not	the	evening	he’d	been	ex​pect​ing.	Natani,	are	you
laugh​ing	at	me	some​where?	I	know	Zen	has	to	be.	I	can	prac​ti​cally	hear	it.	He	whis​pered	the
words.	“I	miss	you	so	much.”	Tears	in	his	eyes,	again.	That	fi​nal	gift…	“I	love	you.	So,	so	much.”

Fin​ished,	he	made	his	way	back	in​side.	The	lamp	brought	some	warmth	to	the	kitchen—
that,	and	the	booze—but	there	re ​ally	was	a	nip	to	the	air.	Win​ter	was	right	around	the	cor​ner.
They’d	been	up	half	the	night,	talk​ing	about	the	times	be ​fore	ev​ery ​thing	got	com​pli​cated,
slowly	mak​ing	their	way	through	that	bot​tle.	And	they	still	had	more	than	half	to	go,	of ​fer​ing
the	pos​si​bil ​ity	of	more	in	the	fu ​ture.	And,	well,	Keith	might	have	had	a	thing	or	two	in	the
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pantry	as	well.	He	won​dered	for	the	first	time	how	long	Alaric	was	plan​ning	to	stay.	He	didn’t
want	to	ask.	He	was	here	now;	let	that	be	that.

Keith	took	care	get​ting	back	to	his	seat—he	wasn’t	that	drunk,	re ​ally,	maybe	the	least	he’d
been	since	they	started—and	poured	him​self	some	more	wa​ter	on	the	way.	“I	think	that’s
enough	for	tonight.	Right?”

Alaric	nod ​ded,	and	yawned	loudly.	He’d	been	match ​ing	Keith	drink	for	drink.	“Enough	for
tonight.	Now	if	you’ll	ex​cuse	me…	na​ture	calls.”

“Just	go	out	a	way	that​aways.	Err,	you	may	want	to	veer	to	the	right.”
“Right	it	is.”
Alaric	left,	and	af ​ter	a	mo​ment	Keith	pulled	out	the	pack​age.	He	ex​am​ined	it	care ​fully,	but

no	new	se ​crets	re ​vealed	them​selves.	Just	that	piece	of	pa​per	and…	he	closed	his	eyes	and	raised
the	charm	to	his	nose.	It	was	as	if	they	were	right	there.	He	sighed	and	opened	his	eyes.	It	was
won​der​ful,	but…	he	looked	at	the	lamp	flame.	It	was	the	right	thing	to	do,	but	he	re ​ally	didn’t
want	to	do	it.	But	what	other	an​swer	was	there?	He	sighed	again.	It	was	an​other	thing	he
shouldn’t	do	drunk.	And	if	it	turned	out	to	be	some ​thing	that	he	couldn’t	do	sober,	well,	that
was	hardly	a	prob​lem	at	all.

He	had	just	set	the	pack​age	down	again	when	Alaric	reap ​peared.	He	was	shiv​er​ing,	Keith
re ​al ​ized,	but	got	it	un​der	con​trol	quickly.	He	leaned	close	to	the	warmth	of	the	lamp	when	he
sat	back	down,	though.

Alaric	nod ​ded	at	the	pack​age.	“Get​ting	to	the	sen​ti​men​tal	part,	eh?”
Keith	rolled	his	eyes	at	him.	“Ac ​tu ​ally,	I	was	think​ing	about	whether	to	burn	it	while	I	still

have	the	courage.”
Alaric	was	clearly	shocked.	“…	do	you	want	to?”
Keith	sighed.	“No,	I	don’t.	But	it’s	the	right	thing	to	do.	The	fi​nal	good ​bye.”

*

Alaric	looked	at	him	blankly	for	a	mo ​ment,	then	buried	his	face	in	his	hands.	“No,	you	id ​iot,
it’s…	Ex​actly	what	about	this	would	you	call	tra​di​tional?”	He	looked	at	Keith.	It	wrenched	at
his	heart	to	say	it,	but	he	knew	it	was	the	right	an​swer.	“You	keep	it.	You	keep	it	on	you.	And
when	it’s	your	time…	you	don’t	look	for	a	burial	spot.”

Keith’s	eyes	went	wide,	and	with	a	sink​ing	feel ​ing	Alaric	saw	he’d	got	it	right.	One	less	rea​-
son	for	Keith	to	ever	re ​turn	for	good.

“Nick,	you…”	he	took	Alaric’s	hand	in	his	own	and	squeezed	it.	“Thank	you.”
Alaric	sighed	and	forced	a	smile.	“I	guess	that’s	why	they	needed	some ​one	with	half	a	brain

to	bring	it	to	you.”
Keith	gave	his	hand	an​other	squeeze.	He	ap ​pre ​ci ​ated	the	ges​ture,	as	in​ap ​pro​pri​ate	as	it	was.

Well,	prob​a​bly	be​cause	it	was	as	in​ap ​pro ​pri​ate	as	it	was.	All	in	all,	this	had	been	a	much	bet​ter
day	than	he	could	have	hoped.	Even	if	he	should	have	dressed	more	heav​ily.

“Nick?”
“Yeah?”
Keith	had	a	dan​ger​ously	dead ​pan	look	on	his	face.	“Are	you	still	feel ​ing	cold?”
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Alaric	quickly	de ​cided	that	the	risk	of	be ​ing	sent	to	get	fire ​wood	was	worth	lit​er​ally	ev​ery
other	pos​si​bil ​ity	he	could	think	of.	“Yeah.”

“That’s	good,	be ​cause	I	re ​ally	can’t	be	both ​ered	to	set	up	the	guest	room.	Want	to	share?”

	

Any	thoughts	of	nec ​es​sar​ily	sleep ​ing	in	close	quar​ters	dis​ap ​peared	on	see ​ing	the	mas​ter	bed ​-
room.	The	bed	could	have	housed	a	squad	of	the	em​pire’s	finest.

That	was	in	turn	for​got​ten	when	Keith	started	strip ​ping.
The	thought	of	look​ing	away	for	mod ​esty’s	sake	did	en​ter	Alaric’s	mind,	but	never	got	very

far.
Keith,	shirt​less	now,	glanced	at	him	and	grinned.	“Oh,	sorry.	Force	of	habit.	I	guess	I	should

at	least	keep	my	pants	on.”
Alaric,	frozen	some ​where	be ​tween	joy	and	hor​ror,	found	the	abil ​ity	to	raise	his	hand	in

protest.	“Oh,	no,	I	wouldn’t	want	to	im​pose.”
Keith	rolled	his	eyes	at	him.	“How	con​sid ​er​ate	of	you.	I	think	the	pants	stay	on.”
Alaric	gave	an	ex​ag​ger​ated	sigh	to	hide	his	real	one.	Keith	looked…	best	not	to	think	about

that	right	now.
“And	you?	I	wouldn’t	want	to	put	you	out,	ei​ther.”
Well,	cer​tainly.	Alaric	stripped	down	to	his	pants,	Keith	grin​ning	at	him	all	the	while.
The	grin	only	widened.	“And	the	wrap ​pings?”
That	was	a	much	big​ger	ask.	But…	Alaric	looked	away	and	started	un​wrap ​ping	his	feet.

*

See ​ing	his	dis​com​fort,	Keith	clam​bered	into	bed	in​stead	of	watch ​ing	him	openly.	Had	Alaric	al ​-
ways	been	this—he	smiled	to	him​self	at	the	idea—prud ​ish?	He	must’ve	been	off	his	bal ​ance.
“Turn	down	the	lamp	and	come	on	in.”

The	cur​tains	were	drawn	against	the	in​evitabil ​ity	of	morn​ing,	so	with	the	lamp	ex​tin​guished
the	room	plunged	into	near	dark​ness.	He	could	feel	the	shift​ing	of	the	bed	as	Alaric	got	in.
Keith	had	gone	a	bit	past	the	mid ​point,	him​self,	and	Alaric	seemed	to	have	got​ten	the	right
idea,	to	match	him	on	the	other	side.	Alas,	he	didn’t	take	the	op ​por​tu ​nity	to	stum​ble	into	him,
but	they	were	close	enough	to	feel	each	other’s	warmth.

“It	might	be	a	bit	cold,	but	it	should	warm	right	up	like	this.”	Af ​ter	a	mo ​ment	of	si​lence,	he
con​tin​ued.	“Alaric?”

The	an​swer	was	very	pointed.	“Yes,	Keiser?”
He	smiled	to	him​self.	“…	Nick?”
“Keith.”
“Thank	you	for	com​ing.”

*

The	morn​ings	were	the	worst,	Keith	had	said.	Alaric	didn’t	think	the	sleep ​ing	ar​range ​ments	re ​-
ally	had	all	that	much	to	do	with	him,	no	mat​ter	how	much	he	might	have	wished	oth​er​wise.
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But	was	there	more	he	could	do?	Well,	the	cov​ers	were	pretty	light…
“Keith?”
“Hm?”
Alaric	kept	his	voice	neu ​tral.	“I’m	still	a	lit​tle	chilly.”
He	felt	Keith	draw	closer.	“Bet​ter?”
“A	lit​tle.”
Keith	drew	closer	still,	un​til	Alaric	could	feel	him	along	his	side.	“Now?”
To	be	touched	by	him	was	like	fire.	“That’s…	bet​ter.”
Keith	set​tled	his	head	on	Alaric’s	shoul ​der	and	placed	his	hand	on	his	chest,	giv​ing	the	tuft

of	fur	there	a	lit​tle	tug.	“And	now?”
Alaric	man​aged	to	croak	out	a	“That’s	good!”
“That’s	a	shame.”	And	Keith	snuck	one	leg	over	and	be ​tween	his,	brush​ing	up	against	his

tail	and	un​wrapped	an​kles.	Keith	kept	shift​ing	against	him,	set​tling	into	a	com​fort​able	po ​si​-
tion,	and	Alaric	tried	not	to	whim​per.

“Sweet	dreams,	Nick.”

***

The	morn​ing—or	what	passed	for	morn​ing	af ​ter	a	cer​tain	type	of	night—found	them	still	much
the	same	way;	Keith	asleep,	and	Alaric	think​ing	he	must	be	dream​ing.	He’d	had	time	to	think	it
through,	and	there	re ​ally	wasn’t	any ​thing	that	could	get	him	to	risk	wak​ing	Keith	up,	short	of	a
di​rect	at​tack;	and,	well,	he	still	had	one	hand	free.	That	should	be	enough	to	deal	with	most	op ​-
po ​nents.	There	was	the	small	mat​ter	of	his	blad ​der,	of	course,	but	he	was	sure	it	only	felt	like	it
was	about	to	rup ​ture.

Even​tu ​ally,	Keith’s	breath ​ing	changed	and	Alaric	felt	him	stir​ring	slightly.	To	his	re ​lief	he
didn’t	with​draw,	just	ad ​justed	his	po ​si​tion	a	lit​tle.	Alaric	shifted	slightly	as	well,	to	get	his	arm
bet​ter	around	Keith.

He	re ​al ​ized	that	Keith	was	cry ​ing.	It	wasn’t	the	wrack​ing	sobs	of	yes​ter​day;	these	were	quiet
tears,	but	un​mis​tak​able	in	the	damp ​ness	on	his	shoul ​der	and	the	small	move ​ments	of	Keith’s
body.	Afraid	he	would	bolt,	Alaric	slowly,	slowly	turned	to	his	side,	to	bring	both	of	his	arms
around	Keith	and	pull	him	to	his	chest.	He	didn’t	say	any ​thing.	There	were	no	words	worth
speak​ing.	So	he	just	held	on	to	Keith,	stroking	his	back,	while	the	tears	ran	their	course.	It	was
the	best	he	could	do.

Or…	maybe	not	quite.	Af ​ter	the	tears	had	fi​nally	sub​sided—and	what	in​ter​val	he	felt	ap ​pro ​-
pri​ate	had	passed—Alaric	reached	down	and	very,	very	de ​lib​er​ately	gave	Keith’s	ass	a	squeeze.

Keith	burst	out	laugh ​ing,	and	Alaric	grinned	into	his	hair.	“Good	morn​ing.”
Keith	pulled	back	slowly	to	sit	up	be ​side	him,	and	Alaric	let	him	go.	Keith	wiped	his	tears

and	smiled	at	him.	“Good	morn​ing.	Sleep	well?”
Alaric	pulled	him​self	up	to	a	seated	po ​si​tion,	with	a	groan.	Some	bruises	from	yes​ter​day

were	start​ing	to	make	them​selves	felt.	He	smiled	brightly	at	Keith.	“Not	a	wink.”
Keith	grinned.	“Sorry	about	that.	You	can	con​sider	it	pay ​back	for	ev​ery ​thing	you’ve	ever

done	to	me.”
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Alaric	wanted	to	say,	‘Is	that	all	that	it	was?’,	but	in​stead	he	laughed.	“Then	I’m	get​ting	off
easy.”

Keith	looked	at	him	thought​fully.	“Alaric—”	he	caught	him​self	with	a	grin	be ​fore	Alaric
could	cor​rect	him.	“Nick.	When	we	were	kids…	I’m	sorry	I	never	heard	you	out.”

Alaric	shied	from	the	topic.	“I	was	just…	I	kept	push ​ing,	even	though	I	knew	you	hated	it.	It
isn’t	some ​thing	that…”

Keith	gave	him	a	faint	smile.	“That’s	the	thing.	I	never	quite	hated	it.	That’s	why	it	scared
me	so	much.”	He	raised	a	hand	to	softly	touch	Alaric	on	the	cheek.	“So	I	am	sorry.	You	de ​-
served	bet​ter	from	me.”	And	he	leaned	in,	us​ing	his	hand	to	guide	Alaric,	and	gen​tly	kissed	him
on	the	lips.

“You	can	blush!”	Keith	grinned	at	him.	“I	never	knew	that.”	Be ​fore	Alaric	found	him​self
again,	Keith	had	clam​bered	over	him	and	out	of	bed.	“Come	on,	I’ll	make	you	some	break​fast.”

**

Alaric	sat	on	the	edge	of	the	back	porch,	bask​ing	in	the	sun​light.	There	was	still	a	bit	of	warmth
in	it,	even	this	late	in	the	year.	This	side	of	the	build ​ing	caught	the	morn​ing—he	squinted	at	the
sun—or	at	least	pre-noon	light.	It	opened	onto	a	clear​ing,	with	the	for​est	in	the	near	dis​tance.
Only	two	things	here	drew	the	eye;	a	big	black​ened	spot,	some	dis​tance	from	the	house,	and	a
young	sapling,	not	far	from	it.	Alaric	sighed.	Keith	re ​ally	wasn’t	in	the	habit	of	mak​ing	things
easy	for	him​self.	But	that,	too,	had	to	be	a	part	of	that	weird	strength	of	his.	He	thought	back	to
the	Keith	he’d	last	seen,	on	those	few	fate ​ful	days,	and	tried	to	plot	the	course	he	must	have
taken	to	get	here.	He	failed.	But	when	he	thought	back	far​ther,	to	that	play ​ful	and	happy	kid	he
had	first	come	to	know	and	love,	the	pic ​ture	started	to	form.	He	smiled	to	him​self.

His	work	had	been	un​nec ​es​sary.	But	un​nec ​es​sary	did	not	mean	use ​less.	Un​less	he	wanted	it
to.

Keith	ar​rived,	bear​ing	the	promised	cof ​fee.	He	was	still	bare-chested,	and	Alaric	saw	he	had
fash​ioned	the	wolves’	me ​mento	into	a	pen​dant.	He	handed	one	mug	to	Alaric	be ​fore	sit​ting
down	right	next	to	him,	al ​most	touch ​ing.

Alaric	re ​solved	not	to	look	at	Keith’s	feet.	“You’re	warm	like	that?”
“I’ve	been	get​ting	used	to	the	cold.”	He	took	a	sip	of	his	cof ​fee.	“Though,	it’s	ac ​tu ​ally	pretty

warm	to ​day.”
Alaric	tried	his.	It	was	hot,	and	won​der​ful.	“This	is	re ​ally	good.”
Keith	grinned	at	him.	“I	was	taught	by	the	best.”	He	ducked	his	head	to	catch	the	scent	of

the	pen​dant	and	closed	his	eyes,	smil ​ing.	When	he	found	Alaric	look​ing,	he	turned	the	smile	on
him.	“Zen	and	cof ​fee.	It’s	a	thing.”

Alaric	ges​tured	at	the	pen​dant.	“Do	you	mind	if	I…?”
“Go	ahead.”	Keith	moved	to	un​fas​ten	it	from	his	neck,	but	Alaric	had	other	plans.	He	leaned

in	and	took	hold	of	the	pen​dant—and	Keith’s	chest	tuft,	for	good	mea​sure.	Two	un​fa​mil ​iar
scents	and	Keith,	mak​ing	a	whole.

He	leaned	back	with	a	sigh,	and	looked	at	Keith	with	a	sad	smile.	“…I	should	have	come	ear​-
lier,	shouldn’t	I?”
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Keith’s	ex​pres​sion	mir​rored	his,	and	he	reached	out	to	touch	Alaric’s	cheek.	“Yeah.”
He	al ​most	had,	once,	years	ago.	He’d	needed	to	come	to	the	main​land,	and	there	had	been

an	op ​por​tu ​nity…	he’d	balked,	just	barely.	It	had	seemed	like	the	right	thing	to	do;	he’d	stuck	to
his	plans.

Right	now,	he	wasn’t	so	sure.
But…	he	didn’t	need	to	de ​cide	any ​thing	im​me ​di​ately.	More	in​for​ma​tion	couldn’t	hurt.	“Do

you	think	you’ll	ever	re ​turn	to	the	is​land?	To	live.”
Keith	was	about	to	say	some ​thing,	then	closed	his	mouth	and	took	a	long	time	an​swer​ing.

Does	he	need	to	think	about	it,	be​cause	I’m	alive?	Was	there	a	pos​si​bil ​ity?	But	even​tu ​ally,
Keith	shook	his	head.	“No.	I	don’t	think	so.	I	don’t	hate	it,	but	af ​ter	all	that’s	hap ​pened…	I	don’t
think	it	will	ever	be	home	again.”	He	smiled.	“Plus,	I’m	ac ​tu ​ally	a	pretty	de ​cent	am​bas​sador.	I’d
be	use ​less	on	the	is​land.”

He	had	no	idea.	But	it	wasn’t	time	for	that,	yet.	“You	could	be	Arms	Gen​eral,	if	you	wanted.”
He	didn’t	think	it	would	make	any	dif ​fer​ence,	but	it	was	true,	so	he	might	as	well	say	it.

Keith	raised	his	eye ​brows.	“Re ​ally?	I’m	that	good?”
“No,	but	you	clearly	could	be.	I	could	see	you	chal ​leng​ing	in	a	year	or	two.”
Keith	nod ​ded	slowly.	“Thanks.	But	I	don’t	want	to	be	Arms	Gen​eral.”
Alaric	nod ​ded	as	well.	Maybe	it	would	have	been	a	fit​ting	dream	for	Keith	the	Ex​ile.	But	not

this	one.
“Nick…”
“Hm?”
Keith	kissed	him	on	the	cheek,	then	lightly	scratched	him	un​der	the	chin.	Alaric	nearly

purred	with	it.
Keith’s	smile	wasn’t	quite	sad.	“Where’s	the	place	for	this,	in	our	glo ​ri​ous	so ​ci​ety?”
Alaric	sighed.	“Abroad.	Mostly.”
And	that	might	take	longer	to	change	than	Keith	had	the	pa​tience	for,	no	mat​ter	what	Alaric

did.
Keith	tou ​sled	Alaric’s	hair,	and	he	had	to	ad ​mit	that	abroad	was	start​ing	to	sound	pretty

good.	Mostly.
They	fin​ished	their	cof ​fees	in	si​lence.
Keith	put	his	mug	down.	“Well,	that	took	the	last	of	the	fire ​wood	in	the	kitchen.	Care	to	help

re ​build	the	wood ​pile?”
Alaric	stretched.	That	cof ​fee	had	re ​ally	done	won​ders.	Well,	that	and	Keith’s	lit​tle	stunts.

“Sure	thing.”	He	hes​i​tated.	“Did	you	re ​ally	burn	all	of	it?”
Keith	smiled	his	sad	lit​tle	smile.	“There’s	still	some	sea​soned	logs	in	the	wood ​shed.	Should

be	enough	to	last	un​til	the	next	bunch	dries.”	He	sighed.	“It’s	not	like	this	was	un​ex​pected.	It’s
one	thing	to	show	de ​vo ​tion,	an​other	thing	to	burn	green	wood	for	a	sea​son	or	two.	Or	con​demn
guests	to	cold	food.”

Alaric	looked	at	the	dry-ish	land ​scape.	“Or	start	a	for​est	fire.”
Keith	shook	his	head.	“It’d	been	rain​ing.	We	had	to	wait	for	it	to	stop	be ​fore	build ​ing	the

pyre.”	He	looked	up.	“Been	clear	ever	since.”
Alaric	had	noth​ing	to	say,	so	he	reached	out	to	touch	Keith	on	the	arm.	To	his	won​der,	the
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ges​ture	didn’t	feel	awk​ward	any ​more.	Keith	gave	him	a	smile.	It	wasn’t	big,	but	there	was	more
than	sad ​ness	in	it.	“Right!	How	about	we	make	a	bit	of	a	com​pe ​ti​tion	of	it?	Let’s	start	with	one
tree	each…”

**

They	spent	a	good	chunk	of	the	day	felling	a	few	likely	trees	to	re ​build	the	stores,	and	split​ting
the	sea​soned	logs	to	re ​stock	the	wood ​pile,	in​ter​rupted	only	by	a	top ​i​cally	cold	lunch.	Keith	only
called	it	done	when	they	had	a	pile	that	Alaric	thought	had	to	be	enough	for	months.	He	was
bone	weary	by	the	end	of	it,	but	do ​ing	his	hard ​est	not	to	let	it	show	too	clearly.	He’d	had	sleep ​-
less	nights	be ​fore,	and	the	ex​er​cise	had	clearly	been	good	for	Keith.

In	fact,	he	grinned	at	Alaric.	“I	think	we	could	both	use	a	bath	af ​ter	that.”
Alaric	sti​fled	a	yawn.	“Agreed.	Let	me	guess;	that	means	more	work.”
“How	do	you	feel	about	pump ​ing	wa​ter?”

	

And	pump	he	did,	while	Keith	‘got	some	fires	started’,	in	his	own	words.	The	bath	wasn’t	small,
for	a	pri​vate	res​i​dence.	Thank​fully	the	pump	fed	right	into	it,	and	was	easy	to	work.	The	wa​ter
was	very,	very	cold.

When	he	had	it	full	enough,	he	wan​dered	off	to	find	Keith.	He	turned	out	to	be	heat​ing	wa​-
ter	on	the	kitchen	stove.

Alaric	smiled.	“We’re	not	re ​ly ​ing	on	that,	are	we?”
Keith	grinned	back.	“No,	this	is	for	wash ​ing	up.	There’s	a	fire	go ​ing	un​der	the	floor	of	the

bath.	Takes	a	while	to	warm	up,	but	it’ll	be	good.”
Alaric	sat	down	on	the	bench	he’d	been	sit​ting	on	the	pre ​vi​ous	night.	“I	would	have	ex​-

pected	this	place	to	be	more…	mag​i​cal.”
“It	used	to	be,	but	all	the	en​chant​ments	were	gone	by	the	time	we	got	here.”	Keith	sat	down

next	to	him.	“We	didn’t	re ​ally	need	the	con​ve ​niences,	so	we	left	it	as	it	was.”	He	smiled.	“Hours
enough	in	a	day,	and	we	all	liked	do ​ing	things	for	each	other,	y’know?	It’s	all	the	ev​ery ​day
stuff…”

Keith’s	smile	wa​vered	and	Alaric	could	see	his	ears	droop ​ing.	He	put	his	arm	around	his
friend’s	shoul ​ders	and	gave	him	a	lit​tle	squeeze.	“I	get	it.”

Keith	just	sighed	in	re ​sponse.	They	sat	in	si​lence	for	a	while,	wait​ing	for	the	wa​ter	to	boil.
Alaric	kept	his	eyes	on	the	ket​tle.

	

They	mixed	hot	and	cold	wa​ter	in	pails	un​til	they	had	some ​thing	suit​able	for	wash ​ing	with.	The
bath	was	near​ing	luke ​warm.

Keith	started	strip ​ping	again,	and	this	time	he	didn’t	stop	at	top ​less.	Alaric’s	only	con​ces​-
sion	to	pro ​pri​ety	was	to	clear	his	throat,	as	one	does,	and	that	was	mostly	in	hopes	Keith	would
turn	around.

It	worked,	too.
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“Alaric?”	Keith	sounded	amused.	“Eyes	up.”
“Hm?”
“I	said,	eyes	up.”	He	cleared	his	throat	again	and	looked	Keith	in	the	face.	He	looked

amused,	too.	“It’s	not	any ​thing	you	haven’t	seen	be ​fore,	you	know.”
Alaric	grinned.	“I	was	just	think​ing	what	a	shame	it	is	that	I	didn’t	think	to	bring	any	gran​-

ite.”
Keith	rolled	his	eyes	at	him.	“No	clothes	in	the	bath;	house	rules.	We	could	go	in	sep ​a ​rately

if	you	want…”
“Oh,	I	wouldn’t	even	dream	of	be ​ing	dif ​fi​cult.”
“Well,	get	naked	then.	And	yes,	that	goes	for	your	feet	too.	I’ll	wash	your	back	if	you’ll	wash

mine.”
Keith	was	as	shame ​less	about	watch ​ing	as	Alaric	had	been.	He	found	he	didn’t	re ​ally	mind.

House	rules	were	house	rules,	af ​ter	all.

	

The	bath	was	just	right	by	the	time	they	got	them​selves	washed	and	rinsed.	Alaric	set​tled	in	up
to	his	neck,	with	a	sat​is​fied	sigh.	It	felt…	“This	is	won​der​ful.”

There	would	have	been	some	room	to	ma​neu ​ver,	but	Keith	came	in	fairly	close.	And	gave
his	foot	a	lit​tle	nudge	with	his	own.	It	made	Alaric	shiver.

Keith	grinned	at	him.	“Pay ​back.”
Alaric	smiled	back.	“I	thought	you	al ​ready	got	even.”
“Ah,	right.	I	guess	that	puts	me	ahead,	then.”
Com​pletely	on	im​pulse,	Alaric	put	his	arms	around	Keith’s	neck,	and,	be ​ing	care ​ful	to	see	it

wasn’t	un​wel ​come,	re ​turned	the	kiss	from	that	morn​ing.	Gen​tly.
Keith	just	smiled	at	him.	“I	think	I’m	still	ahead.”
Alaric	sighed.	The	way	Keith	made	him	feel…	He	re ​turned	the	nudge	with	his	foot.	Keith

trem​bled,	and	Alaric	wor​ried	he	was	go ​ing	to	cry	again,	but	it	sub​sided.	Alaric	rel ​ished	the
warmth	of	Keith’s	body	more	than	the	bath,	but	he	let	go	and	stretched	his	limbs	in	the	warm
wa​ter,	set​tling	to	float	on	his	back.	His	mind	was	a	jum​ble.	Must	be	the	fa​tigue.

He	didn’t	re ​ally	be ​lieve	him​self,	ei​ther.

*

Keith	sat	in	the	bath,	con​sid ​er​ing	his	friend,	sorely	tempted	to	tease	him	in	some	fur​ther	way.
Some	pos​si​bil ​i​ties	flashed	through	his	mind,	but	he	set​tled	for	just	watch ​ing	for	a	mo​ment.
Push ​ing	him	more	would	bor​der	on	in​grat​i​tude.

Alaric	looked	won​der​ful.	It	wasn’t	just	the	eye;	as	far	as	Keith	could	tell,	he	didn’t	have	a
sin​gle	scar	left	on	his	body.	And	he	hadn’t	been	shy	about	look​ing.	It’s	not	that	he	would	have
minded—some	of	those	scars	would	have	been	quite	nos​tal ​gic—but	there	was	some ​thing	good
about	see ​ing	him	com​pletely	hale.	He’d	make	a	fine	statue.

“How	did	you	ever	get	into	it	in	the	first	place?	The	stone-work​ing?”
“Hm?	Oh,	it	just…	hap ​pened.”	Alaric	seemed	to	be	gath ​er​ing	his	thoughts.	“You	could	say	I
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needed	some ​thing	to	do	with	my	hands	while	I	was	plot​ting	and	schem​ing.”
“Are	you	still	at	it?”
“No.	It	was	a	bit	too	con ​spic ​u​ous	a	hobby	to	keep.”	He	grinned	at	the	ceil​ing.	“You’ll	be

happy	to	hear	I	found	a	place	for	that	statue,	though.	One	of	the	in​ner	court​yards.”
Keith	groaned.	“Did	you	at	least	give	me	a	fig	leaf	or	some ​thing?”
“And	ruin	the	ed ​u​ca​tional	value?	Never.”
Keith	con​sid ​ered	some	of	the	uses	the	in ​ner	court​yards	were	put	to,	and	sighed	deeply.	Ah

well.	Bet​ter	to	hear	about	it	now	than	to	just	walk	into	it	one	day…
What	was	the	topic	again?	Ah.	He	grinned.	“And	what	do	you	do	with	your	hands	now?”
Si ​lence.	Alaric	had	fallen	asleep.	Again	Keith	was	tempted	to	do	some ​thing	to	him,	and

again	he	re ​sisted.	So	he	re ​ally	hadn’t	slept…	Keith	set ​tled	deeper	into	the	bath,	care ​ful	not	to
cause	a	dis​tur​bance.	It	re ​ally	did	feel	won​der​ful.

*

Alaric	came	to	grog​gily.	It	took	him	a	mo ​ment	to	re​al ​ize	he	was	still	in	the	bath.	Keith	had	him
by	the	shoul​der.	Alaric	blinked	at	him.	“Mh?”

“Hey.	I	may	have	over​done	the	fire	a	bit,	but	I	didn’t	want	to	wake	you	up	by	dump​ing	cold
wa​ter	on	you.	Do	you	still	want	to	soak	for	a	while?”

He	felt	thor​oughly	suf​fused	with	warmth.	He	couldn’t	even	tell	what	tem​per​a​ture	the	wa​ter
was.	“I…	think	I	should	prob​a​bly	just	get	out.	How	long	was	I…?”	Fall ​ing	asleep	bathing	with
Keith?	Ridicu ​lous!

“A	while.	I	may	have	dozed	off	my ​self.”	Keith	slowly	stood	up	and	stretched	his	limbs,	caus​-
ing	Alaric	to	feel	even	warmer.	“Come	on,	let’s	get	you	rinsed	and	dry.”

Alaric	nearly	stum​bled	get ​ting	up.	He	felt	dizzy.	Keith	took	him	by	the	shoul ​der	and	led	him
to	a	bench.	“Sorry,	I	guess	I	should	have	wo ​ken	you	ear​lier.	Just	stay	there,	I’ll	take	care	of	the
rest.”

He	sat	down	grate ​fully.	The	air	was	cooler	than	the	wa ​ter,	of	course,	but	Alaric	felt	like	he
was	heat​ing	up	the	room	rather	than	the	other	way	around.	He	watched	as	Keith	mixed	some
more	wa​ter	in	the	pails,	oc​ca​sion​ally	test ​ing	the	tem ​per​a​ture	with	his	hand.	Watched	Keith’s
fully	naked	form,	drip ​ping	wet,	ev​ery	step	de ​lib​er​ate	to	avoid	slip ​ping	on	the	wet	tile…	and
when	Keith	caught	him	look​ing,	he	just	grinned.	If	the	abashed	Keith	of	his	youth	had	been
dan​ger​ously	cute,	this	one	was	dev​as​tat​ingly	beau ​ti​ful.

Keith	re ​turned	with	a	large	bucket	full	of	wa​ter	that	he	pre ​sented	for	Alaric’s	ex​am ​i ​na​tion.
He	tested	the	tem​per​a​ture;	it	felt	al​most	cold,	but	he	just	nod ​ded.	It	felt	more	than	al ​most	cold
when	Keith	un​cer​e ​mo ​ni​ously	dumped	it	over	his	head,	and	he	shud ​dered	and	shook	him ​self.
“In​vig ​o​rat ​ing.”

He	could	hear	the	grin.	“You	looked	like	you	needed	it.	Hang	on.”
Keith	pro​duced	a	towel	and	be ​gan	dry ​ing	his	hair	for	him,	and	the	tem​per​a​ture	of	the	wa​ter

was	sud ​denly	the	far​thest	thought	from	his	mind.	When	Keith	moved	to	gen​tly	rub​bing	his	ears
dry,	all	thought	fled.

Keith	was	al​ready	half ​way	down	his	back—get​ting	dan​ger​ously	close	to	his	tail—when	he	re ​-
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cov​ered.	“Thanks!	I	can	take	it	from	here.”
Keith	dropped	the	towel	on	his	head,	and	Alaric	pulled	it	off	be ​fore	turn​ing	around.	“Would

you	like	me	to…	oh.”	Keith	was	al​ready	dry ​ing	him​self,	so	Alaric	got	busy	get​ting	the	rest	of	the
wa​ter	out	of	his	own	fur	in​stead.	Next	time.

Keith	sounded	thought​ful.	“I	think	I’m	go​ing	to	do	some	laun​dry.	I	can	clean	yours	as	well.”
“Oh,	thanks.”	Wait.	“Err…”
“Hm?”
“…	could	you	at	least	give	me	my	foot	wrap ​pings?”
Keith	grinned.	“Hang	on.”	He	re ​trieved	some	from	an	ad ​ja​cent	room.	“You	can	bor​row

these,	they’re	mine.”
“Thanks.”	He	wrapped	his	feet,	and	it	was	weird	how	much	more	he	felt	him​self.	Though

the	thought	of	them	be ​ing	Keith’s	was	a	lit​tle	dis​tract​ing…
“Could	you	check	on	the	fire ​place	for	me?	It	might	be	down	to	em​bers	by	now.”
“Sure.”
“You	can	just	re ​lax	there	for	a	while.	I	shouldn’t	be	long.”
It	was	only	when	he	was	out	in	the	cor​ri​dor,	buck	naked	save	for	his	feet,	that	he	re ​al ​ized

Keith	could	just	as	well	have	given	him	some	spare	cloth ​ing.
Ah	well,	the	cool	air	felt	wel ​come.

	

He	saw	to	the	fire—not	quite	down	to	em​bers,	but	get ​ting	there—then	care​fully	closed	the	fire ​-
guard	back	up.	Ar​son	wasn’t	called	for.

With	noth​ing	to	do,	he	got	a	bet​ter	look	at	the	sit​ting	room.	Fur​ni​ture	to	seat	seven;	a
couch,	a	love-seat,	and	two	com​fort​able-look​ing	chairs.	From	the	den,	per​haps?	All	were	well-
worn	with	use,	and	with	scuff	marks	on	the	floor	to	show	they’d	of ​ten	been	moved	around.	A
small	ta ​ble,	like ​wise	pulled	this	way	and	that,	doubt​less	to	where	it	was	needed	at	the	time.
Cup ​boards	and	cab​i ​nets	and	such,	but	he	didn’t	go	rum​mag​ing	around.	Cu ​ri​ously,	there	was	a
banjo	hung	on	a	set	of	pegs.	He	won​dered	who	had	played	it	last.

Book​shelves	lined	one	wall,	filled	with	a	great	quan​tity	of	books	of	all	shapes,	sizes,	and	col​-
ors.	His​tory,	pol​i ​tics,	the	fa ​mous	works	of	all	the	dif​fer​ent	races	col ​lected,	pep ​pered	with	ones
he’d	never	even	heard	of.	One	cor​ner	of	in​ter​est	held	banned	books	of	ba​sitin	ori ​gin—West​ern
and	East​ern,	both.	Some	of	them	he	hadn’t	even	read!

And	there	was	magic.	Trea​tises	on	the	ar​cane,	some	of	which	he	rec ​og​nized	by	name.	He
kept	re ​turn​ing	there,	even	reached	out	to	pull	one,	be ​fore	fi​nally	step ​ping	away.

He	wasn’t	here	for	him​self.
Alaric	wan​dered	back	to	the	fire​place.	There,	on	top	of	the	man​tel ​piece,	was	the	only	ob​ject

in	the	whole	house	that	looked	askew.	A	small	metal	plaque	of	some	sort,	placed	seem ​ingly
hap ​haz​ardly.	On	it,	some ​thing	like	a	sigil	had	been	en ​graved.	It	didn’t	seem	mag​i​cal…	a
maker’s	mark,	per​haps?	He’d	de ​cided	not	to	touch	it.

‘Re ​lax	there’,	Keith	had	said,	but	the	idea	of	sit​ting	around	naked	felt…	weird.	Be ​sides,	the
warmth	of	the	fire	was	start​ing	to	feel	wel ​come	again.

There	was	the	rug…
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He	laid	down	by	the	fire,	feel​ing	a	lit ​tle	silly.	It	was	quite	com​fort ​able,	re ​ally.	He	lis​tened	for
signs	of	Keith,	but	only	heard	the	crack​ling	of	the	fire.

**

Alaric	woke	up	again,	this	time	to	the	tan​ta​liz​ing	smell	of	food.	Again,	it	took	him	a	mo​ment	to
fig​ure	out	where	he	was.

“Hold	still	for	a	bit	longer.”
Keith	was	seated	on	the	couch,	not	far	off.	He	was	naked	too.	He	was…	“…	you’re	draw ​ing

me.”
“I	as​sure	you,	it’s	quite	taste ​ful.”
“…	of	course	it	is.”	Alaric	laughed	qui​etly	and	set​tled	back	down.
“That’s	good.”
“What	about	the	food?”
“It’ll	still	be	a	while.”
“Laun​dry?”
“Prob​a​bly	not	dry	yet.	Are	you	cold?”
“No,	I’m	fine.”
“Okay.	I	can	get	you	some ​thing	if	you	want.	And…	I	think	I’m	done.”
Alaric	stretched	be ​fore	get​ting	up.
“I	don’t	sup ​pose	you’d	be	will ​ing	to	hold	that	pose?”
He	sprang	to	his	feet.	The	couch	was	cov​ered	in	pa ​pers.	He	could	see	that	they	were	other

sketches,	and	not	of	him.	Keith	gath ​ered	them	up	and	placed	the	lot	on	the	ta​ble,	then	pat​ted	at
the	couch	be ​side	him.

Well,	if	Keith	didn’t	mind	sit​ting	around	naked,	nei ​ther	would	he.	As	best	he	could.	He	set​-
tled	down,	and	Keith	pre ​sented	him	with	his	sketch.	It	was…	he	was	ly ​ing	on	his	side,	slightly
curled	up,	with	one	hand	un ​der	his	head.	The	an​gle	was	from	nearer	his	feet	than	straight	from
the	side.	It	was,	of	course,	anatom​i​cally	cor​rect.	At	least	his	feet	were	cov​ered…	He	ap​peared	to
be	sleep ​ing	peace ​fully.

It	was	a	good	like ​ness,	and	yet…
“I	was	think​ing	of	hang ​ing	it	up	at	the	em​bassy.”
Alaric	choked.
“Just	kid ​ding.	Prob​a​bly.”
“Please	be.”	He	ges​tured	at	the	other	draw ​ings.	“Do	you	mind	if	I…?”
Keith	handed	him	a	part	of	the	stack,	and	he	leafed	through	them	care ​fully.	They	were

mostly	of	Natani—usu​ally	look​ing	amused	or	dig​ni​fied—or	Zen—mak​ing	faces,	sleep ​ing,	or
both—and	again	there	was	that	feel​ing…	he’d	seen	Natani,	of	course,	and	more	re ​cently	like ​-
nesses	of	both	wolves	from	sources	that	he	knew	to	be	trust​wor​thy,	at	least	as	far	as	artis​tic
abil ​ity	was	con​cerned.	They	were	def​i ​nitely	the	same	sub​jects.	And	yet…

There	were	a	few	with	Mad ​die	as	well;	some	of	her	alone,	strik​ing	this	or	that	dra ​matic
pose;	one	with	her	and	Natani,	the	ba​sitin	sleep ​ing	against	the	wolf’s	shoul ​der,	ap ​par​ently
drool​ing;	an ​other	of	her	sit​ting	tri ​umphantly	on	top	of	Zen,	who	was	ly​ing	down	in	a	pose	of
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ab​ject	de​feat.	He	looked	at	his	own	pic ​ture	again,	then	com ​pared	it	to	the	ones	with	Mad​die,
then	the	ones	with	Zen	or	Natani.

But	how	could	that	pos​si ​bly	be	the	an​swer?
He	looked	at	Keith.	“Keith…	I	don’t	know	what	to	do	with	you.”
A	smile.	“Oh?	I’d	say	you’re	do​ing	pretty	well.	Though	you’ve	been	be ​hav​ing	more	than	I’d

have	ex​pected.	Or…	do	you	have	some ​one?	I	just	as​sumed…”
Alaric	shook	his	head.	“No.	No	one	else.	But	you	do.”
“I	do.	But	those	two…	they’d	be	happy	that	you’re	here.”	He	laughed	softly.	“You	know,	they

ac ​tu ​ally	tried	to	see	if	there	could	be	some​thing	be ​tween	me	and	Mad ​die,	at	one	point.	She	still
hasn’t	stopped	laugh​ing	about	that.”	His	smile	faded.	“Well,	she	hadn’t,	any ​way.”	He	shook	his
head.	“No,	Natani	prob​a​bly	would	have	locked	us	in	a	room	by	now,	left	us	to	sort	our​selves
out.”

Alaric	didn’t	know	what	to	say.	“And	Zen?”
Keith	grinned.	“Yelling	sug​ges​tions	through	the	door.”
But	how?	Be ​cause	of	the	life ​span	dif ​fer​ence,	he	re​al ​ized.	Maybe,	just	maybe,	be ​cause	of

what	he	meant	to	Keith.	It	was…
It	was	what	he	would	have	done.
“They	love	me	bet​ter	than	I	de ​serve.	Though,”	Keith	smiled	sadly,	“I	sup ​pose	I’m	not	al​-

lowed	to	say	that	any ​more,	since	they’re	not	here	to	cor​rect	me.”	He	stuck	his	tongue	out	at
Alaric.	An	odd	ges​ture.	“But	no,	you	don’t	need	to	hold	back	on	their	ac ​count.”	He	smiled	a
small	smile.	“Pos​si ​bly	the	op ​po ​site.”

Alaric	reached	out	to	touch	Keith,	to...	his	heart	con​stricted	in	his	chest.	“…	you’d	cry,
wouldn’t	you.”

*

De​pends	on	how	good	you	are.	But	no,	this	was	no	time	to	be	flip ​pant.	Keith	nod​ded.	“Prob​a ​-
bly.”

“…	would	it	help?”
Keith	couldn’t	help	it;	he	teared	up.	He	re ​ally	was	far	luck​ier	than	he	had	any	right	to	be.

He’d	been	think​ing	about	what	it	had	been	like,	af ​ter	Zen	had	passed,	and	he	and	Natani…	but
look​ing	at	Alaric’s	stricken	ex ​pres​sion,	he	found	it	in	him​self	to	lie.

This	was	no	time	to	be	self ​ish,	ei​ther.
“No.”	He	pulled	Alaric	into	an	awk​ward	seated	hug.	“There	isn’t	any​thing	more	I’d	ask	from

you.”
Alaric	hugged	him	back,	ten​derly.	So	ten​derly.	“Just…	let	me	know	if	there	is.”
“Thanks.	I	will.”
They	broke	the	hug,	and	Alaric	looked	again	at	the	draw ​ings	of	the	wolves.	Keith	liked	his

ex​pres​sion,	liked	it	even	bet​ter	when	he	spoke,	hes​i ​tantly.	“Keith…	would	you	tell	me	about
them?”

He	teared	up	again.	“I	will.	I’ll	tell	you	all	about	them.”	He	wiped	his	tears	with	a	smile.	“But
first,	time	for	din​ner.”
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“…	and	maybe	some	clothes?”
Keith	smiled,	and	tou​sled	his	hair.	“Sure.”

	

They	dressed,	and	they	ate,	and	they	re ​tired	back	to	the	fire	armed	with	cof ​fee	and	rum.	Keith
re ​galed	Alaric	with	tales	of	Natani	and	Zen;	not	their	ex ​ploits—of	who	had	they	been	to	the
world—but	rather,	who	they	had	been	to	him.	What	home	had	been.	He	didn’t	hold	back	the
tears,	but	nei​ther	did	he	hold	back	the	laugh​ter,	un ​til	the	two	were	nearly	one	and	the	same.
Alaric	did	not	speak	much,	but	when	he	did,	Keith	lis​tened.	The	evening	wore	on,	and	the	rum
lower,	un​til	fi​nally	Alaric’s	tired ​ness	caught	up	to	him	again.	Keith	watched	his	old	friend	nod ​-
ding	off,	his	heart	fill ​ing	with	a	love	and	ten​der​ness	that	had	only	some ​thing	to	do	with	the	al​-
co​hol.

He	reached	out	to	lightly	stroke	one	of	Alaric’s	ears.	Soft	and	sup ​ple.	Alaric	stirred,	smil​ing
fuzzily	at	Keith.	It	was	a	good	look.

“Come	on,	let’s	get	you	to	bed.”
“Your	bed?”
Keith	laughed.	“Thaaaat’s	my	Nick.”
“…	I	am,	aren’t	I?”
“That’s	up	to	you.”
“…	it	is,	isn’t	it?”
Keith	gave	him	a	lit​tle	tweak	on	the	ear.	“Yup.	And	so’s	if	you	want	to	share	the	bed.”

*

It	re ​ally	wasn’t	much	of	a	ques​tion.	Nei​ther	of	them	was.	Nick	sighed.	“Yes.”
Keith	smiled	in	re ​sponse,	and	Nick	would	have	fol​lowed	him	any ​where.	‘To	bed’	was	just	a

bonus.	They	made	their	way	to	the	bed ​room,	with	only	a	lit​tle	stum​bling,	and	stripped,	with
even	less	cer​e ​mony.	Again	the	pants	stayed	on.	It	felt	a	lit​tle	silly,	af ​ter	the	ear​lier,	but	it	also
felt	like	it	meant	some ​thing.	The	wrap ​pings	still	went,	but	Nick	was	less	both​ered	by	the	loss
this	time.	Though,	they	were	Keith’s...	but	what	were	Keith’s	wrap ​pings,	when	he	had	Keith
him​self,	wait​ing	for	him	in	bed,	with	his	arms	wide	open?	Nick	ex​tin ​guished	the	lamp	and
stum​bled	into	Keith’s	em​brace.

Keith	pulled	him	to	his	chest.
Ah.
Nick	let	Keith	hold	him	close,	for	both	their	sakes.	Af ​ter	a	while,	Keith	re ​laxed	his	hold	a	lit​-

tle—only	to	bring	one	hand	up	to	his	ears.	It	felt…	in​cred​i​ble.	Bet​ter	than	he’d	ever	dreamt.
Nick	pressed	his	face	into	Keith’s	chest,	and	he	un​der​stood,	re ​ally	un​der​stood,	what	Keith	had
meant.	That	the	wolves	had	been	his	home.

A	home	that	had	been	lost.
“Keith?”
“Yeah?”
“…	wake	me	up	in	the	morn ​ing,	okay?”
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“…	I	will.”

**

He	did.

**

As	they	made	their	way	to	the	back	porch,	with	their	cof​fee	mugs	in	hand,	Alaric	re ​al ​ized	that
this	was	some ​thing	of	a	morn​ing	rou ​tine.	His	eyes	went	to	the	sapling	in	the	yard,	and	he	won​-
dered	about	the	specifics.	Would	there	be	two	trees,	next	year?	Would	there	even​tu ​ally	be	a
third?	It	didn’t	seem	to	fit	that	one	should	be	so	much	younger.

Hope ​fully.
But	then,	maybe	the	heights	would	work	out.
Who	would	see	to	it?	He	re ​al ​ized	he	would	do	it,	if	it	came	down	to	it,	and	fer​vently	hoped

that	it	wouldn’t.
But…	it	was	ex ​actly	what	Keith	had	had	to	do.
More	than	once.
He	cleared	his	throat.	“Keith,	if	you	need…”
Keith	gave	him	a	tweak	on	the	ear.	The	un​ex​pect​ed ​ness	made	him	yelp,	and	al​most	spill	his

cof​fee.
“Let’s	not.”
Alaric	saw	a	strange	vul ​ner​a ​bil​ity	in	Keith’s	ex​pres​sion.	Al ​most	to	his	sur​prise,	he	found

him​self	lean​ing	in	to	kiss	him.	Some ​how,	it	felt	like	the	most	nat ​u​ral	thing	in	the	world.	He
took	his	time	with	it,	and	was	re ​warded	with	a	small	smile.

They	sat	down	on	the	edge	of	the	porch,	shoul ​der	to	shoul​der,	knee	to	knee,	foot	to	foot,
and	sipped	their	cof ​fees	in	si​lence.	Af ​ter	a	while,	it	oc​curred	to	Alaric	to	seek	out	Keith’s	tail
with	his	own.	The	ges​ture	seemed	well-re ​ceived,	and	there	was	a	cer​tain	po ​ten​tial	there…	but
even​tu ​ally	he	just	tucked	his	tail	around	Keith.	Keith	re ​cip​ro​cated,	and	Alaric	sighed	hap ​pily	at
the	easy	in​ti​macy	of	it.

He	still	hadn’t	quite	reached	a	de ​ci​sion.	“What	will	you	do	now?”
“I	take	it	you	don’t	mean	with	this?”	Keith	fid​dled	with	the	tip	of	Alaric’s	tail.	It	sent	a	shiver

up	his	spine.
“Yeah.”	He	grinned.	“But,	by	all	means…”
Keith	rolled	his	eyes	at	him,	but	con​tin ​ued	toy ​ing	with	his	tail	for	a	while	as	he	spoke.	“I’m

not	go ​ing	to	come	out	of	my	semi-re ​tire ​ment	im​me​di ​ately.	There	are	some	things	I’ll	need	to
take	care	of,	but…”	His	eyes	wan​dered	to	the	no ​table	fea​tures	of	the	yard.	“I	fig ​ure	I’ll	mostly
stay	here	at	least	un ​til	the	spring.	I	want	to	make	my	peace	with	this	place.”

Alaric	had	sus​pected	that	last	part—so	what	would	en​tice	him	to	leave?	“Those	‘things’
wouldn’t	have	any ​thing	to	do	with	your	lit​tle	side-projects	with	the	wolves,	would	they?”

Keith	gave	him	a	side ​long	glance	that	said	ex ​actly	‘So	you	know	about	that,	do	you.’	Alaric
raised	his	free	hand	in	re ​sponse.	“I	don’t	dis​agree	with	any	of	it.	Nei ​ther	does	the	King.	Un​of ​fi​-
cially.”
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Keith	nod​ded.	“No,	the	wolves	can	take	care	of	them ​selves.	I	have	some	other	ideas.	Who
knows,	maybe	I’ll	give	Mad ​die	her	first	gray	hairs	yet.”

Alaric	thought	about	his	meet​ing	with	Made ​lyn	Ade ​laide	and	smiled.	“She’ll	just	pass	them
on.”

Keith	grinned.	“That’s	what	I’m	count​ing	on.”
“And	af​ter	spring?”
“I	don’t	know	yet.”	He	gave	Alaric	an​other	side ​long	glance,	but	this	one	said	some ​thing	else

en​tirely.	“I	won​der	if	I’ll	be	hav​ing	com ​pany?”
Alaric	had	been	think​ing	of	lit​tle	else.	He	could	just	walk	away	from	it	all.	Be	with	Keith.

The	King	knew	his	ap ​pointed	suc ​ces​sor;	had	specif​i​cally	re ​minded	Alaric	of	that	fact	when	he’d
left	on	this	lit​tle	jaunt.	He	could	just	walk	away,	and	no​body	would	ever	find	out	about	his	lit​tle
project	to	give	peo ​ple	gray	hairs.	But…	it	was	still	the	right	thing	to	do.	There	was	no	get​ting
around	that.	When	had	he	grown	a	con​science?	He	looked	at	Keith,	and	sighed.	Prob​a​bly	when
I	met	him.	He	spent	a	quiet	mo ​ment	say ​ing	good ​bye—for	now—to	pos​si​bil ​i ​ties	he’d	hardly	even
dreamt	of	two	days	ago.	He	would	find	a	way	to	cir​cle	back	to	here.

To	Keith,	wher​ever	he	was.
“Alaric?”
He	fin​ished	his	cof ​fee.	“Well,	you	have	me	for	a	few	weeks.	And	I	ex​pect	we’ll	be	see ​ing

some	of	each	other	af ​ter.”	He	set	down	his	cup.	“There’s	some ​thing	I’ve	been	work​ing	to​wards
for	a	long	time	now.	Even​tu ​ally	I’ll	need	your	help,	but	there	are	other	parts	that	would	go
faster	if	I	could	make	use	of	your	of ​fice.”

Keith	raised	his	eye ​brows.	“What,	can’t	forge	my	sig​na ​ture?”
Alaric	grinned.	“Would	you	care	for	a	demon ​stra​tion?	No,	the	tricky	part	is	ex​plain​ing	how

it	got	on	pa​pers	that	have	never	been	within	a	thou ​sand	miles	of	you.”
Keith	looked	gen​uinely	cu ​ri​ous.	“What	could	you	be	up	to	that	you	need	the	am​bas​sador

for?	I	some ​how	doubt	you	have	less	au ​thor​ity	than	me	back	on	the	is​land.”
Noth ​ing	for	it.	“I	want	to	end	the	war.”
“What?	The	war’s	been	over	for—”
“The	war.”
Keith’s	eyes	shot	wide.	He	care ​fully,	de ​lib​er​ately,	put	his	mug	down,	then	turned	fully	to

Alaric.	“What	did	you	have	in	mind?”
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Full	House

Light​ning	flashed,	draw ​ing	Keith’s	eyes	to	the	win​dows.	Al ​most	im​me ​di​ately,	thun​der	rum​bled
over	the	house.	That	had	been	near.	Pulled	from	his	book,	he	was	sur​prised	how	dark	it	was.
The	storm	had	got​ten	heav​ier,	and	it	felt	more	like	an	au ​tumn	evening	than	an	early	sum​mer
af ​ter​noon.	He	looked	across	at	Natani,	but	the	wolf	had	not	looked	up.	His	eyes	were	fixed	on
the	man​u ​script	be ​fore	him—this	or	that	mag​i​cal	trea​tise	from	the	shelves—and	oc ​ca​sion​ally	he
would	stop	breath ​ing	for	a	mo ​ment,	only	to	re ​sume	with	a	loud	ex​ha​la​tion.	Keith	smiled	to
him​self.	They’d	never	been	able	to	con​vince	Natani	that	he	did	that.

Keith	closed	the	book	in	his	lap,	us​ing	one	fin​ger	to	keep	his	place,	and	ad ​justed	his	po ​si​tion
on	the	couch.	When	he	opened	the	book	again,	he	found	the	light	poor	and	his	thoughts	else ​-
where.	Ah	well.	The	book	was	yet	an​other	wol ​ven	his​tory;	an	old	one,	but	gain​ing	fa​vor	re ​-
cently.	Still,	it	was	mostly	re ​hash ​ing	sources	he	was	al ​ready	fa​mil ​iar	with.	He	left	the	book
open,	but	let	his	gaze	linger	on	Natani.	Curl ​ing	up	with	a	book	was	fine	and	all,	but	curl ​ing	up
with	a	wolf…	alas,	Natani	was	clearly	in​tent	on	read ​ing.	Keith	won​dered	if	Zen	was	tak​ing	a
nap.	He	might	join	him,	and	that	would	be…	nice.	Even	if	the	wolf	was	ac ​tu ​ally	sleep ​ing.	Idly,
he	let	him​self	get	lost	in	the	day ​dream.

The	only	sounds	in	the	house	were	the	steady	drum​ming	of	the	rain,	the	oc ​ca​sional	rus​tle	of
Natani	leaf ​ing	through	his	pages,	and	the	wolf’s	breath ​ing.	And	the	creak	of	floor​boards.	The
creak	of	floor​boards?

*

Zen	had	been	about	to	do	some ​thing	to	Keith’s	tail—the	couch	had	an	open	back—but	when	the
ba​sitin	tilted	his	head,	his	ear	giv​ing	a	lit​tle	twitch,	he	got	a	bet​ter	tar​get.	He	caught	the	tip	in
his	mouth	and	nib​bled.	Tricky	when	you’re	grin​ning.	Keith	laughed	and	reached	up	to	find
Zen’s	face,	rub​bing	his	cheek	be ​fore	run​ning	a	hand	through	his	hair	to	scratch	him	be ​hind	one
ear.	The	ba​sitin	knew	ex​actly	what	he	was	do ​ing.	Zen	growled	his	ap ​pre ​ci​a​tion,	but	didn’t	re ​-
lease	Keith’s	ear.

The	ba​sitin	sounded	amused.	“Did	you	want	some ​thing?”
Zen	let	go,	giv​ing	the	tip	of	Keith’s	ear	a	lit​tle	lick,	then	nuz​zled	its	base	for	a	mo ​ment	be ​fore

lean​ing	closer,	to	rub	his	cheek	against	the	ba​sitin’s.	Keith	kept	a	loose	hold	on	Zen’s	head	and
leaned	into	him,	rub​bing	back.	Ex​actly	what	he	was	do ​ing.	“What	gave	you	that	idea?	But	now
that	you	men​tion	it…”	Zen	slid	his	arms	around	Keith,	then	across	his	stom​ach,	then	lower.	The
ba​sitin	was	tent​ing	his	pants	be ​fore	he	even	got	there.	“…	there	might	be	one	or	two	things.”

Zen	felt	Keith’s	tail	wrap	around	him,	try ​ing	to	pull	him	closer.	The	ba​sitin’s	voice	sounded
a	lit​tle	husky.	“Well,	I	was	just	think​ing	I	could	use	a	break…”

*

Natani	rolled	his	eyes,	watch ​ing	the	two	of	them.	Not	that	a	break…	no,	his	brother	could	prob​-
a​bly	use	a	bit	of	time	alone	with	Keith.	Sum​mer	was	still	young,	and	Zen	still	hadn’t	come	com​-



pletely	off	of	the	sea​sonal	high.
Keith	caught	Natani’s	eye	and	smiled.	“How	about	you?”
When	Keith	looked	at	him	like	that…	the	ba​sitin	had	a	way	of	mak​ing	you	de ​cide	twice.	For

a	mo ​ment,	he	teetered…	be ​fore	smil ​ing	and	rolling	his	eyes	again.	At	him​self,	as	much	as	at
them.	“You	two	have	fun.	Just	try	not	to—”

The	boom	of	the	door	knocker	echoed	through	the	house.
Keith	looked	at	him,	and	Natani	closed	his	eyes	briefly,	us​ing	his	magic	to	check,	be ​fore

open​ing	them	again,	sur​prised.	“It’s	Mad ​die.”
All	of	them	glanced	at	the	win​dows.	The	storm	had	been	rag​ing	for	hours.

**

Mad ​die	was	drenched,	no,	be​yond	drenched.	Be ​ing	wet	had	be ​come	a	part	of	her.	Some ​how,
she	felt	more	soaked	in	the	cover	of	the	porch	than	she	had	in	the	rain.	She	stared	down	the
door,	fight​ing	thoughts	of	forc ​ing	her	way	in.	There	would	be	tow ​els.	But	this	was	not	a	house
you	en​tered	un​in​vited,	even	if	you	were	wel ​come.	She	was	about	to	knock	again	when	the	door
opened.	Keith,	with	Zen	at	his	shoul ​der.	Keith	looked	past	her,	out	into	the	murk,	but	the	wolf’s
eyes	lin​gered	on	her,	con​cerned.	It	didn’t	help	her	tem​per.	It	was	a	warm	day.	It	was	just	wa​-
ter.

She	still	found	a	proper	salute.	“Sir.”	Some ​times	you	fol ​low	pro ​to ​col	just	to	keep	from
scream​ing.

“At	ease.	No	horse?”
“No.”
“Come	on	in.	I’ll	get	you	a—”
Natani	ar​rived,	car​ry ​ing	a	towel.	The	most	wel ​come	sight	in	liv​ing	mem​ory.	Mad ​die	let	her

sod ​den	cloak	fall	on	the	porch,	then	stepped	in​side	and	reached	for	the	towel.	Zen	passed	her,
and	she	thought	she	smelled	fresh	arousal.	Did	these	peo ​ple	never…	no,	no	they	didn’t.	She
took	the	towel	with	a	sigh.	“Thanks.”	And	Natani	would	prob​a​bly	of ​fer…

“Bath?”
Mad ​die	shook	her	head.	“Need	to	re ​port.”	Still,	she	stopped	to	dry	her	face,	hair,	ears…	it

was	some ​thing,	at	least.	A	pud ​dle	still	started	form​ing	at	her	feet.	Zen	picked	up	her	cloak	and
wrung	it	out,	pro ​duc ​ing	a	sat​is​fy ​ing	stream	of	wa​ter.	He	came	back	in​side,	clos​ing	the	door	be ​-
hind	him,	and	went	to	hang	the	cloak	up	to	dry.

He	didn’t	need	to	do	that.
She	didn’t	stop	him.
Mad ​die	hung	the	towel	around	her	neck	and	pre ​sented	her	mes​sen​ger	bag	to	Keith.	Even

that	was	damp,	but	at	least	the	con​tents	would	be	dry.	She’d	been	shield ​ing	it	enough	to	make
sure.	“Mail	run,	sir.”

Keith	took	the	bag	and	raised	an	eye ​brow.	“On	foot,	in	that?”
“Shak​ing	a	per​sis​tent	tail,	sir.”
Zen	re ​turned	with	a	robe	and	a	sec ​ond	towel,	and	handed	them	to	her.	Keith	nod ​ded	at	an

ad ​ja​cent	room.	“Just	speak	through	the	door.”
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“Yes,	sir.”
She	se ​cluded	her​self	and	quickly	stripped	naked,	all	the	while	ex​plain​ing	the	route	and

coun​ter​mea​sures	she	had	taken,	and	how	none	of	it	had	seemed	to	be	enough	to	shake	who ​ever
was	fol ​low ​ing.	It	had	been	a	new	record.	They	were	pre ​pared	for	this	sort	of	thing,	and	most	at​-
tempts	never	made	it	out	of	Wreath ​wood.	She	dried	her​self	as	she	made	her	re ​port,	tow ​el ​ing
her​self	from	the	top	down,	stay ​ing	with	each	part	un​til	it	felt	some ​thing	like	dry,	fi​nally	fin​ish ​-
ing	with	her	feet.	The	robe	she	had	been	given	was	clearly	Keith’s,	but	it	still	smelled	of	the
wolves.	She	sighed	qui​etly	to	her​self.	Just	fo ​cus	on	how	nice	it	feels	to	be	dry…	Still	talk​ing,	she
donned	the	gar​ment	and	pulled	her	tail	through	the	tail	hole.	The	robe	fit	well	enough;	they
were	al ​most	of	a	size.	And	it	was	won​der​ful	to	be	dry.

There	were	no	spare	wrap ​pings.	Well.	She	didn’t	re ​ally	care,	and	Keith	didn’t	ex​actly	in​sist
on	mod ​esty.	She	gath ​ered	her	wet	clothes	and	opened	the	door,	ac ​cen​tu ​at​ing	a	pause	in	her	ac ​-
count	by	push ​ing	the	bun​dle	of	clothes	at	Zen.

The	wolf	gath ​ered	them	in	his	arms	and	made	a	mock	bow.	“Why	thank	you,	princess.”
Mad ​die	growled.	“I	am	not	a	bloody	princess.”
Zen	grinned,	a	twin​kle	in	his	eye.	“Yes,	princess.”
It	did	cheer	her	up	a	lit​tle,	de ​spite	her​self.	Zen	went	off	again,	and	she	con​tin​ued	her	ac ​-

count.	“…	and	they	were	still	on	me	this	morn​ing.	When	the	weather	started	to	turn	I	stopped
at	an	inn	and	made	a	show	of	set​tling	in	to	wait	it	out.	When	the	storm	got	bad	enough,	I	struck
out	cross-coun​try	on	foot.	Took	for​ever,	but	at	least	no ​body	could	have—”

There	was	a	knock	at	the	door.
Oh,	for	fuck’s	sake!
Keith	looked	at	Natani.	The	wolf	rolled	his	eyes,	then	closed	them.	He	spoke	in	a	low	tone.

“Ba​sitin.	Alone.	Un​armed.”	Mad ​die	saw	Natani’s	brow	fur​row	in	time	with	her	own.	Keith
looked	at	her	next,	but	she	just	shook	her	head.	None	of	her	peo ​ple	knew	how	to	get	here.	None
should	be	good	enough	to	fol ​low	her.

Keith	shrugged,	and	opened	the	door.
It	was	Alaric.

*

Zen	felt	Natani	go	on	full	alert,	and	dropped	what	he	was	do ​ing.	He	re ​turned	to	his	brother’s
side,	mov​ing	faster	than	he	had	in	a	long	time.	It	was	a	cu ​ri​ous	tableau	that	he	found.	Ev​ery ​-
one’s	at​ten​tion	was	fo ​cused	on	the	ba​sitin	stand ​ing	in	the	door​way—Nick​o ​lai	Alaric,	the	un​ex​-
pected	knowl ​edge	fil ​tered	into	his	mind.	Keith	still	had	his	hand	on	the	door,	his	face	work​ing
to ​wards	as​ton​ish ​ment.	Mad ​die	was	star​ing	at	the	new	ar​rival,	her	face	in​scrutable	and	her	ears
down.	Natani’s	mind	was	in	a	place	his	could	not	fol ​low,	and	the	link	hummed	with	magic	po ​-
ten​tials.	His	brother	was	pure	alert​ness,	poised	to	strike,	and	Zen	didn’t	know	why.	Alaric
wasn’t	do ​ing	any ​thing,	just	stand ​ing	there,	look​ing	at	Keith.	He	stud ​ied	the	ba​sitin,	let​ting	his
eyes	fill	in	Natani’s	hazy	rec ​ol ​lec ​tions	of	the	man.	Wasn’t	he	sup ​posed	to	have	a	bad	eye?	And
he	looked	se ​ri​ous;	that	didn’t	seem	to	fit	with	what	he’d	heard.	But	maybe	com​ing	back	from
the	dead	did	that	to	you.	Or	be ​ing	stared	at	by	the	lot	of	them.	Alaric	was	wrapped	in	an	oil ​skin
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cloak,	and	had	weath ​ered	the	storm	rather	bet​ter	than	Mad ​die	had;	his	hood	was	back,	and	he
looked	to	be	dry.

Fi​nally,	Alaric	cleared	his	throat.	“Hello,	Keith.”
Keith	smiled	wide.	“Alaric!	You	were	alive!	And	your	eye…”
Mad ​die	cut	in,	tense.	“Sir,	you	don’t	have	the	time	to	deal	with	him	right	now.”
Ev​ery ​one	ex​cept	Natani	turned	to	look	at	her.	She	glanced	at	the	wolves,	then	turned	to

Keith.	“Natani…	Zen.	Your	honor	guard	has	ar​rived	in	Wreath​wood.	And	the	word	is—”
“You’re	go ​ing	to	get	am​bushed.”
“—by	a	bunch	of	ex-broth​er​hood	goons.”	Mad ​die	glared	at	Alaric.	“You	are	sup ​posed	to	be

dead.”
Zen	was	star​tled	by	the	strength	of	Natani’s	fury.	He	thought	his	brother	main​tained	his

out​ward	calm,	but	it	was	clear	that	Keith	picked	up	on	it	as	well.	The	ba​sitin	didn’t	need	a	link
to	read	them.	Mad ​die	and	Alaric	seemed	mostly	pre ​oc ​cu ​pied	with	each	other	for	the	mo ​ment.
The	anger	called	to	him,	but	since	Natani	was	an​gry,	he	would	stay	calm.	“Let’s	get	out	of	the
door​way.	We	need	to	hear	this	in	de ​tail.”

Alaric	turned	to	him.	“Could	I	have	some ​thing	to	dry	my	feet?	And	my	cloak	is	rather—”

*

Mad ​die	hurled	the	towel	at	Alaric	and	stalked	off,	lash ​ing	her	tail.	Not	only	was	he	alive—
against	her	ex​pec ​ta​tions—he’d	some ​how	tailed	her	all	the	way	from	Wreath ​wood—de ​spite	her
best	pre ​cau ​tions—and	then	made	it	through	that	murk,	and	still	had	the	gall	to	not	even	be
wet.

And	for	a	mo ​ment,	she’d	been	happy	to	see	him.

**

They	set​tled	into	the	sit​ting	room.	Mad ​die	had	al ​ready	planted	her​self	in	the	mid ​dle	of	the
love-seat.	Keith	took	the	place	he’d	had	ear​lier,	at	one	end	of	the	couch,	and	Zen	took	the	other
end,	fac ​ing	Mad ​die.	Natani,	too,	re ​turned	to	his	chair,	near	Keith.	Alaric	took	the	re ​main​ing
chair,	op ​po ​site	Natani,	wait​ing	for	a	nod	be ​fore	he	seated	him​self.	Zen	noted	that	the	ba​sitin
sat	very	straight.	Even	Mad ​die	slouched	by	com​par​i ​son—though	cu ​ri​ously,	she	had	her	feet	up
and	in	the	hem	of	her	robe.	Had	she	got​ten	cold?	Maybe	she	should	take	that	bath—

Mad ​die	glared	at	him	and	started	her	re ​port.	She	was	pre ​cise	and	suc ​cinct.	In	the	few	days
the	honor	guard’s	stay	had	over​lapped	with	hers,	word	had	reached	her	no	less	than	four	times,
all	dif ​fer​ent	in​ci​dents.

Alaric,	equally	pre ​cise,	added	a	fifth.	He	had—os​ten​si​bly—just	over​heard	some	talk	in	a	bar.
Natani’s	con​clu ​sions	were	feel ​ing	more	and	more	cor​rect.	Zen	sighed.	“They	can’t	be	leak​ing

that	bad.	It’s	in​ten​tional.”
Natani’s	fury	spiked,	but	he	just	nod ​ded.
Zen	sighed	again.	He	didn’t	want	to	be ​lieve	this,	not	of	his	own	peo ​ple.	“Well,	we	did	won​-

der	why	we	rated	a	honor	guard.	Now	we	know.”
Af ​ter	a	mo​ment	of	quiet,	Keith	scratched	at	the	back	of	his	head.	“Let	me	see	if	I’ve	got	this
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straight.	They	don’t	know	where	you	are,	so	they	give	you	a	guard	just	to	put	you	on	the	map?”
Zen	nod ​ded.
“And	then	they	spread	ru ​mors	that	you’ll	be	am​bushed,	so	ev​ery ​body	knows	who	to	blame

be ​fore	any ​thing	even	hap ​pens…”
Alaric	cleared	his	throat,	and	looked	from	Zen	to	Natani.	“And	to	jus​tify	the	honor	guard	in

the	first	place,	I	think.	To	po ​si​tion	them​selves	as	hav​ing	been	on	your	side.”	Natani	nod ​ded	at
the	ba​sitin,	and	he	con​tin​ued.	“But…	sir,	wouldn’t	that	be	a	huge	blow	to	their	honor?	Even	to
be	at​tacked,	and	much	more	so	if	you’re	ac ​tu ​ally	killed?”

When	Alaric	called	Natani	‘sir’,	Zen	saw	Keith	and	Mad ​die	glance	at	each	other.	They
seemed	sur​prised,	then	con​fused.	Natani	chose	not	to	pay	it	any	mind.	“Their	honor?	How	con​-
ve ​nient	for	them	that	they	have	none.	But	you’re	right,	this	will	cost	them.	In	the	end,
though…”

Alaric	picked	up	the	thread.	“…	they’ll	make	a	big	deal	out	of	aveng​ing	you	to	re ​store	their
honor.	The	guilty	will	be	found	and	pun​ished.	Some	of	them	might	even	have	some ​thing	to	do
with	it.”

Natani	nod ​ded	and	sighed.	“And	some…	jack​ass	is	go ​ing	to	be ​moan	how	it	was	too	much
too	soon.	To	call	for	mod ​er​a​tion.	If	they’re	re​ally	clever	they’ll	find	a	woman	for	that	bit.	And
noth ​ing	will	change.”	Natani	had	given	voice	to	some	of	Zen’s	de ​spon​dency	there,	and	they
shared	a	mo ​ment	of	amuse ​ment	and	un​der​stand ​ing.	“It’s	a	neat	bit	of	work,	re ​ally.”

Si​lence	reigned	for	a	mo ​ment.	Keith	looked	to	Zen,	pos​si​bly	be ​cause	Natani	was	still	fo ​-
cused	on	Alaric.	“So	what	do	we	do?	Just	ig​nore	the	honor	guard?”

“That	would	be	a	pretty	big	in​sult.	No	mat​ter	what	ex​cuse	we	gave.”
“Bring	our	own	peo ​ple?”
“Also	an	in​sult,	and	we’d	look	scared.	Plus,	they’d	have	time	to	bring	more	force.	I	think

they’d	feel	com​fort​able	match​ing	what​ever	we	could	scrounge	up.	Though…”	He	knew	what
Natani	was	about	to	say,	and	that	it	was	the	wrong	thing.	So	he	nudged	his	brother’s	at​ten​tion
to ​wards	Keith	and	said	it	him​self.	“…	they’d	be	wrong.	We	could	just	take	the	am​bush.”

Natani	looked	at	Keith,	and	anger	be ​came	tem​pered	with	love.	He	sighed.	“No.	There’ll	be
bod ​ies	on	the	ground	be ​fore	this	is	done,	but	let’s	not	make	it	more	than	it	has	to	be.	Hells,	it
would	just	give	them	the	credit	of	hav​ing	pro ​tected	us,	any ​way.”

Mad ​die	spoke.	“Could	you	sneak	the	honor	guard	in?”
Natani	al ​most	laughed	at	the	idea,	and	Zen	silently	blessed	the	ba​sitin	for	be ​ing	who	she

was.	“If	they’re	col ​lud ​ing?”	Zen	could	feel	Natani’s	mind	whirl.	But	in	the	end,	he	shook	his
head.	“Maybe	we	could.	But	where	does	that	get	us?	Even	if	we	pulled	it	off,	the	story	would	be ​-
come	that	no ​body	dared	chal ​lenge	their	honor.	No,	we’re	mak​ing	our	own	way	there.”

Keith	nod ​ded	slowly.	“And	so	they’ve	put	us	in	a	po ​si​tion	where	ev​ery ​one	will	think	we’re
start​ing	with	a	de ​lib​er​ate	in​sult.”

Natani’s	mind	whirled	again,	too	fast	for	Zen	to	keep	track	of,	as	his	brother	came	to	some
de ​ci​sion.	And	be ​fore	he	could	make	sense	of	it,	Natani	slammed	the	link	shut,	and	he	was	on
his	own.	The	last	thing	he’d	felt	from	his	brother	was	both	anger	and	love,	burn​ing	bright.
Natani	stood	up.	“Oh,	they	won’t	think	I’m	in​sult​ing	them.	They’ll	know.”	He	looked	at	Alaric.
“You’re	with	me.”	The	ba​sitin	stood	up	promptly,	and	Natani	ges​tured	for	him	to	pre ​cede	him

32Full	House



out.	“The	rest	of	you…	play	some	cards	or	some ​thing.”

*

Keith	watched	them	leave	the	room,	then	turned	to	Zen.	“Do	you	have	any	idea…?”
The	wolf	shook	his	head.	“No.	He	slammed	the	link.”
Keith	didn’t	have	any	idea	ei​ther.	He	glanced	at	Mad ​die,	who	just	shook	her	head.
Well.	Nei​ther	of	them	needed	look​ing	af ​ter.
An	an​gry	Natani,	and	Alaric.
…	he	needed	a	dis​trac ​tion.	“Any ​thing	ur​gent	in	the	mail?”
Mad ​die	snapped	into	a	pro ​fes​sional	de ​meanour.	“The	new	Wreath ​wood	char​ter,	sir.”
Keith	raised	his	eye ​brows.	“Al ​ready?”
“Yes,	sir.	The	West	stepped	up	their	sched ​ule;	it’s	pos​si​ble	they’ve	al ​ready	ar​rived.	We	got	it

through	just	in	time.	It	went	into	ef ​fect	four	days	ago.”	She	paused	for	a	few	mo ​ments.	“Of
course,	you	have	ten	days	left	to	ob​ject.”	The	tone	said	she	didn’t	quite	ex​pect	him	to	bother	to.

Keith	reached	for	the	bag	and	started	sift​ing	through	the	con​tents,	in​stantly	sus​pi​cious.

**

Natani	ush ​ered	Alaric	into	the	bed ​room	and	closed	the	door	be ​hind	them.	His	eyes	im​me ​di​-
ately	went	to	the	closet	door.	It	seemed	to	loom	over	him.	He	turned	to	Alaric.	It’s…	not	like	he
was	run​ning	away	from	it.	Natani	ex​tended	his	hand,	palm	up.	“First	things	first.	Give	me	your
mana	stones.”

Clearly,	this	wasn’t	en​tirely	un​ex​pected.	Alaric	reached	into	his	shirt	and	pulled	out	the
neck​lace,	but	didn’t	hand	it	over.	“I…	will	need	these	back,	sir.”

Natani	still	wasn’t	able	to	see	any ​thing	sar​cas​tic	in	Alaric’s	be ​hav​ior,	so	he	was	will ​ing	to
put	it	down	to	ba​sitin	be ​ing	ba​sitin.	“You	can	have	them	when	you	leave.”

Alaric	nod ​ded,	and	handed	them	over.
Natani	kept	his	arm	out.	“And	the	ones	in	your	pocket.”
“Ah.	Must	have	slipped	my	mind,	sir.”
“And	the	one	tied	to	your	tail.”
Alaric	raised	an	eye ​brow,	but	pro ​duced	what	was	re ​quested.	“Purely	for	or​na​men​tal	use,	I

as​sure	you.”
Natani	thought	he	could	like	him.	That	would	help.	“I	take	it	that’s	where	I	should	hide

some ​thing	if	I’m	about	to	be	frisked	by	ba​sitins?”
“De ​pends	on	how	po ​lite	you	ex​pect	them	to	be,	sir.”
Natani	con​sid ​ered	the	five	crys​tals	in	his	palm.	“I	think	you	for​got	the	emp ​ties.”
Alaric	dug	them	up	from	a	dif ​fer​ent	pocket.	He	was	start​ing	to	look	a	lit​tle	wor​ried.	“Per​-

mis​sion	to	be	im​pressed,	sir?”
Natani	grinned.	“You	should	save	that	for	when	I	men​tion	the	one	you	buried	in	the	woods.”
“That’s…	not	a	fish ​ing	ex​pe ​di​tion,	is	it?	You	ac ​tu ​ally	know.	Sir.”
“Would	you	like	me	to	de ​scribe	the	lo ​ca​tion?”
“…it’s	all	you,	isn’t	it?	Zen	can’t	do	magic.”
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Natani	smiled,	and	re ​minded	him​self	not	to	un​der​es​ti​mate	the	ba​sitin	just	be ​cause	he	had
the	up ​per	hand.	“That’s	al ​most	a	se ​cret.”

Alaric	nod ​ded.	“I’ll	keep	it	al ​most	safe,	sir.”
Natani	rolled	his	eyes,	then	ex​am​ined	the	crys​tals.	The	stones	them​selves	weren’t	any ​thing

spe ​cial,	but	the	mana	was	un​usu ​ally	pure.	“Did	you	charge	these	your​self?”
“Yes,	sir.”
Natani	nod ​ded.	That	was	a	good	sign.	What	had	the	ba​sitin	been	up	to…	he	found	a	way ​-

point	for	Wreath ​wood,	and	an​other,	far​ther	out—	“Is	that	way ​point	mov ​ing?”
“That	would	be	my	cabin	in	my	ship,	sir.	I	am	not	to	be	dis​turbed.”
“Can	you	hit	that?”
“I	ex​pect	I’ll	find	out,	sir.”
In​ter​est​ing…	but	not	rel ​e ​vant	right	now.	There	was	noth​ing	else	in	range,	and	as	far	as	he

could	tell,	Alaric	hadn’t	been	up	to	any ​thing	flashy.	He	was	tempted	to	dis​charge	one	of	the
crys​tals	to	see	how	stressed	it	was—he	sus​pected	not	very	at	all—but	that	would	hardly	have
been	po ​lite.	He	de ​posited	the	crys​tals	into	a	stor​age	chest	he	used	for	hold ​ing	his	own	sur​plus
and	other	ar​cane	bibs	and	bobs,	then	closed	the	lid.	He	didn’t	bother	throw ​ing	the	latch;	that
re ​ally	had	very	lit​tle	to	do	with	peo ​ple	not	get​ting	in	there.

That	was	one	worry	re ​moved.	Natani	ratch​eted	his	bat​tle-readi ​ness	down	a	notch	and	con​-
sid ​ered	the	ba​sitin	again.	Nick​o ​lai	Alaric.	Alive	and	re​spect​ful.	What	was	go ​ing	on	here?	“Do
you	mind	if	I	ex​am​ine	you?”

“Mind	read ​ing,	sir?”
“No,	but	I	might	see	sur​face	thoughts	by	ac ​ci​dent.”
“…	and	if	I	do	mind,	sir?”
“I	won’t	force	you.	Keith	might,	though.”
Alaric	seemed	to	con​sider	for	a	mo ​ment.	“You	won’t	trawl	out	my	deep ​est,	dark​est	se ​crets?”
Natani	grinned.	“I	don’t	think	I	have	that	kind	of	time.	I	just	want	to	see	that	you’re	okay.”
He	beck​oned,	and,	re ​luc ​tantly,	Alaric	stepped	closer.	Natani	placed	his	hands	on	ei​ther	side

of	the	ba​sitin’s	face	and	looked	him	in	the	eyes.	The	rest	helped,	but	the	eyes	were	the	im​por​-
tant	bit.	There	were	no	sur​face	thoughts	to	pick	up;	Alaric’s	at​ten​tion	was	en​tirely	on	him,	and
fol ​lowed	him	as	he	con​ducted	his	ex​am​i ​na​tion.	He	quite	lit​er​ally	had	a	cu ​ri​ous	mind.	Ev​ery ​-
thing	seemed	to	be	in	its	place,	the	ba​sitin	hearty	and	hale,	both	body	and	mind.	Alaric	had	a
mind	like	a	metic ​u ​lously	clean	desk,	with	a	hint	of	over​stuffed	draw ​ers.	He	didn’t	pry.

Natani	leaned	back	and	let	his	hands	fall	to	his	sides.	There	had	been	a	cer​tain…	spare ​ness,
a	per​va​sive	sense	of	al ​most	sad ​ness,	that	noth ​ing	in	Alaric’s	de ​meanour	be ​lied…	but	Natani
thought	he	could	still	see,	now	that	he	knew	to	look.	But…	he	was	fine.	“You	may	be	the	san​est
ba​sitin	I’ve	ever	met.”

Alaric	ac ​tu ​ally	seemed	a	lit​tle	re ​lieved.	“I	do	try,	sir.”
Natani	nod ​ded.	“Now	that	that’s	dealt	with,	there’s	some ​thing	I	need	a	hand	with.”
With	grim	de ​ter​mi​na​tion,	he	turned	to	the	closet.

**
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A	note	fell	out	of	the	sheaf	of	pa​pers,	into	Keith’s	lap.	‘Honor	guard	a	trap.	Am​bush	by	sup ​-
posed	ex-broth ​er​hood.	Un​known	whose	plot.’	No	sig​na​ture.	Writ​ten	in	Ba​sitin.	He	didn’t	think
it	was	Alaric’s	hand ​writ​ing,	but	then,	what	were	the	odds	Alaric	would	use	his	own	hand?	Keith
shook	his	head	and	smiled	to	him​self.	What	was	he	up	to?

…	and	what	was	Natani?
He	looked	at	Mad ​die,	play ​ing	cards	with	Zen.	The	game	was	for	no	stakes,	and	looked	to	be

even.	Those	facts	were	prob​a​bly	con​nected.	He	looked	at	the	note	again.	It	would	grate,	but…	if
she’d	been	had,	she	needed	to	know	about	it.	“Lieu ​tenant?”

Mad ​die	snapped	into	some ​thing	like	at​ten​tion.	“Sir?”
Keith	handed	her	the	note.	“This	fell	out.”
She	took	the	note	and	read	it,	her	face	dark​en​ing,	her	ears	droop ​ing,	then	go​ing	flat	as	her

eyes	flashed	in	anger.	She	grit​ted	her	teeth,	and	pro ​fes​sion​al ​ism	re ​asserted	it​self.	“I	sus​pect
this	is	Alaric’s,	sir.	How	he	man​aged…	I	have	no	ex​pla​na​tion.”

Mad ​die	handed	the	note	back,	and	Keith	stuck	it	back	in	the	pa​pers.	“Was	there	any ​thing
else	in	the	bag?”

“Just	the	char​ter,	sir.	At	least,	there	wasn’t	sup ​posed	to	be.	It’s	the	only	thing	any ​one’s	had
any	time	for.”

Keith	hefted	the	pa​pers.	“You	should	read	this	through	later.”
“Yes,	sir.”
“As	you	were.”
Keith	watched	as	Mad ​die	turned	back	to	the	game…	and	saw	Zen,	ob​vi​ously	con​cerned	for

her.	She	glared	at	the	wolf,	then	sighed,	then	glared	again	be ​fore	point​edly	study ​ing	her	cards.
Zen…	couldn’t	help	be ​ing	who	he	was,	any	more	than	Keith	could	help	lov​ing	him	for	it.	He
wanted	to	touch	the	wolf,	but,	well,	that	wouldn’t	ex​actly	help	Mad ​die’s	mood.	Still…	the	couch
did	have	an	open	back.	He	threw	his	tail	out,	dis​creetly,	and	just	man​aged	to	brush	Zen’s.	It
was	a	shame	they	weren’t	sit​ting	a	bit	closer	to	each	other,	but	shift​ing	now	would	have	been
too	ob​vi​ous.	The	wolf	looked	at	him,	and	Keith	smiled.	Af ​ter	a	mo ​ment,	Zen	smiled	back,	and
Keith	could	feel	the	wolf’s	tail	curl ​ing	against	his.	Mad ​die	was	prob​a​bly	rolling	her	eyes.	Ah
well.	He	could	see	the	same	thought	cross	Zen’s	mind,	and	with	a	grin	the	wolf	went	back	to	his
game,	Keith	back	to	his	read ​ing.

Their	tails	stayed	to ​gether,	though.	Keith	tried	not	to	let	it	dis​tract	him	too	much.
Af ​ter	a	while,	he	got	to	the	par​ti​tion​ing.
“Lieu ​tenant?”
“Sir?”
“Re ​mind	me	how	our	em​bassy	build ​ing	is	sit​u ​ated	on	our	grounds?	Our	old	grounds?”
“Ex​actly	in	the	mid ​dle,	sir.	Very	sym​met​ri​cal,	sir.”
“And	on	our	new	grounds?”
“You	said	to	give	them	half,	sir.”
Keith	looked	at	her	com​pletely	in​no ​cent	ex​pres​sion,	and	had	to	grin.	It	was	very	good	that

she	was	on	his	side.	On	av​er​age.	“So	I	did.”
Keith	re ​sumed	his	read ​ing,	and	the	game	con​tin​ued	with	Zen	stead ​fastly	re ​fus​ing	to	play	for

money.
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“Lieu ​tenant?”
“Sir?”
“This	new	pro ​vi​sion	about	fight​ing	be ​ing	al ​lowed…”
“Only	if	mu ​tu ​ally	agreed	on	be ​fore ​hand,	sir.	Good	for	morale,	sir.	We	might	be	able	to	keep

more	than	one	in	ten	past	the	year,	sir.”
It	was	true	that	it	wasn’t	an	easy	post​ing.	And	it	would	be	good	to	get	some	con​ti​nu ​ity.	But

was	that	re ​ally	what	it	took?	“…	wait.	Ca​su ​al ​ties	are	for​bid ​den?”
“Yes,	sir.	On	pain	of	fines,	de ​por​ta​tion,	and	loss	of	stand ​ing,	sir.	The	full	rules	are	in	ap ​pen​-

dix	f,	sir.”
Keith	read	through	the	en​tire	text,	chas​ing	ev​ery	clause	and	sub-clause,	stopped	to	think

hard,	did	it	again,	and	fi​nally	put	the	pa​pers	down.	He	looked	at	Mad ​die.	It	was	very	good	that
she	was	on	his	side.

“Well	done,	Lieu ​tenant.”
Mad ​die	smiled,	her	ears	perk​ing	up	as	she	did.	“Thank	you,	sir.”

**

Buried	in	the	deep ​est	re ​cesses	of	the	closet	was	a	pack​age,	once	opened	and	care ​fully	re-
wrapped.	Natani	fished	it	out	and	threw	it	on	the	bed.	“You	may	want	to	turn	around.”	He—no.
She	caught	him​self—her​self.	If	she	was	go ​ing	to	do	this,	she	was	go ​ing	to	do	this.	She	pulled	her
robe	over	her	head	and	let	it	fall,	stand ​ing	naked	ex​cept	for	her	bind ​ings.

Natani	noted	with	some	amuse ​ment	that	Alaric	hadn’t	turned	around.	Well,	it	was	all	the
same	to	her	if	the	ba​sitin	wasn’t	feel ​ing	prud ​ish.

She	still	felt	a	twinge	of	un​easi​ness	as	she	un​did	the	bind ​ings.
Natani	un​wrapped	the	pack​age	and	looked	at	the	card—‘For	fight​ing	the	good	fight’—be ​fore

care ​fully	set​ting	it	aside	and	look​ing	at	the	con​tents.	It	was…	even	worse	than	she	re ​mem​bered.
She	couldn’t	de ​cide	which	looked	more	ridicu ​lous:	the	pants	or	the	top.	And	who	even	wore
leather?	But	she’d	de ​cided.	She	started	by	wrig​gling	her​self	into	the	pants.	That,	at	least,	she
knew	to	be	pos​si​ble,	as	im​prob​a​ble	as	it	seemed.	She	did	her	best	to	re ​main	dig​ni​fied—Alaric
was	still	watch ​ing—and	if	she	didn’t	quite	man​age	that,	well,	at	least	she	didn’t	get	flus​tered.

She	had	to	mar​vel	at	the	fit.	As	tight	as	they	were,	the	pants	af ​forded	move ​ment,	and	de ​-
spite	leav​ing	her	tail	free	they	sat	on	her	hips	like	they	were	glued	there.	They	felt…	good	to
wear.	But	pants	were	just	pants.	Natani	grabbed	the	top.	She	thought	she	un​der​stood	pre ​cisely
how	the	damn	thing	was	sup ​posed	to	be	put	on.	She	just	didn’t	see	any	way	to	do	it	by	her​self,
short	of	maybe	magic.	She	sighed.	“Alaric?”

“Yes—”	he	paused	just	long	enough	for	Natani	to	see	it	com​ing	“—ma’am?”
She	grinned	at	him.	Clever	bas​tard.	“Hook	this	up	for	me.”
Natani	turned	away,	then	pulled	her	hair	over	one	shoul ​der	and	moved	her	tail	to	the	side.

She	cupped	her	breasts	with	the	top	and	stood	still,	feel ​ing	ab​so​lutely	ridicu ​lous.	She	main​-
tained	aware ​ness	of	Alaric,	ready	to	bind	him	if	nec ​es​sary—you	don’t	quite	turn	your	back	on
some ​one	like	that.	The	ba​sitin	took	a	mo​ment	be ​fore	step ​ping	closer.	He	al ​most	seemed	hes​i​-
tant.	But	af ​ter	a	mo​ment,	he	took	hold	of	the	trail ​ing	ends	of	the	gar​ment,	fig​ured	out	the
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latches	and	catches,	and	tried	to	make	the	ends	meet.
This	was	go ​ing	to	be	tight.	Natani	ad ​justed	her	shoul ​ders,	breathed	out,	and	still	no	go,	no

mat​ter	how	much	Alaric	tugged	at	it.	Though…	was	he	avoid ​ing	touch​ing	her?	“Try	closer	to	my
back.”

Progress.	Natani	could	feel	his	fin​gers	as	he	worked.	She	sup ​posed	it	was	a	pretty	in​ti​mate
place	to	touch	some ​one,	at	that,	but	as	far	as	she	re ​mem​bered	it	didn’t	hold	any	spe ​cial	sig​nif ​i​-
cance	to	ba​sitins.

Of	course,	they	could	make	gen​eral	sig​nif ​i​cance	go	quite	a	long	way.
“Done.”
Natani	stopped	smoosh​ing	her	boobs,	only	for	them	to	stay	smooshed.	It	felt	more	like

Keith	than	a	gar​ment.	But	it	didn’t	re ​ally	feel	all	that	con​stric ​tive,	de ​spite	hold ​ing	her	close.
Again,	like	Keith.	She	rolled	her	eyes	at	her​self	and	turned	to	face	Alaric.

The	ba​sitin	still	ap ​peared	non​cha​lant.	She	hadn’t	ex​actly	ex​pected	him	to	be	eas​ily	flap ​-
pable,	but	there	was	still	some ​thing	re ​as​sur​ing	about	it.	Of	course,	he	didn’t	know	her.	And
wasn’t	a	wolf.	So	his	use ​ful ​ness	as	a	test	au ​di​ence	was	per​haps	a	bit	ques​tion​able.

‘How	do	I	look?’	seemed…	off.	“What’s	the	im​pres​sion?”
“Like	you’re	ready	to	go	to	war,	ma’am.”
She’d	take	that.
Would	have	pre ​ferred	it	to	go​ing	to	the	sit​ting	room,	quite	pos​si​bly.
She	just…	needed	a	mo ​ment	to	get	used	to	the	clothes.	Yeah.	And	there	was	the	way	Alaric

had	felt	when	she	ex​am​ined	him.	And	he’d	just	helped	her.	She	sat	down	on	the	edge	of	the
bed,	and	looked	at	him.	What	was	the	right	ques​tion?	“Why	did	you	come	now?”

*

There	was	some ​thing	about	Natani’s	tone	that	made	all	of	Alaric’s	glib	an​swers	flee.	“I…
wanted	to	see	him,	ma’am.”	She	clearly	didn’t	con​sider	the	ques​tion	an​swered.	“I	was	in
Wreath​wood	on	busi​ness.	I	saw	Mad ​die	as	she	was	leav​ing,	and	I	just…	fol ​lowed	her.	I
shouldn’t	have.	But	I	did.”

The	wolf	looked	cu ​ri​ous.	“And	why	shouldn’t	you	have?”
How	did	she	not	see?	“I	don’t	de ​serve	to.	Not	af ​ter	last	time.	And	he’s	happy.	That’s…	I

shouldn’t…”
Natani	sighed.	“Look,	I	don’t	know	what	your	hangup	is,	but…	I’ll	tell	you	what	you

shouldn’t	do.	You	shouldn’t	slip	away	again	be ​fore	he’s	had	time	to	deal	with	you—and	by	the
way,	I’ll	know	if	you	go	near	that	crys​tal	you	hid.	And	you	shouldn’t	have	some	hare ​brained
scheme	for	him	that	he’ll	only	learn	about	when	it’s	al ​ready	too	late.”	She	glared	at	him	for	em​-
pha​sis.	“He	thought	you	were	alive.	He	re ​ally	did.	But	he	couldn’t	bring	him​self	to	be​lieve	it,
be ​cause	that	would	have	made	him	less	guilty.	So	you	shouldn’t	keep	pre ​tend ​ing	that	you	don’t
mat​ter.”	He	had	no	an​swer.	The	wolf	sighed	again.	“Look.	You…	care	for	him,	yes?”

He	found	his	con​vic ​tion.	“I’d	die	for	him,	ma’am.”
Natani	cov​ered	her	face	with	one	hand.	“That’s	lit​er​ally	the	last	thing	any​one	wants	you	to

do.”
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“…	re ​ally?”
“Re ​ally.”
“I…”	he	snapped	a	salute.	“Yes,	ma’am!”
She	stood	up.	“Right.	And	enough	with	the	sir	and	ma’am	rou ​tine.	I’m	not	go ​ing	to	take

charge	of	you.	The	name	is	Natani.”
It	ap ​peared	to	not	be	an	ironic	state ​ment.	Alaric	dropped	the	salute	and	tried	to	re ​lax,	but	it

didn’t	come	eas​ily.	It	didn’t	help	that	she	re ​minded	him	of	the	King.	The	wolf	smiled	at	him.
Re ​as​sur​ingly?	“Thank	you…	Natani.”

She	nod ​ded	at	him.	“Now,	let’s	get	out	there.”
Natani	pre ​ceded	him	out,	and	Alaric	didn’t	avert	his	eyes	fast	enough.	He’d	heard	the	ru ​-

mors,	but…
Tail ​less	chaps.	Far	lewder	than	nu ​dity.

**

Natani	let	Alaric	en​ter	first,	and	waited	in	the	cor​ri​dor.	She’d	pressed	the	ba​sitin	into	play ​ing
her	her​ald.	Stop ​ping	even	for	a	mo ​ment,	she	started	feel ​ing	un​easy	again.	She	hated	that.	It
wasn’t	like	she	was	step ​ping	out	in	front	of	the	coun​cil…

She	found	a	grin	for	her​self.	Maybe	that	was	ex​actly	it.	It	wasn’t	the	coun​cil.	It	ac ​tu ​ally	mat​-
tered	what	these	peo ​ple	thought.

Didn’t	make	it	eas​ier,	though.
She	heard	Alaric	clear	his	throat.	“The	wolfess,	Natani.”
Nice	in​to ​na​tion.
She	stepped	into	the	room,	hold ​ing	her​self	tall.	Too	tall.	By	her	side,	Alaric	faced	the	room.
The	room	faced	them.
The	only	sound	was	of	play ​ing	cards	spilling	to	the	floor.
It	was	Keith	she	looked	to	first.	He	went	from	sur​prised	to…	thought​ful.	He	could	have	had

some	re ​ac ​tion,	surely—	pri​or​i​ties.	Thought​ful	was	good.	Mad ​die	went	wide-eyed,	then	for
some	rea​son	glared	at	Alaric.	Zen…

Natani	sighed.	“Shut	up,	Zen.”
She	still	had	the	link	closed,	but,	look​ing	at	her	brother	hold ​ing	his	muz​zle	with	both	hands,

there	were	times	when	the	link	wasn’t	nec ​es​sary.
Just	when	it	looked	like	Zen	was	about	to	ex​plode,	Keith	spoke	up.	“So	are	you	go ​ing	with

Kat’s	play?”
She	hadn’t	thought	of	it	that	way.	“No.	Yes.	Maybe.”	Natani	ran	her	hands	through	her	hair,

then	stopped	when	she	re ​al ​ized	what	that	was	do ​ing	to	her	breasts.	“Look,	it	can’t	be	me.	I	will
al ​ways	be	a	spe ​cial	case.	Hold ​ing	me	up	as	some	kind	of	ex​am​ple	wouldn’t	be…	hon​est.	Maybe
it	would	work,	but	I’m	not	go ​ing	to	start	ly ​ing	about	who	I	am.	We	need	oth ​ers.	We	need…	who
I	might	have	been.”	Stop	feel ​ing	so	damn	un​sure	of	your​self.	Find	that	anger	again.	“And	there
have	to	be	oth​ers,	be ​cause	if	there	aren’t,	then	we’re	wrong.	And	we’re	not.”	Some	of	the	heat
was	re ​turn​ing.	“So	no,	I’m	not	go ​ing	to	do	that.	But	these	ass​holes…	they’re	not	even	tak​ing	as​-
sas​si​nat​ing	me	se ​ri​ously.”	Anger	flared.	That	was	an	in​sult.	“And	it’s	not	my	mind	they	hate,
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it’s	my	body.	So	for	them…”	Her	tem​per	was	back	at	full	force.	Even	Zen	was	grow ​ing	se ​ri​ous.
She	let	some	of	it	leak	into	the	link,	and	her	brother	grew	somber.	“I	will	gladly	be	a	‘her’	while
I	kick	their	asses,	just	to	make	it	that	much	worse	for	them.”	She	wasn’t	sure	she	could	quite
point	out	the	dis​tinc ​tion,	but	she	had	enough	con​vic ​tion	not	to	care.	Keith	just	nod ​ded.	“So	I
need	to	see	that	I	can	ac ​tu ​ally	fight	in	this…”	She	ges​tured	at	her	out​fit.	“This.	And	since
brother	dear​est	doesn’t	look	like	he	could	stay	stand ​ing…”	Mad ​die	was	mak​ing	not-me	mo ​-
tions.	Alaric	was	an	un​known.	Keith	was	al ​ready	stand ​ing	up.	“Let’s	go.”

*

Alaric	watched	as	Keith	got	up	and	joined	Natani,	and	caught	a	flash	of	his	naked	an​kles	again.
He	re ​ally	needed	to	get	the	hang	of	not	look​ing	at	peo ​ple	be ​low	the	knee	while	he	was	here.
Keith	nod ​ded	at	him	as	he	passed,	and	Alaric	nod ​ded	back,	dumb.	They	left	the	room,	and	he
watched	them	go.

Maybe	he	should	make	that	be ​low	the	shoul ​ders.
Af ​ter	a	mo​ment,	Mad ​die	got	up	to	fol ​low,	but	Zen	grabbed	her	by	the	wrist.	Alaric	noted

both	that	she	didn’t	evade	the	grab,	and	that	her	feet	were	wrapped	now.
Zen’s	weren’t,	of	course.	Alaric	averted	his	eyes	again.
Mad ​die	looked	at	Zen,	and	the	wolf	let	her	go.	He	sounded	amused.	“That’s	a	them	mo​-

ment.”
Mad ​die	shrugged	and	sat	back	down,	once	more	pulling	her	feet	up	into	the	hem	of	her

robe.	Alaric	nod ​ded	to	him​self.	Con​sis​tency	was	key.	Mad ​die	shot	him	an	an​gry	glare.	There,
too.

Well.	This	didn’t	stand	to	get	awk​ward	at	all.
He	looked	at	the	wolf,	care ​ful	to	keep	his	eyes	up.	Less	was	known—or	said—about	Zen.	His

fur	color	had	been	more	dif ​fer​ent	from	Natani’s	than	Alaric	had	been	ex​pect​ing,	but	the	re ​sem​-
blance	was	oth​er​wise	clear.	He’d	heard	the	wolf	de ​scribed	as	good-na​tured,	and	as	some ​one
who	was	never	all	that	far	from	a	smile.	Af ​ter	his	re ​ac ​tion	to	Natani	just	now,	Alaric	thought	he
could	see	it.

He	stepped	over	to	Zen,	who	was	just	straight​en​ing	up	from	gath ​er​ing	up	his	cards	from	the
floor.	The	wolf	looked	at	him,	cu ​ri​ous,	and	he	prof ​fered	a	hand.	“Nick​o ​lai	Alaric.”

Zen	took	the	hand	and	gave	it	a	firm	shake.	He	was	clearly	amused.	“Zen.”
“Charmed.”
“I’m	sure.”
Si​lence.
“So…	what	were	you	play ​ing?”

**

This	looked	to	be	the	kind	of	spar	that	would	have	been	bet​ter	done	out​doors,	but	while	the
rain	had	abated	slightly	it	still	wasn’t	any ​thing	you’d	want	to	have	a	friendly	fight	in.	They	went
to	the	guest	room	and	cleared	as	much	of	the	floor	as	they	could.

Keith	as​sumed	his	po​si​tion,	keep ​ing	a	care ​ful	eye	on	Natani.	The	wolf	hes​i​tated	for	a	mo ​-
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ment,	then	took	off	her	mana	neck​lace	and	put	it	on	the	ta​ble.
Not	a	good	sign.
She	stretched	a	bit	and	tested	how	she	could	move,	and	Keith	was	very	nearly	dis​tracted

from	mat​ters	at	hand.	It	didn’t	look	like	the	clothes	would	give	her	much	trou ​ble…	but	that	had
never	been	what	this	was	about.	She	set​tled	into	po ​si​tion,	op ​po ​site	him,	with	an	in​tent	look	on
her	face.	And	waited.

Also	not	a	good	sign.
Keith	went	in.	He	pre ​ferred	to	be	on	the	de ​fen​sive,	re ​act​ing	to	his	op ​po ​nent.	He	didn’t

doubt	he’d	get	the	chance.	And	in​deed,	he	was	only	able	to	press	Natani	for	a	short	mo ​ment.
When	they’d	orig​i​nally	started	spar​ring,	he’d	been	able	to	keep	win​ning	on	speed	and	tech ​-
nique.	He	still	had	a	slight	edge	in	both,	but	it	was	no	longer	enough	to	over​come	the	wolf’s
reach.	These	days	he	was	the	un​der​dog,	tak​ing	points	where	he	could.

And	to ​day,	he	couldn’t.	It	was	plain	that	Natani	was	an​gry,	but	it	wasn’t	the	kind	of	anger
that	leads	to	mis​takes.	She	had	bot​tled	it	up,	but	it	was	a	clear	bot​tle,	the	con​tents	plain	to	see;
a	quiet	fury,	bring​ing	ut​most	fo ​cus.

Even	an​gry,	she	was	beau ​ti​ful	to	him.
Keith	tried	ev​ery ​thing	he	could	think	of—hold ​ing	back	would	have	been	un​for​giv​able—but

could	barely	land	a	hit,	and	in​creas​ingly	found	him​self	up	against	a	wall.	Natani’s	in​ten​sity
never	flagged.	There	was	none	of	their	usual	in​ter​play	to​day,	this	was	about	win​ning.	But	she
was	still	fight​ing	cleanly—over​whelm​ing	strength,	not	un​der​handed	tricks.

Not	that	she	was	in​clined	to	go	for	low	blows	these	days,	ever	since	a	spar​ring	ac ​ci​dent
while	she	had	been	in	Zen’s	body.	It	had	been	an	ac ​ci​dent,	but	Keith	had	still	apol ​o ​gized	pro ​-
fusely.	To	both	of	them.

Keith	grunted	as	an​other	strike	made	it	past	his	block,	push ​ing	him	against	the	wall,	then
an​other,	pin​ning	him.	He	thought	he	felt	the	wall	give	a	lit​tle.	He	was	re ​silient	to	pain,	but	not
im​per​vi​ous	to	dam​age.	He	had	two,	maybe	three	bro ​ken	ribs	and	a	bruised	ev​ery ​thing.	The
fight	was	only	be ​com​ing	more	one-sided.	There	was	no	win​ning	move	here,	and	he	didn’t	think
Natani	needed	a	punch ​ing	bag.	He	let	the	next	hit	he	took	drop	him	down	to	one	knee,	and
stayed	there.

“Yield.”	It	was	more	of	a	croak	than	he	would	have	liked.

*

For	a	mo ​ment,	Natani	was	con​fused.	Keith	never	yielded.	But	there	the	ba​sitin	was,	down	on
one	knee,	gri​mac ​ing.	In	pain.	He	had	a	blood ​ied	lip,	and	she	had	his	blood	on	her	knuck​les.
The	heat	of	the	bat​tle	faded,	and	she	felt	dis​gusted	with	her​self.	This…	wasn’t	strength.

She	grabbed	her	mana	crys​tals	and	crouched	next	to	Keith.	Her	heart	sunk	more	as	she	saw
the	ex​tent	of	the	dam​age	she’d	done.	Her	top	felt	tighter	than	the	bind ​ings	ever	had.	This
wasn’t	strength.

There	was	no	re ​proach	in	the	way	Keith	looked	at	her,	just	his	usual	hu ​mor,	if	a	lit​tle	sub​-
dued.	That	helped.	A	lit​tle.	Keith	closed	his	eyes	and	let	out	a	sigh	as	Natani	be ​gan.	Ba​sitin
were	hard	to	heal,	but	she’d	had	prac ​tice.
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When	it	was	done,	she	stood	up.	“Keith,	I’m—”
He’d	al ​ready	been	mov​ing	to	take	her	hand.	Still	on	one	knee,	he	kissed	the	back	of	her

hand—per​haps	for	the	first	time—be ​fore	turn​ing	it	around	and	kiss​ing	her	palm.	He	looked	up
at	her	and	smiled.	“Natani.	You	are	strong,	and	you	are	beau ​ti​ful,	and	it	has	noth ​ing	to	do	with
what	you	wear	or	how	you	call	your​self.	It	never	did.”

Was	it	re ​ally	that	sim​ple?	Of	course	it	was.	That	wasn’t	strength!	Some ​thing	fell	away
from	her	heart,	and	she	felt	lighter	for	it.	How	many	times	had	that	hap ​pened,	with	Keith	by
her	side?	“That	sim​ple?”

A	sim​ple	nod.	“That	sim​ple.	You’re	any ​one’s	equal.”
Natani	found	she	was	smil ​ing.	“A	ba​sitin—what	was	that	word—egal ​i​tar​i​an​ist?”
Keith	grinned	at	her.	“Just	don’t	tell	the	King.”
He	was	still	hold ​ing	her	hand,	and	when	she	pulled	it	back	there	was	a	mo ​ment	where	he

caught	at	her	fin​gers,	prompt​ing	her	to	clasp	his	hand	in	turn.	Natani	gave	his	fin​gers	a	squeeze
and	stroked	the	back	of	his	hand	with	her	thumb.	She	let	out	a	long	sigh,	and	the	last	of	the	un​-
cer​tainty	went	with	it.	“Thank	you,	Keith.”

*

He	smiled	at	her.	“Happy	to	be	of	ser​vice.”
Natani	tugged	at	his	hand	to	stand	up.	He	did,	and	she	took	a	step	back,	spun	around,	and

struck	a	pose—one	hand	on	her	hip.	She	grinned	at	him.	“Well,	what	do	you	think?	Pretty	good,
hm?”

He	sighed	ap ​pre ​cia​tively	and	made	a	show	of	look​ing—more	than	a	show.	“Do	the	spin
again?”	She	did,	slower	and	with	more	hips.	Keith	sighed	again.	“How	do	those	things	stay	up?
Magic?”

Natani	laughed.	“No	idea,	but	I	don’t	think	they’re	com​ing	off	by	them​selves.	Ev​ery ​thing	is
nice	and…	snug.”

Keith	eyed	her	chest.	“Not…	too	snug?”
Natani	rolled	her	eyes.	“No,	it’s	fine.	And	a	hell	of	a	lot	bet​ter	than	fight​ing	bare-chested,	let

me	tell	you.”
They	looked	at	each	other.	Keith	let	his	eyes	roam,	but	in	the	end,	it	was	still	her	face	they

set​tled	on.	She	might	have	been	beau ​ti​ful	when	she	was	an​gry,	but	happy,	she	was	be ​yond
beau ​ti​ful.	He	must’ve	been	do ​ing	some ​thing	right,	be ​cause	she	blushed.

“Keith…	how	do	I	look	in	this?”
He	smiled,	then	grinned.	“You’re	mak​ing	me	ques​tion	my	sex​u ​al ​ity.”
Natani	laughed,	then	reached	out	to	touch	him	on	the	cheek.	Her	hand	lin​gered.	“Care	to

put	it	to	the	test?”
Well,	she	cer​tainly	seemed	more	re ​laxed	now…	but	maybe	there	was	still	some	ten​sion	to

re ​lease.	He	stepped	for​ward,	and	Natani	pulled	him	into	an	em​brace.	He	got	a	face ​ful	of…
leather.	Well,	that	was	new.	In​ter​est​ing	tex​ture.	He	did	some	ex​per​i​men​tal	nuz​zling,	and
Natani	laughed	again.	It	was	a	good	sound.	He	let	his	hands	roam	down	her	back,	past	the
slowly	wag​ging	tail,	and	squeezed	her	ass	firmly.

41Full	House



It	re ​ally	was	an	in​ter​est​ing	tex​ture.

*

Natani	gave	Keith	a	tweak	on	the	ear,	and	the	ba​sitin	let	her	go.	She	stepped	back	with	a	grin.
“Let	me	get	out	of	these	things.”

Eas​ier	said	than	done.	It	took	some	push ​ing	and	wrig​gling	just	to	get	the	pants	off	her	hips,
and	then	they	started	bunch ​ing	up.	Might	go	eas​ier	if	she	could	re ​lax	her	legs…	She	pulled	up	a
chair	and	sat	on	the	edge,	and	was	able	to	make	some	more	progress.	When	she	got	them	past
her	knees,	Keith	had	other	ideas.	He	stopped	her,	then	ducked	un​der	to	pop	his	head	up	be ​-
tween	her	legs	and	smile	up	at	her.	Quite	in​no ​cently.

Not	a	good	sign.
Natani	sighed,	but	she	had	to	smile.	“…	Fine.	Have	it	your	way.	But	I	don’t	think	we	should

keep	the	oth ​ers	wait​ing	for	hours.”
Keith	grinned.	“It’s	al ​ways	some​thing.”
She	leaned	back	in	the	heavy	wooden	chair.	A	re ​gret​tably	com​mon	fea​ture	of	hu ​man	fur​ni​-

ture	was	that	the	back​rests	of ​ten	couldn’t	ac ​com​mo ​date	a	tail,	but	it	didn’t	much	mat​ter	sit​ting
on	the	edge	like	this.	She	gripped	the	arm​rests,	then	spread	her	legs	as	far	as	she	could	with	the
pants	still	around	her	shins.	She	tried	to	set​tle	into	a	com​fort​able	a	po ​si​tion.	This…	might	take
a	while.	Some ​thing	stirred	in	her	at	the	thought.

Keith	be ​gan	slowly,	kiss​ing	her	on	the	thigh,	on	where	the	leg	joins	the	body,	on	the	other
thigh…	ev​ery ​where	ex​cept	where	she	wanted	him	to.	She	had	never	been	very	pa​tient	with	her
plea​sure,	and	Keith’s	ex​pert	at​ten​tions	soon	had	her	aching	for	it.	But	she	would	not	take	mat​-
ters	into	her	own	hands,	not	now.	Call	it	penance	for	what	she’d	done.	So	as	he	slowly	teased
his	way	closer,	she	fo ​cused	on	not	carv​ing	new	grooves	in	the	arm​rests.	When	he	fi​nally	ze ​roed
in	on	her	wom​an​hood,	she	gasped.	Lap ​ping,	lick​ing,	cir​cling,	teas​ing…	af ​ter	the	slow	be ​gin​-
ning,	it	was	much	more,	much	faster,	than	she	was	ex​pect​ing.	But	as	her	plea​sure	be ​gan	to
build,	and	the	room	fill	with	her	moans,	Keith	be ​gan	to	back	off.	As	she	grew	closer	and	closer
to	the	edge,	Keith	went	slower	and	slower,	un​til	even	just	his	breath	on	her	was	al ​most	too
much.

But	never	quite	enough.
She	closed	her	eyes	and	sur​ren​dered	her​self	into	Keith’s	hands,	and	Keith	car​ried	her.	The

edge	stretched	into	an	end ​less	plain,	un​til	her	whole	body	was	tense	with	the	need	for	re ​lease,
her	breath ​ing	ragged	with	moans.	For​get	penance.	She	never	wanted	this	to	stop.

She	didn’t	know	what	fi​nally	pushed	her	over.	She	wasn’t	even	sure	Keith	was	touch​ing	her
when	it	hap ​pened.	All	she	knew	was	that	af ​ter	that	end ​less	mo ​ment,	she	crested	like	rarely	be ​-
fore.	Keith	was	still	there	with	her,	adding	his	lit​tle	touches	as	she	strained	against	the	chair;
push​ing	on	the	arm​rests,	push ​ing	against	the	back,	her	legs	around	the	ba​sitin,	her	feet	on	the
small	of	his	back,	pulling	at	him.	Keith	en​dured,	but	the	wood	creaked	with	the	strength	of	her
or​gasm.	Fi​nally,	fi​nally,	she	started	to	come	off	it.	An​other	eter​nity	passed	on	the	way	down.

Keith	pushed	her	back	over.
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**

Zen	made	a	show	of	frown​ing	at	his	cards.	Alaric	had	pro ​fessed	to	be	un​fa ​mil ​iar	with	the	game,
but	they’d	soon	had	to	re ​sort	to	col ​lud ​ing	com ​pletely	shame ​lessly	just	to	try	and	pull	back	his
early	lead.

The	first	hand ​ful	of	hands	had	been	ac ​cen​tu ​ated	by	the	oc ​ca​sional	shake	of	the	walls.	Alaric
had	seemed	ap ​pre ​cia​tive,	Mad ​die	un​nerved.	Zen	couldn’t	blame	her.	The	way	Natani	had	felt…
If	it	had	been	any ​one	but	Keith,	he	would	have	been	wor​ried.	But	it	was	Keith.	They’d	el​e ​vated
not	killing	each	other	to	an	art.

Still.	Ev​ery	thump	and	rat​tle	had	called	for	a	lit​tle	more	not	wor​ry ​ing.	And	af ​ter	the	fight
ended,	and	Natani’s	anger	faded,	it	had	been	re ​placed	with	some ​thing	worse.	But	then…	some ​-
thing	had	changed.	The	link	had	thawed.	And	what	he’d	felt	from	Natani…	there	had	been	no
need	to	force	his	cheer	any​more.	And	he’d	needed	to	close	the	link	shortly	af ​ter,	to	stop	from
get​ting	ter​mi​nally	dis​tracted.	He’d	still	caught	a	bit	of	it,	enough	to	re ​mind	him	how	badly	he
wanted	Keith.

But	the	in​ter​est​ing	bit	had	come	next.	They’d	been	play​ing	along,	when	Alaric	had	sud ​denly
tilted	his	head	and	raised	his	eye ​brows.	He’d	looked	first	at	Zen,	who’d	feigned	puz​zle ​ment.	It
was	no	great	mys​tery	to	him	what	the	ba​sitin	must	have	been	re ​act​ing	to,	but	he	couldn’t	hear
any ​thing	him​self.	Alaric	had	then	tried	to	catch	Mad ​die’s	eye,	and	when	he	even​tu ​ally	had,
Mad ​die	had	blushed.	Over	the	fol ​low ​ing	min​utes,	Alaric’s	eye ​brows	had	con ​tin​ued	to	climb	un​-
til	they	seemed	in	dan​ger	of	leav​ing	his	face	al​to ​gether,	and	Mad ​die’s	blush	had	deep ​ened	to
the	point	where	Zen	though	he	could	find	her	in	the	dark.

He’d	known	ba​sitin	hear​ing	was	good,	but…
The	thing	of	it	was,	there	wasn’t	re ​ally	any​thing	he	could	do	about	it.	The	weather	was	still

dread ​ful,	and	if	they	could	hear	them	here,	there	was	no	rea​son	to	ex ​pect	they	couldn’t	hear
them	ev​ery​where	else	in	the	house.	And	he	wouldn’t	have	in ​ter​rupted	Keith	and	Natani	for
any​thing,	not	just	then.

He	didn’t	re ​ally	see	any	harm	in	it,	ei​ther.	Alaric	seemed	more	im ​pressed	than	any ​thing
else,	and	Mad ​die…	Well,	Mad​die	would	have	been	in	this	po ​si​tion	be ​fore.	And	she’d	never	said
any ​thing.

And,	okay,	he	thought	it	was	pretty	funny.
And	then,	even	he	could	pick	some ​thing	out.	He	cocked	his	head.	Was	Natani	ac​tu ​ally…	he

grinned.	“Oh,	right!	It’s	the	full	moon	tonight.”

**

Fi ​nally,	fi​nally	it	was	over.	She	slumped	into	the	chair,	drew	a	ragged	breath,	and	opened	her
eyes.

Keith	was	smil ​ing	at	her,	just	as	she’d	known	he	would	be.	His	voice	was	like	mu ​sic	to	her.
“Bet​ter?”

She	re ​turned	the	smile,	know ​ing	she	looked	goofy,	know ​ing	Keith	loved	it.	“Yes.”
Keith	rested	his	head	against	her	thigh,	and	Natani	stroked	his	hair.	His	ears.	The	ba​sitin

closed	his	eyes	for	a	mo ​ment,	a	smile	play​ing	on	his	lips.	He	sighed	and	opened	them	again,
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and	Natani	knew	he	was	about	to	say	some ​thing	fool ​ish.	“Come	on.	We	need	to	get	back	to	the
oth​ers.”

Un​ac ​cept​able.	Ab​so​lutely	un​ac ​cept​able.	But…	could	she	make	him	change	his	mind	with​out
tak​ing	charge?	“Just	a	bit	longer?”

Keith	nod​ded,	sur​prised.	Then	grinned.	“Need	a	mo ​ment?”
Natani	laughed	qui ​etly.	She	prob​a ​bly	did,	at	that.
The	pants	had	inched	their	way	down	to	her	an​kles	in	the	tu ​mult.	She	care​fully	kicked	them

off,	con​scious	of	Keith’s	head	be ​tween	her	legs.	She	still	rubbed	against	him	a	bit,	not	that	he
seemed	to	mind.	Quite	the	op ​po​site.	Her	legs	free,	she	sat	up	a	bit	straighter	in	the	chair—one
of	the	arm​rests	was	a	lit​tle	loose.	Had	she	done	that?—and	snuck	her	feet	into	Keith’s	lap.	The
ba ​sitin’s	ex​pres​sion	took	on	a	breath​less	qual ​ity.	She	got	the	lay	of	the	land	with	her	paws.
Hilly.	Re ​mem​ber​ing	the	ap ​proach	he’d	taken,	she	didn’t	go	for	the	ob​vi​ous	moves,	but	rather
roamed	around,	with	only	the	oc​ca​sional	nudge,	as	if	care ​lessly,	with	a	toe,	a	heel,	an	an ​kle…
These	were	ac ​com​pa​nied	by	cute	lit​tle	sounds	from	Keith.	As	she	slowly	kneaded	against	him,
she	also	re ​sumed	stroking	his	ears,	oc ​ca​sion​ally	scratch ​ing	him	just	so.	Books	had	been	writ​ten
on	the	sub​tleties	of	touch​ing	a	ba​sitin’s	ears.

The	re ​ally	good	ones	were	all	banned.
As	if	in	a	trance,	Keith	slowly	drew	closer	to	her	wolfess​ness.	She	didn’t	nudge	him	to ​ward

or	away,	and	be ​fore	long	he	was	once	again	lap ​ping	at	her,	al ​most	hun​grily,	in​tently.	It	wasn’t
just	about	her,	any​more.	She	pinned	his	ears	against	her	thighs,	mas​sag​ing	them,	and	the	ba​-
sitin’s	fer​vor	dou ​bled.	Natani	could	see	his	tail	curl ​ing.	Her	plea​sure	rose	swiftly	and	she	al ​-
most	lost	her​self	in	it,	arch​ing	her	back,	moan ​ing	as	Keith	lav​ished	her	with	his	tongue.	But	if	it
wasn’t	all	about	her,	it	was	still	Keith	play ​ing	to	her	ex ​pec ​ta​tions.	In	his	lap,	she	aban​doned	all
pre ​tense,	grab​bing	at	him	with	her	toes,	mas​sag​ing	him.	She	knew	it	would	drive	him	crazy.

Then	she	stopped.
She	rested	her	feet	on	Keith’s	thighs,	her	hands	on	the	arm​rests.	For	a	mo​ment	she	thought

he	might	just	keep	go ​ing,	but	he	slowed,	then	stopped,	and	looked	up	at	her	with	a	mix	of	re ​-
proach	and	hu ​mor.

Natani	tried	for	an	in​no ​cent	ex​pres​sion	of	her	own.	It	prob​a​bly	wasn’t	very	good.	“You	said
some ​thing	about	get​ting	back?”	She	curled	her	toes	slightly	against	his	thighs.	It	could	have
been	a	sig​nal	for	him	to	get	off.

It	could	have	been.

*

Keith	was	painfully	erect	af ​ter	what	Natani	had	been	do​ing	to	him,	what	he’d	been	do ​ing	to
Natani.	He	whim​pered	in ​wardly.	If	he	stuck	to	his	script,	he	would	have	to	say	yes.	It	hadn’t
been	a	bluff,	but	Natani	was	call ​ing	it	any​way.	And	if	he	dou ​bled	down,	there	would	be	noth​-
ing	to	do	but	walk	away.	That	was	the	point,	of	course.	A	les​son	in	wolfish	wis​dom.	Take	what
you	want.	But	it	didn’t	come	eas​ily	to	him,	and	now	of	all	times…	he	looked	up	at	her.	Her.

Maybe	it	was	ex​actly	the	right	time.
He	grabbed	Natani’s	feet	and	shifted	them	off	him.	The	touch	was	fresh	tin​der	for	the	bon​-
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fire	she	had	lit.	He	stood	up	and	looked	down	at	her.	Natani	re ​turned	the	look	with	a	raised
eye ​brow.	‘What’s	your	next	move?’

“They	can	wait	a	bit	longer.”
Natani	grinned	at	him	as	he	strug ​gled	out	of	his	pants.	That	wasn’t	the	tight​ness	he	wanted

to	be	feel ​ing.	He	sent	the	con​fin​ing	gar​ments	fly ​ing,	then	leaned	over	Natani	to	kiss	her.	He
was	go ​ing	to	do	this	thing.	Natani’s	re ​turn​ing	kiss	was	al ​most	placid,	as	if	it	was	all	the	same	to
her.	That	made	it	harder	for	him.	And	that	was	the	point.	Keith	found	a	place	for	his	hands,	on
the	seat	of	the	chair,	and	po​si ​tioned	him​self,	un​til	he	could	feel	him​self	rub​bing	against	the	fur
of	her	stom​ach.	He	kissed	her	on	the	throat,	hun​grily,	then	trav​elled	down	far​ther.	He	set​tled
his	face	into	her	cleav​age	and	started	pok​ing	at	her.	The	an​gle	was	good,	he	should	be	able	to…
af ​ter	a	few	false	starts,	he	had	it.	He	slid	all	the	way	in	in	one	thrust,	com​ing	to	rest	his	weight
against	Natani,	stop ​ping	there.	That	was	the	feel ​ing	he	wanted.	Natani	let	out	a	sat​is ​fied	sigh,
and	he	started	mov​ing.	Long	strokes,	pulling	al ​most	all	the	way	out,	only	to	sheath	him ​self	to
the	hilt	again.	He	went	at	his	own	pace,	nei​ther	fast	nor	slow,	en ​joy ​ing	the	sen ​sa​tions	and	let​-
ting	his	plea ​sure	build	slowly.	Natani	be ​gan	moan​ing	un​der	him,	but	her	arms	were	still	on	the
arm​rests,	and	she	didn’t	do	any ​thing	to	urge	him	to	do	any ​thing	dif​fer​ent.	He	thought	he	could
change	that.	He	picked	up	his	pace,	slam​ming	into	her	a	lit​tle	harder	on	each	thrust,	push ​ing
against	her	for	a	mo ​ment	be ​fore	with​draw ​ing	again.	Her	moans	took	on	a	new,	more	ur​gent
tone.	He	nuz​zled	at	her	breasts	play​fully,	made	more	dif​fi​cult	by	the	leather	top.	Fi ​nally,	he
could	feel	her	arms	around	him,	roam​ing	his	back.	Still	there	was	no	di​rec ​tion,	but	no	mat​ter;
the	em​brace	was	what	he’d	wanted.	He	sped	up	again,	and	Natani’s	hold	on	him	tight​ened.
Faster.	He	was	pant​ing	with	the	plea​sure	and	the	ex​er​tion,	and	he	could	tell	from	the	way
Natani	was	clutch​ing	at	his	back	that	she	couldn’t	be	far	ei​ther.	Still	faster.	Natani	let	out	one,
long,	drawn	out	moan	and	he	felt	her	body	quake	with	her	plea​sure.	Faster.	He	pushed	his
body	as	far	as	it	would	go,	rac​ing	to	catch	up	with	her.	And	sud ​denly,	he	was	there.

As	his	plea​sure	took	him,	he	slammed	into	her	one	last	time,	push​ing,	lean​ing	into	her.
Natani	wrapped	her	arms	tight	around	him.	The	front	legs	of	the	chair	left	the	ground.

The	back	legs	buck​led	un ​der.

**

Zen	looked	up	from	his	cards,	keep ​ing	his	poker	face.	“Did	you	just	feel	the	earth	move?”

**

“Thank	you.”	The	mum​bled	words	came	from	some ​where	in	the	vicin​ity	of	her	breasts.	Natani
was	ly ​ing	in	the	ru​ins	of	what	had	been	the	ven​er​a​ble	old	chair,	Keith	still	on	top	of	her,	her
arms	still	around	him.	That	had	been	a	pretty	con​fus​ing	few	mo​ments.	But	no	harm	done,	ex ​-
cept	to	the	chair.

She	found	an	ear	to	rub,	in	a	way	that	spoke	of	love	and	in​ti ​macy,	and	smiled	to	her​self.
“Happy	to	be	of	ser​vice.”

**

45Full	House



The	two	joined	them	rather	sheep​ishly,	bear​ing	arm ​loads	of	fire​wood	that	Zen	sus​pected	had
been	the	clunky	old	chair	in	the	guest	room.	Alaric	and	Mad ​die	were	on	their	best	be ​hav​ior,	but
Zen	grinned	at	Natani.	“‘Just	try	not	to	break	any	of	the	fur​ni ​ture’?”

Natani	grinned	back,	un​abashed.	“It	might,	per​haps,	some​times	be	in​evitable.”
The	two	of	them	stacked	the	wood	next	to	the	fire ​place.	Keith	found	some ​thing	that	caught

his	in ​ter​est	in	the	re ​mains—looked	like	a	piece	of	metal—and	handed	it	to	Natani.	She	looked	it
over,	shrugged,	and	set	it	on	the	man​tel ​piece	with	a	clink.

Natani	was	still	wear​ing	her	ear​lier	getup,	but	the	air	felt	a	lot	clearer	now.	Zen	let	the	link
fill	with	his	boy-in-a-candy-store	ex​cite ​ment.

Natani	turned	to	him	with	an	amused	smile.	“Okay,	okay,	let’s	hear	it,	then.”
Zen	turned	to	Alaric	and	ges​tured	at	Natani	with	both	arms.	“That’s	my	lit​tle	sis​ter!”
Alaric	nod ​ded.	“We’ve	met.”
He	tried	Mad​die	next.	“My	sis​ter!”
She	rolled	her	eyes.	“Ob​vi ​ously.”
He	turned	to	Keith.	“Sis​ter!”
The	ba​sitin	walked	over	and	kissed	him	on	the	top	of	the	head.	“Yes,	yes,	well	done.”
Sis​ter?
Natani	ra ​di​ated	amuse ​ment.	If	you	like.
Zen	let	out	a	sigh.	What	a	world.	Well.	Back	to	busi ​ness.	“So,	could	you?	Fight	in	that.”
Natani	took	a	curtsy,	and	even	though	there	was	no	way	to	make	it	work	in	those	clothes…

she	some ​how	did.	“Quite	well,	brother	dear ​est.	Would	you	care	to	try	me?”
He	shook	his	head	and	smiled.	“I’ll	take	your	word	for	it.	No	change	in	plans,	then?”
Zen	and	Alaric	had	the	chairs,	and	Mad ​die	was	still	oc ​cu​py ​ing	the	love-seat.	Natani	and

Keith	sat	down	on	the	couch,	right	next	to	each	other.	“No.	We	leave	the	honor	guard	to	look
af ​ter	them​selves,	and	make	our	own	way.”	She	smiled,	and	gave	Keith’s	ear	a	tweak.	“Just	like
old	times.”

Alaric	looked	at	Keith.	“You’re	go​ing	as	well?”	His	voice	was	neu​tral,	but	Zen	thought	the
un ​spo​ken	‘Is	that	wise?’	was	still	very	loud.

Keith	nod​ded.	“Not	in	any	of ​fi​cial	ca​pac ​ity.	I’m	just	arm	candy.	Which	re ​minds	me…”	he
gave	Natani	a	side ​ways	glance.	“You	never	de ​cided	if	you	want	me	de ​voted	or	petu​lant.”

Natani	looked	at	him	with	a	smile.	“You	know	what?	I’m	not	go ​ing	to	play	into	their	bull​shit
ideas	about	strength.	Just	be	you.	And	I’m	not	go ​ing	to	act	like	this—”	she	ges​tured	at	her	out​fit
”—is	an	in​sult.	It	shouldn’t	be.	If	it	is,	that’s	on	them.”	…	“…	I’m	go ​ing	with	Kat’s	play,	aren’t	I?”

A	smile	flick​ered	on	Keith’s	face.	“Maybe.	But…	you	didn’t	an ​swer	my	ques​tion.”
The	flash	of	love	made	Zen	smile,	un​bid ​den.	This	was	how	things	should	be.	Natani	leaned

down	to	kiss	Keith,	ten​derly.	She	smiled	at	the	ba​sitin.	“De ​voted.”
Keith	rested	his	head	against	her	chest.	“Al ​ways.”
Zen	watched	the	other	ba ​sitins	for	po​ten ​tial	squirm​ing	at	the	open	dis​play	of	af ​fec ​tion,	but

it	looked	like	they	were	al ​ready	all	scan​daled	out.	“Sorry	about	that,	they’re	in​cor​ri ​gi ​ble.”
Though…	He	tilted	his	head	and	looked	at	Keith,	grin ​ning.	“Maybe	I	should	go	for	petu ​lant,
just	to	see	what	it’s	like.”

Still	snug​gled	into	Natani’s	chest,	Keith	tilted	his	head	down	a	bit	and	ad ​justed	his	ears,
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then	looked	at	Zen	from	un​der	his	brows.	He	didn’t	quite	make	it	all	the	way	to	petu​lant	be ​fore
he	grinned.

Zen	sighed.	“I	dare	you	to	come	over	here	and	do	that	again.”
Keith	just	stuck	his	tongue	out	at	him.	Of	course	he	did.	Zen	pleaded	in	the	link	for	Natani

to	give	Keith’s	ear	a	tweak.	She	did,	and	he	set​tled	down,	sep ​a ​rat​ing	from	her	and	giv​ing	them
both	a	warm	smile.	For	a	time,	the	mo​ment	held…	but	they	were	not	done	yet.

Natani	sighed.	“Right.	We’ll	set	out…	to ​mor​row?	No,	the	day	af ​ter	to ​mor​row.”	She	looked	at
Alaric.	“I	trust	you	can	stay	that	long?”

Alaric	nod ​ded	slowly.	“That	will	not	be	a	prob​lem.”
Natani	nod ​ded	back,	then	looked	over	the	ba​sitins.	“Any ​one	have	any ​thing	to	add?”
Mad ​die	did.	“Con​sider	who	you	want	as	your	en​e ​mies.	There’s	no	way	this	plan	to	kill	you	is

a	con ​sen​sus	de ​ci​sion.	They	won’t	all	be	at	fault,	even	if	they	are	all	to	blame.	Af ​ter	all…”—she
looked	at	Alaric—“…	it	only	takes	one.”

Keith	nod​ded,	and	to	Mad ​die’s	ap ​par​ent	con​ster​na​tion,	so	did	Alaric.	Natani	nod ​ded	as
well.	There	would	be	time	to	think	things	through	on	the	road.	“Any​one	else?”	No ​body.	“And
with	that,	the	topic	of	peo​ple	try ​ing	to	kill	us	is,	once	again,	tabled.	Now…”	she	turned	to	Alaric.
“How	is	the	King?”

**

As	the	evening	pro​gressed,	the	top ​ics	var​ied	from	the	King	to	the	Em​pire,	to	Wreath​wood	and
what	the	West	em​bassy	would	mean,	to	purely	main​land	mat ​ters	and	back	again.	It	be ​gan	to
sink	in	for	Keith	that	Alaric	was	re ​ally	there—Alaric!	Alive	and	well!	When	the	time	came	to
pre ​pare	din​ner,	Zen	took	the	turn,	even	though	it	should	have	been	Keith’s.	He	silently	sent	the
wolf	his	love	and	grat​i ​tude.

*

Alaric	had	come	half-ex ​pect​ing	to	be	left	on	the	doorstep,	but	he	found	him ​self	wel ​comed	in​-
stead.	Well,	ex​cept	for	Mad ​die,	who	never	seemed	to	miss	an	op ​por​tu ​nity	to	nee ​dle	him.	He
took	it	in	stride;	would	have	taken	much	worse.	It	be ​came	clear	very	quickly	that	what	was	said
of	Keith	and	the	wolves—both	of	the	wolves—was,	at	the	very	least,	some ​thing	like	the	truth.
When	he	looked	at	their	in​ter​ac ​tions,	the	ca​sual	af​fec​tion,	love	was	the	only	frame	that	fit.
Well,	and	so.	The	only	ques​tion	of	im​port	was	whether	Keith	was	happy,	and	that	he	was.	Hap ​-
pier	than	Alaric	had	ever	seen	him.	This	was	the	boy	he	had	once	known,	grown	into	a	man	in	a
place	where	he	was	free	to	be	him ​self.

*

Af ​ter	din​ner,	Zen	brought	out	the	cof ​fee.	The	storm	had	passed,	and	the	win​dows	were	open	to
the	clear	sum​mer	night.	When	he	handed	Alaric	his	mug,	the	ba ​sitin	thanked	him,	then	ac​tu ​-
ally	smiled.	Zen	took	his	seat,	watch​ing	Alaric	as	he	spoke	with	Keith.	He	seemed	to	be	get​ting
live ​lier	by	the	mo​ment.	What	do	you	make	of	him?
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Natani	smiled,	sip ​ping	her	cof ​fee.	I	think	he’s	com​ing	in	out	of	the	cold.

**

That	was	the	evening.	Keith	watched	Alaric,	Alaric	watched	Keith	and	the	wolves,	the	wolves
watched	the	two	ba​sitins,	and	Mad ​die	watched	all	of	them.

**

“Okay?”
Keith	strug​gled	with	him ​self.	But	they	were	in​sis​tent,	in	that	way	that	showed	they	meant	it.

“Okay!	Okay.”
“So	it’s…?”
“Okay.”
“Okay.”
Zen	was	clearly	amused.	“Sounds	about	right.”
They	were	in	bed,	had	been	about	to	go	to	sleep—pos​si​bly	via	some	de ​tours—when	the

wolves	had	sprung	this	con​ver​sa​tion	on	him.	He	sighed,	star​ing	at	the	ceil ​ing.	What	was	he	go ​-
ing	to	do	with	that	okay?	He…	did…	have	some	ideas.	But…

Zen	poked	him	on	the	nose.
“Hm?”
He	turned	to	look	at	the	wolf,	only	for	Zen	to	pull	him	into	his	chest.	“C’mere.”
“Mmph?”

*

How	cute.	Natani	was	amused.
Shush,	you.	I	haven’t	seen	him	this	anx​ious	since…
Since	you.
Zen	nod ​ded,	then	smiled.	So	what	do	you	ex​pect	me	to	do?	Mark	my	ter ​ri​tory?
Pure	prag​ma​tism.	And	why	not?	Don’t	you	think	he’d	like	that?	She	grinned.	Es​pe​cially	if

you	told	him.
Zen	con ​sid ​ered.	…	he	prob​a​bly	would,	huh.	But…	He	stroked	Keith’s	back,	then	reached	up

to	rub	the	ba​sitin’s	ears.	Sooth ​ing.
“Mmph.”	Keith	put	his	arms	around	him,	and	Zen	knew	he’d	done	the	right	thing.	He	man ​-

aged	to	not	get	hard,	too.	Keith	prob​a​bly	would	have	taken	is ​sue	at	be​ing	poked	in	the	stom ​ach.
He	still	man​aged	to	not	get	hard,	and	had	to	be	amused	at	him​self.	The	bur​den	of	age	and	ex ​-
pe​ri​ence.

You’re	too	quick	to	sac​ri ​fice	your​self,	brother.
It	was	an	old	com​plaint;	there	was	no	weight	to	it,	only	love.	Zen	sent	his	love	back.	There’s

no	sac​ri​fice	here,	sis​ter.	“This	is	what	I	want	to	do	right	now.”
“Mmh.”
Natani	nod ​ded.	It	wasn’t	as	if	she	didn’t	un​der​stand.	She	shifted	closer	to	them,	but	didn’t
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quite	snug​gle	up	to	Keith.	Two	wolves	was	a	lot	of	warmth	in	the	sum​mer	months.	But…	Keith
wrapped	his	tail	around	Natani’s	leg,	nudg​ing	her	closer.

A	lot	isn’t	al ​ways	too	much.
Natani	shifted	closer	still,	giv​ing	one	of	Keith’s	ears	a	lick	as	she	did,	then	nuz​zled	his	neck.

She	put	one	hand	to	Keith’s	side,	then	fol ​lowed	the	ba​sitin’s	arm	around	Zen,	putting	hers	on
top	of	it.

“Sweet	dreams.”

***
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Keith	awoke	with	the	dawn,	still	in	Zen’s	arms.	He	stayed	there	for	a	mo ​ment,	tak​ing	in	the
wolf’s	scent	and	lis​ten​ing	to	his	breath ​ing.	Zen	al ​ways	seemed	to	know	when	Keith	wanted,
more	than	any ​thing	else,	to	just	be	held.	He	placed	a	kiss	over	the	wolf’s	heart,	then	eased	away
from	him.	Even	sleep ​ing,	Zen	looked	care ​free.	He	smiled	at	the	wolf	and	stroked	his	cheek	gen​-
tly,	then	kissed	him.	That	wouldn’t	wake	him.	He	was	an	ac ​com​plished	sleeper.

Keith	sat	up	care ​fully.	Natani	still	had	an	arm	around	him	as	well,	and	it	slid	down	to	his
lap.	He—she—was	sleep ​ing	on	her	side,	nib​bling	on	the	cor​ner	of	a	pil ​low.	Keith	grinned,	then
leaned	down	to	kiss	her	on	the	cheek,	then	stroked	the	side	of	her	muz​zle.	Could	he	ever	ex​-
plain	to	them	how	much	he	loved	them?

Natani’s	arm	tight​ened	around	him,	and	as	he	shifted	to	get	out	of	it	he	bumped	into	Zen,
who	grabbed	at	him	as	well.	He	ended	up	more	en​tan​gled	than	he’d	been	to	be ​gin	with.

He	laughed	qui​etly	to	him​self.	Nor​mally	he	would	have	been	very	happy	to	stay	there	and
sleep	in,	and	Mad ​die	knew	the	ways	of	the	house—but	he	had	a	feel ​ing	that	Alaric	would	al ​-
ready	be	up,	and	even	if	there	hadn’t	been	any ​thing	to	do…	that	was	one	guest	a	smart	host	did
not	leave	unat​tended	for	too	long.	And	so	he	care ​fully	ex​tracted	him​self	from	the	pile	of	sleep ​-
ing	wolves,	clam​bered	out	of	bed,	and	got	dressed,	sti​fling	a	yawn.

But…	could	he	go,	just	like	that?	He	sat	down	on	the	edge	of	the	bed,	stroking	Natani’s
cheek	again.	No	re ​ac ​tion.	He	rubbed	a	lit​tle	harder,	and	she	flicked	an	ear.

Ah.	He	spoke	softly,	smil ​ing.	“Pre ​tend ​ing	to	be	asleep?”
Natani	stuck	out	her	tongue.	Keith	snuck	back	into	bed,	to	give	her	a	very	solid	good	morn​-

ing	kiss.
Even​tu ​ally,	Natani	nudged	him	away.	He’d	got​ten	her	to	open	her	eyes,	at	least.	“Get	go ​ing,

un​less	you’re	plan​ning	on	spend ​ing	a	lot	more	time	here.”
Keith	snuck	in	one	more	quick	kiss	and	re ​treated,	grin​ning.	“No	change	to	my	or​ders,

then?”
The	wolf	yawned.	“Nope.	Just	re ​mem​ber…”
Keith	nod ​ded.	“No	re ​grets.”	He	looked	at	Natani,	then	at	the	sleep ​ing	Zen,	and	his	chest

con​stricted.	“I	don’t	de ​serve	you	two.”
Natani	beck​oned	him	closer,	then	grabbed	him	and	pulled	him	back	into	bed,	rolling	him

over	and	ex​press​ing	at	length	how	silly	he	was	be ​ing.	When	she	broke	the	kiss,	she	smiled
down	at	him.	“Yes,	you	do.	Over	and	over.”	She	rolled	off,	then	smacked	him	on	the	side	of	the
butt.	“Last	chance.	Zen’s	go ​ing	to	wake	up,	and	then	nei​ther	of	us	is	go ​ing	to	let	you	go	for	a
while.”

That	was	a	thought,	but…	it	would	also	be	run​ning	away.	He	got	up,	turn​ing	back	to	look	at
Natani	with	a	smile.	“I	love	you.”

“You	too.	Good	luck.”	She	stretched	be ​fore	set​tling	down	on	her	back,	and	Keith	had	to
strug​gle	a	bit	to	get	him​self	out	the	door.

*

The	door	clicked	shut	be ​hind	Keith.	Zen	opened	one	eye.	“I	wasn’t	sure	you’d	let	him	go.”
Natani	grinned.	“I	al ​most	didn’t.	He	al ​ways	has	to	tease.”
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They	shared	a	silent	mo ​ment,	con​tem​plat​ing	Keith.	It	was	a	risk,	but	it	was	well	worth	tak​-
ing.	Near	as	they	could	tell.

Zen	yawned.	It	re ​ally	was	too	early.	He	grinned	at	Natani.	“There’s	an	empty	spot	here,	sis.
How	about	it?”

Natani	looked	at	him,	be ​mused,	then	snorted.	She	curled	up	against	her	big	brother,	and	as
they	drifted	back	to ​ward	sleep	the	link	filled	with	an	ob​scure	sense	of	nos​tal ​gia.

It	had	been	a	long,	long	time.

**

Keith	had	ex​pected	to	find	Mad ​die	skulk​ing	about,	keep ​ing	an	eye	on	Alaric,	but	the	door	to	the
guest	room	was	closed—usu ​ally	mean​ing	it	was	oc ​cu ​pied—and	she	was	nowhere	to	be	seen.	Not
that	that	nec ​es​sar​ily	meant	she	wasn’t	skulk​ing	about,	but	af ​ter	yes​ter​day	Keith	would	have	ex​-
pected	her	to	be	overt	rather	than	covert.	Had	the	wolves	said	some ​thing	to	her?	Or	did	she
have	her	own	rea​sons?	…	or	was	she	just	tired?

Mov ​ing	along,	he	found	Alaric	in	the	sit​ting	room,	very	much	awake.	He	had	ti​died	away
his	bed ​ding	and	was	seated	in	one	of	the	solo	chairs,	read ​ing.	One	of	the	many	mag​i​cal	trea​-
tises	from	the	shelves,	none	of	which	meant	any​thing	to	Keith.	“Morn​ing!”	He	pointed	at	the
book.	“Not	still	at	it,	are	you?”

Alaric	ac ​tu ​ally	looked	star​tled.	“Morn​ing.	And	I…	am,	ac ​tu ​ally.	Natani	didn’t	say	any ​thing?
She	con​fis​cated	my	crys​tals	yes​ter​day.”

Huh.	“I…	guess	she	wanted	to	see	what	you’d	do.”
Alaric	pre ​tended	to	con​sider.	“I	wouldn’t	have	men​tioned	it.”
Keith	raised	an	eye ​brow.	“And	I’m	sup ​posed	to	be ​lieve	you	couldn’t	have	hid ​den	that	book

in	time?”
Alaric	grinned.	“Ah,	well.”
Keith	con​sid ​ered	him.	“So,	should	I	be	wor​ried?	Or	an​gry?”
“Nei​ther,	I	hope.	Be ​lieve	me,	I’m	very	care ​ful.	And	she	gave	me	a	clean	bill	of	health.”
Keith	made	a	note	to	dou ​ble-check	that.	And	ask	Natani	how	sure	she	was.	But,	if	it	wasn’t	a

press​ing	con​cern…	He	shrugged.	“Okay,	then.”	Alaric	looked	sur​prised,	and	Keith	grinned.
“Pro ​vi​sion​ally.”

Alaric	nod ​ded	slowly.	“Should	I	just	ex​pect	ev ​ery​thing	to	go	bet​ter	than	I	ex​pect?”
Keith	just	smiled,	and	watched	Alaric’s	mind	spin.	“I	was	think​ing	we	might	spar,	since	we

didn’t	get	an	op ​por​tu ​nity	yes​ter​day.	For	old	times’	sakes.	Or	would	you	like	break​fast?”
“Spar​ring	sounds	good.	I	don’t	get	enough	ex​er​cise	these	days.”	He	stood	up	and	re ​placed

the	book.	“…	out​side?”
“Out​side.”

**

Alaric	lay	on	the	grass,	still	damp	with	dew,	and	looked	up	at	Keith,	stand ​ing	over	him	with	a
grin.	That	throw	had	been	pretty	ridicu ​lous;	he	won​dered	if	he’d	left	fur​rows.	“You’ve	re ​ally
got​ten	bet​ter.”
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Keith	shrugged	and	ex​tended	his	arm.	Alaric	grasped	it,	and	Keith	pulled	him	up.	“I’d	feel
bet​ter	about	it	if	I	was	tak​ing	more	than…	one	in	ten?	Two	in	ten?”

It	was	seven	out	of	forty-eight,	so	far.	“Some ​thing	like	that.	You’ve	still	got​ten	bet​ter,
though.”

“It	was	that	fight	with	you	on	the	bridge.	Re ​minded	me	that	strength	mat​ters.”
“You	didn’t	lose	to	me,	though.”
“No,	I	didn’t.”
Ah.
…
Alaric	as​sumed	a	ready	po ​si​tion.	“Well,	in	the	in​ter​est	of	con​tin​ued	im​prove ​ment…”

**

The	fi​nal	score	had	been	nine ​teen	to	eighty-one.	That	there	had	been	ex​actly	one	hun​dred
bouts	told	Alaric	that	he	hadn’t	been	the	only	one	count​ing.	He	was	re ​lax​ing	in	the	bath—com​-
pletely	naked,	how	scan​dalous!—think​ing	about	Keith’s	words.	There	had	been	no	re ​sent​ment
there.	Keith	would	have	saved	him	from	him​self,	if	he’d	had	the	strength.

Alaric	sighed.	He’d	al ​ready	been	rapidly	spi​ral ​ing	back	into	love.	Was	that	all	the	pro ​tec ​tion
his	shame	and	re ​gret	were	good	for?	One	evening	with	Keith?	Un​re ​served.	Happy.

It	prob​a​bly	was.
And	to ​day!	Keith	had	sparred	with	him.	Made	him	break​fast.	Drawn	him	a	bath.	The	only

thing	miss​ing	was	call ​ing	him	by	name.
There	was	a	knock	on	the	door,	and	Keith	peeked	in.	“Mind	if	I	come	in?”
Yes,	please!	“Sure,	I	don’t	mind.”
He	watched—sur​rep ​ti​tiously,	to	start—as	Keith	en​tered	and	swiftly	un​dressed,	then	started

to	wash	him​self.	He	had	only	grown	more	beau ​ti​ful.	By	the	time	he	was	ready	to	en​ter	the	bath,
Alaric	was	hang​ing	on	to	his	tail	to	not	make	waves.

Keith	grinned	at	him	and	raised	an	eye ​brow.	“Like	what	you	see?”
He	grinned	back.	“Any	gran​ite	de ​posits	here ​abouts?”
Keith	rolled	his	eyes	and	got	in,	closer	than	Alaric	would	have	ex​pected.	The	al ​most-ques​-

tion	some ​how	got	away	from	him.	“You’re	pretty	com​fort​able	with	me.”
Keith	looked	at	him	and	stuck	his	tongue	out,	and	Alaric	rec ​og​nized	it	as	a	wol ​ven	smile.

He’d	seen	plenty	of	ex​am​ples	yes​ter​day.	Keith	grew	more	se ​ri ​ous.	“Well,	I’m	not	pre ​tend ​ing	to
be	a	good	ba​sitin	any ​more,	for	one.”	He	scratched	at	the	back	of	his	head,	some ​what	sheep ​-
ishly.	“Sorry	about	that,	by	the	way.	It	was	al ​ways	such	bull ​shit.”

“Not…	al ​ways.	I	re ​mem​ber	your	dad,	too.”
“No,	but…	well,	yeah,	okay.”	He	sighed.	“But	I	just	used	it	as	an	ex​cuse.”
That	hadn’t	been	any	great	mys​tery	to	Alaric,	but	he	just	smiled.	It	felt	weirdly	fi​nal,	that	he

no	longer	both ​ered	Keith.	That	had	been	the	one	edge	Alaric	had	al ​ways	had,	fee ​ble	as	it	had
been.	Some ​thing	to	set	him	apart,	even	if	it	wasn’t	ex​actly	in	a	good	way.	But	now	Keith	was…
se​cure	in	him​self,	and	it	was	Alaric	who	was	on	shaky	ground.	Of	course,	it	was	good	to	see	him
like	that.
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Of	course	it	was.
But…
He	looked	at	Keith,	just	sit​ting	there,	com​pletely	off	his	guard.	Alaric	wa​vered	for	a	mo ​-

ment,	then	gave	in.	Call	it	the	fi​nal	con​fir​ma​tion.	What	was	his	best	shot?	Ah,	yes.
He	reached	out	to	touch	Keith’s	right	ear,	care ​fully	ex​am​in​ing	how	the	cut	he	had	in​flicted

years	ago	had	healed.	There	was	no	thrill	in	it	for	him.	It	had	been	a	bad	trade,	that	in​jury	for
this	ex​cuse.	“Did…	it	give	you	any	trou ​ble?”	A	very	un-ba​sitin	ques​tion	for	a	very	un-ba​sitin	sit​-
u ​a​tion.

Keith	smiled	at	him,	amused.	“It’s	fine.	And	I	think	you’re	just	us​ing	it	as	an	ex​cuse	to	touch
me,	any ​way.”

Alaric	drew	back	his	hand	and	grinned.	“Ah,	well.”
No	ef ​fect.	Maybe	he	now,	fi​nally,	was	ex​actly	what	he	was	al ​ways	sup ​posed	to	have	been;	a

friend.	He	tried	not	to	feel	a	lit​tle	sad	about	it.
“You	never	needed	an	ex​cuse	be ​fore.”
“I	do	now.	I	don’t	know	where	the	lines	are,	any ​more.	And…	it	doesn’t	look	like	I	can	get	to

you,	any ​way.”
Keith	grinned.	“You	sure?	You	used	to	be	a	lot	more	au ​da​cious.”
Alaric	laughed.	What	was	he	do ​ing?	“Give	me	some	credit,	would	you?	You’re	happy.	I’m

not	go ​ing	to	mess	with	that.”	Ex​cept	I	came	here,	didn’t	I?	It	took	some	of	the	con​vic ​tion	out	of
his	voice.	“That	was	ev​ery ​thing	I	ever	re ​ally	wanted	from	you,	you	know?	To	be	happy.”

Keith	smiled.	“Ev ​ery​thing?”
Alaric	grinned.	“Ah,	well.	Most	of	it.	The	im​por​tant	bits.”
“And	the	rest?”
Why	was	he	push ​ing?	“I	think	that	would	count	as	mess​ing	with	you.”

*

Keith	looked	at	Alaric.	No,	not	Alaric.	It	wasn’t	the	for​mer	Mas​ter	Gen​eral	he	wanted	to	talk	to.
It	was	his	old	friend.	“Nick…	This	re ​ally	isn’t	fair	to	you,	but…	to ​day…	if	you	want…	you	don’t
need	to	worry	about	that.	I’ve	been	in​structed—”	he	grinned	rue ​fully	“—at	great	length	to	do
what​ever	I	want	to	clear	the	air	with	you.	So	I’d	like	you	to…	be	you.	If	you	want.”

For	once,	he	had	ren​dered	Nick	speech​less	rather	than	the	other	way	around.	But	Nick	had
al ​ways	been	quick	on	his	feet.	“…	and	this	isn’t	fair	to	me	how?”

“Be ​cause	I	can’t	make	any	prom​ises	about	to ​mor​row.	I	just	don’t	know	yet.	We	don’t	know
yet.	But…”

He	trailed	off	when	Nick	reached	out	again.	To	touch	the	scar	on	Keith’s	cheek.	Of	course.
He	closed	his	eyes	and	smiled,	en​cour​ag​ing.	He	could	feel	Nick	care ​fully	trace	the	length	of	the
scar;	from	his	cheek	across	his	eye ​lid	to	his	eye ​brow,	then	back	again.	Nick	rested	his	hand	on
Keith’s	cheek,	and	he	leaned	into	it	a	lit​tle.	No	lines	here.	The	hand	stayed,	and	Keith	could	feel
Nick	shift	closer	to	him	in	the	bath.	He	ex​pected	a	kiss—but	ap ​par​ently	not.	Af ​ter	a	few	mo ​-
ments,	he	opened	one	eye	to	sneak	a	peek.	Nick’s	face	was	right	next	to	his;	he	had	his	eyes
closed,	and	he	seemed	to	be	strug​gling	with	some ​thing.	Some ​how,	it	re ​minded	him	of	how
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Natani	had	looked,	that	first	time	Keith	had	kissed	her.	These	things…	weren’t	al ​ways	easy.
Some ​times,	you	need	a	hand.
Keith	took	hold	of	the	tuft	of	fur	on	Nick’s	chest,	and	gave	it	a	small	tug.	Nick	kissed	him.

He	didn’t	hes​i​tate	fur​ther,	but	he	was	al ​most…	timid.	Con​trolled.	Keith	was	open	and	re ​cep ​tive,
re ​as​sur​ing.	Slowly,	ever	so	slowly,	he	coaxed	more	out	of	Nick,	en​cour​ag​ing	at	ev​ery	turn,	seek​-
ing	to	un​der​stand	the	full	depth	of	what	he	felt.

*

Find ​ing	in​vi​ta​tion	af ​ter	in​vi​ta​tion	where	he	ex​pected	re ​sis​tance,	Nick	let	him​self	get	car​ried
away.	He	pushed	Keith	against	the	edge	of	the	bath,	the	kiss	grow ​ing	ever	more	fe ​ro ​cious	as	he
tapped	into	years	of	buried	de ​sire.	A	time ​less	mo ​ment	later,	Nick	held	Keith	in	a	tight	em​brace,
pant​ing.	Keith	had	his	arms	loosely	around	him,	at	the	small	of	his	back;	touch ​ing	the	base	of
his	tail.	That,	too,	was	driv​ing	him	crazy.	Even	Nick	had	been	sur​prised	by	the	out​pour​ing	of
emo ​tion,	but	he	thought	he	could	have	put	the	lid	back	on	if	Keith	had	balked.	He	hadn’t.

Nick	got	his	breath	back	and	cleared	his	throat.	“Was	that	what	you	had	in	mind?”
Keith	tapped	him	on	the	rump	and	he	took	the	hint,	re ​lax​ing	his	hold	and	lean​ing	back	so

they	could	look	at	each	other.	Keith	had	the	most	beau ​ti​ful	smile	Nick	had	ever	seen,	but	it	was
tinged	with	sad ​ness.	The	voice	matched.	“I’m	sorry	for	all	those	times	I	ran	away	from	you.	I
was	an	id ​iot.	A	scared	id ​iot.	I’m	sorry.”

“Keith,	I…	I’m	sorry	too,	for	all	those	times	I	pushed	when	I	shouldn’t	have.	And	when	you
came	back	to	the	is​land…”	his	voice	cracked.	His	great​est	fail ​ure.	Only	blind	luck	had	kept	him
from	de ​stroy ​ing	ev​ery ​thing.	Ev ​ery​thing.	Keith	and	is​land,	both.

Keith	kissed	him.	It	was	the	gen​tlest	thing.	“It’s	okay.”	He	laughed	at	Nick’s	ex​pres​sion.
Even	that	was	gen​tle.	“It	re ​ally	is.	I’ve	for​given	you	long	ago.”

Nick	misted	up.	It	felt	like	too	much	of	a	mir​a​cle.	“Then	for	me…	Keith,	there	was	never
even	any ​thing	to	for​give.	I’ve	never	held	any	of	that	against	you.”

Keith	let	out	a	long,	re ​lieved,	sigh,	and	some	ten​sion	Nick	hadn’t	even	re ​al ​ized	was	there
went	with	it.	Maybe	Keith	hadn’t	re ​al ​ized,	ei​ther.	“Thank	you.”

Nick	cleared	his	throat.	“Well,	the	air	feels	clearer	now.”
Keith	shifted	very	de ​lib​er​ately	against	him.	It	was	no	mys​tery	to	ei​ther	of	them	how	their

bod ​ies	had	re ​acted	to	the	kiss.	“A	lit​tle.”
That	coy	lit​tle	smile…	Nick	grabbed	him	and	they	top ​pled—into	the	wa​ter.
Some	sput​ter​ing	later	they	could	both	breathe	again.	Keith	grinned.	“Maybe	we	should

move	to	dry	land.”
Nick	grinned	back.	“Let’s.”
Nei​ther	of	them	stood	up.
Keith’s	mouth	quirked	into	a	smile.	“On	three?	One,	two…”
Keith	stood	on	three,	but	Nick	just	sat	there,	en​joy ​ing	the	view.	Keith’s	full	form,	stand ​ing

proud,	the	light	re ​flect​ing	off	his	glis​ten​ing	man​hood.	A	liv​ing	statue.	Keith	crossed	his	arms
and	raised	an	eye ​brow.

Nick	grinned.	“If	there’s	no	gran​ite,	maybe	mar​ble…?”
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Keith	rolled	his	eyes.	“Have	you	seen	the	ter​rain?	We’ve	got	wood.”
Nick	sighed	hap ​pily.	“So	we	do.”	He	stood	up	as	well,	try ​ing	not	to	be	too	self-con​scious	of

Keith	look​ing	him	over.	Or	his	rag​ing	erec ​tion.	What	a	sit​u ​a​tion.	Keith	was	tak​ing	his	time,	and
Nick	laughed.	“So,	what’s	the	ver​dict?”

Keith	grinned.	“A	fine	spec ​i ​men.”
Nick	sighed	again.	It	was	only	a	lit​tle	ex​ag​ger​ated.	“You	too.”
“Come	on,	let’s	get	dry.”
They	waded	out	and	shook	the	worst	of	it	out	of	their	fur	be ​fore	get​ting	the	tow ​els.	Nick’s

was	what	he	felt	to	be	a	fairly	typ ​i​cal	rep ​re ​sen​ta​tion	of	tow ​el ​hood,	but	Keith’s	was	a	mas​sively
over​sized	fluffy	mon​stros​ity.	In	pink.

“Don’t	ask.	Long	story.	But	it’s	pretty	con​ve ​nient.”
It	looked	un​wieldy.	“How	so?”
Keith	spread	it	out	on	the	floor	in	one	prac ​ticed	mo ​tion,	then	plopped	him​self	down	in	the

mid ​dle	and	grinned	up	at	him.	“See?	Now,	was	there	some ​thing	you	wanted—”
Nick	top ​pled	him	over,	and	this	time	there	was	no	wa​ter	to	fall	into.	The	towel	was	like	a

rug.	They	rolled	around	on	it,	kiss​ing,	ex​hil ​a​rat​ing	in	each	other’s	bod ​ies—or	so	Nick	hoped.
Keith	was	still	mostly	pas​sive,	let​ting	him	take	the	lead.	Al ​ways	invit​ing,	never	re ​ject​ing…	but
also	never	ini​ti​at​ing.	Ev​ery	small	touch	or	ges​ture	from	him	was	like	fire	to	Nick,	and	he
wanted	to	ask	for	more—yearned	for	it—but	he	couldn’t.	What	he	re ​ally	wanted	was	a	prom​ise,
and	he	al ​ready	knew	that	Keith	couldn’t	give	one.	He	thought—dared	hope—that	that	was	why
Keith	was	leav​ing	it	to	him—to	not	make	prom​ises.	That	would	in	it​self	be	al ​most	like	a	prom​-
ise,	of	a	prom​ise…

And	that	was	what	he	read	into	the	small ​est	of	touches,	the	tini​est	of	en​tice ​ments,	all	the
while	hop ​ing	he	wasn’t	de ​ceiv​ing	him​self…	but	also	ac ​cept​ing	the	pos​si​bil ​ity	that	he	was.	Let
the	fu ​ture	be	un​known;	this	wasn’t	about	the	fu ​ture.	It	wasn’t	re ​ally	even	about	the	present.
This	was	about	ev​ery ​thing	that	had	gone	be ​fore.	About	how	he	had	felt,	at	twelve,	swim​ming
naked	with	Keith,	re ​al ​iz​ing	for	the	first	time	that	his	heart	would	be	bro ​ken.	Re ​al ​iz​ing	he	would
pick	up	the	pieces	and	put	them	back	to ​gether,	be ​cause	Keith	mat​tered	more	than	the	pain.
How	he	had	felt,	watch ​ing	Keith	slip	away	from	his	life,	wrong​fully	con​victed,	and	him	too
weak	to	help.	And	again,	as	Nick	had	plum​meted	to	the	gorge,	hav​ing	wasted	the	mir​a​cle	of	his
re ​turn.

About	that	maybe	not	hav​ing	been	the	end.
He	had	meant	to	ask	one	last	time,	a	fi​nal	con​fir​ma​tion	that	this	was	okay,	even	if	for	now,

but	some ​where	in	their	rassling	they	had	def ​i​nitely	crossed	over	into	sex.	He	was	on	top	of
Keith,	pin​ning	him	down	with	a	kiss,	the	kiss	grow ​ing	more	ur​gent	and	des​per​ate	as	Nick
slowly	grinded	against	Keith—shaft	by	shaft,	balls	to	balls,	the	sen​sa​tions	driv​ing	him	crazy.
Keith	had	his	arms	around	him	again,	barely	touch ​ing	the	base	of	his	tail,	slightly	pulling	him
down	against	him​self,	mov​ing	minutely	in	re ​sponse.	Nick	was	very	close,	and	it	was	get​ting
very	sticky	be ​tween	them.

He	broke	the	kiss.	“Are	you	sure	this	is—”
Keith	caught	his	mouth,	kissed	him,	held	the	kiss	as	Nick	peaked,	held	it	all	the	way	through

him	spend ​ing	him​self	in	small	in​vol ​un​tary	jerks	of	ec ​stasy.	Keith	gave	Nick’s	tail	a	lit​tle	tug
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with	each	one,	and	he	shud ​dered	with	it.	When	it	was	fi​nally	done,	Nick	col ​lapsed	on	top	of
him,	pant​ing.

He	could	hear	Keith’s	smile.	“Yeah.	It’s	okay.”
Nick’s	voice	sounded	a	lit​tle	rough	to	him​self.	“Well.	Good	to	have	that	clear	be ​fore	any ​-

thing	hap ​pens.”
Keith	laughed,	and	af ​ter	a	mo​ment	Nick	did	too.	He	took	a	mo ​ment	to	gather	his	senses,

then	lev​ered	him​self	up	on	knees	and	el ​bows	to	look	at	Keith.	He	felt	such	love	at	the	sight	of
him	that	he	couldn’t	find	his	words,	so	he	just	kissed	him.	Keith’s	arms	were	at	Nick’s	sides,
tug​ging	down,	and	Nick	re ​al ​ized	he	must’ve	been	close	as	well.	Nick	went	to	one	el ​bow	and
reached	be ​tween	them	with	his	free	hand—sticky	busi​ness	in​deed—to	find	Keith’s	mem​ber.
When	he	grazed	it	with	the	side	of	his	hand,	Keith	moaned.	When	he	grasped	it	lightly,	the
moan	be ​came	a	mrow.

He’d	take	that	over	flus​tered,	any	day.
Keith	was	hot,	firm,	and	throb​bing	in	his	hand.	Nick	traced	the	length	un​til	he	reached	the

head,	then	cupped	it.	The	tip	was	a	sticky	mess.	Def ​i​nitely	close.	He	stopped,	and	shifted	so	he
could	kiss	Keith	while	he	fin​ished	this.	Turn​about	was	fair	play.	Be ​fore	he	could	start	again,
Keith	started	buck​ing	his	hips,	thrust​ing	against	his	palm.	Nick	teased	the	head	with	his	fin​-
gers,	but	fo ​cused	more	on	the	kiss.	Keith’s	kiss​ing	and	move ​ments	grew	more	fran​tic	un​til	sud ​-
denly	he	stopped,	and	Nick	felt	him	pulse	in	his	hand,	de ​posit​ing	a	whole	new	mess	in	his
palm.	He	mas​saged	the	head	gen​tly	as	Keith’s	hips	jerked	un​der	him,	time	af ​ter	time,	and	all
the	while	kept	him	pinned	with	the	kiss.

Keith	grew	lan​guid	in	the	kiss	and	Nick	re ​lented,	pulling	back	to	look	at	him.	Keith	had	his
eyes	closed	and	a	smile	on	his	face.	Nick	smiled	at	him,	over​joyed	that	he’d	got​ten	to	do	that.

But	he	was	also	afraid.	Could	it	mean	to	Keith	what	it	meant	to	him?	Well,	prob​a​bly	not.
But…	what	did	it	mean?	He’d	said	‘clear	the	air’,	but	what	had	been	in	the	air,	for	Keith?	Just
re ​gret?

Was	this…	penance?	Was	Nick	tak​ing	ad ​van​tage?
Could	he	stop	if	he	was?
He	wiped	the	enor​mous	mess	in	his	hand	on	the	towel,	then	re ​turned	to	both	el ​bows	to	give

Keith	an​other	kiss.	From	there,	he	started	slowly	mak​ing	his	way	down	Keith’s	body	with	his
mouth	and	his	tongue.	He	lapped	as	he	went,	en​joy ​ing	the	sen​sa​tion	of	the	short	fur	on	his
muz​zle.	The	goal	wasn’t	to	clean	up	the	the	mess	they	had	made,	but	he	didn’t	avoid	it	ei​ther.
Some	was	his,	some	was	Keith’s.	The	taste	was	dif ​fer​ent,	but	he	didn’t	know	which	was	which.
Nei​ther	was	un​pleas​ant	to	him.	When	he	reached	Keith’s	stom​ach,	he	took	a	de ​tour	to	one	side.
He’d	al ​ways	been	tick​lish…	Keith	squirmed	un​der	him,	and	Nick	smiled.	He	re ​lented,	get​ting
back	on	track.	When	he	reached	Keith’s	semi-hard	mem​ber	he	care ​fully	licked	it	clean—so	that
was	Keith’s	fla​vor—de ​spite	that,	too	lead ​ing	to	some	squirm​ing.	When	he	was	done	with	his
cleanup,	he	kissed	Keith	on	the	groin,	then	sat	back	on	his	haunches	to	ad ​mire	his	hand ​i​work.

There	was	a	clear	line	of	mat​ted	fur	from	Keith’s	mouth	to	his	groin.	His	chest	and	stom​ach
were	still	a	to ​tal	mess.	Nick	smiled.	Ah	well.

Keith	sat	up	as	well	and	grinned	at	him.	“I	think	you	might	have	missed	a	spot.”
“Re ​ally?	Looks	good	to	me.”
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Keith	leaned	closer	and	kissed	him	high	on	the	chest.
Ah.	Of	course.
Nick	shiv​ered	as	Keith	mim​icked	what	he’d	done.	He	was	painfully	hard	again	by	the	time

Keith	reached	his	stom​ach,	and	when	he	fi​nally	felt	Keith’s	tongue	on	his	shaft	he	sighed.	Al ​-
most	whim​pered.

Keith	leaned	back	with	a	grin.	“You	don’t	look	like	you’re	done.”
His	wit	left	him.	All	he	could	man​age	was	to	look	at	Keith,	with	ev​ery	bit	of	the	long​ing	he

felt.	It	must’ve	looked	rather	piti​ful.
Keith’s	ex​pres​sion	soft​ened	into	a	smile.	For	a	mo ​ment,	Nick	felt	as	though	Keith	was	about

to	reach	out…	but	he	stood	up,	in​stead.	“Stay	put.”
Nick	did,	watch ​ing	as	Keith	turned	away	and	walked	to	a	cup ​board	at	the	side	of	the	room.

Had	there	al ​ways	been	that	much	sway	to	his	hips?	Such	an	arc	to	his	tail?	And	the	way	he
flashed	his	feet	as	he	stepped…	Nick	sighed.

Keith	opened	the	cup ​board	and	rum​maged	in​side—bend ​ing	over	invit​ingly—be ​fore	re ​turn​-
ing	with…	a	bowl	of	favlow	nuts,	a	grin,	and	an	arched	eye ​brow.	“I	trust	you’re	fa​mil ​iar	with
these.”

That	some ​how	gave	Nick	an	in	to	nor​malcy,	or	some ​thing	like	it.	He	grinned.	“Fig​ured	it
out,	huh?”

Keith	stuck	his	tongue	out	again.	“More	or	less.	Natani	thought	it	might	have	been	the	King,
but	I	gave	you	the	edge.	Even	if	you	were	dead.”

The	King?	“…	I	could	ac ​tu ​ally	see	that	hap ​pen​ing.”
Keith	looked	sur​prised.	“Re ​ally?	What	do	you	guys	know	that	I	don’t?”
Nick	grinned.	“Many	things,	I’m	sure.”	It	felt	oddly	grat​i​fy ​ing	to	be	lumped	into	a	‘you	guys’

with	Natani.

*

Keith	let	it	slide;	it	had	been	an	idle	ques​tion.	He	sat	down	in	front	of	Nick	and	placed	the	bowl
be ​side	him,	then	looked	a	ques​tion	at	him.	Nick	grew	som​bre	again,	but	didn’t	re ​spond	oth ​er​-
wise.	He	looked…	torn,	and	Keith	had	to	won​der	if	he	wasn’t	do​ing	his	old	friend	harm,	af ​ter
all.	But	he’d	al ​ready	cracked	a	nut	with ​out	even	think​ing	about	it,	and	there	was	still	a	fa​vor	he
hadn’t	re ​turned.	He	let	the	gooey	con​tents	pool	into	his	palm,	then	dis​carded	the	empty	shell.
Keith	moved	his	hand	above	the	length	of	Nick’s	mem​ber,	let​ting	some	of	the	liq​uid	drip	onto
it.	There	was	a	long	sigh	from	Nick.	Next,	Keith	ran	his	open	palm	along	the	un​der​side.	Nick
was	twitch ​ing	at	his	touch,	so	he	grasped	him	lightly	and	mas​saged	his	way	along	the	en​tire
length,	coat​ing	all	of	Nick’s	man​hood	with	the	residue.	Keith	liked	how	Nick	felt	un​der	his	fin​-
gers;	it	was	some ​how	dif ​fer​ent	from	Zen,	even	though	he	would	have	used	all	the	same	words
to	de ​scribe	them.	He	fin​ished	by	mas​sag​ing	the	base	of	the	shaft,	where	skin	met	fur,	and	Nick
groaned.

Sat​is​fied	with	his	hand ​i​work,	he	leaned	back	and	looked	at	Nick	with	a	smile.	He’d	closed
his	eyes	dur​ing	Keith’s	min​is​tra​tions.	He	had	that	ex​pres​sion	of	long​ing	on	his	face	again,	and
again	Keith	had	to	won​der	if	this	made	any	sense	at	all.	But	he’d	seen	ful ​fill ​ment	ear​lier,	too,
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and	he	was	hop ​ing	to	again.

*

Nick	opened	his	eyes,	to	see	Keith	sit​ting	back,	look​ing	at	him.	He’d	with​drawn.	“I	thought	you
were	go ​ing	to…”

“I	could,	if	you	like.	But	I	thought	you’d	like	to…”
The	way	he’d	trailed	off	was	do ​ing	bad	things	to	Nick’s	heart.	He	sighed.	“Look,	Keith…	Is	it

just	okay,	or	do	you	want	this?”
Keith	smiled	coyly.	“Do	you	want	me	to	beg?”
Where	had	he	learned	to	do	that?	“…	would	you?”

*

Keith	flashed	Nick	a	grin,	then	turned	around	slowly,	stretch ​ing	out	on	all	fours	be ​fore	set​tling
down	on	his	knees	and	el ​bows,	pre ​sent​ing	Nick	with	a	full	view	of	all	his	in​ter​est​ing	bits—feet
in​cluded.	He	looked	back	over	his	shoul ​der	and	gave	his	best	invit​ing	smile,	and	swished	his
tail—go ​ing	side	to	side	any ​way—into	a	ques​tion	mark,	just	for	good	mea​sure.	Nick	looked	ab​so ​-
lutely	breath ​less.	And	good,	he’d	judged	the	dis​tance	just	right…

*

When	Nick,	trans​fixed,	fi​nally	came	to	life	again	he	reached	out	to	touch	Keith’s	ass—only	for
Keith	to	lean	away	slightly,	putting	him​self	just	out	of	reach…	and	ex​tend	one	leg,	to	softly
press	the	pad	of	his	foot	up	against	Nick’s	balls.

2d ​fj​gaosjifq234
His	next	co ​her​ent	thought	came	when	he	was	balls	deep	in	Keith,	crouch ​ing	over	him,	nip ​-

ping	at	his	neck	and	thrust​ing	into	him	with	all	his	weight.	Keith	was	moan​ing	un​der	him,
push​ing	back	with	his	hips,	his	tail	coiled	around	Nick’s,	so	the	thought	was	to	stay	there.	All
un​cer​tainty	melted	away,	and	he	felt	that,	in	this	mo ​ment,	their	feel ​ings	were	mesh ​ing	cleanly.
And	if	it	wasn’t	the	most	im​por​tant	part	of	what	he	felt	for	Keith,	it	was	what	was	on	of ​fer,	and
it	was	far	from	noth ​ing.	He	glo ​ried	in	the	con​sum​ma​tion	of	this	new	part	of	their	bond.

Not	want​ing	to	draw	away,	he	be ​gan	to	thrust	by	buck​ing	his	hips,	eas​ing	out	a	few	inches
be ​fore	re ​vers​ing	the	mo ​tion	to	strain	against	Keith	again.	The	hot,	tight	slick​ness	of	his	lover
felt	won​der​ful.	Nick	re ​laxed	his	jaws—he’d	mostly	been	bit​ing	on	fur,	thank​fully—and	licked
where	his	teeth	had	been,	then	picked	a	new	spot	on	Keith’s	neck	to	give	a	lit​tle	nip,	then	lick.
His	lover’s	moans	took	on	a	new	tone,	and	Nick	rode	him	harder.	He	could	have	hap ​pily	kept	at
it	for​ever,	but	his	body	had	its	lim​its…	and	with	the	way	Keith	was	mov​ing	against	him,	the
sounds	he	was	mak​ing,	the	way	his	tail	tugged	against	the	base	of	his	own…	those	lim​its	were
near.	He	stopped	what	he	was	do ​ing	with	his	teeth,	not	trust​ing	his	con​trol	as	the	mo ​ment
drew	nearer,	rest​ing	his	head	against	Keith’s	neck	in​stead.	He	slammed	home,	just	as	Keith
curved	his	back	and	thrust	back	against	him,	clench ​ing	around	him	even	more	tightly,	and	Nick
was	gone.	It	was	the	most	in​tense	ex​pe ​ri​ence	of	his	life,	the	or​gasm	seem​ing	to	well	from	deep
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in​side	him	as,	the	dam	bro​ken,	he	tried	to	pour	all	the	frus​trated	lust	of	his	youth	into	Keith.
He	sup ​ported	him​self	with	one	shaky	hand,	the	other	hug​ging	Keith	closer	to	him​self	as	he
sought	to	em​brace	him	in	ev​ery	way	pos​si​ble,	his	tail	tan​gling	with	Keith’s	in	the	throes	of	his
ec ​stasy.	He	al ​most	blacked	out	from	the	plea​sure.	Fi​nally,	long	af ​ter	he	thought	he	couldn’t
pos​si​bly	have	any ​thing	left,	it	slowly	sub​sided	and	he	was	left	pant​ing	against	Keith’s	back,
spent.	He	took	his	arm	from	around	his	lover	to	help	sup ​port	him​self,	only	to	have	Keith	col ​-
lapse	un​der	him.	His	weight	still	par​tially	on	Keith,	Nick	fol ​lowed	him	down.

He	made	to	slide	off	Keith,	to	his	side,	but	Keith	turned	with	him,	and	they	ended	up	spoon​-
ing.	Nick	was	still	in	him,	and	didn’t	feel	any	need	to	change	that.	Keith	was	also	pant​ing,	so
Nick	ran	his	hand	down	the	sticky	fur	on	Keith’s	stom​ach—the	very	sticky	fur.

“Did	you…?”
“Mm-hmm.”
“Huh.”
“Mm-hmm.”
“Is	that…?”
“Mm-hmm.”
“Huh.”
Sat​is​fied	that	Keith	had	been,	Nick	let	his	arm	re ​turn	to	Keith’s	midriff.	He	used	his	other

arm	as	a	pil ​low	and	gave	Keith’s	neck	one	last	lit​tle	nip	and	kiss	be ​fore	nuz​zling	against	it,
hold ​ing	Keith	close.

He’d	never	felt	bet​ter.
Af ​ter	a	long	peace ​ful	mo ​ment,	Keith	turned	around,	with​out	shak​ing	his	arm	off.	They	were

nose	to	nose.	Keith	smiled	at	him	hap ​pily.	“That’s	a	much	bet​ter	ex​pres​sion.”
Nick	couldn’t	fathom	what	he	looked	like,	but	Keith	was	beau ​ti ​ful.	“That…	was	amaz​ing.”
Keith	grinned.	“Did	you	like	that	lit​tle	flair?	I	put	a	lot	of	thought	into	that	one.”
Nick	laughed.	“What,	you’ve	been	plan​ning	this?”
“I’ve	had	some…	ideas…	over	the	years.	About	what	I	should	have	done	with	you.”	He

grinned	again.	“That	was	pretty	high	up	the	list.”
Keith,	think​ing	about	what	he	should	have	done…	“…	I	should	have	let	you	know	I	was	alive,

shouldn’t	I?”
“Yes.”	No	hes​i​ta​tion.	“But	you’re	here	now.	Don’t	kick	your​self	about	it.”	He	gave	Nick	a

small	kiss,	then	a	smile.	“Or	if	you	have	to,	do	it	on	your	own	time.”
Nick	re ​al ​ized	that	he	prob​a​bly	could	go	again.	He	kissed	Keith	back.	“What,	did	you	have

other	stuff	on	that	list	of	yours	you	wanted	to	get	to?”
“Maaaaybe.	I	didn’t	re ​ally	mean	any ​thing	by	it.”	Keith	grew	a	lit​tle	more	se ​ri​ous.	“That…

was	good,	right?	I	was	get​ting	a	lit​tle	wor​ried	ear​lier.	You	looked	so…	stricken.”
“It	was	very,	very,	very	good.	All	of	it.	Ear​lier,	too.	I	was	just	wor​ried	this	was	some ​thing

like…	pay ​ing	for	your	past	mis​takes,	or	some	other	dumb	Keith	thing.”
“Hey!	I’d	like	to	think	I’m	past	that.”
Nick	smiled.	“Maybe	you	are.	The	years	have	clearly	been	good	to	you.”	He	switched	to	a

grin.	“Or	maybe	I	should	say	the	wolves.”
“Yes,	and	yes.	But	you’ve…	changed	a	lot,	too.”
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Nick	laughed.	“Less	than	I	had	yes​ter​day.	But	yes,	I	have.	I’m	not	plan​ning	on	fall ​ing	off	of
any	more	bridges.”

Keith	gave	him	a	quizzi​cal	look,	but	he	shook	his	head.	“Long	story.	Maybe	I’ll	write	you	a
let​ter.	But	if	I	only	have	you	for	a	day…	I’d	like	to	keep	mak​ing	up	for	lost	time.”

Keith	grinned.	“Oh?	Still	got	some ​thing	pent	up?”
Nick	pre ​tended	to	con​sider.	“Re ​mem​ber	that	last	sum​mer	be ​fore	your	ex​ile?”
“Yeah?”
“That	right	now?	That	was	about…	oh,	a	week	of	it.”
“A	week?”
He	made	a	non-com​mit​tal	sound.	“You	know.	One	of	the	slower	ones	where	we	didn’t	see

each	other	much.”
Keith	laughed.	“I	guess	we’ve	got	our	work	cut	out	for	us,	lover.”
Nick	would	love	him	for​ever	for	us​ing	that	word.	Not	that	he	didn’t	al ​ready.	“That	we	do.

And	you	know,	I’ve	got	a	list	of	my	own…”
He	nudged	Keith	onto	his	back,	then	sat	up	and	reached	for	the	bowl	of	nuts.	He	took	one	of

them	in	his	hand	and	looked	a	ques​tion	at	the	other	ba​sitin.	Keith	raised	his	eye ​brows,	but
seemed	con​tent	to	let	him	keep	do​ing	what	he	wanted.

Nick	cracked	the	nut	with	a	prac ​ticed	mo​tion	and	let	the	goop	trickle	on	Keith’s	half-mast.
Keith	shiv​ered	with	it.	The	sub​stance	had	cer​tain	ben​e ​fi​cial	prop ​er​ties	apart	from	lu ​bri​ca​tion…
Nick	mas​saged	Keith’s	mem​ber	gen​tly,	spread ​ing	the	vis​cous	liq​uid	evenly.	It	should	help	with
the	ten​der​ness…	though,	Keith	seemed	to	just	be	en​joy ​ing	his	touch,	and	grew	fully	hard	again
al ​most	im​me ​di​ately.	Maybe	he	was	made	of	sterner	stuff.

Nick	strad ​dled	him,	smoothly	get​ting	him​self	into	po ​si​tion.	He	used	one	hand	to	po ​si​tion
Keith’s	slick	mem​ber	against	him​self.	All	it	would	take	is	for	him	to	shift	his	weight…

This	was	the	mo ​ment.	He	found	him​self	feel ​ing	oddly…	vul ​ner​a​ble.	This	should	mean	the
world	to	him.	Would	it?

Keith	seemed	to	sense	his	mood.	“You	okay?”
He	would	be.	Nick	smiled	at	him…	and	shifted	his	weight.	He	took	Keith	slowly.
Re ​lax.
Breathe.
It	wasn’t	fast,	but	it	was	a	sin​gle	mo ​tion.	He	didn’t	stop	un​til	he	could	re ​lax	his	weight

against	Keith’s	hips.
Nick	let	out	a	con​tented	sigh,	and	the	right	line	came	to	him.	Mil ​i​tary	in​flec ​tion.	“Al ​ways

pre ​pared.”
Keith	stared	at	him	for	a	mo ​ment,	then	burst	out	laugh ​ing.	Nick	grinned	down	at	him.	Keith

was	laugh​ing	so	hard,	he	would	have	been	rolling	if	Nick	didn’t	have	him	pinned.	Af ​ter	a	fash ​-
ion.	As	it	was,	the	way	Keith	was	mov​ing—while	in	him—made	Nick’s	tail	bris​tle.	He	could	feel
him​self	grow	hard.

Fi​nally,	Keith,	gasp ​ing	for	breath,	was	able	to	get	the	words	out.	“Nick…	I…	I	don’t	think
that’s	what	they	meant.”

Nick	had	to	laugh	him​self.	“No?	Maybe	I	should	check	with	our	old	in​struc ​tor.	Ask	for	clar​i​-
fi​ca​tion.”
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That	sent	Keith	into	more	bursts	of	mirth.	It	re ​ally	did	feel…	Nick	snuck	his	hands	into	the
spa​ces	be ​tween	his	thighs	and	Keith’s	sides,	more	threat​en​ing	to	tickle	than	tick​ling.

Keith	grabbed	his	wrists.	“Mercy!”
They	held	the	pose,	look​ing	at	each	other,	as	Keith	got	his	hu ​mor	un​der	con​trol	and	grew

calmer.	Nick	mas​saged	his	sides	slowly,	and	Keith	shiv​ered	un​der	him.	He	re ​laxed	his	grip,	but
didn’t	let	go	of	Nick’s	wrists.

Nick	tucked	his	feet	un​der	Keith’s	thighs.	Ev​ery ​thing	about	this	felt	right.	Just	as	he	had
hoped.	But	he	hadn’t	thought	it	would	feel	this	good.	He	took	Keith’s	hands	and	placed	them
high	on	his	thighs,	then	drew	him​self	straight,	gasp ​ing	as	Keith	shifted	in	him.	Nick	ex​tended
his	arms	be ​hind	him​self	and	leaned	back,	look​ing	for	even	more	depth.	He	found	it.	Keith
pulled	down	on	him	and	found	more,	and	Nick’s	tail	bris​tled	again	with	the	sen​sa​tions.	Gods.
He	was	reach ​ing	all	the	right	places,	and	then	some.

Nick	started	mov​ing.	The	po ​si​tion	didn’t	leave	any	room	for	big	move ​ments,	but	he	didn’t
want	to	pull	off	of	Keith.	Just	tens​ing	his	thighs	was	enough	to	cause	some ​thing	won​der​ful	to
hap ​pen,	and	buck​ing	his	hips	felt	even	bet​ter.	And	judg​ing	by	the	sounds	Keith	made	when	he
did,	there	was	no	cause	for	com​plaint	there	ei​ther.	Oc ​ca​sion​ally	Keith	would	pull	down	on	him,
or	push	against	his	hips,	and	each	time	was	a	lit​tle	piece	of	heaven.

It	lasted	a	long	time.	This	was	a	dream	to	him,	and	he	was	in	no	hurry	to	wake	up.

*

Even​tu ​ally,	it	got	to	be	too	much	for	Keith.	He	was	get​ting	very	close,	and	he	didn’t	want	to	fin​-
ish	first.	He	took	one	of	his	hands	from	Nick’s	hips	and	cupped	his	balls,	ca​ress​ing	them.	Nick
ex​haled.	Keith	tugged	on	them,	gen​tly,	and	was	re ​warded	with	a	shud ​der​ing	moan.	He	took	his
other	hand	to	the	base	of	Nick’s	shaft,	then	slowly	traced	the	length	all	the	way	to	the	tip.	Nick
twitched	un​der	his	touch.	The	way	he’d	been	drip ​ping	onto	Keith’s	stom​ach,	he	couldn’t	pos​si​-
bly	be	very	far	ei​ther.	Keith	con​tin​ued	to	tease	at	his	sack,	and	started	to	slowly	mas​sage	the
un​der​side	of	the	head	with	his	thumb.

Nick’s	move ​ments	got	more	ur​gent,	and	Keith	had	to	hang	on	for	dear	life	not	to	peak	then
and	there.	He	per​se ​vered,	barely	hold ​ing	out	just	long	enough.	When	Nick	went	over,	clench​ing
down	hard	and	ex​plod ​ing	all	over	him,	there	was	noth ​ing	Keith	could	have	done	not	to	fol ​low.

*

A	long	mo ​ment	later,	Nick	was	lay ​ing	down	on	top	of	Keith,	his	head	on	his	lover’s	chest.	Keith
had	his	arms	around	him	and	was	slowly	stroking	his	neck.	Nick	gave	a	lit​tle	purr	and	was	re ​-
warded	with	a	laugh.

Keith	sighed	hap ​pily.	“I	think	I	like	your	list.”
Nick	smiled	into	his	chest.	“I	like	yours,	too.	Speak​ing	of	which…”	He	got	up	on	his	el ​bows

to	give	Keith	a	kiss.	“Your	turn?”

**
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What	we	have	here,	Zen	noted,	point​ing	Natani’s	at​ten​tion	to​wards	Mad ​die,	is	a	case	of	Ba​-
sitin	Hear​ing.

They	were	loung​ing	in	the	sit​ting	room	af ​ter	a	leisurely	break​fast.	Keith	and	Alaric	had	been
no ​tably	ab​sent,	not	that	it	was	much	of	a	mys​tery	to	the	wolves	what	they	were	up	to.	Or	to
Mad ​die,	ap ​par​ently.	She	had	the	Wreath ​wood	pa​pers	in	front	of	her,	and	was	sup ​pos​edly	read ​-
ing	them,	but	there	didn’t	ap ​pear	to	be	much	progress.	She	was…	fid ​gety.

But,	they’re	in	the	bath.	Can	she	re​ally…?
Uh-huh.
…	Then,	yes​ter​day	…
Uh-huh.
Natani	con​sid ​ered	this	for	a	mo ​ment,	then	let	it	pass	with	a	shrug.	Not	the	most	em​bar​rass​-

ing	thing	about	yes​ter​day.	But…	this	has	to	have	come	up	be​fore,	right?	She’s	here	all	the
time.

Agreed.	So	the	real	ques​tion	is…
…why	she	doesn’t	have	her	poker	face	on.
Ex​actly.	Think	it	could	just	be	that	Alaric	gave	away	the	game	yes​ter​day?
Natani	con​sid ​ered,	both	the	fact	that	Mad ​die	didn’t	have	her	poker	face	on,	and	all	the

times	that	she’d	ap ​par​ently	had.	Hmm.	Prob​a​bly	not.	“Mad ​die?”
The	ba​sitin	star​tled.	“Yeah?”
“It’s	okay.	You	can	leave	off	with	the	smoke	sig​nals.”
Mad ​die	blushed	slightly.	“I	know,	I	know,	you	know.	But	how	can	you…?”
Was	there	a	good	way	to	put	this?
It	was	Zen	who	an​swered,	in	a	mat​ter-of-fact	voice.	“They	knew	each	other	be ​fore	we	were

even	born.”
The	thought	com​pleted	it​self	in	si​lence.
Well,	for	the	wolves,	any ​way.
Mad ​die’s	ears	drooped.	Zen	re ​ally	didn’t	like	see ​ing	her	like	that.	“Look,	do	you	want	to	go

for	a	walk	or	some ​thing?”
Mad ​die	shook	her	head.	“No.	But	I	think	I’ll	go	sit	on	the	porch.”
She	stood	up	and	walked	out	of	the	room,	car​ry ​ing	the	pa​pers.	Even	her	tail	looked	de ​spon​-

dent.
So…	should	we	both	go,	or…?
Let’s.
It	was	a	beau ​ti​ful,	clear	morn​ing,	with	still	time	to	go	till	noon.	The	front	porch	faced	away

from	the	morn​ing	sun,	but	that	was	just	as	well;	the	day	was	warm	enough	in	the	shade,	stay ​ing
in	the	sun	could	have	got​ten	un​com​fort​able.	There	was	not	a	cloud	to	be	seen,	though	that
could	change	very	fast	this	time	of	year.	Mad ​die	was	sit​ting	on	the	edge	of	the	porch,	her	tail	in
her	hands.	The	pa​pers	were	be ​side	her.

The	wolves	glanced	at	each	other,	then	sat	down	on	ei​ther	side	of	the	ba​sitin.	Natani	went
for	an	easy	guess.	“Is	there	some ​thing	about	Alaric?	You	seemed	less	than	happy	with	him	yes​-
ter​day,	too.”

Zen	grinned.	“Pissed	off	he	man​aged	to	fol ​low	you?”
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Mad ​die	went	still	for	a	mo ​ment.	“I	was	won​der​ing	when	some ​one	would	deign	to	no ​tice	my
fail ​ure	to	keep	this	place	se ​cure.”

Natani	smiled.	“I	think	you’re	off	the	hook,	in	these	cir​cum​stances.”
The	ba​sitin	sighed.	“Ob​vi​ously.	I	still	failed,	though.	If	he	can	fol ​low	me…	who	else?”
“Well,	you’ll	prob​a​bly	want	to	look	at	how	you	han​dle	ba​sitins	in	gen​eral	now	that	you	lot

aren’t	the	only	ones	in	Wreath ​wood,	but…	how	many	of	them	can	use	magic?”
Mad ​die’s	ears	shot	up.	“He	still	has	magic?	That	bas​tard!	No	won​der	he…	wait,	is	that

safe?”
…	how	am	I	only	hear​ing	about	this	now?
Natani	flashed	a	grin	in	the	link.	Must	have	slipped	my	mind.	“I	took	a	look	at	him,	and	he

seemed	fine.	No	more	crazy	than	any	other	ba​sitin	I	know.”
Zen	was	amused.	Is	that	sup ​posed	to	be	re​as​sur​ing?
To	a	ba​sitin,	maybe.	“Any ​way,	I’ve	con​fis​cated	his	crys​tals	while	he’s	here.”
While	Mad ​die	mulled	that	over,	Natani	took	a	mo ​ment	to	lay	back	on	the	porch.	The	way

her	tail	felt	un​der	her,	with	her	feet	off	the	edge,	wasn’t	quite	com​fort​able.	She	was	wear​ing	the
im​pos​si​ble	out​fit	again—Zen	had	been	only	too	happy	to	help	her	into	it—and	the	way	it	left
part	of	her	back	ex​posed	still	felt	novel	to	her.	Though,	she’d	ended	up	spend ​ing	some	time	on
her	back	yes​ter​day,	too.	She	grinned	at	the	mem​ory.

Zen	was	pick​ing	the	thread	back	up.	“It	isn’t	ac​tu ​ally	that	he	fol ​lowed	you,	is	it?”
Mad ​die	snorted.	“It’s	a	part	of	it.	As	is	this.”	She	hefted	the	pa​pers.	“He	some ​how	got	a	note

into	these,	so	now	I’m	read ​ing	through	the	en​tire	thing—again—to	see	if	the	rest	of	it	is	as	it
should	be.	And	when	I	get	back,	I’ll	check	the	of ​fi​cial	copies.	Again.”	She	sighed.	“It	can’t	be	a
co ​in​ci​dence	that	he’s	here	now.	My	job	just	got	a	whole	lot	more	com​pli​cated.”

Natani	smiled	to	her​self.	She	thought	she	was	get​ting	the	idea.	“You’re	giv​ing	him	a	lot	of
credit.”

Mad ​die	was	quiet	for	a	mo ​ment.	“He’s…	dan​ger​ous.	And	I’ve	only	re ​cently	been	re ​al ​iz​ing
just	how	dan​ger​ous.	I	worked	un​der	him,	but…	I’m	still	piec ​ing	stuff	to ​gether.”

Zen,	bless	his	heart,	was	purely	cu ​ri​ous.	“Like?”
Mad ​die	rolled	her	eyes	at	him.	“Like	state	se ​crets,	like.	But	here’s	one	that	isn’t.	Re ​mem​ber

that	time	you	tried	to	see	if	Keith	and	me…?”
Zen	sighed.	“Kinda	hard	to	for​get.”
It	had	felt	like	it	could	have	been	a	good	idea.	The	wolves	didn’t	dwell	on	it,	but	they	never

quite	for​got	that	they’d	be	leav​ing	Keith	be ​hind,	with	half	his	life	still	ahead	of	him.
Hope ​fully.
And	Mad ​die,	too.	They	cared	for	her,	and	lately	she’d	been	get​ting	more…	tense.	More	for​-

mal	with	Keith,	more	with ​drawn	with	the	wolves.	Be ​ing	away	from	home	was	hard	on	a	ba​sitin,
much	harder	than	ei​ther	wolf	had	re ​al ​ized	be ​fore	they’d	seen	more	of	them	try.	Of	the	orig​i​nal
em​bassy	staff,	only	Mad ​die	was	still	around.	She’d	passed	mul ​ti​ple	op ​por​tu ​ni​ties	to	go	home.
So	they’d	thought,	maybe…

But	it	had	just	made	Mad ​die	more	for​mal.	More	with ​drawn.
Natani	cov​ered	her	face	with	one	hand.	“In	my	de ​fense,	I’m	pretty	sure	you	used	to	have	a

thing	for	him.”
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Mad ​die	sighed.	“Per​haps	there	was,	at	one	time,	a	cer​tain	youth ​ful	in​fat​u ​a​tion.	He	is,	af ​ter
all,	a	rather	im​pres​sive	com​bat​ant	and	cuts	a	fine	fig​ure	for	a	ba​sitin.”

Natani	was	both	gen​uinely	cu ​ri​ous	and	not	at	all	dis​pleased	to	hear	Keith	com​pli​mented.
“So	what	hap ​pened?”

Mad ​die	smiled	at	her.	“I	was	to ​tally	out​classed	by	a	cer​tain	wolf.	Have	you	seen	the	way	he
looks	at	you?	Even	back	then?	When	you	were	just	very,	very,	very,	very	good	friends?”

Natani	could	hear	the	im​plied	eye	rolling	in	the	chain	of	verys,	but	she	just	grinned.	She
wasn’t	dis​pleased	to	hear	that,	ei​ther.	Zen	grinned	as	well,	with	the	same	fond	mem​o ​ries.	I
think	she	was	a	few	verys	short.

Mad ​die’s	smile	faded.	“Any ​way,	that	was	what	I	was	get​ting	at.	Who	was	it	that	was	in
charge	of	my	as​sign​ments	at	the	time?	Who	might	have	had	a	wholly	un​pa​tri​otic	in​ter​est	in
get​ting	a	lieu ​tenant	in	good	stand ​ing,	and	the	King’s	daugh ​ter—”	she	glared	at	Zen,	who
snapped	his	mouth	shut	“—not	princess,	King’s	daugh ​ter—en​tan​gled	with	his	long	lost	friend?
I…	don’t	think	you	were	the	first	peo ​ple	to	have	that	idea.”

“But…	would	that	even	have	helped?”
“That’s	the	thing.	It	prob​a​bly	wouldn’t	have.	It’s	not	sup ​posed	to.	But	it	might	have.	And	I

think	that’s	why	he	did	it.”	She	sighed.	“It’s	not	just	my	as​sign​ments—though	it	was	grunt
work,	frankly,	and	I	wasn’t	a	grunt.	It’s	also	why	I	didn’t	think	it	was	weird	I	got	the	job.	He
used	to	talk	about	Keith	some ​times,	and	the	way	he	spoke…	Well,	those	sort	of…	in​tense
friend ​ships…	aren’t	ex​actly	un​heard	of,	though	they’re	not	usu ​ally…	any ​way,	that’s	why	I	didn’t
think	it	was	weird	I	got	a	grunt	as​sign​ment;	it	ob​vi​ously	mat​tered	to	him,	more	than	it	should
have,	and	I	thought	it	just	meant	he	trusted	me.	It	was…	flat​ter​ing.”	She	gri​maced.	“What	I
should	have	won​dered	is	why	he	talked	to	me	about	his	friend	in	the	first	place.”

Natani	won​dered.	If	that	was	re ​ally	some ​thing	he’d	do	just	for	a	long	shot…
Zen	was	a	step	ahead.	For​get	what	ac​tu​ally	hap ​pened.
…	Ah.	Of	course.	“Mad ​die…	If	his	idea	was	just	for	the	two	of	you	to	maybe	fall	in	love…	you

know,	you’re	a	lit​tle	alike,	you	and	Keith.	In	some	ways.”	Mad ​die	looked	in​cred ​u ​lous.	Natani
laughed.	“Trust	me	on	this.	Any ​way,	if	Alaric	was	just	hop ​ing	that	Keith	might	re ​turn	from	ex​-
ile,	and	then	maybe	meet	you…	is	that	so	bad?”

Mad ​die	looked	at	her	for	a	long	mo ​ment.	“…	maybe	not.”
So	we’ve	es​tab​lished	that	he’s	very	smart,	and	cares	a	lot	about	Keith.	And	pos​si​bly	Mad ​-

die.
Zen	smiled.	I	thought	we	knew	that	al ​ready.
But	did	Mad​die	know	we	knew?
Since	they	were	on	the	topic	of	Nick​o ​lai	Alaric,	there	was	some ​thing	that	Natani	had	been

cu ​ri​ous	about.	“He	was	very…	po ​lite…	yes​ter​day.”
Po ​lite?	He	called	you	sir!
And	ma’am.
Zen	was	wist​ful.	…	I	would	have	liked	to	see	that.
Natani	stuck	out	her	tongue.	That’s	one	rea​son	I	had	him	stop.
Spoil ​sport!
Mad ​die	had	been	lost	in	thought.	Sud ​denly,	her	ears	perked.	“That…	might	be	it.	I	was	won​-
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der​ing	about	that—did	he	keep	call​ing	you	sir?”
“Un​til	I	told	him	to	cut	it	out.”
Mad ​die’s	grin	flashed.	“Right.	I	think	it’s	the	magic—did	you	two	know	you’re	kind	of	cit​i ​-

zens	of	the	Em​pire?”
“…	we	are?”
“A	bit.	Un​der	Wreath ​wood	in ​ter​pre ​ta​tion	of	wol ​ven	law,	you’re	both	sort	of	mar​ried	to

Keith.”
“…	we	are?”
“And	the	Em ​pire	rec​og ​nizes	Wreath​wood	mar​riages,	though	not	for	its	cit​i ​zens,	if	they

would	oth​er​wise	be	il ​le ​gal.	But!—”	she	held	up	a	fin​ger	“—Keith	is	a	diplo ​mat,	and	Em​pire	law
rec ​og​nizes	the	mar​riages	of	diplo ​mats,	as	a	com​mon	cour​tesy.	And	fails	to	dis​crim​i ​nate	against
our	own	diplo ​mats.	We	weren’t	orig​i ​nally	sup​posed	to	have	any.	Any​way,	if	you’re	mar​ried	to
a	cit​i ​zen,	you’re	by	def​i ​ni​tion	cit​i ​zens.”	Her	en​thu ​si​asm	waned.	“That’s…	a	re ​cent	law.”

Natani	didn’t	miss	the	rel ​e ​vance.	“…	Keith’s	par​ents?”
“Yeah.	I…	think	Alaric	might	have	had	some ​thing	to	do	with	it.”
Good	on	him	if	he	had.	Natani	didn’t	think	the	rea​son​ing	was	all	there,	yet.	“Okay,	so	we’re

kind	of	sort	of	cit​i​zens?”
And	mar ​ried!	Think	we	should	tell	our	hus​band?
Not	while	he’s	with	his	lover,	brother.
“Right.	And	when	you’re	a	cit​i ​zen…	in	some	sit​u​a ​tions,	abil ​ity	can	sub​sti​tute	for	rank.	You

said	you	con​fis​cated	his	crys​tals?”
“I	didn’t	use	force.”
“He	al ​lowed	you	to	dis​arm	him.	Sup ​pose…	sup ​pose	the	Em ​pire	had	a	mage	corps.	He	might

see	you	as	his	su ​pe ​rior	there.	Some ​thing	like	that.”
“Huh.	Is	there	a	mage	corps?”
“Not	as	far	as	I	know.”	Mad ​die	sighed.	“Did	I	men ​tion	my	job	just	got	a	lot	more	com​pli ​-

cated?”

**

They	spent	the	rest	of	the	morn​ing	on	the	porch,	mostly	re ​lax​ing.	Mad ​die	made	it	through	the
char​ter—it	checked	out—and	the	wolves	did	a	bit	of	friendly	spar​ring.	Mad ​die	turned	down	all
chal ​lenges,	pre ​fer​ring	to	just	watch	and	make	fun	of	Zen	when	ap ​pro​pri ​ate.	Around	noon,	Zen
brought	out	a	light	lunch	and	they	ate	on	the	porch.	Alaric	and	Keith	still	hadn’t	emerged.

Think	this	means	he	can	keep	up	with	Keith?
Natani	had	been	think​ing	about	it	as	well.	That’s	a	ter ​ri​fy​ing	thought.	We	might	be	here	all

day.	We	might	need	a	new	bath.
Zen	smiled.	Whole	house,	even.
But	soon	af ​ter,	the	ba​sitins	bar​reled	from	the	baths	to	the	kitchen—To	re​plen​ish	their	liq​-

uids,	no	doubt—and	the	three	of	them	re ​lo​cated	to	the	sit​ting	room.	The	wolves	took	the	ends
of	the	couch,	and	Mad​die	sit​u ​ated	her​self	in	a	chair.	It	had	the	air	of	an	ex​per​i ​ment.

Even​tu ​ally,	Alaric	and	Keith	ap ​peared	in	the	door​way,	bright-eyed	and	bushy-tailed.	They
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were	both	in	sim​ple	robes.
Zen	smiled	at	the	sight.	He’s	prac​ti​cally	float ​ing	an	inch	off	the	floor.
Natani	shared	the	sen​ti​ment.	They	both	are.	Just	look	at	Alaric.
Zen	did,	and	in​deed,	he	seemed	to	have	ben​e ​fited	even	more	than	Keith.	He’d	been	rather

re ​served	yes​ter​day.	Now	he	was…	joy​ous.	He	looked	years	younger.

	

The	wolves	looked	very	happy	to	see	Keith,	and	not	to	mind	him.	Nick	breathed	a	sigh	of	re ​lief.
Keith	shot	him	a	grin,	then	prac​ti ​cally	leaped	on	the	couch,	pulling	both	wolves	into	an	em​-
brace.	Nick	smiled.	Keith	had	warned	him	that	he	was	go​ing	to	do	that.

Keith	re ​leased	the	wolves	and	set​tled	down	be ​tween	them,	and	both	Natani	and	Zen	gave
him	a	lit​tle	rub	on	the	ears.	Nick	knew	he	had	eyes	on	him,	but	he	didn’t	sup ​press	the	twinge	of
sad ​ness	he	felt.	Touch​ing	Keith’s	ears	was	some ​thing	he	hadn’t	dared	to	do.	That	was…	some ​-
thing	be ​yond	a	lover.

…	and	he	didn’t	know	if	Keith	would	have	re ​turned	the	ges ​ture.	And	even	if	he	had…	it	had
to	come	from	Keith,	not	from	mir​ror​ing	him.

Still,	to	see	Keith	that	happy…	and	this	time,	he’d	had	some ​thing	to	do	with	it.	The	twinge
passed.

The	wolves	clearly	didn’t	feel	threat​ened	at	all,	and	that	spoke	vol​umes,	but	all	he	felt	at	that
was	grat​i ​tude.	This	wasn’t	a	com​pe ​ti​tion.

Which	was	good,	since	he	wouldn’t	have	stood	a	chance.
“Natani,	Zen…”	Nick	bowed	to	the	wolves.	An	hon​est	ges​ture.	“Thank	you.”

	

Alaric	com​pleted	his	bow,	and	Natani	smiled	at	him,	amused.	“No	need	to	thank	us.	It’s	for
Keith’s	sake.”

“I	know.”
Oh,	he	is	a	clever	one!
Natani	laughed.	Did	you	doubt	it?	“In	that	case…”	She	bowed	her	head,	and	Zen	fol ​lowed

suit.	“And	our	thanks	to	you.”
Keith	looked	amused.	“What	am	I	sup ​posed	to	be,	ex ​actly?”	But	be ​fore	Natani	could	an​-

swer,	he	kissed	her,	cup ​ping	her	face,	rub​bing	her	cheeks.	Natani	shiv​ered	with	it.	With	no
thought	she	re ​sponded,	wrap ​ping	her	arms	around	Keith,	re ​turn​ing	the	kiss	and	more.

They	broke	the	kiss,	and	looked	at	each	other.	Natani	smiled.	“Keith.	You’re	sup ​posed	to	be
Keith.”

He	grinned.	“Guess	I	am,	huh.”	He	loos​ened	Natani’s	arms	around	him ​self,	gen​tly,	and
turned	to	Zen.

Watch	out,	he	means	busi​ness.
Zen	was	too	dis​tracted	to	re ​ply.	Natani	grinned,	and	glanced	at	the	oth ​ers	while	Keith	ac​-

counted	for	her	brother.	Alaric	seemed	fine	with	see ​ing	this,	a	small	smile	play ​ing	on	his	lips.
Even	Mad ​die	was	smil ​ing!
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Zen	sounded	a	lit​tle	strained.	“Def ​i ​nitely	Keith.”
Keith	looked	at	Alaric,	and	the	wolves	prac​ti ​cally	threw	him	off	the	couch.	Alaric	caught

him,	and	they	kissed	right	there	in	the	mid​dle	of	the	room.	He	looked	a	lit ​tle	un​com​fort ​able,
ini ​tially,	but	Keith	took	his	time	be ​ing	Keith,	and	by	the	end	Alaric	was	wag​ging	his	tail.	When
they	dis​en​gaged,	he	looked	a	lit​tle	breath ​less.	Natani	smiled,	and	when	Alaric	glanced	at	her
she	gave	him	a	nod.

Keith	took	one	side	of	the	love-seat	and	pulled	Alaric	to	fol​low.	He	did,	look​ing	slightly	awk​-
ward	in	try ​ing	to	fig​ure	out	how	close	he	should	sit.	Keith	solved	that	prob​lem	by	lean​ing
against	him	with	a	grin.

Can	I	make	young	love	jokes	if	they’re	tech​ni​cally	older	than	me?
Don’t	think	too	hard.	You	might	hurt	your​self.
Hmm…	but	no	joke	fol ​lowed.	Zen	pointed	her	at	Mad ​die,	who	was	fid ​get​ing	again.	So	what

now?
Natani	took	in	the	sight.	I…	ex​pect	we’ll	find	out.
In​deed,	it	wasn’t	long	be ​fore	the	ba​sitin	let	out	a	sigh.	“Natani…	can	I	talk	to	you	about

some ​thing?”

**

Mad ​die	led	the	way,	pre ​sum​ably	tak​ing	them	out​side	hear​ing	dis​tance.	Natani	made	note	of	the
range.

The	ba​sitin	turned	to	her,	but	seemed	lost	how	to	be ​gin.	Natani	smiled.	“Yes?”
Mad ​die	scratched	at	the	back	of	her	head.	“Look,	ever	since	you	and	Zen	made	that…	in​sin​-

u​a ​tion…	about	me	and	Keith,	I’ve	been…	think​ing.	And	I	de ​cided	I	wasn’t	go ​ing	to	say	any​-
thing,	be ​cause	I	don’t	know	how	what	the	three	of	you	have	works,	I	just	know	that	it	does,	and
I	didn’t	want	to…	look,	I’m	not	ex​actly	the	most	sta​ble	el ​e ​ment	of,	well,	any​thing,	am	I?	So	I
didn’t	want	to	risk	any ​thing,	be​cause	I	re ​ally	like	all	of	you.	But	now	Alaric	is	some ​how	back
from	the	dead	and	just	waltzed	in	here	and	you’re	all	still	smil​ing	and	I	feel	like	an	id​iot.”
Mad ​die	let	out	a	huge	sigh	and	half	turned	away.

Natani	didn’t	quite	know	how	to	re ​spond.	“I	had	no	idea.	I	don’t	think…	I	mean,	we	never
re ​ally	got	any	trac ​tion	with	Keith	ei​ther,	though	maybe…	but	no,	I	don’t—”

Mad ​die	pulled	at	her	ears.	“I’m	not	talk​ing	about	Keith.”
Natani	was	in​cred ​u​lous.	“Zen?”
“No!	No,	you	id ​iot,	you!”
“Oh.	Oh!	Ooooooooooh.”	…	“Does	that…	do	you…	what?”
“No!	Look,	I’ve	been	around	kei ​drans	enough	to	know	that	it’s	not	un​heard	of	for	friends

to…	you	know?”
Natani	was	still	try​ing	to	re ​cover.	Cling	to	what	made	sense.	She	knew	what	Mad ​die	meant;

she	never	had,	of	course,	but…	“Yeah.	It’s	not	that	un​usual.”
“Well,	among	ba​sitins	it	is.	It’s	sim​ply	not	done.	It’s	not	even	thought	about.”
Ah.	“Only…	you’re	not	among	ba​sitins.”
Mad ​die	nod​ded.	“And	I	started	think​ing.	On	the	is​land,	ev​ery​thing	is	set	up	so	that	it’s…
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eas​ier.	But	in	Wreath ​wood,	only	the	ba​sitins	be ​have	like	that,	and	out	here…	there	isn’t	even
the	law.	I’m…	cu​ri ​ous…	and	I’m	not	even	sup ​posed	not	to	be	and	that	out​fit	isn’t	help ​ing.”

Oh.	“So	you	like…	women?”	That	thought	felt	the	wrong	shape.
“I	don’t	even	know!	I	just	know	that,	if	this	is	a	way	that	friends	can	help	each	other,	then

you’re	the	friend	I’d	like	to…	Whether	you’re	a	guy	or	a	girl.	I…	trust	you.”
Well,	there	were	things	she	was	cu ​ri ​ous	about	as	well.	Only…	“You	said	it	your​self,	that	this

isn’t	a	ba​sitin	thing.	Isn’t	there	a	rea ​son	for	that?”
“I’m	not	sure.	I	don’t	think	there	has	to	be,	at	least.	But	maybe	there	is,	and	maybe	I’ll	get

hurt.	Maybe	it’s	an	aw ​ful	idea.	I’ve	thought	about	that	as	well.	But	if	it	is,	it’s	my	fault.”	Mad ​die
looked	her	in	the	eyes;	it	wasn’t	her	‘plead ​ing	puppy’	shtick,	but	it	was	a	plead.	“Please,	will	you
help	me	fig​ure	this	out?”

Natani	re ​al ​ized	she	wanted	to.	But…	did	this	fit	into	Mad ​die’s	mas​ter	plan?	Yes.	And	it	was
too	much	to	play	into.	Put	it	all	on	the	ta​ble,	then.	“Just	so	we’re	clear…	this	is	still	part	of	that
thing	you’re	do​ing	to	bal​ance	out	Alaric,	right?”

Mad ​die	tried	for	shocked,	but	she	couldn’t	switch	gears	fast	enough.	She	grinned,	rue ​fully.
“Dammit!”	She	sighed.	“I	guess	the	jig	is	up,	huh?”

Natani	grinned	back.	“With	some	peo ​ple,	you	look	at	what	they	say…”
“Yeah,	yeah…	with	oth​ers	you	look	at	what	they	do.”
“…	and	with	the	dan​ger​ous	ones	you	look	at	the	con​se​quences.	Shouldn’t	have	told	me	that

if	you	didn’t	want	me	to	lis​ten.”
“You	weren’t	sup ​posed	to	use	it	on	me!”
Natani	smiled	at	Mad ​die.	She	was	play ​ing	it	per​fectly,	but…	that	wasn’t	the	only	les​son	the

ba ​sitin	had	taught	her.	“…	you	weren’t	ly​ing,	were	you?”

**

Af ​ter	the	girls—ha!—had	left,	the	cards	had	come	out	again.	Zen	sus​pected	it	was	be ​cause	Keith
didn’t	want	him	to	feel	lonely.	He	would	have	been	happy	to	just	watch	the	two	ba​sitins	be	cute,
but	no	mat​ter.	He	could	still	watch	them	as	they	played.	It	did	his	old	heart	good,	it	did.

*

Keith	saw	Natani	poke	her	head	in.	“Keith?	I’m	call ​ing	it	in.”
“Huh?	Call ​ing	what	in?”
Mad ​die	was	there	as	well.	Natani	put	an	arm	around	her,	and	Mad ​die	looked	away	with	a

blush.	Natani	grinned	at	Keith	and	winked.	The	penny	dropped,	and	Keith’s	cards	fol ​lowed	it.
“Oh.	Oh!	…Mad ​die?”

She	looked	at	Keith,	still	blush​ing.	“Sir.”
His	mouth	worked	for	a	while.	What	does	one	say?	“…	have	fun?”
Mad ​die’s	blush	deep ​ened.	“Yes,	sir.”	She	glanced	at	Zen,	and	her	mouth	quirked	into	a	grin.

“In​tend ​ing	to,	sir.”
Natani	scooped	her	up,	and	the	two	dis​ap ​peared	up	the	cor​ri ​dor.
To ​wards	the	bed​room.
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*

The	link	flashed	with	Natani’s	amuse ​ment.	Check	your	jaw,	brother.	Let	me	know	if	he	freaks
out.	In	a	bad	way.	I’ll	play	for	time.

For	a	mo​ment,	the	only	sound	in	the	sit​ting	room	was	the	click	of	Zen	clos​ing	his	mouth.
Zen	and	Keith	looked	at	each	other,	both	mouthing	‘Mad ​die?’
Alaric	cleared	his	throat.	“I	take	it	this	is	new,	then?”
Keith	found	his	voice.	“Yes.	Is	that	why…”
Zen	found	his	voice.	“Keith.	Gut	feel ​ing.	Good	or	bad?”
“Good.	Good!	Amaz​ing,	maybe…	but…”
Zen	wasn’t	so	sure.	Mad ​die!	And	his	sis​ter.	“But?”
“What	am	I	go ​ing	to	say	to	her	mother?”

*

Nick	had	al​ready	been	think​ing	in	that	di ​rec​tion.	He’d	be	mak​ing	his	re ​port	sooner	than	Keith
or	Mad ​die.	He	dis​carded	the	first	three	re ​sponses	that	came	to	mind.	“That	she’s	show ​ing	ini​-
tia ​tive	in	mat​ters	of	in​ter​ra​cial	re ​la​tions?”

Zen	looked	at	him	for	a	mo ​ment,	clearly	amused.	The	wolf	grinned	at	Keith.	“She	is	al ​ways
grum​bling	about	how	much	you	like	to	del ​e ​gate.	Maybe	she’s	just	think​ing	ahead.”

Nick	put	on	a	thought​ful	look.	“Ac ​tu ​ally,	has	she	shown	any	am​bi​tion?	Maybe	she’s	mak​ing
a	move.”

Zen	grinned	wider.	“Yeah,	she’s	about	to	be	one	kei​dran	away	from	match ​ing	your	cre​den ​-
tials.”

“What	were	the	terms	of	chal​lenge	for	your	po ​si​tion,	again?	The	judg ​ing	could	get	awk​-
ward.”

“What	am	I	go ​ing	to	say	to	her	mother?!”
Zen	smiled	at	Keith	fondly.	“Well,	she	isn’t	do ​ing	any ​thing…	il ​le ​gal,	right?”
Nick	nod ​ded.	“On	the	is​land,	the	ques ​tion	would	be…	com​pli ​cated.	But	out	here,	in	peace ​-

time?	She’s	in	the	clear.	As	the	good	Lieu ​tenant	is	aware,	I’m	sure.”	Which	ac​tu ​ally	mat​tered,
since	know ​ingly	vi​o ​lat​ing	a	law	was	il ​le ​gal.	Even	if	you	were	wrong	about	vi​o​lat​ing	it.

“Wait.	Peace ​time?	What	about	war?”
Nick	grinned	at	Zen.	“Does	it	have	a	ba​sitin	in	it?	It’s	ba ​sitin	ter​ri ​tory.”
“What	am	I	go ​ing	to	say	to	her	mother?!”
Any​thing	Nick	could	have	said	to	re ​as​sure	Keith	would	have	con​sti​tuted	lèse-ma​jesté,	and

that	was	one	of	the	hand ​ful	of	laws	that	still	ap ​plied	in	his	pe​cu ​liar	in ​ter​sec ​tion	of	de ​ceased	and
abroad.	And	while	it	prob​a​bly	wouldn’t	have	con​sti​tuted	trea ​son,	in	cur​rent	com​pany…	“It’ll	be
okay.”	He	put	his	hand	on	Keith’s	back,	and	for	a	mo​ment	lost	him ​self	in	mar​veling	that	that
was	some ​thing	he	could	do.

Keith	turned	to	look	at	him.	“Re ​ally?”
“Well.	Prob​a​bly.”

**
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“We	don’t	have	to	go	through	with	this,	you	know.	We	could	even	pre ​tend	that	we	did.”
Mad ​die	was	still	blush​ing	slightly.	“Wouldn’t	be	able	to	fool	Zen,	right?”
We-ell…	but	if	she	still	wanted	to	go	ahead…	“Maybe	not.”
“So	we	should	go	for	it.	For	plau ​si​bil ​ity.”
“For	plau ​si​bil ​ity.	Right.”
It	was	a	fa​mil ​iar	source	of	amuse ​ment	for	the	broth​ers—sib​lings?—that	de ​spite	be ​ing	very

much	in	love	with	Zen,	Keith	had	never	quite	seemed	to	re ​al ​ize	that	he	wasn’t,	strictly	speak​-
ing,	in	a	monog​a ​mous	re​la​tion ​ship	any​more.	But	with	this	thing	with	Alaric,	he’d	im ​me​di ​ately
clued	in,	and	in​sisted	on	equal	op ​por​tu ​nity	for	Natani.	She’d	taken	it—had	more	or	less	had	to,
be ​fore	Keith	had	been	will​ing	to	se ​ri ​ously	con​sider	see ​ing	how	things	would	go	with	Alaric.

It’s	not	that	she	minded,	ex​actly—it’s	not	like	there	weren’t	things	she	was	cu ​ri​ous	about.	Of
course	there	were.	Fall​ing	for	Keith	hadn’t	erased	her	ap ​pre ​ci ​a​tion	for	the	fe ​male	form,	and—
de ​spite	the	oddly	per​sis​tent	ru ​mors—those	ex​pe ​ri​ences	weren’t	some ​thing	Keith	could	pro ​vide.
So	the	op ​por​tu ​nity	would	be	wel ​come,	in	the ​ory.	But	she	knew	it	would	even​tu ​ally	start	to
weigh	on	Keith	if	she	didn’t	go	through	with	it,	and,	well,	she	hadn’t	ex​actly	had	any ​one	in
mind.	There	was,	maybe,	Kat,	but…	that	might	have	been	even	more	com ​pli​cated	than	just
find ​ing	some​one.

This	wasn’t	a	so ​lu ​tion	she’d	con​sid ​ered.	She’d	never	thought	of	Mad ​die	in	that	way—it	had
taken	a	lot	of	time	to	see	past	her	ex​te ​rior,	and	by	the	time	she	had,	Mad ​die	had	been	a	friend,
Keith’s	un ​der​ling,	the	King’s	daugh ​ter…	and	ba​sitin,	be ​sides.	But…	the	sug​ges ​tion	given,	she
could	look	at	Mad ​die	with	new	in​ter​est.	And	the	ba​sitin	had	the	right	idea;	this	would	bring
bal​ance.	And	Natani	trusted	that	her	mo ​tives	weren’t	too	pure,	that	she	re ​ally	did	want	to	see
for	her​self.	Maybe	it	would	help,	with	what​ever	was	wear​ing	on	her.

So	she	was	game,	but	she	didn’t	quite	know	how	to	start.
It	was	Mad ​die	who	broke	the	si​lence.	“You’re	beau ​ti ​ful.”
Natani	struck	a	pose,	show ​ing	off	the	clothes.	She	re​al ​ized	they	were	start​ing	to	grow	on	her

a	bit.	“Thanks.	You	should	let	Kat	know	you	like	it.”
“That’s	not…	so	it	is	her	work?	No	won​der	it’s	so	good,	then.”	Mad ​die	grinned.	“She’s	got	a

lot	of	courage,	giv​ing	you	some ​thing	like	that.”
Natani	smiled.	“No	courage	re ​quired.	She…	had	the	right.	Even	if	I	didn’t	think	I’d	ever	end

up	us​ing	these.”
“I’m	glad	that	you	did.”	Mad ​die	blushed	again.	It	re ​ally	was	very	com​pli ​men​tary.	“Not	be ​-

cause	of…	y’know.	It’s	just	that…	it’s	good	that	you	can.	Right?”
Natani	sighed.	“Maybe.	We’ll…	see	how	it	goes.”	Not	re ​ally	a	topic	she	wanted	to	linger	on…

she	found	her	way	for​ward.	“Speak​ing	of	Kat,	how	would	you	like	a	mas​sage?”
“I…	don’t	let	her	do	that	any ​more.”
Ah.	“Didn’t	help,	huh?”
Mad ​die’s	ears	drooped.	“Re​ally	didn’t	help.”
Natani	smiled.	“Well,	how	about	it?”
“Oh!	Oh…	yeah.	That	would	be…	yeah.	Err,	do	you	want	me	to	strip?”
Bless	you,	Kat.	“Well,	it	wouldn’t	hurt.	But	if	you’re	feel ​ing	shy…”
“No,	no,	that’s…	Only,	will	you…?”
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“‘I’ll	show	you	mine	if	you’ll	show	me	yours’?”	Natani	shrugged.	“Fair’s	fair.”	She	stuck	her
tongue	out	play ​fully.	“Not	like	it’s	the	first	time,	even	if	it’s	been	a	while	since	we	took	a	bath
to​gether.”

Mad ​die	blushed.	“I	liked	that,	but	it	got	a	lit​tle…	dis​tract​ing.”
“Ah.”	It	re ​ally	had	been	a	while.	Bet​ter	to	make	a	joke	of	it.	She	grinned.	“Were	you	en​-

tranced	by	my	body,	lit​tle	kit ​ten?”
Mad ​die’s	blush	deep ​ened.
What	am	I	even	do​ing.	Natani	cleared	her	throat.	“Well,	let’s	just	both	get	un​dressed,

okay?”
The	top	de ​fied	her	yet	again,	but	Natani	took	ev​ery ​thing	else	off.	Mean​while,	Mad ​die

quickly	stripped	and	neatly	stacked	her	gar​ments,	then	stood	watch​ing	Natani	with	open	in​ter​-
est.	The	ba​sitin	ap ​peared	to	have	a	han ​dle	on	her	bash​ful​ness.

Af ​ter	a	last	furtive	at​tempt,	Natani	sighed	and	turned	around.	She	pulled	her	hair	over	her
shoul​der	to	re ​veal	her	back.	“I	haven’t	fig​ured	out	how	to	get	out	of	this	thing	by	my ​self.”

“Oh,	that’s…	in​con​ve ​nient,	isn’t	it?”	She	felt	Mad ​die	draw	closer,	and	af ​ter	a	mo ​ment	of
hes​i ​ta​tion	start	to	undo	the	top.

Natani	thought	of	the	tai ​lor,	and	smiled.	“I	think	that	might	be	a	de​sign	fea​ture.”
Mad ​die	laughed.	“Ah.	Of	course.”
Though,	Mad​die	was	the	third	per​son	to	help	her	with	it,	and	still	Keith	hadn’t	got ​ten	a

chance.	Prob​a​bly	not	quite	what	Kat	had	had	in	mind.
Mad ​die	got	the	top	un​done	and	Natani	re ​moved	the	damnable	thing,	tak​ing	care	in	lay ​ing	it

out.	What​ever	else	it	might	be,	it	re ​ally	was	a	great	piece	of	work.	She	turned	back	to	Mad​die,
let​ting	her	hair	fall	be ​hind	her	again.	The	ba​sitin	was	blush ​ing	fiercely.	Had	she	ever	been
that…?	Yes.	I	just	wasn’t	that	hon​est.	She	smiled	at	Mad ​die.	“It’s	okay.”

Mad ​die	looked	her	up	and	down,	and	the	ba​sitin’s	blush	deep ​ened.	“You	are	beau​ti​ful.”
Natani	didn’t	miss	the	em​pha ​sis.	Forced	to	take	the	com​pli ​ment	se​ri ​ously,	she	found	that	it

mat​tered.	She	stud ​ied	the	ba ​sitin	in	turn—fair’s	fair—and	liked	what	she	saw.	Keith	was	the	ob​-
vi​ous	ref ​er​ence,	and	Natani	found	her​self	com​par​ing	the	two.	Mad ​die	was	just	a	touch	taller,
and	her	form	was	softer,	her	mus​cu ​la​ture	less	de ​fined,	and	her	curves	curvier,	lend ​ing	her	an
over​all	slightly	girlier	fig ​ure—well,	ex​cept	for	the	hips.	She	had	the	most	beau​ti​ful	lit ​tle	breasts.

“Thanks.	You	are,	too.”

**

They	had	gone	back	to	their	card	game,	but	it	was	pretty	clear	that	no ​body’s	heart	was	in	it.	The
ba ​sitins	were	dis​tracted	by	each	other,	and	Zen	was	dis​tracted	by	the	ba​sitins.	And	thoughts	of
what	might	be	go ​ing	on	else ​where	in	the	house.	He	even​tu ​ally	de ​cided	that	Keith	would	just
keep	play ​ing,	and	Alaric	would	fol​low	Keith’s	lead,	so	he	folded.	‘tis	al ​ways	the	duty	of	the	old
to	ad ​vance	the	cause	of	young	love.	“That’s	enough	for	me.”

“Huh?	Oh,	what	are	you	go​ing	to	do?”
He	faked	a	yawn	and	flopped	onto	the	couch.	“I	think	I’ll	just	lie	down	for	a	bit.”
Keith	looked	like	he	didn’t	buy	it	for	a	mo​ment.	But	then,	he	wasn’t	re ​ally	sup ​posed	to.	The
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ba ​sitin	smiled	at	him.	“Then	I	guess	we	should	give	you	some	peace	and	quiet,	huh?”
He	stuck	his	tongue	out	with	a	grin.	“That’d	be	nice.”
Keith	turned	to	Alaric.	“How	about	some	more	spar​ring?”
Alaric	looked	out	the	win​dow.	The	skies	had	gone	gray	and	the	wind	was	pick​ing	up.	“…	in ​-

side?”
“Yep.”
The	ba​sitins	stood	up,	but	rather	than	head	for	the	door	Keith	came	to	Zen’s	side.	The	ba ​-

sitin	knelt	down	to	give	him	a	kiss.	“Join	us	if	you	want.”	Keith	kissed	him	again,	and	the	sub​-
text	was	pretty	clear.	Thou	shalt	not	mope.

Zen	ad ​justed	his	po ​si​tion,	lest	it	be ​come	ob​vi​ous	who	he	wanted	to	join	and	where.	“I	will.
Now	shoo.”

Keith	rubbed	his	cheek,	and	Zen	closed	his	eyes.	The	ba​sitin	fol ​lowed	it	up	with	an	em​brace,
made	awk​ward	by	the	po ​si​tion.	Keith	rubbed	his	own	cheek	against	Zen’s,	and	the	wolf’s	heart
melted.	Dammit,	Keith.	He	gave	the	ba​sitin	a	tweak	on	the	ear,	and	Keith	de ​sisted.	Zen	kept	his
eyes	closed,	but	he	didn’t	need	to	open	them	to	know	what	Keith’s	smile	looked	like.	He	was
match ​ing	it.	“Shoo!”

	

He	waited	un​til	the	ba​sitins	had	safely	cleared	out,	then	opened	his	eyes	and	sat	back	up.	The
room	felt…	empty.	Should	he	have…?	No.	It	was	a	good	call.	He’d	be	on	the	road	with	Keith
soon,	and	they’d	have	all	the	time	in	the	world	to	en​joy	each	other.	Those	two	only	had	to ​day.
At	least	for	now.

Still.
He	gath ​ered	up	the	play​ing	cards,	left	scat​tered	af ​ter	the	game	had	ended,	and	sat	down	in

the	empty	love-seat.	There	was	a	muf ​fled	thump	from	the	di​rec ​tion	of	the	guest	room,	and	he
smiled.	At	least	the	walls	weren’t	shak​ing	this	time.	He	idly	dealt	out	a	hand	of	soli​taire,	which
didn’t	go	any ​where.

Be ​ing	nobly	self-sac​ri ​fic​ing	is	all	well	and	good	when	there’s	some ​one	around	to	ap ​pre ​ci​ate
it,	but	loses	some	of	its	lus​ter	when	it’s	just	you	and	a	deck	of	cards.

An​other	thump,	a	lit​tle	louder	this	time.	Keith	and	Alaric.	Spars	had	a	cer​tain	way	of	go ​ing,
in	this	house.

Keith	and	Alaric.	Natani	and	Mad ​die.	Natani	and	Mad​die.
Zen	and	soli​taire.
Maybe	he	could	find	a	nice	tree	to	sit	in,	just	for	old	times’	sake?
A	sud ​den	gust	rat ​tled	the	win​dows,	and	the	skies	opened	up.
…
He	dealt	an​other	hand.	Soli​taire.	A	lonely	wolf’s	game.
Maybe…	maybe	if	this	hand	passed,	he	would	check	in	on	the	ba​sitins?	He	was	sup ​posed	to

keep	an	eye	on	Keith	for	Natani,	af​ter	all.
Who	was	with	Mad ​die.
The	hand	didn’t	pass.
Well.	Maybe	the	next	one?
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…	or	the	next?
…	…	or	the	one	af​ter?
Af ​ter	the	sev​enth	failed	at ​tempt,	Zen	shuf ​fled	the	cards	yet	again,	split	the	deck	neatly,	drew

a	deep	breath,	and	threw	both	halves	into	the	air.

**

Natani	was	tak​ing	her	time	in	giv​ing	Mad ​die	the	mas​sage.	She’d	had	the	ba ​sitin	lie	on	her
stom​ach,	and	started	with	her	back—seemed	safest.	Natani	maybe	wasn’t	as	good	at	it	as	Kat
was,	but	she	liked	to	think	she’d	de ​vel ​oped	a	good	level	of	skill	over	the	years—and	she	did
have	an	ex​cel ​lent	work​ing	un​der​stand​ing	of	ba ​sitin	phys​i ​ol​ogy.	Mad ​die	was	a	lot	like	Keith,
and	yet	not,	both	fa​mil ​iar	and	strange	un ​der	her	touch.	Judg​ing	by	the	cute	lit​tle	ap ​pre ​cia​tive
noises,	it	seemed	to	be	go ​ing	over	well.	Mad ​die’s	ears	were	droop ​ing—in	the	good	way—and
her	tail	would	oc ​ca​sion ​ally	twitch	as	Natani	worked	her	back.	Mad ​die	looked	like	she	was	in
dan​ger	of	melt​ing	into	the	mat​tress,	and	Natani	found	her​self	smil ​ing.	This	cer​tainly	wasn’t
bad.	The	ba​sitin	had	grown	shy	of	be ​ing	touched	over	the	time	they’d	known	her.	Per​haps	for
good	rea​son.	The	sounds	took	on	a	breath ​ier	tone,	which	only	be ​came	more	pro ​nounced	as
Natani	moved	on	to	the	small	of	her	back.	They	were	clearly	some ​where	in	the	bor​der​lands	be ​-
tween	sen​sual	and	sex​ual.	Next	would	be	the	legs…	She	stayed	at	Mad​die’s	back,	care ​fully	teas​-
ing	out	the	ten​sion	in	the	mus​cles	there.	It’s	not	like	she	was	play ​ing	for	time—wait,	yes	she
was.	She’d	said	so	her​self.

She	cracked	the	link	a	bit,	care ​ful	not	to	let	any ​thing	un​nec​es ​sary	leak.	Is	he	freak​ing	out?
Zen	was	feel ​ing	all	kinds	of	com​pli ​cated.	Only	in	funny	ways.	You’re	good.
Natani	put	a	grin	in	the	link.	One	does	not	pity	one’s	brother.	And	you?
Prom​ise	not	to	tell	me	about	it?
She	sent	all	her	love.	I	wouldn’t	if	you	asked	me	to.
Re ​lief.	Thank	you.
Natani	re ​lented.	If	you	re​ally	want	me	not	to	do	this…
No,	it’s…	Zen	got	an​noyed.	You	just	asked	be​cause	now	I	have	to	be	okay	with	it,	didn’t

you?
Grin.	Now	that	you	men​tion	it…	Hey,	what	are	you	do ​ing	in	the	kitchen?
Zen	sighed.	Get​ting	an	ex ​cuse.
Natani	got	the	idea.	Why	don’t	you	just	bor​row	Keith	for	a	while?	I’m	sure	Alaric	could

spare	him	for	a	bit.	You	could…	she	sent	a	few	choice	sug ​ges​tions.
You’re	not	help​ing.
Natani	just	flashed	an​other	grin	and	walled	the	link	off	again,	re ​turn​ing	her	at ​ten​tion	fully

to	Mad ​die.	The	ba​sitin	had	her	eyes	closed	and	was	breath​ing	deeply.	Only	the	sounds	she	was
mak​ing	told	Natani	she	def​i​nitely	wasn’t	asleep.

She	cir​cum​nav​i ​gated	the	tail	and	but​tocks	and	got	started	on	her	legs,	from	the	thighs	on
down.	Mad ​die	let	out	a	few	sat​is​fied-sound ​ing	grunts	as	Natani	worked	the	big​ger	mus​cles.

She	reached	Mad ​die’s	calves,	and	the	top	of	the	wrap​pings	still	cov​er​ing	her	feet,	and	found
her​self	get ​ting	ex​cited.	Mad ​die	had	al ​ways	been	dis​mis​sive,	but…	maybe	she	just	didn’t	know?
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And	she	had	left	the	wrap​pings	when	she’d	stripped…	Natani’s	heart	skipped	a	beat.	The	mo ​-
ment	of	truth.	She	ex ​pertly	un​did	the	bind ​ings,	and	started	to	gen​tly	un​wrap	Mad ​die’s	feet.

“Oh,	I	didn’t	re ​al ​ize	I	for​got	to	take	those	off.”
She	was	mum​bling	into	the	pil ​low	a	bit,	but	her	voice	hardly	seemed	laden	with	mean ​ing	at

all.	Natani	got	the	wrap ​pings	un​done	and	tossed	them	on	the	frame	of	the	bed,	then	brought
her	hands	to	Mad ​die’s	calves	and	con​tin ​ued	the	mas​sage.

“Ohhhh,	that	feels	nice!”
It	was	her	usual	perky	tone.	“Just	nice?”
“Huh?	Oh,	you	mean…”	The	ba​sitin	laughed.	“That	thing	about	ba ​sitins	and	feet	again?	I

don’t…	It’s	a	lit​tle	silly	how	ev​ery ​one’s	so	ob​sessed	about	it,	re ​ally.”
Natani	smiled	to	her​self.	“It	is,	isn’t	it?”
“But…”	Mad ​die	grunted	as	Natani	tried	a	firmer	touch.	“Gods,	that	feels	won ​der​ful.	I

walked…	I	don’t	even	want	to	think	about	how	far	yes​ter​day,	so	this	is…”	She	trailed	off	with	a
happy	sigh	as	Natani	as​sayed	her	paws	for	the	first	time.	“You’re	re​ally	good	at	that.	Thank
you,	thank	you,	thank	you.”

This	was	turn​ing	into	a	bit	of	a	de ​tour,	but	where	was	the	harm	in	that?
“No	prob​lem.”

**

There	was	a	knock	at	the	door.	Nick	dis​en​gaged	at	Keith’s	sig​nal.
“Come	in!”
Zen	poked	his	head	in,	then	en​tered.	The	wolf	was	car​ry ​ing	a	pitcher	and	some	glasses,	and

put	them	down	on	the	ta​ble	oc ​cu ​py​ing	one	cor​ner	of	the	room.
Keith	was	clearly	amused	to	see	Zen,	and	the	wolf	shot	him	back	a	wry	grin.	Nick	didn’t

quite	grasp	the	sub​text,	but	smiled	as	well.	He’d	thought	Keith	had	seemed	a	bit	con ​cerned	ear​-
lier,	and	this	looked	to	be	a	good	out​come.	The	wolf	had	al ​most	seemed	more	thrown	by	Natani
and	Mad ​die	than	Keith	had	been,	and	Nick	didn’t	quite	un​der​stand	why.	Was	there	some ​thing
there?	He’d	looked	for	clues	in	how	Zen	and	Mad ​die	had	be​haved	the	pre ​vi ​ous	evening,	but
had	come	up	with	noth​ing.	But	then,	Mad ​die’s	fo ​cus	had	seemed	to	be	hos​til​ity	to ​wards	him​-
self;	he	didn’t	think	there	was	any​thing	typ ​i ​cal	about	what	he’d	seen.	Still,	surely	Natani
wouldn’t	do	that	to	her	brother,	if	that	were	the	case—so	what	was	it?

“Thought	you	could	use	some	wa​ter,	the	way	you’ve	been	go ​ing.”
Keith	smiled	at	the	wolf,	quite	charm​ingly.	“Did	you	have	a	good	nap?”
Zen	stuck	out	his	tongue.	“Well,	you	lot	kept	shak​ing	the	walls.	How’s	it	go ​ing?”
“We’re	just	play​ing	around.	Nick’s	tak​ing	it	easy	on	me.”
Nick	grinned	at	him.	“Hey,	I’m	just	not	used	to	hav​ing	to	watch	my	hem​line.”
Keith	grinned	back.	“You	should	try	fight​ing	in	a	dress.”
Should	he?	…	maybe	he	should.
Zen	took	a	spot	next	to	the	ta​ble,	lean​ing	against	the	wall.	“Well,	don’t	let	this	old	wolf	dis​-

tract	you.”
Nick	would	have	been	cu ​ri​ous	to	see	the	‘old	wolf’	fight,	but	not	cu ​ri ​ous	enough	to	throw
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away	the	op​por​tu ​nity	to	keep	grap​pling	with	Keith.	“Well,	shall	we?”

*

The	ba​sitins	re ​sumed	their	spar,	and	Zen	spec ​tated.	In​deed,	it	was	far	from	se ​ri​ous;	and	at
least	as	far	as	he	could	see,	Alaric	didn’t	re​ally	have	any	trou ​ble	with	the	robe.	He	was	tak​ing
his	steps	with	con​fi​dence,	wrapped	an ​kles	flash​ing	as	he	moved.	No	punches	or	kicks	were	be​-
ing	thrown,	and	the	fo ​cus	seemed	to	be	en​tirely	on	grap ​pling	and	po ​si​tion​ing.	Bouts	ended	up
on	the	walls,	or	oc ​ca​sion ​ally	the	floor.	They	were…	play ​ful.	It	lifted	Zen’s	heart	to	watch	Keith
in	this	con​test,	smil ​ing,	laugh​ing,	whether	he	came	up	on	top	or	not.	Per​haps	this	harkened
back	to	some	ex​er​cise	for	ba​sitin	youth.

Though	if	that	was	the	case,	Zen	rather	sus​pected	they	weren’t	play ​ing	by	reg​u​la​tion	rules.
Oc​ca​sion​ally,	one	would	catch	the	other	in	a	vul ​ner​a​ble	po ​si ​tion,	and	rather	than	tak​ing	mar​-
tial	ad​van ​tage	would	nip,	or	lick,	or	nuz​zle,	usu ​ally	elic ​it​ing	laugh ​ter.	Not	all	of	the	open​ings
were	forced,	ei ​ther.

And	some	of	the	holds	looked	rather	sus​pi​cious.
Still,	while	it	wasn’t	ex​actly	in​no ​cent,	he	didn’t	feel	like	he	was	in​ter​rupt​ing	any ​thing,	ei​-

ther.	At	least	yet.	And	who	knows,	maybe	they’d	had	enough	for	the	day.	There	had	to	be	some
limit,	even	to	ba​sitin	stamina.

He	hadn’t	dared	check	on	the	con​di ​tion	of	the	bath.
Alaric	was	still	some ​thing	of	a	mys ​tery	to	him.	From	all	the	things	Keith	had	said	over	the

years,	he’d	have	ex​pected	a	be ​ing	of	pure	mis​chief.	But	even	though	Alaric	had	thawed	from
yes​ter​day,	Zen	still	hadn’t	caught	more	than	a	glimpse	of	that.	The	ba​sitin	still	seemed…	watch ​-
ful,	al ​most,	open	af ​fec​tion	to	Keith	not​with ​stand​ing.	And	that	was	ba ​si​cally	un​avoid ​able,	given
Keith	him​self.	Keith	never	left	any	room	for	doubt	about	how	he	felt,	and	that	drew	a	re ​sponse.
To	love	him,	to	be	loved	by	him,	was	to	show	it.	For	Zen,	for	Natani,	and,	ap ​par​ently,	for	Alaric.

How…	would	it	work?	While	it	was	still	of ​fi​cially	only	to ​day,	it	seemed	a	safe	enough	bet
that	it	wouldn’t	stay	that	way.	So	what	would	that	mean?	From	the	mo​ment	Keith	and	Natani
had	be ​come	Keith	and	Natani	and	Zen,	the	ba​sitin	had	never	ex​cluded	ei ​ther	of	them,	never
left	ei​ther	of	them	feel​ing	un​wanted	or	unloved.	It	had	fallen	to	him	and	Natani	to	sort	out
whether	pri ​vate	time	was	nec ​es​sary,	and	for	whom.	And	if	some ​one	bowed	out,	it	was	most	of ​-
ten	Zen;	Keith	and	Natani’s	re ​la ​tion​ship	had	in​tri ​ca​cies	that	even	he,	with	the	link,	didn’t	fully
un ​der​stand,	but	which	he	re ​gard​less	felt	called	for	the	oc ​ca​sional	mo ​ment	of	ab​so​lute	pri ​vacy.
Even	if	the	two	were	by	no	means	shy	in	ex​press​ing	them​selves.

Natani	usu ​ally	rolled	her	eyes	and	called	him	broth​erly.
He	was	fine	with	that.
All	of	that	was	as	easy	as	breath ​ing	for	them,	be ​ing	who	they	were,	know ​ing	each	other’s

minds,	agree ​ing	on	what	mat​tered	most.	He	guessed	Keith	would	keep	to	the	same	strat​egy,	at
least	try	it;	in ​deed,	Zen	wasn’t	sure	what	else	the	ba​sitin	could	do,	be ​sieged	by	three	peo ​ple.
Even	on	his	best	gal ​li ​vants,	Zen	had	never	quite	got​ten	in	that	sit​u​a​tion—though	he	never	set
out	to	to	break	hearts,	and	he’d	done	pretty	well	at	that.

Though,	some ​times,	when	he	re ​turned	home,	Keith	would	show	just	a	hint	of	jeal​ousy…	Zen
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was	al ​most	cer​tain	that	it	was	feigned,	for	his	ben ​e ​fit,	but	that	sus​pi ​cion	did	noth ​ing	to	blunt
its	ef ​fec​tive ​ness.	Those	mo ​ments	al ​ways	seemed	to	re ​sult	in	pri ​vate	time	for	Zen,	so	he	could
as​suage	Keith	at	length.

He	pulled	his	mind	back	on	track.	So	what	of	Alaric?	He	didn’t	quite	see	Keith	get​ting	all
three	of	them—though,	if	it	was	just	to	show	Keith	a	re ​ally,	re ​ally	good	time,	then	per​haps…

Back	on	track.	Alaric.	How	would	they	sort	it	out?	Al ​ter​nat​ing	days?	That	just	felt…	silly.
Play	it	by	ear?	How	well	could	that	pos​si​bly	work?	He	seemed	def ​er​en​tial—es​pe ​cially	to	Natani
—and	it	couldn’t	come	down	to	them	dol ​ing	out	Keith	to	him.	The	idea	just	felt	wrong.	They
had	hopes	for	Alaric—hopes	for	Keith—and	those	hopes	wanted	an	equal.	A	wor​thy	equal,	to	be
sure,	but	an	equal.

Alaric	slammed	Keith	into	the	wall	next	to	him,	in​ter​rupt​ing	Zen’s	reverie.	Their	strug​gle
reached	sta​bil ​ity,	and	they	dis​en​gaged.	Keith	ro ​tated	his	shoul ​der	with	a	wince.

Alaric	didn’t	look	too	con​cerned.	“Too	hard?”
Keith	shook	his	head.	“Didn’t	brace	right.	It’s	fine.	Let’s	take	a	break,	though.”	He	grinned

at	Zen.	“Could	use	some ​thing	to	drink.”
Zen	poured	a	glass	of	wa​ter	and	handed	it	to	him.	When	Keith	took	it,	his	hand	brushed	the

wolf’s.	Quite	de ​lib​er​ately.	The	lit​tle…	Natani’s	laun​dry	list	of	Things	To	Do	With	Keith	flick​ered
through	his	mind,	and	Zen	al ​most	reached	out.	The	way	the	ba ​sitin	was	look​ing	at	him,	it
wouldn’t	have	stopped	at	a	touch.	Or	a	kiss.	Zen	stuck	his	tongue	out	at	him,	then	ges​tured	with
the	pitcher	and	raised	his	eye ​brows	at	Alaric.

“Yes,	please.”
Zen	poured	an​other	glass.	Alaric’s	hand	didn’t	brush	his.
“Thank	you.”
“So,	does	this	lit​tle	con​test	of	yours	have	rules?”
He	hadn’t	ad ​dressed	the	ques​tion	to	ei​ther	of	them	in	par​tic​u ​lar,	but	it	was	Keith	who	an​-

swered.	“It’s	pretty	ba​sic.	Get​ting	your	op ​po ​nent	on	their	back	gets	you	a	point.”
“Oh?	That	sounds	some ​how	fa​mil ​iar.”
Keith	rolled	his	eyes	and	smiled.	“Care	to	give	it	a	go?”
He	looked	at	Keith,	and	the	ba ​sitin	al ​most	blushed.	It	would	be	a	match	to	one	point,	and

damn	the	con​se ​quences.	He	was	about	to	refuse—
“I’d	like	to	see	that	as	well.”
Huh.	He	looked	at	Alaric.	“Then	how	about	you	show	me	how	it’s	done?”

*

“Sure.	If	you’ll	step	this	way…”	Nick	was	con​fused.	The	way	the	two	of	them	had	been	look​ing
at	each	other…	what	was	that,	if	not	his	cue	to	take	a	step	back?	But	here	he	was,	about	to	face
the	wolf,	won​der​ing	whether	he	should	throw	the	match.

Keith	was	clearly	amused	by	the	sit​u ​a ​tion.	“Nick!	He’ll	get	you	if	you	let	your	guard	down!”
So	that	was	a	no	on	the	throw,	then.

*
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Alaric	fought…	po ​litely.	It	didn’t	stop	Zen	from	get​ting	com​pletely	trounced,	but	at	least	he	was
get​ting	man ​han​dled	in	an	im ​mac​u ​late	man​ner.	The	ba​sitin	was	all	quiet	ef​fi​ciency	and	calm
de ​meanour.	This	was	prob​a​bly	how	these	things	were	sup​posed	to	go,	if	maybe	not	so	one-
sided.	Zen	took	it	well,	tak​ing	Keith’s	ex​am ​ple	to	laugh	or	smile	even	when	get​ting	ut ​terly	de ​-
stroyed,	so	as	not	to	dis​cour​age	his	op​po ​nent.	If	he	was	go​ing	to	get	a	point,	he	wanted	it	to
count.	He’d	been	ex​pect​ing	to	be	the	un​der​dog,	of	course;	he	could	rarely	beat	Keith	or	Natani,
and	watch ​ing	them	spar	he’d	got​ten	some	idea	of	Alaric’s	abil​i ​ties—Natani’s	strength	in	a	ba ​-
sitin-sized	frame,	with	tech ​nique	that	put	Keith’s	to	shame.	So	he’d	went	in	hold ​ing	back,	con​-
ceal ​ing	the	full	ad ​van​tage	of	his	reach	and	a	few	choice	tricks,	look​ing	for	an	op ​por​tune	mo​-
ment.

He	knew	it	had	come	when	he	saw	Keith	pull	up	a	chair	and	sit	down,	pulling	his	legs	up
into	the	seat,	not	mind ​ing	his	hem ​line.	Naked	an​kles	on	full	dis​play.	If	that	didn’t	do	it,	he	was
out	of	luck.	On	the	next	bout,	Zen	ma​neu ​vered,	po ​si​tion​ing	Alaric	so	that	he	should	just	see
Keith	from	the	cor​ner	of	his	eye,	then	played	for	time.	The	mo​ment	Alaric	glanced	at	Keith,	he
struck	with	ev​ery ​thing.

*

Through	a	se ​ries	of	events	it	took	him	a	mo ​ment	to	piece	to ​gether,	Nick	found	him​self	flat	on
the	floor	with	Zen	sit​ting	on	his	chest.	The	de ​feat	stung.	He’d	un​der​es ​ti​mated	the	wolf,	and	it
had	been	ex​actly	as	Keith	had	warned	him.	The	mo ​ment	he	let	his	guard	down.	But	as	the	mo ​-
ment	stretched,	with	Zen	still	sit​ting	on	him,	grin ​ning	down	and	catch​ing	his	breath,	he	just
started	to	feel	ridicu ​lous.	He	raised	his	eye ​brows.	“I	think	that	counts	al​ready.”

Zen	laughed.	“Let	me	sa ​vor	it.	I’m	not	sure	I’m	go​ing	to	get	an ​other	one.”
This…	Nick	laughed	as	well.	This	wasn’t	some ​one	to	fight.	This	was	some ​one	else	to	play

with.

*

The	next	bout	started	with	Nick	grab​bing	Zen	by	the	tail,	much	to	the	wolf’s	ap​par​ent	dis ​may.
Keith	watched	on,	smil ​ing,	as	the	melee	de ​te ​ri​o ​rated.	It	quickly	be ​came	some ​thing	that,	while
not	in​ti ​mate,	was	clearly	friendly.	Now	that	was	more	like	it.	He	pro ​vided	more	dis​trac​tions,
aid ​ing	this	com​bat ​ant	or	that	as	they	vied	for	po​si ​tional	ad ​van​tage—or	dis​ad ​van​tage.	The	score
was	cast	aside	and	the	match,	such	as	it	was,	be ​came	more	even	as	Nick	took	on	hand​i ​caps	and
Zen	stepped	up	his	game.	Free-form	suited	him	bet​ter.	Per​haps	suited	both	of	them	bet​ter.

It	went	on	for	a	while,	but	the	last	bout	ended	with	Zen	on	his	back	and	Nick	sit​ting	astride.
Of	course,	it	was	only	the	last	one	be ​cause	that	was	when	Zen	de ​cided	to	call	it.	Nick	of​fered	his
arm	and	the	wolf	took	it,	quite	the ​atri​cally	us​ing	it	for	lever​age	to	hoist	him​self	up,	be ​fore,	also
quite	the ​atri​cally,	dust​ing	him ​self	off	and	find​ing	nu ​mer​ous	com​plaints	with	his	body.	Nick
seemed	the	right	amount	of	skep ​ti​cal,	and	Keith	had	to	grin.

When	Zen	came	walk​ing	past,	Keith	smiled	at	him	and	gave	him	a	‘well,	what	now?’	ex​pres​-
sion.	Zen	tou ​sled	his	hair	in	re ​sponse,	then	was	slow	in	re​mov​ing	his	hand.	Keith,	not	want​ing
the	mo ​ment	to	pass,	put	one	hand	on	the	wolf’s	waist.	The	mo ​ment	drew	longer…	but	Zen	tou ​-
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sled	his	hair	again,	this	time	with​draw ​ing	his	hand,	and	stuck	his	tongue	out.	Keith	let	his	own
hand	fall	away,	brush ​ing	the	wolf’s	leg	through	his	robe	as	he	stepped	past.	Zen	was	be ​ing…	so
very	him ​self.	He	might	ac​tu ​ally	have	to	ask	Nick	to	give	them	a	mo ​ment,	so	he	could	force	the
is​sue	and	give	the	wolf	a	proper	tum​ble.

In​deed,	Nick	was	look​ing	a	clear	ques​tion	at	him.	He	shook	his	head	in	re ​sponse.	Not	yet.
He	grinned	in​stead.	“So,	did	that	lit​tle	con​test	of	yours	have	rules?”

Nick	grinned	back.	“Not	that	I	no​ticed.	Care	to	give	it	a	go?”
Keith	stood	up	and	stretched,	lux​u ​ri​ously,	aware	of	both	Zen	be​hind	him	and	Nick	in	front.

“Sure.”

**

Natani	had	given	Mad ​die’s	feet	a	very	thor​ough	mas​sage.	She’d	found	her​self	a	lit ​tle	dis​ap ​-
pointed	that	it	hadn’t	been	a…	big​ger	deal…	for	the	ba​sitin,	and	her	mind	had	wan​dered	to	be ​-
ing	on	the	road	with	Keith	again.	There	would	be	many	long	days	of	walk​ing	ahead.	She	and
Zen	should	take	the	op ​por​tu ​nity	to	give	Keith	an	ex​tra-spe ​cially	good	time.

And,	well,	she	hadn’t	done	all	that	much	trav​el ​ling	lately;	her	feet	might	get	sore	too.	And
Keith	was	al ​ways	ea ​ger	to	help.

Maybe	she	was	one	of	the	silly	peo ​ple,	af ​ter	all.	She	smiled,	and	shook	her	head	at	her​self.
Fig​ure	that	out	later.	“Okay,	turn	around.”

Mad ​die	stirred	and	slowly	rolled	over.	The	ba​sitin	still	had	her	eyes	closed	and	was	tak​ing
long,	deep	breaths,	but	her	arousal	was	plain	to	see.	Per​haps	it	had	had	an	ef ​fect	af​ter	all…	or
maybe	it	just	hadn’t	been	any	dif ​fer​ent	from	other	parts	of	the	mas ​sage.	The	ba​sitin’s	tail	was
stick​ing	out	be ​tween	her	legs,	and	Natani	gave	it	a	slow	stroke.	Mad ​die	shiv​ered.	Natani	spent
a	mo ​ment	ad ​mir​ing	the	ba​sitin’s	form,	and	the	ef ​fect	she	was	hav​ing,	then	started	work​ing	her
way	back	up	Mad ​die’s	body.	An​kles,	shins,	thighs…	again,	she	passed	the	groin	by,	and	Mad​die
let	out	a	sigh.	The	sigh	turned	into	a	low	moan	as	Natani	laid	hands	on	the	ba ​sitin’s	stom​ach.
The	moan	got	louder	as	she	skirted	her	breasts.

Which	re ​minded	her.	Would	she	need	to	evac​u​ate	the	en​tire	build ​ing?	“Just	how	good	is	ba​-
sitin	hear​ing,	ex​actly?”

Mad ​die	mum​bled	her	an​swer.	“Oh,	the	bed​room	is	pretty	sound ​proof.	They’d	have	to	ac​tu ​-
ally…	be…”	She	opened	her	eyes	as	she	heard	what	she	was	say ​ing.	“…	eaves​drop ​ping.”	The	ba​-
sitin	looked	at	her	guiltily,	and	Natani	thought	it	was	only	par​tially	for	ef ​fect.

It	wasn’t	ex​actly	a	sur​prise	at	this	point.	She	just	smiled.	“It	stops	af​ter	to ​day,	okay?”	She
con​sid ​ered	some	of	the	things	they	got	up	to.	“…	when	you	can	avoid	it,	any ​way.	We’ll	try	to	be
more	care ​ful,	too.”

Mad ​die	nod​ded,	grate ​ful.	“Okay.	Thank	you.”
Natani	went	back	to	the	ba ​sitin’s	stom​ach,	just	slowly	rub​bing	her,	and	the	low	moans	re ​-

turned.	Mad ​die	watched	her	with	half-lid ​ded	eyes.	Natani	let	her	hands	travel	up ​wards.	This
time,	she	didn’t	skirt	the	ba ​sitin’s	breasts	but	cupped	them,	ca​ressed	them	gen​tly.	Mad ​die’s
nip ​ples	were	hard	un ​der	her	touch,	and	the	sounds	she	made	as	Natani	made	her	ex​plo ​rations
were	get​ting	her	own	blood	up	as	well.
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This	wasn’t	ex​actly	a	mas​sage	any​more.
Mad ​die	let	out	a	frus​trated	sigh	and	looked	at	her,	the	same	plead	she	had	shown	ear​lier.

“Please.”

**

He’d	in​tended	to	go	take	a	nap—maybe	for	real,	this	time—but	some ​how	he’d	ended	up	tak​ing
Keith’s	seat—still	warm—in​stead,	to	watch	the	ba​sitins	at	play.	Just	for	a	mo​ment.	Of	course.

And	play	they	did.	It	was	more	or	less	a	wrestling	match	by	now,	al ​most	all	ground​work	as
they	tan​gled,	on	some	level	prob​a ​bly	still	try ​ing	to	pin	the	other,	on	some	other	level	per​haps
try ​ing	to	get	pinned	in​stead.	It	looked	glo ​ri​ous	fun,	had	been	glo​ri​ous	fun	af ​ter	that	first	point.
Even	an	old	wolf	can	feel	young	at	heart.

Still.	As	their	play	once	again	took	on	more	sug​ges​tive	el ​e ​ments,	Zen	sighed	in ​wardly.	There
was	only	one	way	this	was	go​ing	to	go,	and	he	fig​ured	it	would	go	that	way	sooner	with	him	out
of	the	room.	But	he	knew	where	that	would	leave	him,	and	he	wasn’t	even	sure	he	could	find	all
of	the	cards	again.

He	glanced	out	the	win​dow	at	the	rain.	Less	heavy	than	yes​ter​day,	but	it	was	yet	an​other
thing	to	re ​mind	him	that,	a	day	or	so	ago…	he’d	been	about	to	grap ​ple	Keith	him​self,	when
Mad ​die	had	come	knock​ing.	And	the	ba​sitin	was	so,	so	very	grap ​pleable.	Rarely,	in	fact,	had	he
looked	more	grap ​pleable	than	at	this	very	mo ​ment,	get​ting	pinned	by	Alaric	and	putting	up
sus​pi​ciously	lit​tle	strug​gle.

He	could	wait.	Of	course	he	could.	But…	maybe…
He	propped	his	feet	up	on	the	ta​ble.	If	he	didn’t	much	miss	his	guess,	this	would	tell	him

what	he	wanted	to	know.	Keith	just	grinned	at	him	and	laughed	when	he	saw,	and	Zen	winked
back.	Alaric	glanced	at	him	to	see	what	was	up,	then	did	a	dou ​ble-take.	Zen	tugged	at	his	robe,
to	bring	the	hem	a	bit	far​ther	up	his	shins,	and	splayed	his	toes,	and	Alaric	was	dis​tracted
enough	for	Keith	to	ex​e ​cute	a	sud​den	and	very	ef ​fi​cient	take-down.

“Col​lu ​sion!”	Came	the	muf ​fled	com​plaint.
So	there	was,	per​haps,	in​ter​est.	If	that	hadn’t	just	been	shock	value.	But	how	to	pro ​ceed?

The	key,	he	de ​cided,	was	to	go	over	the	top.	Make	it	so	it	can	be	laughed	off.	Se ​ri​ous	hopes,
buried	in	hu ​mor.	Go	big	or	go	play	soli​taire.	But	what	would	do	it?

An	idea	flashed	into	his	head.
No,	surely	not.
But…
Some	thoughts,	once	thought,	can​not	be	dis​missed.	He	put	on	his	best	grin.	“How	about	a

dif ​fer​ent	con ​test?”
The	ba​sitins	had	got​ten	off	the	floor	again.	Keith	raised	his	eye ​brows,	clearly	amused.

“What	did	you	have	in	mind?”
“Feet	only.”	Zen	wig​gled	his	toes	to	make	the	point.	“He	who	comes	first	loses.	Win​ner	gets

a	treat.”
Keith	looked	shocked	at	his	for​ward ​ness,	then	laughed.	“And	the	treat?”
Alaric	looked…	spec ​u ​la​tive.
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Zen	shrugged	mag​nan​i ​mously.	“Win​ner’s	choice.	I’m	will ​ing	to	bend	over	if	that’s	what	it
takes	to	get	some	ac ​tion	around	here.”

Keith	was	pure	amuse ​ment.	“And	you’re	not	usu ​ally?”
He	stuck	out	his	tongue	with	a	smile.

*

Nick	was	a	fast	thinker,	and	he	had	plenty	of	time	to	get	past	his	ini​tial	sur​prise	while	Keith	and
Zen	ban​tered.	He	had	lit​tle	doubt	the	wolf	was	se ​ri ​ous,	but	couched	in	hu​mor	it	would	be	eas​ily
shrugged	off.

But	it	was	a	no-loss	for	him,	if	he	was	of	a	mind	to	go	for	it.	Oh,	Keith	would	win	the	‘con​-
test’,	that	much	was	cer​tain,	but	that	was	a	loss	he	would	have	paid	dearly	to	ex ​pe​ri ​ence.	That
idea	was	on	the	se​cret	list.	And	if	he	should	win,	well,	it	would	be	his	call;	he	could	pass.	Or…
not.	Look​ing	at	Zen,	he	found	him ​self	en​ter​tain​ing	new	pos​si​bil ​i ​ties.	He	wouldn’t	mind	find ​ing
out	what	that	muz​zle	felt	like.	Or…	he	glanced	at	the	wolf’s	feet	again,	as	he	wig​gled	his	toes…
other	parts	of	his	body.	And	one	good	turn	would,	of	course,	de ​serve	an​other.	He	found	him ​self
won ​der​ing	about	parts	of	Zen’s	anatomy	not	on	dis​play…	and	needed	to	pull	his	mind	back	on
track.	Quite	apart	from	the	fact	that	Nick	found	him	easy	enough	on	the	eyes,	there	was	the
wolf’s	dis​po​si​tion.	There	was	a	ready	warmth	to	Zen	that	would	surely	have	put	him	off,	had	it
come	from	an​other	ba​sitin,	but	he	found	dis​arm ​ing	in​stead	com​ing	from	some ​one	wholly	out​-
side	the	stric ​tures	of	his	so ​ci​ety.	The	wolf	treated	him	like	he	was	an	equal—like	that	was	ob ​vi​-
ous.

And	above	all	else,	he	was	Keith’s	lover—and	more.	There	could	be	no	bet​ter	rec ​om​men​da​-
tion.

It	couldn’t	hurt	his	case	with	the	wolves,	ei ​ther,	as	far	as	he	could	see—though	it	was	be ​-
com​ing	ob​vi ​ous	that	their	only	con​cern	about	him	was	whether	he	was	good	for	Keith,	or	not.
But	if	Zen	was	ac ​tu​ally	in ​ter​ested	in	him,	it	might	be	bet​ter	to…	no,	he	didn’t	think	this	was	re ​-
ally	about	him,	not	with	the	way	the	two	were	look​ing	at	each	other.	But	given	the	way	they
were	look​ing	at	each	other…	it	also	fol​lowed	that	it	had	to	be	about	him,	in	some	way.	Was	this
the	wolf	think​ing	ahead,	to	what	some​thing	be ​yond	just	to ​day	might	be	like?	Was	the	real
ques​tion	‘can	we	share?’

He	knew	what	he	wanted	the	an ​swer	to	that	to	be.
Well,	what​ever	else	it	was,	it	was	an	op ​por​tu ​nity	for	him	to	do	some ​thing.	He’d	been	stuck

fol ​low ​ing	Keith’s	lead—and	a	good	lead	it	was!—be​cause	he	didn’t	quite	un​der​stand	how	any​-
thing	worked	here,	and	he	wasn’t	go ​ing	to	risk	any​thing	by	mak​ing	care ​less	moves.	It	had	been
one	un​ex​pected	turn	af ​ter	an​other,	but	even	though	this	was	yet	an​other	such,	he	felt	for	the
first	time	that	he	un​der ​stood	the	sit​u ​a​tion.	Keith	was	go​ing	to	turn	Zen	down,	be ​cause	of
course	he	was.	Zen	would	know	that	as	well,	so	this	ploy	was	aimed	at	him.	His	first	op ​tion	was
to	be	quick	on	the	draw,	make	some	ap ​pro​pri​ately	in ​ap​pro ​pri​ate	joke,	and	ex​cuse	him ​self	to
give	them	a	clearly	much-over​due	mo​ment.	Al ​ter​na ​tively,	if	he	did	noth​ing,	the	sta​tus	quo
would	be	pre ​served	and	the	wolf	would	prob​a​bly	end	up	ex ​cus​ing	him ​self…	or	maybe	not,	de​-
pend ​ing	on	how	they	played	it.
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He	waited	for	Keith	to	be ​gin	his	in ​evitable	line.	“I	think	that	might	be	a	lit​tle—”
Alaric	raised	his	eye ​brows.	“Keith	Keiser…	turn​ing	down	a	chal ​lenge?”

**

Mad ​die’s	need	was	clear—and	yet	not.	Natani	wanted	to	an​swer	her,	but	what	was	the	ba​sitin
cu ​ri​ous	about	ex​actly?	Be ​sides	the	ob​vi ​ous?	Natani	smiled	at	her.	“Do	you	want	me	to	kiss
you?”

“I…	don’t	know.	If	you	want?”
So	Natani	did.	It	was	a	get​ting-to-know-you	kind	of	kiss.	Mad ​die	was	a	lit​tle	clumsy	to	start

with	but	soon	started	to	get	the	idea,	ex​plor​ing	Natani	in	turn.
Natani	broke	the	kiss	and	grinned	down	at	her.	“Do	you	want	me	to	kiss	you?”
Mad ​die	smiled	back.	“Yes!”
She	made	the	sec ​ond	kiss	hun ​grier,	try​ing	to	rouse	Mad ​die	even	more.	The	ba​sitin	re ​-

sponded	with	yearn​ing	and	frus​tra​tion.	Natani	placed	one	hand	on	Mad ​die’s	stom​ach,	then
traced	slowly	down​wards…	The	ba​sitin	gasped,	break​ing	the	kiss,	as	Natani’s	fin ​gers	ca ​ressed
their	way	past	her	cli ​toris	to	her	labia.	To	cup	her	mons.	Natani	held	her	in	the	palm	of	her
hand.	She	looked	a	ques​tion	down	at	the	ba ​sitin,	grin​ning,	a	lech​er​ous	wolf.

Mad ​die	looked	back,	word ​less,	but	Natani	thought	she	saw	the	same	ques​tion	again:	‘Kiss
me?’	She	did,	promis​ing	re ​lease,	and	ca​ressed	Mad​die	with	her	hand.	The	ba​sitin	spread	her
legs	wider	and	bucked	her	hips,	push​ing	back	against	Natani’s	hand.	In ​stinct	tak​ing	over.	Mad ​-
die	broke	the	kiss	again	to	moan,	and	Natani	drew	back.	Her	fin​gers	slicked	up,	she	be ​gan	to
gen​tly	ca​ress	the	ba ​sitin’s	cli​toris,	keep​ing	an	eye	on	her,	watch ​ful	of	the	touch	be ​ing	too	in ​-
tense.	Mad​die	gave	good	re ​ac​tions,	and	Natani	soon	had	her	gasp ​ing	for	air	amidst	moans.	Al​-
most	as	quickly,	she	was	gone,	her	body	quak​ing	un ​der	Natani’s	touch	as	she	fi ​nally	found	re ​-
lease.	The	ba​sitin	had	been	more	than	ready.	Natani	slowly	eased	up	as	Mad​die	came	off	it,
cup ​ping	her	once	more,	find​ing	fresh	wet​ness.	She	brought	her	hand	to	her	mouth	and	gave	it	a
lick.

It	ac ​tu ​ally	did	taste	a	lit​tle	like	straw ​ber​ries.	Go	fig​ure.
Mad ​die	gasped	for	air.	“That…	that	was…”
Natani	grinned	down	at	her.	“Oh,	I	think	we	can	do	bet​ter	than	that.”	She	kissed	her

quickly,	promis​ing	more	to	come,	then	kissed	her	on	the	throat,	elic​it ​ing	a	gasp.	Natani	started
work​ing	her	way	down,	and	as	she	reached	Mad ​die’s	beau ​ti​ful	lit ​tle	breasts,	the	gasps	turned
into	moans.	She	spent	a	good	while	there,	nuz​zling,	lick​ing,	even	nip​ping	a	bit,	get​ting	the
Keith	ex​pe ​ri​ence.	It	was	fun!	She	made	a	note	to	give	him	a	bit	more	lee ​way	the	next	time	he
de ​cided	to	camp	out	in	her	bo ​som.	She	es​pe ​cially	liked	how	Mad ​die	re​acted	when	she	licked
her	nip​ples,	cir​cling	their	hard ​ness	with	her	tongue.	The	ba​sitin	was	clearly	very	sen​si​tive.	“I
like	your	breasts.”

Mad ​die	laughed.	“I	kinda	got	the	idea.”
Natani	smiled	at	the	re ​al ​iza ​tion.	“I’ve	never	got​ten	to	say	that	be ​fore.”
Mad ​die	got	up	on	her	el​bows.	“Hm?	I’m	your	first	lady	lay?”
Natani	grinned.	“Let’s	say…	yes.”	She	butted	the	ba​sitin	with	her	head,	and	Mad​die	col ​-
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lapsed	back	onto	the	bed	with	a	laugh.	Natani	gave	her	breasts	one	last	nuz​zle	and	con​tin ​ued
on,	lick​ing	and	nuz​zling	her	way	across	the	squirm​ing	ba ​sitin’s	stom​ach.	That	should	have	been
enough	time	to	re ​cover…	she	gave	Mad ​die’s	clit	a	stiff	lick.

“Gods!”
Mad ​die	didn’t	need	much	prompt​ing	to	spread	her	legs,	and	Natani	re ​lo​cated	be ​tween

them.	She	took	in	the	ba​sitin’s	scent,	pleas​antly	dif ​fer​ent	from	any ​thing	she’d	pre ​vi ​ously	ex​pe ​-
ri​enced.	She	started	lap ​ping	at	her,	clean​ing	her	fur	of	her	ex​cite ​ment.	To	her	slight	sur​prise,
she	found	her​self	more	than	will​ing	to	fo ​cus	just	on	Mad ​die’s	plea​sure.	Maybe	Keith	was	rub​-
bing	off	on	her…	and	no	won ​der,	with	all	the	rub​bing	to ​gether	they	did.	Hope​fully	it	worked
both	ways.

Be ​sides,	Mad ​die’s	re ​ac ​tions	were	adorable.
“Are	you	re ​ally	go ​ing	to…?”
Natani	an​swered	her	with	one	long	lick,	get ​ting	a	bet​ter	taste	of	her	straw ​berry,	and	Mad ​die

had	no	more	words.	Natani	took	her	time	get​ting	the	lay	of	the	land,	get​ting	used	to	the	fresh
per​spec ​tive.	The	act	wasn’t	ex​actly	for​eign	to	her,	but…	how	to	best	per​form	it?	She	snuck	one
arm	around	the	ba​sitin’s	leg,	to	bring	her	hand	to	rest	on	her	lower	ab​domen.	She	could	reach
with	her	fin​gers	just	so…	Mad​die	gasped	and	Natani	nod ​ded	to	her​self,	sat​is​fied.	She	started
out	slowly,	try ​ing	to	fig​ure	out	how	Keith	did	the	things	he	did.	She	went	first	for	the	things	she
par​tic ​u​larly	liked,	fol ​lowed	by	the	things	Zen	liked,	for	good	mea​sure.	She	couldn’t	watch	Mad ​-
die	very	well	now,	but	the	ba​sitin	gave	clear	sig​nals	both	in	the	lovely	noises	she	made	and	in
how	she	moved	in	re​sponse.	Pretty	soon,	Natani	thought	she	had	what	she	needed	to	mount
her	as​sault	on	the	bas​tion	of	Mad​die’s	wom ​an ​hood,	the	tem​ple	of	her	sim​mer​ing	muliebrity,
and	to	plumb	the	depths	of	her	quiv​er​ing	quim—

Sheesh.	Now	I’m	do ​ing	it!
It	took	her	longer,	this	time,	to	work	the	ba​sitin	up	to	a	frenzy.	She	didn’t	know	if	it	was	the

dif ​fer​ent	touch	of	her	tongue,	her	clum​si ​ness,	or	just	the	sim​ple	fact	of	Mad​die’s	need	be ​ing
less	now.	Natani	didn’t	mind;	she	was	en​joy ​ing	the	ex ​pe​ri ​ence.	She	al​ter​nated	be ​tween	show​-
ing	the	ba​sitin	just	how	long	a	wolf’s	tongue	was,	and	just	how	pre ​cise	when	she	teased	at	the
ba ​sitin’s	stiff	clit—and	when	her	tongue	was	else​where,	her	fin ​gers	were	never	far.	She	found
that	Mad​die	could	take	a	lot	of	stim ​u​la​tion	with​out	it	be ​ing	too	much,	so	she	pushed	ac​cord ​-
ingly,	ea​ger	to	grant	re ​lease.	If	there	would	be	a	time	for	Keith-style	marathon	ses ​sions,	that
would	be	later,	when	they	were	more	fa ​mil ​iar	with	each	other	and	she	surer	of	her	tech​nique.

She	had	to	ad ​mit	to	some	in​ter​est,	on	all	fronts.
When	she	thought	Mad​die	was	get ​ting	close,	she	fo ​cused	solely	on	her	clit,	knead ​ing	it	with

her	tongue,	push​ing,	push ​ing.	The	ba​sitin	let	out	her	loud ​est	moans	yet	and	bucked	her	hips,
thrash ​ing	against	her.	That	was	bet​ter.	Natani	stayed	with	her	as	it	sub​sided,	eas​ing	back	on
the	pres​sure	but	also	look​ing	for	an	op ​por​tu ​nity	to	be ​gin	push​ing	again.

Mad ​die	squirmed	and	laughed.	“Stoooop!”
Too	much.	Natani	backed	off,	grin​ning	up	at	the	ba​sitin.
“How..	How	do	you	ever	do	any​thing	else?”
Natani	laughed.	“I	think	that	means	you’re	not	done	yet.	You	know	what	they	say,	the	third

time’s	the	charm…”	She	started	lap ​ping	up	Mad ​die’s	juices	again.	Freshly	squeezed	straw ​berry-
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ba ​sitin.
“Natani,	wait.”

**

Alaric	had	bit​ten!	But	Keith	had	quickly	pulled	him	into	a	hud ​dle	in	the	cor​ner,	and	Zen	was
now	watch ​ing	them	con​fer,	os​cil​lat​ing	be ​tween	wor​ried	and	very	wor​ried.	What	were	they	talk​-
ing	about?	It	was	no	use	try ​ing	to	over​hear	ba​sitins	whis​per​ing.

Keith	nod​ded	to	Alaric	one	last	time,	then	turned	to	walk	to ​wards	Zen,	pulling	his	tail	into
his	robe	as	he	came.	The	way	he	did	that…	Keith’s	ex​pres​sion	was	pure	mis​chief,	but	it	soft​ened
into	love	as	they	looked	at	each	other.	He	leaned	over	Zen,	to	whis​per	into	his	ear.	“We’re	up
for	it,	but…	are	you	sure	you	wouldn’t	rather	just	have	a	lit​tle	match	with	me?	Nick	wouldn’t
mind	step ​ping	out.”

Keith	leaned	back	to	look	at	him,	con​cerned,	so…	Keith.	Zen	fought	hard	not	to	wrap	his
arms	around	the	ba​sitin	and	never	let	go.	But	as	tempt ​ing	as	that	of ​fer	was,	there	were	rea​sons
to	go	through	with	this.	He	grinned	at	Keith.	“And	if	I	don’t?”

The	ba​sitin	grinned	back,	mis​chief	re ​turn​ing.	“You	have	no	idea	what	you’re	in	for.”
“Prom​ise?”
Keith	leaned	close	to	whis​per	again.	“Prom​ise.”	The	ba​sitin	pulled	away,	rub​bing	his	cheek

against	Zen’s	as	he	went,	tempt​ing	him	even	more.	Keith	turned	around,	pulling	his	robe	off	in
one	clean	mo​tion.	Now	fully	naked,	he	swat​ted	Zen	lightly	with	his	tail,	then	let	it	trail	through
his	lap	as	he	walked	away.	Zen’s	eyes	be ​ing	glued	to	his	rear	was	the	only	thing	that	saved	him
from	hav​ing	his	tail	grabbed.	Zen	tore	his	eyes	away	to	glance	at	Alaric,	and	found	that	the	ba​-
sitin	was	as	pre ​oc ​cu​pied	with	the	front	half	of	Keith	as	he’d	been	with	the	rear.	And	who	could
blame	him?	Alaric,	like ​wise,	vis​i ​bly	strug​gled	to	glance	back	at	him,	and	they	shared	a	smile
and	a	mo​ment	of	un​der​stand ​ing.	Good	taste,	he	thought	at	the	ba ​sitin,	and	even	with	no	link	to
carry	it	he	felt	that	the	idea	got	across.

Alaric	pulled	off	his	own	robe,	smooth	in	his	mo ​tions	de ​spite	the	weird	cir​cum​stance,	and
let	it	fall	away.	He	was	nearly	of	a	size	with	Keith,	but	gen​er​ally	girthier;	more	clearly	mus​cled
and	a	bit	broader	of	chest	and	shoul​der…	though	nar​rower	at	the	hip.	Zen’s	eyes	wan​dered	to
his	ba​sit​in​hood,	al​ready	at	full	at ​ten​tion	at	the	sight	of	Keith.	Ah,	youth.	Yup.	Gen​er​ally
girthier.

Zen	re ​al ​ized	Keith	was	look​ing	at	him,	an	amused	ex​pres​sion	on	his	face	and	in	the	tilt	of
his	ears.	Was	that	an ​other	‘good	taste’?	He	smiled	back.	“I	hope	the	idea	isn’t	to	just	keep	teas​-
ing	me	as	long	as	pos​si ​ble.”

A	grin.	“We’ll	see.”	It	wasn’t	very	re ​as​sur​ing.	Still,	Keith	turned	to	Alaric.	“It	seems	our
judge	is	feel ​ing	im​pa​tient.”

Judge?	Good	enough	an	ex​cuse	to	feel	a	lit​tle	less	like	a	com​plete	per​vert,	watch​ing	them.
Zen	grinned.	“Yeah,	I	haven’t	got	all	day.	Busy	sched ​ule	and	all	that.”

Alaric	snapped	a	salute,	which	Keith	for	some	rea​son	found	ut ​terly	hi​lar​i ​ous.	He	mim​icked
the	ges​ture,	un​able	to	keep	a	straight	face.	“Your	honor.”

Some ​thing	to	do	with	ba​sitin	pro​to ​col,	Zen	guessed.	Alaric	had	been	jok​ing	about	chal ​-
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lenges	ear​lier;	maybe	this	was	to	do	with	that.	He	set​tled	back	in	the	chair,	prop ​ping	his	chin
up	with	one	arm,	and	tried	his	best	to	look	bored	and	im​par​tial.	He	ges​tured	with	his	free	hand
and	reached	for	some	likely	words.	“You	may	pro​ceed.	May	the	best	ba ​sitin	win.”

An​other	burst	of	laugh​ter	from	Keith,	and	Alaric	smiled.	Prob​a​bly	close	enough.	Both	ba ​-
sitins	bowed	from	the	waist,	then	turned	to	face	each	other.	An​other	salute,	and	for	a	mo​ment
they	just	looked	at	each	other,	smil ​ing.	Keith	stepped	closer	and	kissed	Alaric,	and	go ​ing	by
how	the	other’s	tail	curled	it	wasn’t	ex​actly	in​no ​cent.	Zen	smiled	and	mag​nan​i​mously	let	the
(prob​a​ble)	breach	of	pro​to ​col	go.	He’d	have	to	ask	about	that	one	day.	Keith	broke	the	kiss	and
stepped	back,	leav​ing	Alaric	look​ing	a	lit ​tle	stunned.

Both	ba​sitins	sat	down,	lean​ing	back	on	their	arms	to	leave	their	legs	as	free	as	pos ​si​ble.
Zen	re ​al​ized	that	Alaric	still	had	his	feet	wrapped,	and	ap ​par​ently	in ​tended	to	re ​main	that	way.
“Wrap ​pings?”

Alaric	grinned	at	him.	“A	rul​ing,	your	honor?”
Zen	con ​sid ​ered.	That	should	feel…	in​ter​est​ing.	And	it’d	be	new	for	Keith,	at	least	as	far	as	he

knew.	He	waved	his	arm.	“I’ll	al ​low	it.”
There	was	some	vy​ing	for	po ​si​tion,	and	for	a	mo​ment	only	feet	met	feet…	but	it	seemed

quickly	de ​cided	that	play​ing	de ​fense	was	out,	as	quick,	care ​less	moves	were	un​likely	to	ben​e ​-
fit…	well,	any ​one,	re ​ally,	in	that	ter​rain.	Thus,	a	de ​mil​i ​ta​rized	zone	was	born,	and	both	adopted
a	pol ​icy	of	un​fet​tered	ac ​cess,	lay ​ing	the	ground ​work	for	a	truly	mu​tu ​ally	ben​e ​fi​cial	ar​range​-
ment,	promis​ing	growth	and	pros​per​ity	for	both.

Zen	shook	his	head,	amused.	Natani	would	have	re ​ally	let	him	have	it	for	that	one.	I	need	to
stop	read​ing	Keith’s	books.

**

Natani	looked	up	at	Mad ​die.	“Hm?”
“If	you’re	still	go ​ing	to—and	oh	gods	please	do—I’ve	heard	that	you’ve	got	a	lit​tle	some​-

thing…	ex​tra.”
Natani	arched	an	eye ​brow.	“Heard,	or	over​heard?”
Mad ​die	had	the	cheek	to	grin	at	her,	so	Natani	gave	her	a	nip	on	the	thigh	be​fore	sit​ting	up.

Well.	The	ba​sitin	was	cu​ri ​ous;	it	only	made	sense.	Still…
She	got	off	the	bed	and	went	to	rum​mage	in	the	cup ​board.	It	was	at	the	back,	still	wrapped

in	a	towel	af ​ter	be ​ing	cleaned	last.	It	had	been	a	while.	She	smiled	to	her​self.	‘Some ​thing	ex​tra’
was	a	pretty	good	name	for	it,	re ​ally.	She	grabbed	it,	and,	on	sec​ond	thought,	the	jar	of	lu​bri​-
cant.	It	was	sized	for	her.	More	or	less.

She	put	the	jar	on	the	bed-stand,	then	handed	the	toy	to	Mad ​die,	who	had	sat	up	on	the	bed
to	watch,	cu​ri ​ous.

It	was	a	large	anatom​i ​cally	non-at​trib​ut​able	phal​lus	in	gleam​ing	black,	com​plete	with	a
some ​what	men​ac ​ing	leather	har​ness.	Mad ​die	turned	it	over	in	her	hands,	test​ing	the	ma​te ​rial.
Firm,	but	a	lit​tle	pli ​able.	“That’s…	big.”

“These	things	have	a	way	of	work​ing	out.	I’ve	got	lube	as	well	if	it	looks	nec​es​sary.”	This	was
mak​ing	her	un​com​fort​able.	“It’s	your	first	time?”
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“Yeah.”	Mad ​die	handed	it	back	to	her,	then	smiled.	“Well,	you	know.	But…”	she	looked	at	it
again.	“…	yeah.”

Natani	tried	not	to	think	of	her	own	first	time.	Even	alone.	Mad ​die	cer​tainly	seemed	calm
and…	cu ​ri​ous.	Ex​cited.	She	even	had	her	ears	all	the	way	up.	It	was	pretty	adorable,	re ​ally.
Natani	sep ​a​rated	the	har​ness	and	let	it	drop	on	the	bed,	then	tried	to	hand	the	toy	back	to
Mad ​die.

She	didn’t	take	it.	“Would	you…?”
“…	sure.”

*

It	was	ob​vi ​ous	some ​thing	was	up	with	Natani.	Mad ​die	reached	out	to	touch	the	wolf’s	cheek
with	her	fin​ger​tips,	hop ​ing	it	wasn’t	too	pre ​sump​tu ​ous.	“Some ​thing	wrong?”

It	seemed	to	snap	Natani	out	of	her	sud ​den	funk.	Her	smile	re ​turned,	and	she	turned	her
head	to	give	Mad​die’s	palm	a	lick,	get ​ting	a	laugh.	“Noth​ing	you	need	to	worry	about,	lit​tle	kit​-
ten.	Just…	let	me	know	if	any ​thing	feels	wrong.”

Mad ​die	nod​ded.	“I	will!”	She	put	her	arms	around	the	wolf’s	shoul​ders	and	leaned	in	for	a
quick	kiss.	It	was	go ​ing	to	be	fine.	How	could	it	not	be?	Natani	kissed	her	back,	and	she	re ​al​-
ized.	“That	was	my	first	time	kiss​ing	some ​one!”

Natani	smiled	at	her.	“Could	have	fooled	me.”	She	leaned	closer.	“Care	to	go	for	a	sec ​ond?”
Mad ​die	did,	and	she	made	it	a	longer	one.	She	was	feel​ing	play ​ful	now,	and	she	was	lov​ing

the	way	the	wolf	re ​sponded	to	her.	All	amuse ​ment	and	strength.	Pure	Natani.	Maybe	the	rea ​-
son	peo​ple	weren’t	al ​ways	hav​ing	sex	was	that	they	some​times	stopped	to	kiss.	Though,	that
had	been…	she	wasn’t	sure	how	Natani	thought	she	was	go ​ing	to	beat	that	sec​ond	time,	but	she
sure	wouldn’t	mind	the	wolf	try ​ing.	Her	ex​cite ​ment	started	build​ing	again,	and	her	hands	went
to	Natani’s	breasts,	al ​most	of	their	own	vo​li​tion.	They	felt	heavy	in	her	hands,	so	dif ​fer​ent	from
her	own.

Natani	nudged	her	out	of	the	kiss	with	a	grin.	“Yeah,	I	don’t	think	you’re	done	yet.”
Mad ​die’s	hands	stayed	where	they	were.	“But	I	get	to	play	too,	right?”
“Af ​ter.	If	you	want.”	Natani	al ​most	sounded	like	she	hoped	Mad ​die	wouldn’t.	What	was	up

with	her?	The	wolf	seemed	to	gather	her​self.	“Now	lie	back,	if	you	still	want	to	try	this.”	She
boinked	Mad ​die	on	the	nose	with	the	dildo.	Mad ​die	made	a	face,	but	did	as	she	was	bid,	top​-
pling	over	into	a	spread-ea​gled	po ​si​tion.	Natani	scooted	over	to	sit	be ​tween	her	legs,	shift​ing
her	tail	out	of	the	way.	Mad​die	made	it	curl	around	the	wolf.

Natani	laid	the	toy	down	on	her	stom​ach,	and	Mad ​die	laughed	at	the	sen​sa​tion.	“You	re ​ally
think	that’s	go​ing	to	fit?”

Natani	grinned.	“Well,	some	of	it	at	least.	Ready?”
“Yup!”
The	wolf	nod​ded,	but	again	there	was	some ​thing	odd	about	her	ex​pres​sion.	Natani	didn’t

give	her	time	to	think	about	it,	mov​ing	the	toy,	pulling	it	off	her	stom​ach.	It	grazed	her	mons,
and	she	shiv​ered	at	the	sen​sa​tion.	What	was	to	come?	Still	lower,	un​til	the	tip	came	to	rest
against	her	lips.	It	felt	cold	against	her	heat,	and	she	tensed	up	in​stinc ​tively.
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Natani	placed	one	hand	on	her	thigh	and	squeezed	it	gen​tly.	“Just	re ​lax.	There’s	no	hurry.”
Mad ​die	fo ​cused	on	her	breath​ing—she’d	been	do​ing	a	lot	of	that,	when	the	wolf	had	been

mas​sag​ing	her.	Gods,	what	that	had	been	like.	She	let	the	ten​sion	melt	out	of	her	body.	She	was
in	good	hands.	Very	good	hands.	Still	noth ​ing.	Natani	was	just	kind	of…	hold ​ing	it	against	her.
“Natani?	I	think	it’s	okay	now.”

The	wolf	smiled	at	her.	“It	might	feel	a	lit​tle	cool,	but	it’ll	warm	up.	Just	re ​mem ​ber,	if	any​-
thing	feels	wrong…”

She	laughed,	to	show	that	she	wasn’t	wor​ried.	“Are	you	try​ing	to	make	me	ner​vous?”
Natani	stuck	her	tongue	out.	“Point	taken.	Ready?”
“Please.”
The	wolf	pushed,	just	a	lit ​tle,	not	enough	to	do	any​thing	yet.	She	moved	the	tip	against	her

slowly,	look​ing	for	the	right	an ​gle	or	just	try​ing	to	work	it	in	be ​tween	her	lips.	Mad​die	al ​most
wanted	to	laugh	at	how	care ​ful	she	was	be ​ing,	but	the	surge	of	love	she	felt	for	the	wolf	over​-
rode	the	amuse ​ment.	She’d	ex​pected	her	to	be	a	bit	more…	and	just	like	that,	the	tip	slid	in.	She
gasped	at	the	new	sen​sa​tion,	and	Natani	im​me ​di​ately	stopped.	It	was	just	an	inch	or	two—she
didn’t	re ​ally	know	how	to	tell—and	it	did	feel	cool,	but	more	than	that	it	felt…	How	odd,	to	have
some ​thing	in​side	her.	Well,	not	that	she	hadn’t—but	noth​ing	of	that	size.	It	felt…	dif ​fer​ent.	For​-
eign.	She	re​al ​ized	she	was	push ​ing	against	it	and	re​laxed,	caus​ing	it	to	slide	in	a	bit	fur​ther—
Natani	must	have	been	main​tain​ing	pres​sure—which	caused	her	to	push	at	it	again.	Now	she
did	laugh.	“It’s	so	weird!”

Natani	smiled	at	her.	“I	think	that’s	good-weird.	You’ll	get	used	to	it.”
She	wanted	to	move	her	body—shift	her​self	on	it—but	with	her	legs	spread	and	Natani	be ​-

tween	them	her	op ​tions	were	kind	of	lim​ited.	She	tilted	her	hips	in​stead.	That	felt…	in ​ter​est​ing.
Very	in​ter​est​ing.

Natani	grinned	at	her.	“Would	you	like	to	take	over?”
“No,	I	just…	keep	go ​ing.	And	you	don’t	have	to	keep	stop ​ping.	I	think	I’m	get​ting	the	hang

of	it…”
The	wolf	took	her	at	her	word	and	con​tin​ued	to	work	the	toy	into	her.	She	still	went	slowly,

and	oc​ca​sion​ally	pulled	out	a	bit	be ​fore	push​ing	on,	but	she	didn’t	stop.	The	feel​ing	of	for​eign​-
ness	slowly	faded,	ei ​ther	as	the	toy	warmed	up	to	her	body	tem​per​a ​ture,	or	just	as	she	got	more
used	to	it,	and	it	was	re ​placed	by	an…	in​ten ​sity.	She	was	be​ing	filled;	Natani	was	fill​ing	her.	It
didn’t	mat​ter	that	it	was	just	an	ob​ject;	it	was	still	the	un​ex ​pect​edly	gen ​tle	wolf,	an	act	of	her
will.	She	found	her​self	breath ​ing	heav​ier,	and	there	was	an	odd	trem​bling	low	on	her	stom​ach.
Surely	that	must	be	all	of	it?	It	felt	like	it	had	to	be.	How	much	more	could	there	be?	But	still,
with	yet	an​other	gen​tle	push,	an​other	slow	thrust	just	a	bit	fur​ther	than	the	pre​vi ​ous	one,	there
was	more.	Mad ​die	couldn’t	keep	her	hands	at	her	sides	any​more;	they	went	to	her	face,	the
sides	of	her	head,	pulling	at	her	ears.	It	was	al ​most	too	much,	but	it	wasn’t	enough.	Natani
pulled	out	a	lit​tle,	then	be ​gan	long,	slow	strokes,	al​most	pulling	out	com​pletely	on	each	one.
But	she	wasn’t	push​ing	far​ther	any ​more.	Mad ​die	knew	the	wolf	was	watch​ing	her,	and	she
didn’t	know	what	for,	so	she	acted	out	ev​ery ​thing	her	body	gave	her,	ev​ery	twitch,	ev​ery	moan,
ev​ery	gasp.	It	felt	like	it	be ​longed,	now,	with	Natani’s	long,	even,	con​fi​dent	strokes,	and	her
body	writhed	with	it.	But	it	wasn’t…	she	looked	at	the	wolf,	plead ​ing,	not	know​ing	for	what.
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Natani’s	ex​pres​sion	soft​ened	to	some ​thing	she’d	never	seen	be​fore,	and	the	wolf	was	beau ​ti​ful
to	her.	Natani	low​ered	her	head,	duck​ing	out	of	her	sight,	and	she	re​al​ized	what	was	com​ing
just	be ​fore	it	hap ​pened.	The	wolf’s	skill ​ful	tongue	on	her,	com​ple ​ment​ing	the	rest,	urg​ing	her
on.	The	sen​sa​tions	tore	through	her	like	a	bolt	of	light​ning	and	she	was	gone,	far	gone,	clutch ​-
ing	at	the	sheets,	her	toes	curl ​ing,	her	hips	spas​ming,	jerk​ing,	caus​ing	ever	new	sen​sa​tions	as
Natani	con​tin ​ued	to	drown	her	in	plea​sure.

*

Mad ​die	gushed	into	her	mouth.	Huh.	Well,	the	taste	wasn’t	dis​agree​able,	so	she	gulped	it
down.	Were	all	ba ​sitins	blessed	with	vol​ume?	She	let	the	dildo	get	pushed	out	by	Mad ​die’s
throes,	of ​fer​ing	only	to ​ken	re ​sis​tance,	then	gave	her	one	gen​tle	lick.	The	ba ​sitin	had	been	able
to	take	more	than	she	would	have	guessed.	She	sat	back	up.	Mad ​die	was	still	go​ing.	She	smiled
to	her​self.	Now	that,	that	had	been	more	like	it.	She	moved	to	the	ba​sitin’s	side	and	softly
stroked	her	stom​ach,	wait​ing	for	her	to	come	off	of	it.	Slowly,	the	quake	sub​sided	and	her
breath​ing	stead ​ied.

Mad ​die	opened	her	eyes	and	looked	at	her,	and	Natani	didn’t	rec​og​nize	the	ex​pres​sion.	The
ba ​sitin	took	her	by	the	arm	and	ma​neu ​vered	her,	pulling	her	closer,	bring​ing	her	along​side.
Natani	went,	ly ​ing	down	next	to	her,	and	Mad ​die	buried	her	face	into	her	chest	tuft.	Natani
tucked	her	in	and	pulled	her	into	an	em​brace,	stroking	her	back	gen​tly.

*

That	was	when	Mad ​die	knew.	She	stayed	in	the	wolf’s	arms	a	while	longer,	tak​ing	com​fort,
sort​ing	out	her	feel ​ings,	but	she	knew.	She	pulled	away	so	she	could	look	at	Natani.	The	wolf	let
her	go,	but	not	any	far​ther	than	she	wanted	to.	She	had	to	smile	at	that.	Joy	and	sor​row.	Natani
looked	at	her,	cu​ri ​ous,	con​cerned,	com​fort​ing,	wholly	beau ​ti​ful.	She	had	to	ex ​plain.	“This…”
No,	that	was	the	wrong	word.	“Wreath ​wood	is	my	home	now.	I’m	never	go​ing	back.”

She	could	see	the	wolf	re ​ject	a	few	flip ​pant	re ​marks,	and	won​dered	what	they	were.	She
wouldn’t	have	minded.	“What	about	your	mother?”

Tears.	She	hadn’t	ex ​pected	it	to	hurt	that	much.	Maybe	it	wouldn’t	have,	an	hour	ago.	But
she	was	dif ​fer​ent	now.	“I	don’t	think	I’ll	ever	see	her	again.	I	can’t	go	back	just	to	visit.	That’s
not	how	it	works.	And	even	if	I	could…	just	to	re ​ject	it	all?	I…”	She	buried	her	face	in	the	wolf’s
mane	again.	Natani	waited	pa​tiently	as	her	tears	ran	their	course,	stroking	her	back,	sooth ​ing.

Fi ​nally,	with	a	long	sigh,	Mad​die	was	done.	Sor​row	and	joy.	She	let	what	she	had	lost	fall
away,	and,	en​veloped	in	the	wolf’s	warmth,	fo ​cused	on	what	she	had	gained.	Natani	seemed	to
sense	the	change	in	her	mood,	and	she	in	turn	could	sense	the	wolf	work​ing	up	to	some ​thing.
With	a	rum​ble	of	her	chest,	Natani	cleared	her	throat.	“So,	would	you	say	that	was	life-chang​-
ing?”

Mad ​die	laughed,	un​bri ​dled,	and	pushed	the	wolf	over	on	her	back.	She	sat	astride	her	stom​-
ach	to	look	down	at	her,	smil ​ing.	Natani,	re ​lieved,	reached	up	to	touch	her	face,	to	wipe	what
were	left	of	her	tears	away.	Mad ​die	leaned	into	her	hand,	then	kissed	her	wrist,	then	fol​lowed
her	arm	down…

87Full	House



**

The	ba​sitins	had	sorted	out	their	legs	and	set​tled	into	po​si ​tion.	Keith	got	the	first	touch,	slowly
trac ​ing	the	pad	of	one	foot	up	the	un​der​side	of	Alaric’s	erect	shaft.	When	he	reached	the	tip,	he
grabbed	one	side	with	his	toes	and	pulled	op ​po ​site,	bend​ing.	Alaric’s	re ​ac ​tion	was	pal ​pa​ble.	As
was	Zen’s.	He	knew	how	that	felt,	was	right	there	with	the	ba ​sitin	in	his	imag​i ​na ​tion,	and	felt
his	own	body	stir​ring,	un​bid ​den.	Keith	pulled	back,	rest​ing	both	feet	against	Alaric’s	groin,	the
other	ba​sitin’s	balls	cupped	be ​tween	his	naked	an​kles.	Alaric	ral ​lied,	ca​ress ​ing	Keith’s	sack
with	his	toes	while	his	other	foot	tried	to	catch	the	base	of	his	shaft.	Keith’s	tail	thrashed	and	he
arched	his	back,	giv​ing	Alaric	an	op​por​tu ​nity	to	trap	his	man​hood	against	his	stom ​ach,	giv​ing	it
a	long	stroke	with	his	wrapped	foot,	pay​ing	Keith	back.	Alaric	fo ​cused	on	the	head,	mas​sag​ing
it	with	his	pad,	push​ing	against	Keith.	With	a	gasp,	Keith	went	lax,	caus ​ing	Alaric	to	lose	his
hold;	but	he	quickly	pushed	his	ad​van ​tage,	shift​ing	closer	and	trap​ping	Keith’s	shaft	be ​tween
his	wrapped	an​kles.

Keith	seemed	to	be	let​ting	him​self	get	lost	in	the	plea ​sure,	barely	putting	up	a	fight.	Zen
didn’t	quite	trust	his	per​for​mance—was	he	toy ​ing	with	Alaric?	Or…	was	he	look​ing	to	throw?
Was	that	what	the	warn​ing	had	been	about?	What	would	Alaric	ask	for,	if	he	won?	He	re ​ally
didn’t	know	what	he’d	be	in	for.	Still,	look​ing	at	Keith,	the	ba ​sitin’s	ex​pres​sion	one	of	pure	plea​-
sure,	his	fore ​most	thought	was	that	he	wanted	badly	to	be	a	part	of	it.	Though	he	sup​posed	in	a
way,	he	was.	Who	knew	how	ex​tra-spe ​cially	kinky	a	‘judge’	be ​ing	present	made	this	for	the	ba​-
sitins?	Not	him.	That	was	the	prob​lem.	Maybe	he	should	have	made	it	a	three-way	duel,	with	a
penalty	for	the	loser…	He	would’ve	been	lucky	to	last	a	minute,	and	then	he	would	have	owed
them	both	a	treat…	he	lost	him​self	for	a	mo ​ment,	in	imag​in​ing	all	the	ways	that	might	have
turned	out.	Or	what	if	Keith	had	thrown?	He	sighed	to	him​self,	though	it	was	close	to	a	whim​-
per.	He	hadn’t	quite	been	re ​duced	to	paw ​ing	at	him​self,	but	he	was	painfully	hard,	will ​ing	the
ba ​sitins	to	end	this	tor​ture	and	do	some ​thing,	any​thing	to	him.

It	looked	close.	At	some	point,	Keith	had	re ​cov​ered,	and	both	ba​sitins	were	clearly	feel ​ing	it
now,	eyes	locked,	bod ​ies	strain​ing,	nearly	pant​ing.	Alaric	was	us​ing	one	of	his	feet	the	way	he’d
used	Keith’s	stom​ach,	ear​lier,	pin​ning	the	ba​sitin’s	mem​ber	against	it	with	his	other,	mas​sag​ing
the	head	with	his	pad,	push​ing	against	the	toes	of	his	other	foot,	shift​ing	them,	press​ing	back…
an	Alaric	win	looked	all	but	in​evitable—un​til	Keith	broke	out	all	his	best	tricks	at	the	last	mo ​-
ment,	and	as	both	ba​sitins	jerked	and	groaned,	Zen	had	no	idea	which	had	fin​ished	first.	As
they	both	col​lapsed,	gasp ​ing	for	breath,	Zen	re ​al​ized	there	had	been	no	great	ex​plo​sion;	hardly
any	is​sue,	and	what	there	was	was	mostly	clear.	That	gave	him	some	idea	of	just	how	busy
they’d	been,	ear​lier.	Guess	that	rules	out	cleanup	duty.

Keith	was	the	first	to	lever	him​self	back	into	a	sit​ting	po ​si​tion.	He	wiped	him​self	off	on	his
dis​carded	robe,	then	cleaned	Alaric’s	feet,	still	near	the	scene	of	the	crime,	be ​fore	toss​ing	the
robe	at	the	other	ba​sitin	with	a	grin.	“Let’s	try	to	keep	the	laun​dry	down.”

Alaric	laughed,	still	on	his	back.	“Oh	gods,	that	towel…”	He	too	lev​ered	him ​self	up	and
wiped	him​self	down,	be ​fore	clean ​ing	Keith’s	feet…	per​haps	un​nec​es​sar​ily	thor​oughly.	He	ac ​tu ​-
ally	blushed!	Keith	nudged	him	to	leave	off,	but	his	smile	made	it	clear	he	meant	no	re ​proach.

That’s	all	well	and	good,	but…	Zen	cleared	his	throat.	“So,	who	won?”
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They	both	looked	at	him,	seated	on	his	throne,	pitch ​ing	a	tent.	Keith	raised	his	eye​brows
and	grinned,	and	Alaric	did	an​other	dou ​ble-take,	then	quickly	came	back	for	a	third	look.	Zen
winked	at	him	with	a	grin.	Al ​ways	nice	to	get	a	re ​ac ​tion.

Keith	smiled	a	smile	that	Zen	did	not	trust	at	all,	but	which	left	him	tin​gling	with	an ​tic​i​pa ​-
tion.	“You’re	the	judge.	Who	came	first?”

“…	nei​ther	of	you?”
The	ba​sitin	grinned.	“Cor​rect.	Would	you	re ​mind	his	honor	of	the	rules,	Brother	Alaric?”
“I	be ​lieve	the	ex​act	stip ​u ​la​tion	was:	‘He	who	comes	first	loses.	Win​ner	gets	a	treat.’”
Keith	was	still	look​ing	straight	at	him,	though	from	his	tone	he	spoke	to	Alaric.	“And	if	nei​-

ther	of	us	lost?”
“I	be ​lieve	it	fol ​lows	that	ei ​ther	nei​ther	of	us	gets	a	treat…	or	we	both	do.”
“So,	your	honor…”	Keith	stood	up	and	stepped	closer,	his	tail	swish ​ing	slowly,	on	the	hunt.

“Which	shall	it	be?”
It	wasn’t	much	of	a	ques​tion.

**

Mad ​die	was	all	over	her.	Natani	laughed	and	sat	up,	scat​ter​ing	her.	The	ba​sitin	looked	at	her
cu ​ri​ously.

Natani	stacked	some	pil​lows	against	the	head ​board	and	re ​clined	in	a	half-seated	po​si​tion.	It
was	com​fort​able	enough,	and	it	felt	good	to	be	less…	prone.	She	grinned	at	Mad​die.	“Just	keep​-
ing	an	eye	on	you,	lit​tle	kit ​ten.”	It	was	a	lit​tle	less	of	a	joke	than	she	would	have	liked.

“Oh,	you	don’t	have	to	worry	about	me!	But…”	Mad ​die	looked	a	lit​tle	skep ​ti ​cal.	“Are	you	re ​-
ally	go ​ing	to	keep	call ​ing	me	that?”

Natani	beck​oned	her	closer.	“No	good?”
She	came.	“No,	it	just…	can	it	be	just	be ​tween	us?”
Natani	scratched	her	un​der	the	chin,	caus​ing	her	to	squirm.	“Sure	thing,	kit​ten.”
“What,	chang​ing	it	al​ready?”
Natani	grinned.	“Well,	it’s	a	mouth​ful.”	She	put	a	hand	on	the	ba ​sitin’s	shoul​der.	“You’re

okay?”

*

Mad ​die	smiled	at	the	wolf’s	con​cern.	How	to	con​vince	her?	“Yeah.	Bet​ter	than	okay.”	She
looked	at	Natani,	un​guarded.	“It	wasn’t	a	sur​prise,	ex​actly.	I	sus​pected.	Now	I	know,	is	all.”	She
stuck	her	tongue	out,	mim​ick​ing	the	wol ​ven	ges​ture,	net ​ting	a	smile	and	an​other	scratch	un ​der
her	chin.	She	just	sa​vored	it	for	a	mo ​ment;	it	felt	won ​der​ful.	“And	ear​lier…”	she	flushed	at	the
mem​ory.	“That	was	in​cred​i​ble.	But	the	way	I	feel	now…	it’s	like…”	How	to	ex​plain	it?	“You
know	how	if	there’s	a	noise	you’re	used	to,	you	some ​times	only	no​tice	it	when	it	goes	away?	It’s
like	that.	Like	for	years	I’ve	had	an	an​noy​ing	hum	in	my	ears,	or	an	itch	I	couldn’t	scratch,	or
some ​thing	prick​ling	at	me,	and	now	it’s	just…	gone.	So	yeah,	I’m	okay.”	She	leaned	in	to	kiss
the	lovely	wolf,	putting	it	in	some ​thing	bet​ter	than	words.	She	was	bet​ter	than	she’d	ever	been.
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*

Mad ​die’s	mood	was	in​fec ​tious,	and	Natani	found	her​self	re ​lax​ing	in	the	kiss.	She’d	never	seen
the	ba​sitin	quite	like	this.	But	then,	she	had	said	years.	The	way	she’d	de ​scribed	it	made	her
think	of	the	on​set	of	heat,	and	her	heart	went	out	to	Mad ​die.	But	surely	it	hadn’t	been	that	bad.

Surely?
The	ba​sitin	pulled	away	to	look	at	her,	a	wide	grin	on	her	face.	“So,	my	turn?”
Natani	had	to	laugh.	“Fine,	fine!	Your	turn.”

*

Mad ​die	darted	back	in	for	a	quick	kiss,	then	kissed	Natani	on	the	cheek,	on	the	throat…	im​i​ta​-
tion	was	the	sin​cer​est	form	of	flat​tery,	af ​ter	all.	She	reached	the	wolf’s	breasts,	and	was	again
fas​ci​nated	by	how	dif ​fer​ent	they	were	from	her	own.	She	brought	her	hands	into	play,	feel​ing
their	weight,	and	shot	Natani	a	ques​tion​ing	look.	The	wolf	rolled	her	eyes,	but	seemed	happy	to
let	her	do	what	she	wanted.	So	she	did,	nuz​zling,	lick​ing,	nip ​ping,	re​turn​ing	ev​ery ​thing	the	wolf
had	done	to	her.	She	rel​ished	ev​ery	re ​ac ​tion	she	got	from	Natani;	the	lit​tle	in​takes	of	breath,
the	low	moans,	even	the	oc​ca​sional	growl.	She	looked	for	new	things;	graz​ing	a	nip​ple	with	her
teeth	earned	a	yelp.	When	she	tried	suck​ling	to	make	it	bet​ter,	Natani	laughed,	and	she	had	to
stop	to	grin.	She	nuz​zled	again,	and	found	a	se ​cret	thrill	in	feel​ing	her	ears	rub	against	them;
against	the	wolf.

Con​tin ​u​ing	to	play,	she	let	one	hand	wan​der	down	Natani’s	stom​ach.	The	wolf	brought	one
of	her	own	hands	to	join	it,	plac ​ing	it	over	hers,	guid​ing	her	where	she	had	been	go​ing	any ​way.
She	rested	her	palm	on	Natani’s	mound,	re ​mem​ber​ing	how	pleas​ant	that	had	felt.	She	could
feel	the	wolf’s	wet​ness	and	heat	with	her	fin ​gers	and	smiled	to	her​self,	sat​is​fied.	The	an ​gle	was
weird,	but	it	wasn’t	en​tirely	un ​like	do​ing	it	to	her​self.	That	gave	her	the	idea	to	face	the	wolf’s
side	and	move	closer,	and	it	be ​came	more	fa​mil ​iar.	Though,	she	couldn’t	feel	her	touch,	of
course…	so	she	watched	Natani,	look​ing	for	clues	in	the	wolf’s	ex​pres​sion.

Natani	smiled	at	her.	“Kiss	me?”
Mad ​die’s	heart	leapt.	She	did,	putting	some	force	into	it.	It	was	time	to	pay	her	back.	She

started	mov​ing	her	hand,	at	first	just	rub​bing	all	of	Natani	with	her	palm.	The	wolf	moaned
into	the	kiss,	and	her	hand	was	there	again,	guid ​ing	Mad ​die,	coax​ing	her	into	do ​ing	other
things.	She	hap ​pily	played	along,	ca​ress​ing,	teas​ing,	rub​bing;	with	one	fin​ger,	with	two.
Natani’s	hips	trem​bled	un​der	her	and	she	guessed	the	wolf	was	get​ting	close,	so	she	leaned
back	to	watch.	Natani	had	her	eyes	closed.

*

Mad ​die’s	mouth	left	hers,	and	Natani	fo ​cused	on	the	ba​sitin’s	quick,	clever	fin​gers.	She	made
the	ef ​fort	to	stop	guid ​ing	and	in​ter​fer​ing;	to	re ​lax	and	let	it	hap ​pen.	Mad ​die	had	it,	was	ea​ger	to
bring	her	plea​sure.	When	it	came,	it	was	a	long,	slow	re ​lease	of	ten​sion	that	left	her	pant​ing
slightly.	She	ex​haled	a	breath	she	felt	she’d	been	hold ​ing	for	min​utes	and	opened	her	eyes.

Mad ​die	looked	a	lit​tle	con​ster​nated.	“Was	that	it?”
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The	am​bi​tion	of	youth.	Natani	laughed,	and	kissed	her,	grate ​fully.	“It’s	not	al ​ways	fire ​-
works.	You	did	good.”

The	ba​sitin	grinned	slowly.	“…	but	can	do	bet​ter?”
Natani	stuck	her	tongue	out.	“Well,	maybe.”
Mad ​die	kissed	her	again,	wip ​ing	away	her	smirk,	then	darted	away,	giv​ing	her	breasts	a

nuz​zle	be ​fore	pass​ing	on,	lick​ing	her	way	down​wards.	Con ​tin​u ​ing	the	cir​cuit.	As	Mad​die	made
her	way	down	her	stom​ach,	the	ease	Natani	had	been	build ​ing	up	be ​gan	to	evap ​o​rate.	She
wasn’t	com ​fort​able	with	this.	She	hated	to	face	that,	but	it	was	true.	She	wasn’t	past	it,	af​ter	all.
She	was	strug​gling	with	what	to	do	about	it	when	Mad ​die	nearly	jumped	to	lie	be​tween	her
legs.	The	ba​sitin	could	move	when	she	had	a	mind	to.

Natani	pan​icked	and	tried	to	push	her	head	back,	but	ac ​ci​den ​tally	got	her	by	the	ear.	She
quickly	let	go.	“Sorry!”

*

Mad ​die	looked	at	the	wolf	for	a	mo ​ment,	puz​zled.	What	was	this?	Natani	had	pulled	her	hand
away,	but	it	was	still	hov​er​ing	near	her.	Ready	to	stop	her?	The	wolf	looked…	torn.	“Natani…
first	of	all…”	she	nuz​zled	the	wolf’s	palm,	then	turned	her	head	to	rub	her	ears	against	it.	She
shiv​ered	with	it,	and	when	she	was	fi ​nally	able	to	coax	the	wolf	to	rub	back,	she	didn’t	even	try
to	stop	her	tail	from	do​ing	what	it	would.	“First	of	all…	you	re​ally	don’t	need	to	worry	about
that.”	She	smiled	at	the	wolf,	be ​atific.	“You	can	touch	me	how ​ever	you	want,	right	now.”

*

Natani	was	touched,	and	found	her​self	smil ​ing,	her	ear​lier	panic	dis​ap​pear​ing.	“Oh?”	She
scratched	Mad​die	be ​hind	the	ear,	caus​ing	the	ba​sitin	to	trem​ble,	then	stroked	down	the	back	of
her	head	only	to	come	back	around	and	scratch	her	un​der	the	chin.	“How ​ever	I	want?”

Mad ​die	made	some	kind	of	sound	of	as​sent.	Her	eyes	had	slid	al ​most	closed,	and	her	tail
was	speak​ing	quite	clearly.	Natani	kept	scratch​ing	her	un​der	the	chin,	beck​on​ing	her,	and
slowly	she	came,	on	all	fours.	Natani	ma​neu ​vered	her	back	up	across	her	stom ​ach	un ​til	the	ba​-
sitin	bumped	into	her	breasts,	then	switched	back	to	scratch​ing	her	ears.	Mad​die	set​tled	down
against	her.	Natani	slumped	lower	on	the	pil ​lows	to	make	the	po​si ​tion	more	com​fort​able,	then
brought	both	of	her	hands	to	bear.	The	ba​sitin	melted,	and	in	mo ​ments	she	was	purring.

It	was	down ​right	un​fair,	re ​ally.	She	had	years	of	prac ​tice.	But,	smil​ing	at	the	ceil ​ing,	she
didn’t	think	Mad​die	was	go​ing	to	com ​plain	over​much.

*

Natani’s	hands	on	her	were	mak​ing	it	hard	for	Mad​die	to	think.	She’d	had	no	idea	that	just	be ​-
ing	touched	by	some ​one	could	feel	so	good.	Not	like	this.	Her	world	had	con​stricted	to	the	cir​-
cle	of	Natani’s	arms,	a	world	filled	with	the	wolf’s	warmth	and	her	own	purring.	She	never
wanted	it	to	end.	But	there	had	been	some ​thing.	A	sec​ond	of	all.	There	was	some ​thing	wrong
with	the	won​der​ful,	won​der​ful	wolf.
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“Natani…”
The	wolf	rum​bled	un​der	her.	“Yeah?”
Mad ​die	tried	for	an	ex​as​per​ated	sigh,	but	it	be ​came	a	happy	one.	“Would	you…	stop…

that?”	The	ques​tion	came	out	as	rhetor​i​cal.
“Do	you	re ​ally	want	me	to?”
With	a	strug​gle,	Mad​die	found	her	arms	and	slid	them	up	against	Natani’s	body,	cross​ing

them	over	the	wolf’s	arms.	She	shifted	her	weight,	and	Natani’s	hands	fell	away.	She	in​stantly
re ​gret​ted	the	loss,	but	sol ​diered	on,	find​ing	her	skele ​ton	and	enough	mus​cles	to	wres​tle	her​self
into	an	up ​right	po ​si​tion.	She	sat	on	Natani’s	hips,	lean ​ing	over	the	wolf	and	look​ing	down	at
her.	Natani	looked	like	she	felt,	and	she	for​got	what	she	was	about	to	say.	She	smiled	goofily.
“Care ​ful,	I	might	fall	for	you.”

Natani	grinned.	“I’d	treat	you	well.”
“…	You	would,	huh.”	There	wasn’t	any ​thing	she	didn’t	like	about	the	way	the	wolf	was	look​-

ing	at	her.	What​ever	the	prob​lem	was,	she	re ​ally	didn’t	think	it	had	to	do	with	her.	She	grew
more	se ​ri​ous.	“Natani…	what’s	wrong?”

The	wolf	grew	more	se ​ri​ous	as	well.	“…	I	guess	you	wouldn’t	be ​lieve	‘noth​ing’,	huh?”
“I	could	pre ​tend.	If	you	re ​ally	wanted	me	to.”

*

Natani	smiled	at	the	ba​sitin.	Pre ​tend ​ing	wouldn’t	do	any	good.	It	never	had,	re ​ally.	She	sighed.
“I’m	afraid.”

Mad ​die	grinned.	“What,	that	I’ll	make	you	for​get	all	about	Keith?”
Natani	reached	up	to	give	her	ear	a	tweak.	“Don’t	try	and	save	face	for	me.”
The	ba​sitin	rubbed	at	her	ear.	“I	al ​ways	won ​dered	what	that	felt	like.”
Natani	stuck	her	tongue	out.	“Well,	now	you	know.”
Mad ​die	hes​i ​tated	for	a	mo ​ment.	“Afraid?”
“It	might	seem	strange	to	you,	with	the	way	you’ve	been	go ​ing,	but	this	used	to	be…	hard	for

me.	Very	hard.”
Un ​der​stand​ing	dawned.	“Is	it	be ​cause	of	the…”	Mad ​die	made	the	in​ter​na​tional	hand	sig​nal

for	‘the	thing	that	is	up	with	you.’
“That’s	part	of	it.”	But	then,	Zen	hadn’t	re ​ally	had	all	that	much	trou ​ble,	in	the	end…	“It’s	a

part	of	it,	but	maybe	not	as	big	a	part	as	I	thought.”	She	sighed.	“I	thought	I	was	done	with	this
years	ago.	Turns	out	it	was	never	sex	I	was	okay	with.	It	was	Keith.”

“But…	just	now…”	Mad ​die	pulled	at	her	ear	and	blushed.	“And…	ear​lier.	What…	what	ex​-
actly	is	it	that	you’re	afraid	of?”

Natani	smiled	at	her.	Of	course	a	ba​sitin	would	think	of	in​ti​macy,	first.	But	no.	“Not	be ​ing
in	con​trol.”

“Ah.	I	see	how	that	would…”	Mad ​die	looked	thought​ful.	“In	that	case…”	the	ba ​sitin	took
Natani’s	hand	and	guided	it	to	the	top	of	her	head,	smil ​ing.	“I’m	okay	with	you	be​ing	in	con​-
trol.”

But	I’m	not.	Not	with	hav ​ing	to	be.	Still.	It	wasn’t	Mad ​die’s	fault.	Natani	found	her	smile.
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She	gave	the	ba ​sitin’s	ears	some	more	at​ten ​tion,	then	gave	her	an​other	scratch	un​der	the	chin.
Her	re ​ac ​tions	re ​ally	were	adorable.	“Still	not	sat​is​fied,	lit​tle	kit ​ten?”

The	ba​sitin	leaned	down	to	kiss	her.	She	was	re ​ally	start​ing	to	get	the	hang	of	it.	“Only	if	you
want	me	to	be.”

That	was	one	way	to	go	about	it.	“I	guess	that’s	a	yes,	then.”
“…	wait.	Which	does	that	mean?”
Natani	laughed.	“Let’s	give	it	a	try.	But	it	might	not	hap ​pen.”	Those	were	the	old	words,	to

take	the	pres​sure	off.	But	there	was	steel	in	her	heart.	She	would	do	this.
Maybe.
She	reached	up	to	touch	Mad ​die	on	the	cheek	with	her	fin ​ger​tips.	The	ba​sitin	looked	sur​-

prised,	then	smiled	widely	be ​fore	turn​ing	her	head	to	kiss	her	palm.	Yeah,	she	un​der​stood.
Mad ​die	fol​lowed	her	hand	down	again,	go ​ing	slower	this	time.	The	care	she	was	tak​ing	ran ​-

kled	a	bit,	but	it	was	also…	heart​en​ing.	And	other	things,	as	the	ba​sitin	once	again	re ​turned	to
her	breasts.	Natani	wanted	this	to	work.	For	both	their	sakes.

Mad ​die	popped	up.	“Could	you	sit	up	a	bit	more?	I’d	like	to	be	able	to	see	your	face.”
Natani	straight​ened	up	with	a	wry	grin.	For	some ​one	not	in	con​trol,	Mad​die	was	a	bit	on

the	bossy	side.	“Bet​ter?”
“Bet​ter.”	The	ba​sitin	laid	her​self	down	be ​tween	her	legs	again.	“Your	hand?	Could	you…?”
Natani	rolled	her	eyes,	but	she	placed	a	hand	on	Mad ​die’s	head,	giv​ing	her	a	scratch	be ​hind

one	ear	for	good	mea​sure.	The	ba​sitin	mrowed,	swish ​ing	her	tail.	The	hand	didn’t	feel	nec ​es​-
sary,	at	least	for	the	mo​ment.	Though…	un ​der​stand​ing	might	have	curbed	Mad​die’s	en​thu ​si ​-
asm	a	bit,	but	Natani	though	she	saw	a	new	spark	of	de ​ter​mi​na​tion	in	the	ba​sitin’s	eyes.	And…
Mad ​die	usu ​ally	got	what	she	wanted.	Natani	felt	some ​thing	stir​ring	in​side	her	at	the	thought,
and	her	voice	came	out	a	lit​tle	hoarse.	“Your	turn.”

**

“Up.”
Zen	rose,	very	aware	of	the	con​fines	of	his	robe.	Keith	tugged	up	at	the	side	of	the	gar​ment,

and	he	got	the	idea,	reach ​ing	into	the	neck	to	pull	the	whole	thing	off	and	send	it	fly​ing.	Giv​ing
him	no	time	to	take	stock,	Keith	guided	him,	firmly,	back​ing	him	against	the	nar​row	end	of	the
ta​ble.	Well.	That	gave	away	some	of	the	game.	Zen	leaned	against	the	ta​ble,	grab​bing	the	edge
for	sup​port,	and	tried	not	to	let	his	ex ​cite ​ment	show	too	much.	Was	that	re ​ally	what	Keith	had
in	mind?

*

Keith	knelt	down,	wall-side	of	Zen,	and	looked	at	Nick.	Time	to	make	in ​tro​duc ​tions.	It	was	a	bit
of	a	de ​tour	from	the	plan,	but	he	was	cu ​ri​ous,	and	he	needed	to	know.	Nick	had	gone	along,	but
was	it	just	that?	And	how	on	board	was	Zen,	re ​ally?	What	he	had	in	mind	prob​a​bly	wouldn’t
work	if	this	was	just	half-hearted	ex​plo​ration	for	one	or	both	of	them,	so	in	that	case…	Well.
Keith	caught	Nick’s	eye	and	sig​naled	him	to	ap ​proach,	point​ing	him	to	Zen’s	very	hard	mem​-
ber,	knot	and	all.	There	was	no	putting	this	ge ​nie	back	in	the	bot​tle,	but	there	was	more	than
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one	way	to	make	a	wish.
Nick	ap​proached,	kneel ​ing	op ​po​site	him,	and	Keith	thought	he	liked	what	he	saw.	The	other

ba​sitin	seemed	un​able	to	take	his	eyes	off	Zen’s	knot.	Keith	smiled.	The	wolf	would	like	that,
too.

Nick	tore	his	eyes	away	to	look	at	Keith.	“Is	this…?”
“Yeah.”
“Huh.”
The	other	ba​sitin	glanced	at	the	knot	again,	then	looked	the	en​tire	thing	over.	Keith	thought

he	seemed	rather…	in​trigued.	Nick	opened	his	mouth,	but	didn’t	seem	to	find	the	words.	Then,
as	if	re ​mem​ber​ing	it	was	ac​tu ​ally	at​tached	to	some ​one,	he	glanced	up	at	Zen,	blush​ing	a	lit​tle.
Keith	glanced	up	as	well,	to	see	Zen	look​ing	rather	adorably	smug.

Nick	re ​turned	his	eyes	to	the	prize,	and	once	again	opened	his	mouth	only	to	close	it	again
with​out	say ​ing	any ​thing.	But	then,	maybe	it	wasn’t	words	he	was	look​ing	for…	Keith	ex ​tended
his	tongue	and	gave	his	side	of	Zen’s	shaft	a	lick,	look​ing	at	Nick.	Care	for	a	taste?

The	other	ba​sitin	blushed	again,	and	Keith	won​dered	that	in	all	the	years	they’d	known	each
other	he’d	never	seen	that	un​til	to ​day.	Never	re​ally	seen	Nick,	be ​fore	to ​day.	He’d	spent	all	that
time	look​ing	away.	Nick	got	his	blush ​ing	un​der	con​trol	and	ex​tended	his	tongue,	first	get​ting
just	a	taste,	then	giv​ing	a	long	lick	down	the	side.	The	lat​ter	was	ac ​com ​pa​nied	by	an	ap ​pre ​cia​-
tive	sigh	from	Zen.	Keith	saw	that	he’d	closed	his	eyes.	Prob​a​bly	meant	that	the	wolf	was	try ​ing
to	hold	back.

Yeah,	he	didn’t	think	he	needed	to	worry	much.
Keith	gave	his	side	an​other	lick,	nudg​ing	it	to ​ward	Nick,	who	nudged	it	back	with	a	grin.

They	bat​ted	it	be ​tween	them	for	a	mo​ment,	be ​fore	Keith	started	slowly	mi ​grat​ing	wolfward.
Nick	matched	his	pace,	and	they	both	nuz​zled	up	to	Zen’s	knot	at	the	same	time.	It	throbbed
be ​tween	them	and	the	wolf	groaned,	then	groaned	louder	when	they	started	lick​ing	at	it.	The
knot	swelled	slightly,	and	Nick’s	eyes	went	wide.	Keith	grinned	at	him	and	drew	back.	Nick	fol​-
lowed	suit.	Zen’s	mem​ber	twitched	be ​tween	them,	and	the	wolf	whim​pered.	Keith	stroked	one
of	his	legs	gen​tly,	and	slowly,	the	twitch​ing	sub​sided.	That	had	been	very	close,	and	if	Zen	had
moved	at	all…	the	wolf	must’ve	been	dy ​ing	to	buck	his	hips.	Hmm.	Could	they	take	a	longer	de ​-
tour?	He	eyed	the	room.	They’d	prob​a​bly	set	a	new	dis​tance	record…	No,	too	am​bi​tious.	Some
other	time.	If	there	was	such	a	thing.	No,	bet​ter	to	just—

Nick	got	his	at​ten ​tion	with	a	twitch	of	his	ear,	then	glanced	at	the	tip	of	Zen’s	mem​ber,	then
looked	a	ques​tion	at	Keith.

Nod,	smile.	Go	for	it.	A	tip	of	the	ear	to	sug​gest	mod​er​a ​tion.	Nick	moved	to	di​rectly	in	front
of	Zen	and	care ​fully	licked	the	tip	clean,	then	took	it	into	his	mouth,	get​ting	a	good	taste.	Zen
vis​i ​bly	throbbed	again,	and	Keith	was	tempted	to	let	the	other	ba​sitin	get	more	than	a	mouth​-
ful…	but,	again,	some	other	time.	He	put	his	hand	on	Nick’s	chest.	Let’s	not	get	car​ried	away.
The	other	ba ​sitin	re ​leased	Zen,	look​ing	a	lit ​tle	dis​ap​pointed	and	lick​ing	his	lips.	Keith	tilted	his
head,	sig​nal ​ing	for	him	to	re ​sume	his	place,	op ​po​site.

They	grabbed	Zen	by	the	legs,	lift​ing,	and	tipped	him	onto	the	ta​ble.

**
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Mad ​die	started	slowly,	lap ​ping	at	Natani’s	fur,	work​ing	her	way	closer	to	her	wet​ness.	The
wolf’s	hand	rested	lightly	on	her	head,	but	wasn’t	guid ​ing	her;	it	moved	with	her,	not	the	other
way	around.	Natani’s	scent	en​veloped	her,	more	pow ​er​ful	than	she’d	ever	ex​pe ​ri ​enced	it	be​-
fore.	She	very	much	liked	it.	And	the	wolf’s	taste—she	very	much	liked	that,	too.	It…	suited	her,
some ​how.	She	reached	her	tar​get	and	got	a	fresh	taste	from	the	source.	Natani	cer​tainly
seemed	ex​cited,	de ​spite	the	ear​lier.	As	she	got	to	work	try ​ing	to	fig​ure	out	what	Natani	had
done	to	her,	and	how	well	she	could	put	her	tongue	to	use,	she	was	re ​warded	with	a	low	moan
from	the	wolf.	Natani’s	tail	twitched	un ​der	her,	tick​ling	her	breasts.	She	liked	the	po​si ​tion,
liked	that	she	could	see	Natani’s	ex​pres​sion.	Get​ting	the	wolf	to	moan,	see ​ing	the	plea​sure	re ​-
flected	on	her	face,	was	a	thrill.	She	shifted	her	fo ​cus	to	Natani’s	clit,	and	im​me ​di​ately	the
wolf’s	face	con​torted	in	more	plea​sure.	Natani	looked	like	Mad ​die	had	felt,	when	she	had	been
un ​der	the	wolf’s	tongue.	Just	the	mem​ory	of	that	was	enough	to	rekin​dle	her	own	ex​cite ​ment,
no	mat​ter	how	sated	she	had	felt	ear​lier.	She	could	feel	Natani’s	loins	tens​ing	and	re ​lax​ing,	and
the	wolf’s	hand	grasped	at	her,	mo​men​tar​ily	pulling	her	closer.	The	hold	grazed	her	ears,	and
she	let	out	a	small	moan	of	her	own.	She	let	her	ex​cite ​ment	carry	her,	build​ing	on	what	seemed
to	be	work​ing,	watch​ing	the	wolf.

*

Natani	closed	her	eyes,	and	let	out	a	long	moan	as	Mad ​die	did	some ​thing	par​tic ​u​larly	dev​il​ish.
It	wasn’t	like	be ​ing	teased	by	Keith,	who	knew	ex​actly	what	he	was	do ​ing;	no,	Mad ​die’s	in​ex​pe ​-
ri​ence	lent	her	a	cer​tain	er​rat ​ic​ness	that	was,	in	its	own	way,	even	more	tor​tur​ous.	Still,	Natani
found	her​self	moan ​ing	un​der	the	ba​sitin’s	tongue,	more	and	more,	as	Mad ​die	honed	her	skills
on	Natani’s	clit.	She	forced	her​self	to	re ​move	her	hand	from	the	ba​sitin’s	head,	mov​ing	it	to	her
own	thigh	in​stead,	giv​ing	one	ear	a	long	stroke	as	she	went.	She	was	get​ting	closer,	and	she
wanted	this	to	work	with​out	the	crutch.	But	the	ac ​tion	had	taken	her	out	of	the	mo ​ment,	and
she	couldn’t	quite	see	her	way	back.	The	trick	was	to	be	re ​laxed.	Try​ing	to	re ​lax	didn’t	re​ally	do
much.

*

The	wolf	re ​moved	her	hand	and	im​me ​di​ately	seemed	tenser,	and	Mad ​die	didn’t	think	it	was
the	good	kind.	She	gave	Natani	a	lit​tle	nip	on	the	in​side	of	her	thigh.	“Natani?”

The	wolf	opened	her	eyes	to	look	at	her.	“Mm?”
“My	ears.	Could	you…?”

*

Natani	laughed	softly.	“Sure.”	She	didn’t	be ​lieve	Mad ​die	for	a	mo​ment,	but	if	that	was	what	she
asked	for…	that	was	what	she	was	go​ing	to	get.	She	rubbed	the	ba ​sitin’s	ears	gen​tly,	and	for	a
mo ​ment	Mad​die	seemed	to	lose	her​self	in	it,	her	eye ​lids	grow ​ing	heav​ier.	But	she	re​cov​ered	her
fo ​cus	and	got	back	to	work,	and	it	was	Natani’s	turn	to	close	her	eyes.	She	kept	ca​ress​ing	Mad ​-
die’s	ears,	though.
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*

That	had	clearly	helped,	though	now	the	dif​fi ​culty	was	in	keep​ing	her	at​ten​tion	on	the	task	at
hand.	Per​se ​ver​ance	un​der	ad ​ver​sity!	She	man​aged	to	keep	her	eyes	open	and	on	Natani’s	face,
and	her	tongue	at	work.	She	had	a	pretty	good	idea	of	what	worked,	now,	and	fo ​cused	ev​ery​-
thing	in	an	at​tempt	to	push	the	wolf	over	the	edge…	be ​fore	her	own	dis​trac ​tion	over​whelmed
her.	It	was	a	long	push,	but	got	eas​ier	as	Natani’s	hand	stopped	mov​ing,	the	wolf	too	pre ​oc ​cu ​-
pied	with	her​self	to	keep	it	up.	She	was	pant​ing,	and	her	tail	was	twitch​ing	con​stantly	now,
bring​ing	strange	and	pleas​ant	sen ​sa​tions	to	Mad​die.	She	was	grow ​ing	in ​creas​ingly	aroused
her​self,	and	knew	her	own	tail	was	swish ​ing	wildly.	Fi​nally,	with	one	last	gasp,	Natani	was
there.	The	wolf	bucked	her	hips	against	Mad ​die’s	mouth,	and	her	hand	clutched	at	her,	keep ​ing
her	close.	She	kept	go ​ing	through	Natani’s	throes,	urged	by	the	hand	on	her	head	and	the
mem​ory	that	the	wolf	had	done	the	same.	It	be ​gan	to	sub​side	and	she	was	just	about	to	back
off,	when	the	wolf’s	hips	bucked	again,	even	more	ex​plo​sively,	ac ​com​pa ​nied	with	a	long,	loud
moan.	The	wolf’s	hand	fell	away,	and	she	lay	there,	twitch​ing	and	moan ​ing.	Mad ​die	sat	up,
amazed.

*

Natani	let	out	a	long	sigh.	All	ten ​sion	seemed	to	have	left	her	body.	That,	that	had	went	bet​ter
than	she’d	ex​pected.	Maybe	she	wasn’t	past	it,	but…	she	wasn’t	still	at	square	one,	ei ​ther.

“Was	that…	twice?”
Natani	opened	her	eyes	and	smiled	at	Mad ​die,	a	lit​tle	goofily.	“Uh-huh.”
“Is	that	what	you	were	try ​ing	to…?”
“Uh-huh.”
“So	I	can…?”
Natani	laughed.	“I	don’t	know!	I’m	just	one	wolf.”	Or	two,	de​pend ​ing	on	how	you	looked	at

it.	In	truth,	she’d	learned	that	through	Zen.	It	had	ran​kled	a	bit—It	was	her	body!—but	she
couldn’t	be ​grudge	Zen	tak​ing	to	it	so	well,	af ​ter	her	own	ex ​pe ​ri​ences.	And,	well,	she’d	taught
her	brother	a	thing	or	two	about	his	body,	as	well.

*

Huh.	Well,	she	was	look​ing	for​ward	to	find ​ing	out!	There	was	still	so	much	she	didn’t	know…
the	dildo	caught	her	eye,	lay ​ing	by	them	on	the	bed.	So	much	she	didn’t	know.	She	picked	it	up
and	gave	it	an	ex​per​i ​men​tal	lick,	then	made	a	face.	Taste	was	not	its	best	fea​ture.

Natani	grinned	at	her.	“The	real	deal	tastes	bet​ter.	Don’t	know	if	you’ll	like	it,	but	I	can
prom​ise	you	bet​ter.”

Well,	that	wouldn’t	be	hard.	And	the	toy	might	not	taste	good,	but…	“Where’d	you	get	this,
any ​way?”

Natani	quirked	a	smile.	“…	I	can	see	if	I	can	get	you	one.	Might	take	a	while,	though.”
“Re ​ally?	That’d	be…	I’d	like	that.”
“That	size?	Smaller?”
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“Smaller.	I	think.”	She	grinned.	“If	I	can	bor​row	this	one	some ​times?”
Natani	laughed.	“I’m	sure	some ​thing	can	be	ar​ranged.”
There	had	been	a	har​ness…	Mad​die	found	it,	then	quickly	fig​ured	out	the	work​ings.	The	toy

slot​ted	through,	and	then	the	flared	base	could	be	locked	into	place—the	end	had	an	in​ter​est​ing
tex​ture	to	it—and	then	the	buck​les…

*

Natani	had	closed	her	eyes	for	a	mo​ment,	and	when	she	opened	them	again	she	found	Mad ​die
sit​ting	by	her	side,	on	her	haunches,	quite	peace ​ably,	wear​ing	the	strap-on	and	look​ing	en​tirely
too	in​no​cent.	Natani	burst	out	laugh ​ing.	“Did…	did	you	have	some ​thing	in	mind?”

“Oh,	just…	won​der​ing…	if	you	were	sat​is​fied.”
Be ​ing	pen​e ​trated,	be ​ing	vul​ner​a​ble…	No	one	should	be	able	to	be	that	dis​arm​ing,	that	well

armed.	Natani	sat	up	and	looked	at	Mad ​die,	smil ​ing.	The	ba​sitin	matched	her	ex ​pres​sion,	and
Natani	felt	com​pelled	to	give	her	an​other	scratch	un ​der	the	chin.	Mad​die	purred,	eyes	half-lid ​-
ded,	an	im​age	of	in​dul​gence.	Natani	tipped	her	head	up	and	kissed	her,	with	grat​i ​tude,	then
stroked	her	cheek	gen​tly.	Mad ​die	leaned	against	her	hand	and	looked	at	her	with	a	be ​atific	lit​-
tle	smile,	and	Natani’s	heart	melted.	It	would	be	okay.	“I	am	sat ​is​fied.	But	if	you’re	still	cu ​ri​ous
about	some ​thing,	well…”	She	pulled	the	ba​sitin	into	an	em​brace.	And	poked	her​self	in	the
stom​ach.	“Be ​sides,	I	seem	to	have	made	you	hard.”

Mad ​die	snick​ered,	then	pulled	away.	“How	do	you	want	to	do	this?”
“Lie	down	on	your	back?”
Mad ​die	did,	and	Natani	strad ​dled	her.	It	was	the	eas​i ​est	po​si​tion	for	her,	but	she	still	didn’t

just	put	it	in.	Rather,	she	sat	on	Mad​die’s	thighs,	with	the	piece	de	re ​sis​tance	against	her	stom​-
ach.	Mad ​die	sought	out	her	hand	and	gave	it	a	squeeze,	and	she	was	touched	by	the	ges​ture.
She	took	both	of	the	ba​sitin’s	hands	in	her	own.	She	did	trust	Mad​die.	As	long	as	the	ba​sitin
un ​der​stood…

Natani	took	the	dildo	in	one	hand,	bring​ing	Mad ​die’s	hand	as	well.	In​struc ​tive,	af ​ter	all.
They	stead ​ied	it	to​gether	as	she	raised	her	hips	and	po ​si​tioned	her​self	above	the	tip.

Slowly,	ever	so	slowly,	she	set​tled	down	onto	it.	It	was	a	fa​mil​iar	feel​ing,	though	it	had	been
quite	a	while.	Usu ​ally	she	was	on	the	other	end,	and	even	that	had	grown	rare	now	that	there
were…	bet​ter	means.	Still.	Her	mind	flashed	to	Keith	pant ​ing	un​der	her,	and	she	grinned.	It	did
have	some	ad ​van​tages.	You	could	go	for	a	long	time…	Maybe	she	should	bring	it	on	the	trip.
For	old	times’	sakes.

**

Nick	was	left	hold ​ing	Zen’s	legs,	watch ​ing	Keith	as	he	stepped	to	the	side	of	the	ta​ble.	Keith	put
his	hand	on	the	wolf’s	wrist	and	looked	down	at	him.	“You	okay	with	this?”

Zen	growled.	“Gods	yes.	Just	get	on	with	it!”
Keith	leaned	down	to	kiss	the	wolf	at	some	length.	As	he	did,	he	rubbed	one	of	Zen’s	cheeks

with	a	hand.	There	was	that	ges​ture	again…	and	Nick	had	to	sti ​fle	a	laugh	as	the	wolf’s	tail
banged	into	his	legs.
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Keith	broke	the	kiss,	and	Zen	looked	up	at	him	with	long​ing.	“…	or	you	could	do	that.”
Keith	smiled	at	the	wolf,	and	gave	his	cheek	an ​other	stroke.	“Just	gotta	get	the	lube.	Okay?”
Zen	sighed.	“Okay.”
Keith	grinned.	“That’s	a	good	wolf.”
Zen	growled,	and	Keith	darted	away,	draw ​ing	Nick’s	eye	as	he	went…	to	a	cup ​board	in	the

cor​ner.	“Does	ev​ery	room	in	this	house	—”	Nick	looked	at	Zen,	and	in​ter​rupted	him​self.	“—
that’s	a	yes,	isn’t	it?”

The	wolf	grinned	at	him.	“Not	the	vestibule.”	Nick	con​sid ​ered.	That’d	prob​a​bly	be	be ​cause—
“We	haven’t	fig​ured	out	where	to	put	it.”

Nick	laughed.	Yeah.	He	looked	at	Zen,	who	was	grin​ning	back	at	him	with	his	hands	be ​hind
his	head.	Some ​thing	about	the	sit​u​a​tion	caught	at	him.	He	smiled	at	the	wolf.	“Com​fort​able?”

“Yeah,	I’m	good.”	Zen	sighed,	then	grinned.	“My	balls	are	killing	me,	though.”	The	grin	mel ​-
lowed	into	a	smile.	“You?”

It	wasn’t	his	body	Zen	was	ask​ing	about.	Nick	grinned.	“Yeah.	I	think	I	am.”	And	I	may	feel
like	my	dick	is	about	to	fall	off,	but	say​ing	that	would	be	go​ing	off-script.	Keith	seemed	to	be
un ​der	the	im​pres​sion	that	he	had	in​fi​nite	stamina,	prob​a​bly	be ​cause	he	him​self	seem​ingly	did.
Nick	hadn’t	had	to	dis​abuse	his	friend	of	the	no​tion	yet,	but	it	was	be ​com​ing	a	very,	very	close
thing.	The	wolf,	mean ​while,	seemed	to	have	the	op​po ​site	prob​lem.	Balls,	hm?	Alaric	fig​ured	his
lever​age	and	de ​cided	that	yes,	he	could	just	ad ​just	his	grip	a	bit,	shift	one	foot	back	and	crouch
a	lit​tle…	He	nuz​zled	Zen’s	heavy	sack	care ​fully,	and	the	wolf	gasped.	He’d	found	he	rather	liked
the	wolf’s	scent,	and	this	didn’t	do	any​thing	to	change	his	opin​ion.	He	started	lick​ing,	slowly,
teas​ing	the	large	orbs,	the	short	fur	tick​ling	at	his	tongue.	Some​thing	like	a	growl,	a	low	rum ​-
ble,	be​gan	to	em ​anate	from	Zen.

Af ​ter	he’d	thor​oughly	slathered	the	wolf,	he	straight​ened	back	up	to	see	Zen	look​ing	a	lit​tle
dazed…	and	that	the	wolf	had	dripped	a	fresh	mess	on	his	stom​ach.	He	grinned.	“Any	bet​ter?”

Zen	let	out	a	con​tented	sigh,	then	laughed.	“No,	not	re ​ally.	But…	thanks.	For	the	ef ​fort.”
Nick	shrugged.	“Any	time.”
The	wolf	laughed	again.	“Don’t	say	that	un ​less	you	mean	it.”
His	in​stinct	was	to	re ​peat	him ​self,	but	he	hes​i ​tated,	and	while	hes​i ​tat ​ing	re ​al​ized	that	Keith

was	lean​ing	against	the	wall,	hold ​ing	a	small	jar,	grin ​ning	at	him.	How	long	had…?	He…	might
have	got​ten	a	lit​tle	car​ried	away.	But…	he	didn’t	blush	this	time.	“Come	here	and	give	me	a
kiss?”

Keith	went	from	brief	sur​prise	to	a	wide	smile,	and	stepped	closer,	to	put	his	arms	around
Nick’s	neck	and	give	him	ex​actly	what	he’d	hoped	for.	It	was	very,	very	ten​der.	When	he	was
done,	Keith	leaned	his	head	against	Nick	and	looked	at	Zen.	“What	d’you	think?”

“I	think	you	should	get	on	with	it!”
Keith	laughed	and	put	the	jar	on	the	ta​ble,	al ​most	against	the	wall.	He	re ​moved	the	lid,	and

Nick	could	see	that	it	held	a	white-ish	salve	of	some	sort.	Good.	Any	more	of	the	nuts,	and	his
dick	re​ally	might	fall	off.

Keith—some ​how	still	hard—quickly	lubed	him ​self	up,	thor​oughly…	then	stopped	and
looked	at	Nick,	smil ​ing.	“Mmm…	could	have	asked	you	to	do	that.”	Yes,	he	could	have.	But
Keith	didn’t	wait	for	a	re ​sponse,	in​stead	mov​ing	on	to	ap ​ply​ing	more	of	the	lube	to	Zen’s	ass.
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There	was	an	in​take	of	breath	from	the	wolf.
Prepa​ra​tions	com ​plete,	Nick	passed	his	place—and	Zen’s	legs—to	Keith,	who	let	the	legs	fall

on	his	shoul ​ders	while	he	po​si ​tioned	him​self.	Nick	couldn’t	help	but	look	at	Zen’s	feet,	right	in
front	of	his	face,	and	missed	the	mo​ment	en​tirely.	There	was	a	sat​is​fied	sigh	from	the	wolf,	and
when	he	turned	to	look,	Keith	was	al ​ready	mov​ing,	thrust​ing	in	and	out	of	Zen.	Keith	quickly
found	his	pace,	and	Nick	took	in	how	he	was	stand​ing,	how	he	was	hold ​ing	Zen’s	legs,	how	and
how	far	he	was	mov​ing…	and	built	an	idea	of	how	it	would	feel	to	repli ​cate	it.	Ap​par​ently,	this
was	a	very	pre ​cise	thing.

Zen	sounded	amused.	“Does	that	re ​ally	take	both	of	you?”
Keith	glanced	at	Nick,	grin​ning.	“I	think	he	wants	some ​thing	to	do	with	his	mouth.”
Well,	he’d	pretty	much	got​ten	it	down	any ​way.	Nick	stepped	up	the	side	of	the	ta​ble,	feel ​ing

a	lit​tle	too	con​scious	of	the	wolf’s	eyes	on	his	not-quite-stiff	man​hood.	Zen	raised	his	head	up	a
bit,	ap ​par​ently	in	an​tic ​i​pa​tion.

*

Alaric	looked	down	at	him.	“Er…”
Zen	rolled	his	eyes	and	made	the	first	move	him​self.	He	wanted	to	do	this	be ​fore	the…	dis​-

trac​tion…	got	too	much	for	del ​i​cate	work.	He	stretched	his	neck	to	get	closer	and	gave	Alaric’s
semi-hard	shaft	a	play​ful	lick.	Not	that	far	from	how	Keith	tasted—a	dif ​fer​ent	mo​tif	on	the
same	fla​vor.	The	ba​sitin	didn’t	seem	to	have	an	ob​jec​tion,	so,	main​tain​ing	eye	con​tact,	he	gath​-
ered	the	whole	thing	into	his	muz​zle,	suck​ling	lightly.	Alaric	looked	suit​ably	en​tranced.

For	a	few	of	Keith’s	thrusts	Zen	just	held	there,	let​ting	the	slight	sway ​ing	of	his	body	do	the
work	for	him.	Keith	felt	amaz​ing	in​side	him,	and	ev​ery	thrust	was	like	an​other	drop	in	a
bucket,	build ​ing	to​wards…	some ​thing.	They’d	got	it	all	fig​ured	out;	the	speed,	the	depth,	the
an​gle.	Too	fast,	didn’t	re ​ally	work.	Too	slow,	didn’t	work	enough.	Keith	had	given	it	a	good	try
—was	al ​ways	will ​ing	to	give	it	a	good	try—but	no	mat ​ter	how	good	it	felt,	it	al​ways	got	to	be	too
much	for	Keith	be ​fore	it	got	to	be	too	much	for	Zen.	He	took	that	as	a	com​pli ​ment,	re ​ally.
They’d	given	it	a	try	with	Natani’s	lit​tle	im​ple ​ment	of	doom,	as	well,	but	that	had	dis​solved	into
laugh ​ter.	He	just	couldn’t	take	it	se ​ri​ously.	But…	two	ba​sitins?	That,	that	was	se ​ri​ous.

But	Alaric	hadn’t	got​ten	in ​stantly	hard	in	his	mouth.	Zen	didn’t	think	it	was	in​dif ​fer​ence,
so…	per​haps	he	wasn’t	as	in​de ​fati​ga ​ble	as	Keith,	af ​ter	all?	Zen	started	work​ing	his	tongue,	gen​-
tly,	gen​tly,	and	Alaric	let	out	a	long	sigh,	his	ears	droop ​ing	hap ​pily.	As	his	mouth	grew	full,	Zen
went	for	a	smile.	Yeah,	I’m	pretty	good	at	this.

*

The	wolf’s	muz​zle	was	ex​quis​ite.	As	Zen	gen​tly	coaxed	him	into	full	hard ​ness,	Nick	had	to	use
the	ta​ble	for	sup ​port.	His	tail	curled	of	its	own	vo​li ​tion.	The	wolf’s	ex ​pres​sion	war​ranted	a	re ​-
sponse.	“That	is	a	good	wolf.”

Raised	eye ​brow,	cocked	head.	‘Did	you	re ​ally	just	say	that?’
Nick	laughed.	“Sorry?”
A	shrug,	a	look.	‘It’s	fine,	but…	re ​mem ​ber	who	has	your	dick	right	now.’
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The	wolf	was	sur​pris​ingly	ex​pres​sive	with	his	mouth	full.	Nick	gave	it	an​other	go.	“You’re
amaz​ing.”

An​other	smile.	‘That’s	more	like	it.’
Nick	was	fully	hard	again,	and	with	the	way	the	day	had	been	go ​ing	he	should	have	been	on

fire…	but	some ​thing	about	the	soft	heat	of	Zen’s	muz​zle,	the	ten ​der	care	of	his	won​der​ful,	won​-
der​ful	tongue,	was	al ​le ​vi ​at​ing	the	sore​ness.	And	this	was	an	awk​ward	po​si​tion,	too…	What
would	it	be	like	to	have	the	wolf	be ​tween	his	legs?	Zen	strained	to	com​pletely	en ​gulf	him,	push​-
ing	his	nose	against	Nick’s	stom​ach,	and	thoughts	dis​persed.	The	wolf	held	there	for	a	while,
ap​par​ently	with	no	trou ​ble.	His	tongue	never	stopped,	and	Nick	could	do	noth​ing	but	lean
harder	against	the	ta ​ble	and	let	out	an​other	long	sigh	as	Zen	lav​ished	him.	He	let	some	of	his
weight	fall	against	the	wolf,	push ​ing	back	against	his	muz​zle.	Zen	didn’t	seem	to	mind,	and	he
wanted	badly	to	start	thrust​ing	slowly.	To	let	the	wolf,	so	ob​vi ​ously	will​ing,	coax	an​other	cli ​max
from	his	bat​tered	body.

With	re ​gret,	Nick	pulled	back.	Zen	let	him	go,	look​ing	up	at	him	ques​tion ​ingly,	still	hold​ing
part	of	him	in	his	muz​zle.	As	good	as	it	felt,	Nick	still	had	a	part	to	play,	and	if	the	the	wolf
could	get	him	to	spend	him​self	here—which	Nick	rather	sus​pected	he	could—he	might	not	be
able	to	play	it.	No	mat​ter	how	good	Zen	was.	He	smiled	down,	and	the	wolf	seemed	to	get	the
idea,	pulling	back	all	the	way.	Nick	found	he	ached	more	in	the	open	air	than	he	had	in	Zen’s
mouth.

The	wolf	set​tled	back	on	the	ta​ble.	That	po ​si​tion	just	now	couldn’t	have	been	very	com​fort​-
able.	But	Zen	wasn’t	done.	He	turned	his	head	to	the	side	and	nudged	Nick	with	his	free	hand,
beck​on​ing	him	nearer,	up	the	ta ​ble.	Nick	took	the	half-step	to	fol ​low	Zen,	and…	the	wolf	im​me ​-
di ​ately	nuz​zled	his	balls.	He	gasped	at	the	sen​sa ​tion,	and	the	wolf	started	lick​ing	them,	lap ​ping
at	them	slowly	with	his	tongue.	Nick	shud​dered,	his	tail	curl ​ing	again,	his	eyes	al​most	slid ​ing
closed.	This…	this	prob​a​bly	wouldn’t	be	too	much	stim​u​la​tion?	Right?	No	mat​ter	how	good	he
was?	He	gasped	again	as	Zen	took	one	of	his	balls	in	his	mouth,	tug​ging	at	it	care ​fully—po ​si​-
tion​ing	him,	he	re ​al ​ized.	He	let	the	wolf	guide	him	a	bit	more	to	the	side,	feel​ing	guilty	about
for​get​ting	to	think	of	his	com​fort	when	he	was	be ​ing	so…	the	wolf	licked	at	him	again,	and	he
couldn’t	find	the	words.	What​ever	it	was,	he	wanted	more	of	it.	He	looked	down	at	Zen,	speech​-
less.	The	wolf	smiled	at	him	again,	then	reached	up	with	a	hand	to	tou ​sle	Nick’s	hair.	He	had	to
laugh	at	the	un​ex​pected	ges​ture.	Who	was	this?	He	didn’t	know	how	he	had	ex​pected	Zen	to
re ​act	to	Keith’s	lit​tle	plan,	but	this,	some​how,	wasn’t	it.	Zen’s	hand	with​drew,	the	wolf	brac​ing
him​self	against	the	wall,	and	Nick	let	him ​self	get	lost	in	try​ing	to	make	sense	of	the	wolf…	and
the	sen​sa​tions	of	the	wolf’s	tongue	on	him.

His	reverie	was	in​ter​rupted	when,	with	a	grunt,	Zen’s	tongue	ceased,	his	eyes	slid ​ing	closed.
The	wolf	let	out	a	long,	low	moan,	and	Nick	glanced	at	Keith,	sur​prised.	The	other	ba​sitin
looked	in​tent,	but	smiled	and	winked	when	he	saw	Nick	look​ing,	then	nod ​ded	at	Zen.	He’d	just
been	fo​cused	on	what	the	wolf	was	do​ing	to	him…	al ​most	for​get​ting	what	Keith	was	do​ing	to
the	wolf.	Nick’s	eyes	were	drawn	to	Zen’s	mem​ber,	stick​ing	out	over	the	wolf’s	stom​ach,	fully
hard—more	fully	hard	than	he’d	thought	pos​si​ble.	The	knot	looked	even	big​ger	than	be ​fore.
How	could	that	ever…?	The	wolf’s	man​hood	twitched	and	throbbed	in	time	with	Keith’s
thrusts,	and	with	al​most	ev​ery	thrust	more	pre	oozed	from	the	tip.	There	was	a	trail	down	the

100Full	House



top	of	it,	and	the	wolf’s	stom​ach	was	a	sticky	mess.	He	swal ​lowed	at	the	sight,	his	mind	fill ​ing
with	im​ages	of	reach ​ing	out,	of…	he	caught	him​self,	his	hand	al​ready	ex​tended,	and	looked	at
Keith.	The	other	ba ​sitin	shook	his	head,	grin​ning,	and	Nick	grabbed	the	edge	of	the	ta​ble	in​-
stead.

**

Natani	shifted	her	weight	against	Mad ​die’s	hips,	and	the	ba ​sitin	gasped.	The	toy	was	a	clever
bit	of	work,	and	there	was	op​por​tu​nity	for	plea​sure	for	the	one	wear​ing	it	as	well.	Natani	ex​-
haled,	tak​ing	stock,	get​ting	used	to	the	full ​ness.	It	wasn’t	Keith,	but	it	wasn’t	bad.	And	it	was
Mad ​die.	She	grinned	down	at	the	ba​sitin.	“So,	how	do	you	like	the	guy	ex ​pe ​ri ​ence?”

*

Mad ​die	looked	at	the	wolf,	tow ​er​ing	over	her.	She	gave	her	hips	a	lit​tle	thrust,	and	Natani	drew
in	a	breath.	The	pres​sure	and	tex​ture	of	the	toy,	the	feel	of	the	wolf’s	weight	against	her,	was…
in​ter​est​ing.	She	grinned	back.	“I	think	I	can	see	the	ap ​peal.”	She	gave	an​other	thrust,	and
Natani	ex​haled.

“So	I	see.	Mad​die…”	she	trailed	off,	and	for	a	mo ​ment	they	stayed	like	that,	still	ex​cept	for
their	tails	slowly	min​gling	be ​tween	Mad ​die’s	legs.

“Yeah?”	Cu​ri ​ous,	noth​ing	else.
“I	want	to	leave	this	to	you.	And	it…	might	be	hard	for	me.	But…	if	I	don’t	tell	you	to	stop…”
“…	don’t?”
Natani	nod ​ded.
She	damn	well	would	stop	if	she	didn’t	like	what	she	was	see ​ing.	No	need	to	ad ​ver​tise	that

fact	to	Natani,	though,	with	the	wolf	look​ing	that	se ​ri​ous.	She	gave	Natani’s	hand	an​other
squeeze,	and	wrapped	the	wolf’s	tail	with	her	own.	Natani	smiled.	That	was	bet​ter.	“Okay.	You
can	leave	it	to	me.”	She	grinned.	“I’ll	be	gen​tle.”

Natani	stuck	her	tongue	out.	Also	good.	The	wolf	lifted	her​self	off	the	toy	and	swung	to	the
side,	get​ting	down	on	el ​bows	and	knees.	She	looked	back	at	Mad ​die	and	gave	her	tail	a	lit​tle
wag,	grin​ning.

Mad ​die	sat	up.	It	was	an	en​tic ​ing	view,	to	be	sure…	she	leaned	for​ward	to	give	Natani	a	lick.
The	wolf	leaned	for​ward,	al ​most	out	of	range.	Tempt​ing	her?	Mad ​die	leaned	back,	and	bat​ted
at	the	wolf’s	tail.	“Natani?”

“Yeah?”
She	put	one	hand	on	the	wolf’s	rump.	“Y’know,	I	like	look​ing	at	you…”
She	gave	a	lit​tle	nudge	and	Natani	played	along,	rolling	over	at	her	touch.	The	wolf	stuck

her	tongue	out	again.	“I	get	the	feel​ing	you	just	like	see ​ing	me	on	my	back.”
Mad ​die	grinned.	“Well,	it	is	a	nice	view…”
That	had	felt	like	it	meant	some ​thing.	On	her	back…	her	stom​ach?	Mad ​die	put	one	hand	on

Natani’s	stom​ach,	and	saw	the	wolf’s	arm	twitch.	Guess	there	was	some ​thing	to	it.	She	ruf ​fled
the	fur	slowly,	watch​ing	the	wolf’s	re ​ac​tions.	Natani	seemed	to	be	strug​gling	with	her​self.	Mad ​-
die	did	like	the	sen​sa​tion	of	the	wolves’	fur,	longer	and	more	un​ruly	than	her	own…	and	also
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the	sen​sa​tion	of	Natani’s	mus​cles	un​der	her	hand.	They	kept	tens ​ing	if	she	shifted	her	hand
quickly,	but	even​tu ​ally	the	wolf	seemed	to	grow	more	re​laxed,	both	in	her	ex ​pres​sion	and	her
ab​domen.	On	a	whimsy,	she	put	her	face	into	Natani’s	stom​ach,	nuz​zling,	lick​ing.	The	wolf	ac​-
tu ​ally	laughed!	She’d	take	that	for	a	good	sign.	Natani’s	tail	wagged,	slam​ming	against	her
makeshift	erec​tion,	and	Mad​die	laughed	as	well.	She	straight​ened	up	again,	and	see ​ing	Natani
smil ​ing	at	her,	started	to	po​si ​tion	her​self	be ​tween	the	wolf’s	legs.	Eas​i ​est	would	have	been	to
just	lean	over	her,	and	Natani’s	breasts	looked	like	they	would	be	just	per​fectly	in	reach…	but
she	didn’t	want	to	take	her	hand	off	of	the	wolf’s	stom​ach,	or	her	eyes	off	of	her	face.	So	she
spread	her	knees	in​stead,	low ​er​ing	her	hips,	see ​ing	if	she	could	line	it	up.	Natani	played	along,
lift​ing	her	legs	so	Mad ​die	could	get	hers	un​der,	rais​ing	her	hips	to	meet.	Looked	work​able.
Mad ​die	set​tled	into	some ​thing	like	a	sta ​ble	po​si​tion,	then	grabbed	the	shaft	of	the	dildo	with
her	free	hand—feel ​ing	a	good	sort	of	ridicu ​lous	do​ing	it—and	po ​si​tioned	the	tip	against	Natani.
The	wolf	nod​ded,	and	Mad ​die	thrust	her	hips.	The	tip	slid	in,	and	the	wolf	let	out	a	low	growl…
but	it	didn’t	feel	threat​en​ing.	Mad ​die	re ​mem​bered	how	eas​ily	Natani	had	taken	all	of	it	when
the	wolf	had	been	on	top,	so	she	didn’t	take	it	any ​where	near	as	slow	as	Natani	had,	with	her.
She	couldn’t	quite	work	the	shaft	all	the	way	in,	be ​tween	her	legs	be ​ing	up	against	Natani’s	and
the	awk​ward	an​gle.	But	that	prob​a​bly	didn’t	mat ​ter.	She	tried	a	short	thrust,	and	the	wolf
growled	again.	Mad​die	ruf ​fled	the	fur	on	her	stom​ach,	and	the	growl	changed	reg​is​ter.	She
thrust	again,	faster,	and	the	growl	be ​came	a	gasp,	then	a	moan,	and	Natani’s	ex​pres​sion
melted.	The	wolf’s	tail	was	wag​ging	be ​tween	her	legs,	oc ​ca​sion​ally	giv​ing	Mad ​die	a	thump.

*

An​other	low	growl	es​caped	Natani.	This	was…	had	Mad​die	known	this	po ​si​tion	should	have
been	the	most	dif​fi​cult?	But	what	the	ba ​sitin	had	done…	a	sim​ple	ges​ture,	but	it	had	done	won​-
ders.	She	wanted	to	put	her	hand	on	Mad​die’s,	just	to	touch	her;	but	that	would	prob​a​bly	lead
to	a	mis​un​der​stand ​ing.	So	she	put	both	hands	be ​hind	her	head,	in​stead.	Hands	off,	in ​deed.
Mad ​die	grinned	at	her,	and	she	stuck	her	tongue	out	in	re ​sponse.	What	Mad​die	was	do ​ing	was
work​ing	for	her,	but	the	ba​sitin	didn’t	seem	af ​fected	her​self.	“Y’know,	if	you	get	the	an​gle	just
right…”

*

Cu ​ri​ous,	Mad ​die	be​gan	ex ​per​i ​ment​ing,	and	quickly	found	that	if	she	held	her​self	up ​right,	lean​-
ing	back	a	bit,	with	her	hips	out,	then	when	she	thrust…	The	base	of	the	shaft	con​nect​ing	them
pressed	against	her	just	right,	and	she	mr​rowed	at	the	sen​sa​tion.	She	thrust	harder,	and
gasped.	Yes,	that	was	def ​i​nitely…	she	tried	again,	and	this	time	moaned	in	time	with	Natani.
Looked	like	it	worked	for	both	of	them.	She	kept	thrust​ing	her	hips,	her	own	pleas​ant	tin​gling
slowly	grow ​ing	in	in​ten​sity,	the	wolf’s	moans	grow ​ing	louder.	It	sur​prised	Mad ​die	how	quickly
she	had	the	wolf	pant​ing.	She	slid	her	hand	lower	on	Natani’s	stom​ach,	reach ​ing	for	Natani’s
clit	with	her	thumb.	The	wolf	jerked	with	a	long	and	ragged	moan,	her	eyes	squeezed	shut,	her
re ​lease	ob​vi ​ous.	The	sight	of	it	was	such	a	thrill	to	Mad​die	that	her	own	ex ​cite ​ment	peaked,	and
she	shud ​dered	as	the	sen​sa​tions	washed	over	her,	but	she	could	still	keep	mov​ing	her	hips.	In​-

102Full	House



deed,	it	wasn’t	al ​ways	fire ​works.	But	then,	the	wolf	hadn’t	said	to	stop…

**

Zen	snapped	back	into	the	present.	His	mind	was	start​ing	to	wan ​der,	turn​ing	in	on	it​self,	get​-
ting	lost	in	the	plea​sure.	Ev​ery	thrust	pushed	him	in​finites​i​mally	closer.	The	bucket	had	a	leak,
but	the	drops	just	kept…	on…	com​ing…

He	snapped	out	of	it	again	when	his	head	shifted,	plant​ing	his	nose	right	in	the	Alaric	fam ​-
ily	jew​els.	His	world	filled	with	the	ba ​sitin’s	scent,	and	he	thought	he	heard	a	yelp.	He	blinked
his	eyes	open,	feel ​ing	mud ​dled.	“Sorry.”

Alaric	laughed,	so	he	did	it	again.	Yup,	a	yelp.	He	grinned	up	at	the	ba​sitin,	who	had	that
cute	slightly	be ​fud​dled	ex ​pres​sion	again.	In​stinct	said	to	do	some​thing	about	it,	but	he	kept	his
hands	where	they	were,	re ​new​ing	his	grip	on	the	ta ​ble,	as	an​other	wave	of	plea ​sure	threat​ened
to	wash	him	away.	Free	hands	were	a	li​a ​bil​ity.	Some ​times,	this	ended	with	him	grab​bing	him​-
self.	Needed	to	brace,	hold	on	to	some ​thing	else,	give	in​stinct	other	things	to	do.	He	forced
him​self	to	fo​cus,	re ​new ​ing	his	hold	on	the	link.	That,	too,	had	threat​ened	to	slip.

He	wanted	to	give	Alaric	an​other	lick,	to	make	up	for	the	nose,	but	the	ba​sitin	had	stepped
back	just	a	bit.	That	let	him	see	that	right	at	the	tip	of	his	ba​sit​in​hood,	there	was	a	pearly	bead.
He	licked	it	away,	get​ting	his	first	real	taste,	and	smiled	at	Alaric,	sat​is​fied.	Ha!	Got	you.

Then	he	heard	him​self	moan	again,	and	there	was	no	room	in	his	world	for	any ​thing	ex​cept
keep ​ing	his	hands	where	they	were,	hold ​ing	the	link	for	dear	life…	and	Keith,	mov​ing	in​side
him.

*

Nick	watched	Zen	lose	him​self	again,	his	eyes	haz​ing	over	with	lust.	Nick’s	hand	went	to	where
the	wolf	had	licked	him.	Some ​how,	Zen	had	coaxed	some ​thing	out	of	him.	He	longed	to	feel	the
wolf’s	tongue	again,	and	found	he	was	stroking	him​self.	To	keep	hard,	of	course.	Not	let	it	go	to
waste.	He	forced	his	pace	slower.

Nick	kept	an	eye	on	Keith,	to	make	sure	he	didn’t	miss	his	cue,	but	his	eyes	kept	re ​turn​ing
to	Zen’s	feet,	on	Keith’s	shoul ​ders,	sway​ing	in	time	to	his	steady	thrusts.	One	of	the	wolf’s	legs
was	twitch​ing.	It	was	mes​mer​iz​ing.	Zen	moaned	and	splayed	his	toes,	and	Nick	found	he	didn’t
have	an	ex​cuse	to	keep	touch ​ing	him​self.

Even​tu ​ally,	the	sig​nal	came	to	‘cir​cle	be ​hind.’	He	was	never	go​ing	to	look	at	squad	sig​nals
the	same	again…	There	was	room	enough	on	the	wall	side	of	the	ta​ble	to	sit​u ​ate	him​self,	reach
the	jar	of	what​ever	it	was	that	passed	for	lube.	The	white	salve	felt	slick	and	cool	against	him.
The	cool ​ness	was	wel​come.	He	gave	him​self	a	good	coat​ing,	then	got	so	dis​tracted	by	one	of
Zen’s	feet	be ​ing	right	there	that	Keith	had	to	el ​bow	him	to	get	him	back	on	track.

The	switch	went	off	with​out	a	hitch.	Nick	didn’t	let	him​self	get	dis​tracted	by	the	sen​sa​tions
and	quickly	matched	what	Keith	had	been	do​ing—an​gle,	depth,	tempo.	The	other	ba ​sitin	nod​-
ded,	sat​is​fied,	and	Nick	im​me ​di​ately	got	dis​tracted	by	the	sen​sa ​tions—hot,	tight,	and	very,	very
slick.	Still,	he	kept	the	pace.	The	stim​u​la​tion	was	al ​most	un​com​fort​able,	and	again	he	re ​mem ​-
bered	how	much	he’d	been	through	to​day.	Still,	with	Zen	laid	out	like	this	in	front	of	him…
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He	needed	to	get	Keith	on	a	ta​ble.
For	com​par​i ​son	pur​poses.
Ob​vi​ously.
Nick	set​tled	in	for	the	long	haul,	think​ing	en​durance	thoughts.

*

Zen	whim​pered	when	Keith	with​drew	and	he	felt	his	legs	passed,	but	al ​most	im​me ​di ​ately
Alaric	was	there.	The	thought	that	it	was	him—an​other	ba ​sitin—made	up	the	few	lost	strokes.
Did	it	feel	dif ​fer​ent…?	Keith	was	be ​side	him,	now.	He	couldn’t	think,	could	barely,	just	barely,
hold	the	link.	He’d	never	been	this	close,	not	like	this,	had	no	idea	how	far	there	was	left	to	go.
He	felt	there,	in	the	mid ​dle	of	it.

“Zen?”	He	fo ​cused	on	Keith.	All	the	gods,	but	he	loved	Keith.	The	ba​sitin	reached	out	to
stroke	his	cheek,	gen​tle	even	now.	All	the	gods	and	more.	“Zen?”	He	thought	he	made	some
kind	of	sound	in	re ​sponse.	It	seemed	to	sat​isfy	the	ba​sitin,	be ​cause	he	grinned	and	Zen	could
feel	some ​thing	hot	and	hard	press	against	his	up ​per	arm.	“Guess	what	this	is?”	He	was	still…	of
course	he	was.	Wait,	had	he	even…?	Keith	leaned	closer,	to	stage-whis​per	into	his	ear.	“We	can
keep	do​ing	this	for	hours,	you	know?	As	long	as	it	takes.”

The	ba​sitin	kissed	him,	the	fi​nal	drop,	and	his	world	un ​rav​eled.	All	con​trol	fled	him,	the
link	slam​ming	open	as	his	body	could	no	longer	con​tain	him.	It	would	be	up	to	Natani	to—

**

Oh	crap!	Oh	crap!	Oh	crap!	Oh	crap!
They	met	in	the	mael ​strom,	and	for	a	mo​ment,	there	was	no	Natani	or	Zen—only	both.	Both

minds	open	to	both	bod ​ies,	too	close,	too	im​me ​di ​ate,	too	fa​mil ​iar	to	di​vide	into	them ​selves.
They	spun,	a	roil ​ing	storm	of	need	and	de​sire,	the	charge	build ​ing	ever	higher,	search ​ing	for	a
path	to	ground,	shy​ing	from	any	they	could	not	both	em​brace.

The	kiss!	Keith!	The	kiss!
Light​ning	struck.

**

Nick	had	been	start​ing	to	won​der	if	Zen	hadn’t	al ​ready	reached	some	kind	of	fi​nal	des​ti ​na​tion
on	his	jour​ney,	and	was	now	just	stay​ing	there	to	spite	their	ef​forts.	But	no.	The	real	deal	left
no	ques​tion.	Im ​me​di ​ately	af ​ter	Keith	kissed	him,	the	wolf’s	en​tire	body	tensed	up,	then
erupted,	shoot​ing	his	first	jet.	He	clenched	so	hard	that	it	broke	Nick’s	rhythm,	and	he	couldn’t
do	any​thing	ex​cept	lean	his	weight	against	the	wolf’s	legs	and	hold	on	for	dear	life,	try ​ing	to
keep	from	get​ting	kicked	off	as	Zen	thrashed.	The	wolf	had	wrapped	his	arms	around	Keith,
and,	judg​ing	by	the	ba​sitin’s	ears	and	tail	be ​ing	near	ver​ti ​cal,	was	kiss​ing	him	back.	He’d	never
seen	any ​thing	quite	like	it.	He’d	never	seen	any ​thing	quite	like	any	of	it.	Zen	just…	kept	go​ing,
paint​ing	the	walls.	The	only	rea ​son	he	hadn’t	painted	Keith	was	that	most	of	it	was	go​ing	over
him.	Nick,	still	in​side	him,	not	dar​ing	to	shift	in	case	he	got	thrown	back,	felt	like	he	might
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come	away	from	the	ex ​pe ​ri ​ence	fit	to	be	a	Mes​sen​ger.
Fi ​nally,	fi​nally,	the	wolf	be ​gan	to	set​tle	down,	and	Nick	let	out	a	sigh	of	re ​lief.	The	kiss	was

still	go​ing,	Keith	bent	over	the	wolf.	Slowly,	Zen’s	arms	around	him	re ​laxed,	and	the	ba​sitin	re ​-
gained	his	free ​dom…	not	that	he	went	any ​where.	Just	when	all	had	grown	silent,	a	bit	of	the
bounty	dropped	from	the	ceil ​ing,	hit​ting	Keith	on	the	ear.

*

Keith	checked	his	ear.
Huh.
He	looked	at	the	room—and	the	ceil ​ing,	the	rather	stag​gered-look​ing	Nick,	and	the	wholly

passed	out	Zen—and	had	to	laugh.	Well.	That	had	been	a	suc ​cess.	And…	he’d	seen	the	flash	in
Zen’s	eyes.	Of	all	the	pos​si​ble	things…

And	the	kiss.	Gods,	the	kiss.	He	shook	his	head	slowly	in	won​der​ment.	He	felt	charged,	like
all	his	fur	should	be	stand ​ing	on	end.

“Help	me	with	him?”
Keith	looked	at	Nick,	and…	No.	This	will	not	do.	Maybe	some ​thing	had	reached	him	in	the

kiss,	or	maybe	it	was	just	ev​ery ​thing	that	had	been	go​ing	on,	but…	for	the	first	time,	he	thought
he	truly	un​der​stood	what	the	wolves	saw	when	they	looked	at	him,	what	those	words	meant.
He	found	his	own	in​ter​pre ​ta​tion	of	the	idea,	and	grinned.	It	wasn’t	that	you	take	what	you
want.	You	give	what	you	want.	You	give	what	can’t	be	taken.

His	steps	felt	un​usu ​ally	light	as	he	cir​cled	around,	com​ing	up	be ​hind	Nick.	The	other	ba ​sitin
was	clearly	ex ​pect​ing	him	to	take	Zen’s	legs.	In​stead,	he	em ​braced	Nick	from	be ​hind,	let​ting	his
erec​tion	rub	against	the	base	of	his	tail,	his	hands	trav​el​ling	down	to	Nick’s	hips.	He	was	still
half	in​side	Zen,	which	Keith	took	as	a	good	sign.

In​take	of	breath.	“Keith?”
He	pushed	slightly,	and	Nick	slid	deeper	into	the	wolf,	com​ing	to	rest	against	Keith’s	hands,

cush ​ion​ing	the	two.	He	felt	Nick’s	tail	twitch	against	him,	and	smiled.	“You	didn’t	come	yet,	did
you?”

“No,	but…	this	was	about	him,	right?”
“Uh-huh.	But	you	did	a	re ​ally	good	job,	so…	wouldn’t	it	be	a	lit​tle	sad	if	it	ended	like	that?”
“But…	he’s	asleep.”
“And	what	a	way	to	wake	up,	huh?	And,	you	know…”	He	pulled	his	hips	back	a	bit,	let​ting

his	cock	draw	a	hap​haz​ard	pat​tern	on	Nick’s	but​tocks.	“I	didn’t	come	ei ​ther.”	He	pushed
against	the	un​der​side	of	Nick’s	tail,	mak​ing	his	mean​ing	very,	very	clear,	and	felt	the	ba​sitin
trem​ble	against	him.	He	shifted	again,	back	to	his	orig​i​nal	po​si ​tion,	hug​ging	Nick	from	be​hind.
His	ears	twitched.	“I	mean,	if	you	want	to	put	him	to	bed	first,	that’s	fine.	But…”	he	licked	a
very	spe ​cific	spot	on	Nick’s	neck,	and	felt	his	tail	jerked	be ​tween	them.	Nick	knew	what	that
meant.	“…	I	don’t	think	I	can	let	you	just	get	away.”	Maybe	it	was	some ​thing	like	a	prom​ise.
But,	with	Nick	al ​most	balls	deep	in	Zen,	maybe	there	was	room	for	such	a	thing.	He	leaned	his
head	against	Nick’s	back.	“Un​less	you	want	me	to?”

Nick	sounded	hoarse.	“No,	I…	please	don’t.”
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Keith	smiled.	“Please	don’t	what?”
“Let	me	get	away.”
He	gave	Nick’s	neck	the	light​est	pos​si​ble	nip,	and	felt	his	whole	body	trem ​ble	in	re​sponse.

“Okay.”
He	pulled	his	hands	free,	then	took	a	half-step	to	the	side,	dodg​ing	around	Zen’s	leg	to

reach	for	the	lube.	He	kept	one	hand	on	Nick	at	all	times.	Not	let​ting	him	get	away.	Fresh	dol ​-
lop	of	the	stuff	in	his	hand,	he	con​sid ​ered.	Mm,	might	as	well…	No	such	thing	as	too	much
lube,	and	this	stuff	wasn’t	as	long-last​ing	as	the	nuts.	He	pulled	Nick	back	fur​ther,	un​til	just	his
tip	was	in	Zen,	then	reached	around	with	both	hands	to	lube	him	up	again.	It	was	a	very,	very
slick	busi​ness.	Nick	trem​bled	un​der	his	touch,	enough	to	pop	out	of	the	wolf,	his	dick	set​tling
against	Zen’s	balls.	Keith	cupped	the	tip,	rub​bing	it	against	his	salved	palm,	be ​fore	po ​si​tion​ing
him	again.	A	nudge	of	his	own	hips	en​cour​aged	Nick	to	thrust	for​ward,	slowly	slid ​ing	in.	Keith
got	his	hands	out	of	the	way,	this	time,	and	Nick	sank	all	the	way	in,	his	balls	com​ing	to	rest
against	the	wolf’s	ass.	Zen’s	tail	gave	a	lit​tle	twitch,	prompt​ing	Keith	to	lean	to	the	side	to	get	a
look,	but	he	was	pretty	sure	the	wolf	was	still	com​pletely	out.

Nick	let	out	a	long	sigh.	Keith	smiled.	“Feel	good?”
“Yeah.	But…	asleep?”
“Un​der	the	cir​cum​stances?	He’d	think	it	was	hi ​lar​i ​ous.	But	if	you	want	it	to	be	just	the	two

of	us…”	Keith	poked	at	him	again.
“I’ll…	take	your	word	for	it.”
Good.	Keith	gave	Nick’s	neck	an​other	lick,	and	he	re ​laxed	with	a	sigh,	let​ting	his	weight	set​-

tle	against	the	wolf.	Didn’t	look	like	he	was	plan​ning	on	do ​ing	a	lot	of	mov​ing…	which	suited
Keith	just	fine.	That	might	be	just	the	ticket.

He	lubed	him​self,	get​ting	his	cock	ev​ery	bit	as	cov​ered	as	Nick’s	was.	The	po​si​tion	could	be
chal ​leng​ing.	But…	slow	and	steady	gets	the	job	done.	Prepa ​ra ​tions	com​plete,	he	po ​si​tioned
him​self	with	in ​tent.	“Okay?”

Nick	sounded	a	lit​tle	hoarse.	“Okay.”
Keith	let	his	tip	rest	against	Nick’s	tight	en​trance,	giv​ing	the	other	time	to	re ​lax	him​self.	He

teased	at	the	base	of	Nick’s	tail	gen​tly,	and	heard	an	ap​pre ​cia ​tive	mr​row.	He’d	started	to	get	a
pretty	good	idea	about	some	of	the	things	that	worked	for	his	old	friend.	He	in​creased	the	pres​-
sure	a	lit​tle.	Nick	gave,	and	it	was	his	turn	to	mr​row.	He	could	feel	his	own	tail	curl ​ing	just	as
Nick’s	twitched	un​der	his	hand.	He	kept	push​ing	in,	slowly,	watch ​ful,	not	let​ting	the	sen​sa​tions
over​whelm	him.	It	was	a	tight	an ​gle.	Again,	Nick	proved	him​self	more	than	able,	and	be ​fore
long	he	found	him​self	com​pletely	en ​gulfed,	com​ing	to	rest	against	the	ba ​sitin,	rest​ing	against
the	wolf…	he	slid	his	arms	around	Nick,	em​brac ​ing	him,	and	just	held	there	for	a	while,	oc​ca​-
sion​ally	giv​ing	a	lit​tle	twitch	of	his	hips.	He	knew	he	liked	that…	and	ev​i ​dently,	Nick	did	as	well.
He	let	out	a	long	ex ​ha​la​tion,	his	ears	droop ​ing,	and	Keith	could	feel	him	re ​lax.	“That’s…”

Keith	smiled.	“Yeah.”	He	started	mov​ing,	small,	slow	mo​tions,	and	nuz​zled	Nick’s	neck,	oc​-
ca​sion​ally	giv​ing	a	lit​tle	lick	to	just	the	right	spot.	Keith	let	his	hands	slide	down	to	Nick’s	hips,
re ​gret​ting	the	loss	of	close ​ness	a	bit	but	want​ing	more	room	to	move.	As	he	pulled	out	far​ther
he	gave	Nick	a	lit​tle	nip	to	make	up	for	it.	An​other	shud ​der.	He	built	it	slowly,	nip ​ping	a	lit​tle
harder	with	each	longer	stroke,	un​til	he	had	his	full	range;	from	barely	in	to	bot ​tom​ing	out.
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Nick	trem​bled	and	moaned,	his	tail	twist​ing	be ​tween	them.	Keith	moved	one	hand	to	the	base
of	it,	teas​ing	at	it	gen​tly	as	he	switched	to	lick​ing	for	a	while,	then	tak​ing	a	firmer	hold	when	he
used	his	teeth	again.	Nick	moaned	louder,	his	tail	go​ing	stiff,	his	ears	quiv​er​ing.

Keith	took	his	other	hand	from	Nick’s	hips,	brac ​ing	against	the	ta​ble	in​stead,	and	now	ev​ery
time	he	was	pulling	back	the	other	ba ​sitin	would	fol​low	a	lit​tle,	slid ​ing	out	of	Zen	a	bit—and	ev​-
ery	time	he	thrust	back	in,	it	would	carry	Nick	home	as	well,	bring​ing	an	even	more	pow ​er​ful
shud ​der	from	him.	Keith	could	tell	Nick	was	get​ting	close,	so	he	let	him​self	get	en​gulfed	in	the
sen​sa​tions,	not	damming	the	plea ​sure	to	pro​long	it.	A	few	more	thrusts	and	Nick	was	al ​most
there,	so	he	slammed	home	a	lit​tle	harder,	grind​ing	him	into	the	wolf,	and	tugged	on	his	tail,
nip ​ping.	He	felt	Nick	clench	around	him,	and	with	a	long,	loud	moan	the	ba​sitin	be ​gan	to
spend	him​self	in​side	Zen.	Keith	kept	the	push	and	his	hold	on	Nick’s	neck,	and	re​paid	ev​ery
clench	with	a	lit​tle	tug	on	his	tail.	There	was	more	than	one	way	to	milk	a	ba ​sitin.

And	stop ​ping	here…	wouldn’t	do	ei​ther,	so	when	he	felt	Nick	was	al ​most	done,	he	switched
back	to	lick​ing	and	let	his	own	in​stincts	carry	him	away,	hold ​ing	the	other	ba​sitin	close	and
buck​ing	his	hips	with	small,	tight	thrusts.	Just	when	his	cup	was	about	to	over​flow,	he	felt	Nick
clench	around	him	again,	his	en​tire	body	go​ing	stiff.	All	thought	ceased.

**

Mad ​die	lay	col ​lapsed	against	Natani’s	chest,	but​tressed	against	her	breasts.	The	wolf	was	in ​-
sen​sate,	and	she	nearly	so.	She	wasn’t	sure	if	she	was	still	in​side	Natani.	She’d	tried	to	pull	out,
but	wasn’t	sure	if	she’d	suc​ceeded.	She	couldn’t	re ​ally	feel	her	legs.

She’d	lost	count	of	how	many	times	she’d	cli​maxed.	Or	Natani,	for	that	mat​ter,	though	that
last	one	had	made	all	the	oth ​ers	look	like	cheap	im​i​ta ​tions.	That	was	when	she	had	fi​nally	given
up	and	col​lapsed	on	top	of	the	wolf.	No	way	was	she	top ​ping	that.

Natani	stirred	un​der	her,	then	groaned,	com​ing	to.
Mad ​die	tried	to	sound	con​trite.	“Sorry.”
“What…”	Natani’s	voice	was	hoarse.	“What	for?”
She	made	the	grin	au ​di​ble.	“You	didn’t	tell	me	to	stop.”
Natani	laughed,	ex​hausted.	“Slacker.”
Mad ​die	tried	to	thrust	her	hips,	but	she	wasn’t	sure	if	that	did	any ​thing.	The	wolf	chor​tled,

so	maybe.	Mad ​die	let	out	a	long	sigh.	She	was	sat​is​fied	be ​yond	sat ​is​fied,	and	she	was	ex​-
hausted.	The	only	thing	miss​ing	was…	she	could	feel	the	wolf’s	hands	trav​el​ling	up	her	body.
One	set​tled	on	her	back.	The	other	came	to	rest	on	her	head,	and	Natani	be ​gan	stroking	one	of
her	ears	with	a	thumb.

She	ex ​haled,	and	could	feel	her​self	melt​ing	into	the	wolf.	That…	that	would	do.	Her	eyes	slid
closed	and	she	be ​gan	purring,	and	Natani	chuck​led	again.	“Cu ​rios​ity	sat​is​fied,	lit​tle	kit​ten?”

Mad ​die	was	al​ready	drift​ing	off,	and	an​swered	by	mod ​u​lat​ing	her	tone.	Though…	there	was
some ​thing….	and	her	na​ture	de ​manded	it.	She	strug​gled	to	find	her	voice.	“Natani?”

“Yeah?”
“You	and	Zen	can	switch	bod ​ies,	right?”
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**

Keith	had	a	goodly	mo​ment	to	him​self—his	arms	around	Zen’s	legs,	prop ​ping	up	Nick—to	con​-
sider	the	per​ils	of	be ​ing	too	suc​cess​ful.	He	needed	one	of	these	jok​ers	to	wake	up	to	help	him
with	the	other!	Granted,	he	prob​a​bly	could	have	wo ​ken	one	or	both	up,	but…	he	smiled.	It	was
a	prob​lem	he	was	happy	to	have.	Still,	if	he’d	known	that	was	go​ing	to	hap​pen—

Zen	started	to	snore,	and	Nick	be ​gan	to	stir.	Keith	laughed	qui​etly	to	him​self.	Saved	by	wolf
si​nuses.

“Mmh?”
“Wel​come	back.”	Keith	kissed	the	back	of	Nick’s	head.	“Can	you	stand?”
“Yeah,	I…	whoa!”	Maybe	not.
“Take	your	time.	I	know	what	that	can	be	like.”
“You…	of	course	you	do.”
Smile.	“Yeah.	Think	I	do,	any ​way.	We	can	com​pare	notes	later.	But	first,	we	need	to	get

sleep​ing	beauty	here	to	the	bed.”
“Me	too.	I	think.”
Keith	leaned	against	him.	“All	of	us.”
They	even​tu ​ally	man​aged	to	ex ​tri​cate	them​selves	and	haul	Zen	over	to	the	bed	with ​out

bang​ing	any ​thing	up	too	badly.	The	wolf,	of	course,	be ​gan	to	stir	just	when	they	fin​ished	lay​ing
him	out.	This	bed	wasn’t	so	huge—three	would	be	a	snug	fit,	es​pe ​cially	with	one	of	them	be ​ing
a	stupidly	large	wolf.	Keith	saw	no	prob​lem	with	that.	He	slipped	into	bed,	past	Zen,	tak​ing	the
wall-side,	then	beck​oned	Nick	to	fol​low.	He	did,	tak​ing	the	op​po ​site	side	of	the	wolf,	not	at	all
shy	about	be ​ing	right	against	him.	Good.

Keith	smiled	at	Zen	as	he	opened	his	eyes.	“Wel ​come	back.”	The	wolf	blinked,	fo​cused	on
him,	and	then	smiled	with	such	ob​vi​ous	love	that	Keith’s	heart	melted.	He	leaned	down	and
kissed	him	gen​tly.

Zen	sighed	hap ​pily.	“I	love	you.”
Keith	laughed.	“Yeah,	I	got	that.	You	too.	And	ear​lier…	was	that…?”
The	wolf	shook	his	head.	Later.
Keith	nod​ded.	“How	are	you	feel ​ing?”

*

Zen	closed	his	eyes	for	a	mo​ment,	tak​ing	stock,	con​sid ​er​ing.	He	could	tell	that	Natani	was
sleep​ing,	and	didn’t	look	deeper.	He	closed	the	link	tight.	Af ​ter	some ​thing	like	that,	you	need	to
just	be	your​self.	He	let	out	a	long	sigh	and	opened	his	eyes.	Squeezed	be ​tween	two	ba​sitins.
Well,	there	was	a	thought.	For	later.	Much	later.	He	smiled	at	Keith	again.	“Never	bet​ter.”	But…
two	ba​sitins.	“And…”	he	rolled	to	his	side,	slowly,	and	propped	him​self	up	on	an	el ​bow.	Never
hurt	to	loom	a	lit​tle,	for	a	bit	like	this.	“Alaric?”

*

Nick	be ​came	freshly	re ​minded	that	Zen	was	big.	But	not	threat​en​ing.	He	smiled	up	at	the	wolf.
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“I	think	you	can	call	me	Nick	now.”
“Oh?”	Zen	smiled.	“Well	then.	Nick?”
Yes,	in​deed,	the	wolf	could	call	him	that.	“Yeah?”
“I’ll	have	to	pay	you	back	for	that.”
Nick	grinned	at	him.	“Oh?	What—”
Zen	leaned	in	and	kissed	him,	and	there	was	noth​ing	sub​mis​sive	about	it.	And…	Nick	found

him​self	want​ing	to	yield.	He	could	tell	Zen	was	leav​ing	him	enough	space	to	pull	away,	but…
here,	away	from	the	world,	he	was	free	to	be	who	he	wanted	to	be,	and	this	was	some ​one	Keith
trusted	with	his	life.	He	didn’t	want	to	pull	away.	He	didn’t	want	to	have	the	room	to	pull	away.
So	he	gave	some	back,	in	in​vi​ta ​tion,	want​ing	to	see	if	he	could	draw	the	wolf	in.

He	was	not	dis​ap ​pointed.
A	long	mo​ment	later,	the	two	looked	at	each	other,	a	lit​tle	breath​less.	Nick	re ​cov​ered	first,

and	flashed	a	slightly	shaky	grin.	“In​ter​est	pay​ment?”

*

Zen	laughed,	and	rolled	back	on	his	back.	Keith	was	propped	up	on	one	el ​bow	on	his	other	side,
look​ing	de ​cid ​edly	amused.	The	ba ​sitin	raised	an	eye ​brow	at	him.	“And	what	about	me?”

Zen	gave	him	a	brief	kiss,	and	a	lick	on	the	nose.	“You,	I	have	some	credit	with.”
Keith	re ​turned	the	lick,	then	set​tled	down	against	him,	with	his	head	on	Zen’s	shoul ​der	and

one	arm	around	his	neck.	Af​ter	a	mo ​ment,	Nick	did	like ​wise	on	his	other	side,	and	as	the	two
ba ​sitins	jos​tled,	try ​ing	to	both	get	com​fort​able	at	the	same	time,	Zen	won​dered	if	this	was	what
it	was	like	for	Keith,	be ​tween	him	and	Natani.

He	could	get	used	to	it.
“…	wait,	what	hap​pened	to	the	ceil ​ing?”

***
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Af ​ter	a	nap,	a	spot	of	clean​ing,	and	a	peace ​able	bath,	Keith	had	de ​cided	that	the	thing	to	do
would	be	to	draw	a	sketch	of	Nick	while	he	had	the	chance.	And	it	wouldn’t	do	to	ex​clude	Zen,
of	course.	So	why	not	have	them	sit	to ​gether?

“Okay,	that	looks	good.	Are	you	com​fort​able?”
He’d	put	them	in	the	love-seat.	Zen	had	one	arm	across	the	back​rest	and	his	feet	planted	on

the	ground.	Nick	had	his	feet	up	and	was	lean​ing	lightly	against	Zen,	cradling	a	mug	of	cof ​fee.
Keith	was	seated	op ​po ​site,	at	one	end	of	the	couch.

Nick	raised	an	eye ​brow	at	him.	“Quite.	And	it	ab​so ​lutely	has	to	be	like	this?”
“It’s	to	do	with	the	light.”
Nick	took	a	sip	of	his	cof ​fee	and	made	a	show	of	con​sid ​er​ing	the	room,	then	tilted	his	head

to	ad ​dress	Zen.	“Bla​tant	lie?”
Zen	nod ​ded	gravely.	“Com​pletely	shame ​less.”
Keith	just	grinned	at	them.	He	loved	how	com​fort​able	they	were	with	each	other	now.	He

be ​gan	his	sketch,	start​ing	with	the	fram​ing	de ​tails,	giv​ing	the	pair	some	more	time	to	set​tle.

*

Nick	took	an​other	sip,	let​ting	the	mug	linger	near	his	nose.	The	smell,	the	taste,	it	was	all	won​-
der​ful.	He	re ​turned	the	cup	to	his	lap,	and	the	scent	of	the	wolf	min​gled	with	the	smell	of	the
cof ​fee.	He	smiled.	All	won​der​ful.	He	shifted	a	lit​tle	closer.	Im​por​tant	to	have	a	com​fort​able	po ​-
si​tion…	ah,	the	hell	with	it.	He	leaned	his	head	against	Zen’s	shoul ​der,	let​ting	his	ear	rest
against	the	wolf’s	neck.	He	knew	Zen	wouldn’t	mind.	Keith	grinned	at	him,	and	Nick	de ​cided	to
see	if	he	could	get	the	hang	of	the	wol ​ven	style	of	stick​ing	out	one’s	tongue.	Judg​ing	by	the	re ​-
ac ​tion,	yes.

He	couldn’t	re ​mem​ber	the	last	time	he’d	felt	so	at	peace.	There	was	no…
“Zen?”
“Hm?”
“Is	it	al ​ways	like	this	here?”
He	could	hear	the	grin.	“Like	this?	No.	But…	yeah,	this	is	what	it’s	like.”
Nick	let	out	a	sigh.	He	still	had	all	of	his	re ​spon​si​bil ​i​ties.	But	you	al ​ways	fo ​cus	on	the	ones

that	you	can	do	some ​thing	about	at	the	mo ​ment…	and	here,	now,	that	was	none	of	them.	“I
can’t	even	re ​mem​ber	the	last	time	I	wasn’t	do ​ing	any ​thing.”

“Feel ​ing	rest​less?”
He	thought	he’d	heard	con​cern	in	Zen’s	voice.	The	wolf	was…	Nick	flicked	his	ear	against

Zen’s	throat,	and	the	wolf	chuck​led.	Nick	let	out	an​other	sigh,	mak​ing	it	more	clearly	con​tent.
“Just	the	op ​po ​site.”

Zen	turned	his	head	to	do…	some ​thing,	but	Nick	was	too	dis​tracted	by	the	sen​sa​tion	of	the
wolf’s	neck	rub​bing	against	his	ear	to	catch	what.	But	then,	maybe	that	was	the	point.	Sneaky.
A	smile	came	to	his	face,	un​bid ​den.	The	wolf	was…	a	sur​prise.	He	looked	across	at	Keith,	busily
sketch ​ing,	oc ​ca​sion​ally	glanc ​ing	up	at	them.	Their	eyes	met,	and	Keith’s	smile	mir​rored	his.	A
day	of	sur​prises.
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*

Keith	had	caught	Zen’s	lit​tle	ges​ture	and	com​mit​ted	it	to	pa​per,	along	with	both	their	ex​pres​-
sions.	It	was	turn​ing	into	a	good	pic ​ture	in​deed.	He	quickly	got	all	of	the	es​sen​tial	de ​tails	down,
then	pro ​ceeded	to	mostly	just	kill	time.	Why	break	up	a	good	thing?	He	took	the	op ​por​tu ​nity	to
do	some	quick	ex​pres​sion	stud ​ies	of	both	of	them—he’d	fi​nally	found	what	it	took	to	get	Zen	to
stop	mak​ing	faces,	af ​ter	all.

Even​tu ​ally,	Natani	and	Mad ​die	en​tered.	Natani	had	for​saken	the	gen​der	war	gear	for	a
more	typ ​i​cal	robe,	and	Mad ​die	was	in	her	uni​form.	Both	were	smil ​ing,	but	Mad ​die	got	her
poker	face	on	when	she	saw	Keith	look​ing.	Keith	nod ​ded	at	her,	amused,	then	smiled	at	Natani.
“So,	how	was	it?”

Natani	leaned	over	to	give	him	a	kiss	on	the	cheek.	“A	gen​tle—	a	lady	never	tells.”	And	she
laid	down	on	the	couch,	putting	her	head	in	Keith’s	lap.	He	was	as​ton​ished;	this	was	be ​yond
rare.	He	freed	up	one	hand	to	scratch	her	un​der	the	chin,	and	she	al ​most	purred.

He	turned	to	Mad ​die,	who	had	set​tled	into	one	of	the	chairs	with	a	very	sat​is​fied	ex​pres​sion.
“What	did	you	do	to	her?”

Mad ​die	grinned.	“A	lady	never	tells,	sir.”
Keith	shook	his	head	in	won​der.

*

Natani	felt	some ​thing	crum​ple	in	the	couch,	and	dug	up	a	slightly	bat​tered	play ​ing	card.
“What’s	this	do ​ing	here?”

Zen	shrugged.	“I	had	a	bad	hand.”
“What	were	you	play ​ing?”
“Soli​taire.”
Ah.	Natani	flicked	the	card	at	him,	miss​ing	com​pletely.	There	was	a	loud	twang	as	it	ca​-

reened	into	the	banjo	in	the	cor​ner.
Zen	grinned	at	her.	“Aren’t	you	dressed	a	lit​tle	plainly,	sis?”
Natani	stuck	her	tongue	out.	“Think	about	it.	I’m	just	quit​ting	while	I’m	ahead.”	She	eyed

Zen	and	Alaric,	seated	op ​po ​site	from	her,	Zen	look​ing	rather	sat​is​fied	with	him​self,	Alaric
some ​what…	un​nerved.	Hmm!	This	was	worth	re ​join​ing	the	link.	She	did,	and	gave	Zen	a	poke.
Oh-ho?	What’d	I	miss?

Zen	ra​di​ated	seren​ity.	Can	we	keep	him?	On	see ​ing	Alaric’s	ex​pres​sion	through	the	link,	he
slid	his	arm	around	the	ba​sitin.	That	seemed	to	help,	but	Alaric	still	looked	a	lit​tle	on	edge.

Natani	man​aged	to	get	a	good	look	at	the	sketch	Keith	had	been	work​ing	on.	The	ba​sitin
had	a	cer​tain	way	of	show ​ing	oth ​ers	what	he	saw…

Natani	smiled,	in	the	link	and	out.	It	seemed	to	put	Alaric	at	ease,	and	that	made	Zen	pal ​pa​-
bly	happy.

Are	you	in	love,	brother?
Zen	re ​turned	the	smile.	Not	yet,	sis​ter.	You?
He	felt…	hope ​ful,	al ​most?	Natani	was	sur​prised.	You’d	be	okay	with	it?
I	got	over	my​self,	some​where	in	there.	It	was	ob​vi​ously	good.	For	both	of	you.	He	con​sid ​-
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ered	for	a	mo ​ment.	I	think	Keith	called	that,	too.
It	was…	too	good	an	op ​por​tu ​nity.	No	pity,	no	mercy.	She	has	a	big	ask	for	you.	Natani

passed	Mad ​die’s	body-swap	ques​tion	to	Zen,	mak​ing	sure	to	con​vey	this	wasn’t	some ​thing	she
was	push ​ing	for	per​son​ally.	His	re ​ac ​tion	was…	com​pli ​cated.	It	was	fas​ci ​nat​ing	to	watch.

Well.	I	have	that	in	my	head,	now.
Natani	stuck	her	tongue	out.	That’s	for	some	of	your	sis​ter	gags.
Zen	grinned	back.	Still	worth	it.
Natani	sent	Zen	her	love.	But	to	an​swer	your	ques​tion…	She	looked	at	Mad ​die,	who	man​-

aged	to	find	that	mo ​ment	to	look	back	and	stick	her	tongue	out.	Natani	grinned	back.	Still
friends.	Though…	I…	cer​tainly	wouldn’t	mind	if	that	hap ​pened	again.

Zen	was	a	lit​tle	dry.	In​clud ​ing	that	bit	at	the	end?
…	we	may	need	to	do	some	sched ​ul ​ing.	She	re-cen​tered	their	per​cep ​tions	on	Alaric.	Es​pe​-

cially	if	Keith	isn’t	al ​ways	go ​ing	to	be	on	hand	like	that.
So	we	can	keep	him?	Zen	wagged	his	tail	in	the	link,	mak​ing	Natani	laugh.
Do	you	trust	him?
Zen	was	amused.	I	have	a	good	feel ​ing	about	him,	but	that’s	too	hard	a	ques​tion	for	this

old	wolf	to	an​swer.	I’ll	leave	it	to	Keith	to	fig​ure	out.
Natani	con​sid ​ered.	I	think	he’s	for	us,	be​cause	we’re	for	Keith.	She	smiled.	Or	be​cause

Keith	is	for	us.	But	be​yond	that…	he’s	ab​so ​lutely	up	to	some​thing,	and	there’s	no	way	it
doesn’t	in​volve	Keith.

*

Keith	hap ​pened	to	choose	that	mo ​ment	to	scratch	Natani	un​der	the	chin	again.	To	Zen’s
amuse ​ment,	his	brother	was	very	dis​tracted	by	this.	Natani	might	have	been	us​ing	this	op ​por​-
tu ​nity	to	act	un​like	him​self,	but	Zen	sus​pected	some	real	changes	might	come	out	of	it,	too.	Cu ​-
ri​ous,	he	let	him​self	feel	the	sen​sa​tions	as	well.	It…	was…	quite…	good.

The	ba​sitin	let	up,	and	Natani	re ​turned	to	co ​her​ence.	Zen	smiled.	He’ll	love	you	any	way
you	let	him.	That’s	how	he	is.

Agree ​ment	and	love.	And	that’s	why	we	have	to	take	care	with	the	ways	we	give	him.
The	me ​mento.	The	idea	had	been	to	give	it	to	Mad ​die	be ​fore	they	set	off	for	Kar​nak.	You’ve

changed	your	mind	again.	But	that	also	meant…
Natani	sighed.	I	sup ​pose	I	have.	She	looked	at	Nick,	who	was	look​ing	back	at	her	and	Keith

cu ​ri​ously.	And	yes,	that	means	we	can	keep	him,	now	that	you	men​tion	it.	If	he	wants	to	be
kept.

That	was	what	he’d	thought.	The	me ​mento,	though…	Well,	it	was	mostly	Natani’s	de ​ci​sion
to	make.	Lean​ing	the	other	way,	to	let	her	hone	her	think​ing,	came	eas​ily	to	Zen.	He	would
want	it.

He	would.
Who	are	we	to	say?
Natani	smiled.	And	who	is	he?	Thirty	years,	Zen.	Thirty	years.	Can	you	even	imag​ine?

He	couldn’t.	Not	re ​ally.	Natani	con​tin​ued.	We	can’t	make	him	carry	that.	Not	if	there’s	a	bet​ter

112Full	House



hope.
Nick	again.	Zen	smiled.	So	he’s	hope,	now?
Natani	arched	an	eye ​brow.	What	would	you	say?
He	looked	at	Keith,	and	let	his	mind	set​tle	on	the	two	ba​sitins,	paint​ing	a	pic ​ture	of	his	per​-

cep ​tions	for	Natani.
Cer​tainty.

*

Keith	scratched	Natani	un​der	the	chin	again.	That	she	was	en​joy ​ing	it	was	dou ​bly	ob​vi​ous,
once	from	her	re ​ac ​tions,	again	from	Zen’s	ex​pres​sion.	The	room	was	overtly	quiet,	de ​spite	the
chat​ter	un​doubt​edly	go ​ing	on	be ​tween	the	wolves.	Nick	had	seemed	un​cer​tain,	for	a	mo ​ment,
af ​ter	the	girls—ha!—had	en​tered,	but	had	set​tled	back	down.	Mad ​die,	too,	seemed	con​tent	to
sit	in	si​lence.	She	looked	hap ​pier	than	she	had	in	a	long,	long	time,	and	Keith	had	to	smile.	He
won​dered	if	they	could	ever	re ​ally	talk	about	this…	and	re ​al ​ized	that	Mad ​die	would	oc ​ca​sion​-
ally	reach	up	to	rub	the	tip	of	one	her	ears.	Ah.	Keith	caught	her	eye	and	brought	one	hand	up
to	the	tip	of	his	own	ear,	giv​ing	it	a	lit​tle	tug.	They	shared	a	mo ​ment	of	un​der​stand ​ing	be ​fore
look​ing	away,	smil ​ing.	Per​haps	they	could.

*

Nick	had	had	to	fight	the	urge	to	sit	up	straight	when	Natani	had	en​tered.	He	ac ​tu ​ally	had	some
idea	about	her,	now—the	three	of	them	were	like	an	equa​tion.	If	you	knew	enough	about	Zen
and	Keith,	you	knew	some ​thing	about	Natani,	as	well.	He’d	fought	the	im​pulse	be ​cause	he	had
a	very	dis​tinct	feel ​ing	that	the	wolves	re​ally	didn’t	put	a	lot	of	stock	in	hi​er​ar​chy.	Still,	his	in​-
stincts	were	his	in​stincts,	and	it	took	Natani	smil ​ing	at	him	to	re ​ally	make	him	feel	com​fort​able
with	his	cur​rent	dis​po ​si​tion	again.	This…	might	take	some	work.	At	least	he’d	stopped	call ​ing
her	sir	and/or	ma’am…	but,	of	course,	he’d	done	that	be ​cause	she’d	told	him	to.	The	hu ​mor	of
that	might	be	lost	on	the	wolves,	but	he	was	sure	Keith	would	find	it	hi​lar​i​ous.	Mad ​die	as	well,
if	they	got	back	on	civil	enough	terms	for	him	to	tell	her.	He	had	some	hope,	there,	and	took	it
as	a	good	sign	that	she	seemed	happy	to	co ​ex​ist	at	the	mo ​ment—not	that	it	had	any ​thing	to	do
with	him.

Natani.	He	found	him​self	very	cu ​ri​ous	about	the	wolf,	de ​spite	the	gap	he	per​ceived	be ​tween
them,	and	found	him​self	search​ing	for	things	he	could	talk	with	her	about.	Keith	was	an	ob​vi​-
ous	topic,	but	seemed	like	it	could	be	a	dan​ger​ous	one.	Magic.	That	was	it.	She	seemed…	un​-
usu ​ally	pro ​fi​cient,	as	he	un​der​stood	these	things.	It	would	make	for	a	safe	venue	to	de ​fer	to
her,	too.	And	maybe	con​ver​sa​tion	would	bring	fa​mil ​iar​ity…

He	star​tled,	re ​al ​iz​ing	he	was	think​ing	of	hav​ing	a	place	here.	Of…	be ​long​ing,	in	this	law ​less
place	where	he’d	scarcely	spent	a	day.	Well.	The	ba​sitin	who	had	once	fallen	off	a	bridge	for	all
the	wrong	rea​sons	had	cer​tainly	come	a	long	way.	And…	what	if	he	re ​ally	did	have	a	place	here?
Keith	had	said	‘to ​day’,	and	they	were	all	go ​ing	their	sep ​a​rate	ways	to ​mor​row—but	what	if	it
wasn’t	just	to ​day?	And	what	if	he	had	the	op ​tion	to	go	with	them,	in​stead	of	go ​ing	back?

Would	it	be	worth	it,	to	keep	work​ing	for	some ​thing	he’d	prob​a​bly	be	cursed	for?	Against
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this?	He	re ​al ​ized	he	didn’t	know.	And	the	price	of	free ​dom	was	that	you	had	to	make	your	own
de ​ci​sions.

What	was	it	that	Natani	had	said?
He	drew	a	deep	breath,	then	ex​haled.	“Keith…	I	need	to	talk	to	you	for	a	bit.”

**

Zen	was	sit​ting	on	the	back	porch,	watch ​ing	the	two	ba​sitins	in	the	dis​tance.	Clear	night,	full
moon	up	and	out.	Easy	enough	to	see.	Af ​ter	Nick	and	Keith	had	peeled	off,	Natani	and	Mad ​die
had	de ​cided	to	take	a	bath,	leav​ing	him	alone.	Natani	had	pin​pointed	the	two	for	him,	pos​si​bly
to	curb	any	ar​bo ​real	in​cli​na​tions.

Not	that	he	would	have.
Well,	maybe	for	a	gag.
There	were	some	lovely	trees	here ​abouts.
The	ba​sitins	were	far	enough	away	to	not	be	over​heard—even	by	ears	keener	than	his,	he

sus​pected—but	he	could	get	some	idea.	Nick	seemed	to	be	do ​ing	most	of	the	talk​ing,	and	he
was	pretty	an​i ​mated…	but	it	didn’t	look	like	an	ar​gu ​ment.	Ex​plain​ing	some ​thing,	was	the	feel
of	it.	He	leaned	against	a	pil ​lar	and	waited,	watch ​ing.

	

Zen	woke	up	with	Keith	rub​bing	his	cheek.	He	grabbed	the	ba​sitin	and	pulled	him	down	to	the
—wait,	this	wasn’t	bed.	He’d	nod ​ded	off.	Keith	was	laugh​ing,	so	he	gave	him	an​other	hug	be ​-
fore	let​ting	him	go	and	sit​ting	back	up.	Nick	was	nowhere	to	be	seen.	“Nick?”

“He’s	in​side.”	Keith	sat	up	next	to	him	and	smiled,	pat​ting	his	lap.	“You	know	it	looked
comfy.”

Zen	smiled	back,	giv​ing	his	head	a	lit​tle	shake.	“I	guess	it’s	been	that	kind	of	day,	huh?”	And
he	laid	down	next	to	Keith,	with	his	head	in	the	ba​sitin’s	lap.	It	was	comfy.	He	sighed	hap ​pily.
“Just	don’t	call	me	a	good	wolf	again.”

Keith	grinned,	and	scratched	him	un​der	the	chin.	“I	won’t.	You	are,	but	I	won’t.”	Zen	let	out
a	low	growl,	but	his	heart	wasn’t	in	it.	Keith	kept	scratch ​ing,	and	the	growl	trans​formed	into	a
rum​bling.	Even​tu ​ally,	Keith	stopped.	“Thank	you	for	be ​ing	so…	you…	to ​day.”

“You	too.”	Zen	smiled.	“That	sketch	bit?	And…	ear​lier.”
“Oh?	Which	did	you	pre ​fer?”
Zen	reached	out	with	his	hand	to	find	Keith’s	tail,	then	brought	the	tip	to	his	mouth	and

nib​bled	on	it.	He…	might	have	been	think​ing	about	things	to	do	if	he	ended	up	in	this	po ​si​tion.
He	smiled	at	the	ba​sitin’s	amused	ex​pres​sion.	“That’s…	not	an	easy	ques​tion.”

*

“Good	an​swer.”	Keith	scratched	him	again.	The	wolf	closed	his	eyes	and	turned	his	head,	rub​-
bing	against	his	thigh.	Keith	lost	his	train	of	thought	for	a	mo ​ment,	smil ​ing	down	at	the	wolf.
Natani	and	Zen.	He	let	up,	and	the	wolf	opened	his	eyes,	look​ing	a	silent	com​plaint	at	him.
“Were	there…	com​pli​ca​tions?”
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Zen	burst	out	laugh ​ing.	“That	was	al ​most	a	very	weird	sit​u ​a​tion.	Gods,	the	tim​ing.	But…
you	were	there.”

Keith	thought	back	to	the	kiss,	and	his	mouth	went	dry.	“Very	there.”
Zen	grinned	at	him.	“Any	ques​tions	about	how	we	feel	about	you?”
“…	no.”	He	stroked	the	wolf’s	cheek	slowly.	“None	at	all.”
“That’s…	good…”
“Some	ques​tions	how	you	feel	about	Nick,	though.”
“Smooth	segue,	am​bas​sador.	I	think	you	can	tell.	And…	speak​ing	per​son​ally…”	He	grew

more	se ​ri​ous.	“I	wouldn’t	have	done	what	I	did	if	I	hadn’t	had	a…	feel ​ing…	about	Nick.”
Keith	grinned.	“I	thought	you	were	just	re ​ally	horny.”
Zen	stuck	his	tongue	out.
Keith	thought	back	to	the	kiss	the	two	of	them	had	shared.	How	they’d	looked,	af ​ter​wards.

How	they’d	been	be ​hav​ing,	since.	He	smiled.	“You	two	had	a	bit	of	mo ​ment	there,	huh?”
Zen	just	nod ​ded.
“It	mat​ters	that	he	told	you	to	call	him	Nick,	you	know.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah.”

*

It	had	felt	like	it	mat​tered,	too.	Zen	got	lost	in	thought,	and	when	he	found	his	way	back	to	the
present	Keith	had	a	far​away	look	in	his	eyes.	And	the	ba​sitin	had	left	off	scratch ​ing	him,	which
was	clearly	ob​jec ​tion​able.	“Was	that	him	ex​plain​ing	his	mas​ter	plan	just	now?”

Keith	sighed.	“Yeah.	He	ac ​tu ​ally	came	clean	for	once.	I’m	try ​ing	to	fig​ure	out	if	I	wish	he
hadn’t.”

“Huh.	That	big?”
Keith	nod ​ded.	“Well,	it	is,	but…”	He	gave	Zen	an​other	scratch,	but	quickly	seemed	to	get

lost	in	thought	and	stopped.	Zen	could	feel	Keith's	hand	travel	down	to	his	chest	and	set​tle
there.	Well,	that	was	nice	too.

Zen	stuck	his	tongue	out.	“I	see	how	it	is.	Keep	your	ba​sitin	se ​crets,	then.”
Keith	grinned.	“Sorry.	He	didn’t	swear	me	to	se ​crecy	or	any ​thing.	It’s	just…	I’m	sur​prised	he

even	told	me.	And	it’s	noth ​ing	to	do	with	us	here.	But	that’s	not	what	I’m	hav​ing	trou ​ble	with.”
Zen	nod ​ded	slowly.	“Then	what	is?”
Keith	just	stroked	his	chest	ab​sent-mind ​edly	and	didn’t	an​swer.	Af ​ter	a	while	of	this,	Zen

took	the	ba​sitin’s	hand	in	his	own	and	gave	it	a	lit​tle	squeeze.
Keith	star​tled,	then	smiled	at	him.	“Sorry.	Can	you	get	Natani?”
Turned	out	they	were	just	about	done	with	their	bath.	“Be	a	while,	but	he’s	on	his	way.”
Keith	grinned	at	him.	“You	said	‘he’.”
Zen	stuck	his	tongue	out.	“Oops.”
They	waited	for	Natani	in	si​lence,	Zen	nib​bling	on	Keith’s	tail	when​ever	the	ba​sitin	got	too

dis​tracted	to	re ​mem​ber	to	pet	him.

115Full	House



*

Natani	grinned	at	Zen,	lay ​ing	there	with	his	head	in	Keith’s	lap.	Well,	well.	She	sat	down	on
Keith’s	other	side	and	spent	a	mo ​ment	just	look​ing	at	the	ba​sitin,	then	put	her	arms	around
him	and	kissed	him	on	the	cheek.	“What’s	up?”

“The	fu ​ture.”
Natani	smiled.	“Ah.”
Keith	sighed.	“He	told	me	what	he’s	up	to.	And	it’s…	I	should	be	cheer​ing	him	on,	of ​fer​ing

to	help	him.	But…”
“But?”
Keith	smiled	wryly.	“I	want	to	tell	him	that	he’s	wel ​come	here.	If	he	is.”
Natani	raised	her	eye ​brows	at	Zen.	“Do	I	even	need	to	ask?”
Her	brother	grinned	back.	“I	vote	with	you	two.”
Natani	rolled	her	eyes,	then	looked	at	Keith.	“And	you?	Do	you	trust	him?”
“I	want	to.”	He	sighed.	“Not	com​pletely.”
Natani	nod ​ded.	“He’s	wel ​come.	And	I	think	he’s	clever	enough	to	stay	wel ​come,	what​ever	it

is	he’s	schem​ing.”

*

Keith	looked	at	the	both	of	them.	Zen	was	grin​ning,	full	of	mis​chief.	Natani	had	that	smile	that
said	she	liked	what	she	was	see ​ing.	“You	two…”	He	had	no	words.

Natani	pulled	him	into	a	hug,	and	Zen,	still	lay ​ing	down	against	him,	gave	his	tail	a	squeeze.
“So	what	do	I	do	about	this?”
“You	tell	him,	and	then	it’s	up	to	him.”
“That	sim​ple?”
“That	sim​ple.”
Of	course	it	was.	Keith	leaned	his	head	against	Natani’s	chest,	smil ​ing	to	him​self,	en​veloped

in	the	wolf’s	clean	scent.	That	was	the	mat​ter	of	Nick	dealt	with—so	of	course,	that	left	Mad ​die.
What	had	been	the	words?	Ah,	yes.	Keith	pulled	back,	grin​ning.	“So,	how	do	you	feel	about
Mad ​die?”

Natani	rolled	her	eyes.	“About	the	same.	Though…”	She	smiled	al ​most	wist​fully.	“She	might
turn	my	head	a	bit	more	now.”

Keith	stroked	her	cheek,	and	she	leaned	into	it.	“Was	it	just	a	one	time	thing,	then?”
“Maybe.	I	think	she	got	what	she	wanted.”
Keith	raised	his	eye ​brows.	“Then	wouldn’t	she	come	back	for	more?”
Natani	stuck	her	tongue	out	and	grinned.	“Maybe	she	would.	I	think	I	left	an	im​pres​sion.”
“Lady-killer.”
“I	am,	aren’t	I.”
He	could	have	gone	for	jeal ​ousy,	of	course,	but…	never.	Not	with	Natani.	Dif ​fer​ent	strokes.

De ​voted,	not	petu ​lant.	He	smiled	at	her	with	all	his	heart.	“Are	you	go​ing	to	go	on	a	string	of
con​quests	now?	Will	you	still	make	time	for	me	some ​times?”

Natani	kissed	him,	very	gen​tly.	“Don’t	worry.	You	still	have	the	girli​est	hips	I’ve	ever	seen.”
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“Oh?”	Keith	kissed	her	back.	“That’s…	good.	I	guess?”	He	looked	at	the	wolf,	and	had	no
words	for	what	he	felt.	She	was	more	glo ​ri​ous	than	she	knew.	He	had	no	words,	so	he	kissed
her	again.	With	in​tent.

Natani	laughed.	“Still	not	sat​is​fied?”
“With ​out	you?”

*

Keith’s	tone	spoke	of	plain	im​pos​si​bil ​ity,	and	Zen	laughed	qui​etly	to	him​self.	The	ba​sitin	had
got​ten	to	Natani.	Of	course	he	had.	Zen	sat	up,	stretch ​ing.	This	had	all	the	hall ​marks	of	a
Keith/Natani	mo ​ment,	and	it	would	fall	on	him	to	en​ter​tain	the	guests.	Keep	them	out	of	hear​-
ing	dis​tance.

Or	not,	at	this	point.
Hold,	came	the	word	from	Natani.	And	to	Keith,	“To​mor​row.”	Keith	looked	at	her,	and	it

seemed	a	won​der	that	Natani	per​se ​vered,	but	she	did.	“To ​mor​row“,	she	re ​peated,	and	nipped
on	Keith’s	ear—no,	she	held	it	in	her	teeth.	Not	tightly	enough	to	hurt,	but…	firmly.	The	ba​sitin
closed	his	eyes,	trem​bling	slightly.

One	ear	free,	brother.
This	wasn’t	in	any	of	the	books.	How	do	I	do	this?
Very	care​fully.	When	you	re​ally	need	to	get	his	at​ten​tion.
“To ​mor​row”,	Zen	echoed.	He	felt	that	was	called	for.	He	nuz​zled	Keith’s	free	ear,	hes​i​tat​ing,

and	it	rose	against	his	mouth	in	in​vi​ta​tion.	Ah	well.	He	repli​cated	what	Natani	was	do ​ing,
erring	on	the	side	of	cau ​tion,	and	could	feel	the	ba​sitin	trem​bling.	It	felt	like	a	dan​ger​ous	thing
to	do.

Keith	let	out	a	long	sigh.	“To ​mor​row.”
Natani	re ​leased	her	hold	and	started	lick​ing	her	teeth	marks	out	of	the	ba​sitin’s	fur.	Zen	fol ​-

lowed	suit.	Natani’s	tone	was	play ​ful.	“You	might	want	to	try	and	get	some	sleep	tonight.	It’ll	be
a	long	day.”

Zen	grinned,	catch ​ing	on.	“And	there’ll	be	all	that	walk​ing,	too.”

*

Keith	was	ex​actly	where	wanted	to	be.	He	leaned	against	Natani’s	chest.	“…	to ​mor​row.”	He
could	hardly	wait.	Though…	he	pulled	back,	looked	at	both	wolves.	“What	if	Nick	wants	to
come	too?	If	he’s	wel ​come…	he’s	wel ​come,	right?”

Zen	looked	thought​ful.	“Could	al ​ways	use	more	arm	candy.”
Natani	grinned	at	him,	then	looked	back	at	Keith.	“Mm…	he’s	wel ​come.	And	who	knows…

maybe	all	three	of	us	can	agree	on	some​thing	that	needs	to	be	done	to	you.”
Now	there	was	a	thought.	“…	are	you	sure	it	has	to	be	to ​mor​row?”	Natani	made	a	move,	and

Keith	grabbed	his	ears	pro ​tec ​tively.	“Kid ​ding,	kid ​ding!”
Natani	kissed	him	in​stead.	“Be ​have,	you.”
“…	I	will.”	Keith	nuz​zled	Natani’s	cheek,	and	she	re ​sponded	in	kind.	They	nudged	at	each

other	play ​fully,	rub​bing	their	cheeks	to ​gether,	qui​etly	reaf ​firm​ing	their	feel ​ings.
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*

Zen	didn’t	need	the	link	to	feel	the	love	in	the	air.	He	didn’t	nor​mally	go	for	the	mushy	stuff,
but	he	had	his	lim​its.	With	an	ex​ag​ger​ated	sigh,	he	put	his	arms	around	the	both	of	them.

**

Nick	was	lean​ing	against	the	door​frame	in	the	kitchen,	nom​i​nally	watch ​ing	the	pro ​ceed ​ings
out​side	through	the	win​dow.	He	couldn’t	re ​ally	see	any ​thing,	mostly	the	tips	of	the	wolves’
ears,	oc ​ca​sion​ally	a	bit	more	if	they	straight​ened	up.	The	view	wasn’t	the	point—this	was	a	de ​-
fen​sive	move.	He	didn’t	know	where	Mad ​die	was,	and	he	didn’t	know	what	they	were	talk​ing
about	out​side—and	that	was	a	dan​ger​ous	com​bi​na​tion.	He	fig​ured	if	he	stood	here	just	so,	he’d
present	a	more	tempt​ing	tar​get.

“Don’t	ever	mess	with	that.”
He	still	hadn’t	heard	her	sneak​ing	up	on	him.	Nick	turned	to	face	her.	“I	wasn’t	plan​ning

to.”	He	smiled.	“If	any ​thing,	they’ve	been	mess​ing	with	me.”
To	his	sur​prise,	Mad ​die	smiled	back.	“They	do	that.”	The	smile	dis​ap ​peared.	“I	don’t	trust

you.”
This…	was	prob​a​bly	for	real.	But…	could	also	have	been	Mad ​die	test​ing	him	in	some	way.

Or,	of	course,	both.	“And	yet,	you’ve	been	help ​ing	me.”	She	looked	likely	to	ob​ject,	so	he	went
on.	“Or,	at	least,	you	haven’t	been	hurt​ing	me.	I’m	sure	you	could	have.”

A	grudg​ing	nod.
It	wasn’t	that	Mad ​die’s	ap ​par​ent	dis​like	of	him	wasn’t	gen​uine.	It	might	have	been.	It	was

that	it	was	ap ​par​ent.	If	she	re ​ally	had	it	in	for	him,	she	wouldn’t	be	bla​tant	about	it;	cer​tainly
not	in	a	way	that	was	tan​ta​mount	to	lob​by ​ing	for	him.	Of	course,	it	didn’t	nec ​es​sar​ily	fol ​low
that	she	was	act​ing	for	his	ben​e​fit,	ei​ther.	Just	that	there	was	some	over​rid ​ing	con​cern.	If	he	as​-
sumed	this	was	the	out​come	Mad ​die	wanted…	well,	even	if	he	wasn’t	sure	what	her	mo ​tives
were,	he	was	pretty	sure	he	liked	them.	Thank​ing	her	would,	prob​a​bly,	be	miss​ing	the	point;
apol ​o ​giz​ing	for	dy ​ing	on	her,	pa​tron​iz​ing.	Maybe	the	best	com​pli​ment	he	could	give	would	be
to	let	her	know	he	didn’t	have	her	fig​ured	out.

He	was	in	dan​ger	of	de ​vel ​op ​ing	a	habit	of	be ​ing	hon​est.	“I	don’t	know	what	you’re	do ​ing,
ex​actly,	but	I	don’t	think	you	have	any ​thing	to	worry	about	from	me.”

It	was	the	most	cyn​i​cal	pair	of	ears	he’d	ever	seen.	“I’m	just	sup ​posed	to	be ​lieve	you’re	play ​-
ing	fair?”

Ah.	He	looked	back	out​side.	How	to	tackle	this?	Even	if	he	ex​plained	ex​actly	how	he	felt
about	the	wolves,	he	doubted	Mad ​die	would	be ​lieve	him.	What	would	she	be ​lieve?	“Oh,	but	I’m
not.	I’m	plan​ning	on	still	be ​ing	around	in	five	years.”	He	glanced	back	at	Mad ​die.	“There	isn’t
any ​thing	fair	about	that.”	No	tells.	He	hes​i​tated.	Say ​ing	‘Natani’	would	feel	like	an	ac ​cu ​sa​tion.
“Do	you	love	them?”

No	ob​vi​ous	re ​ac ​tion.	“You’re	right.	There	isn’t	any ​thing	fair	about	that.”
That	was	a	maybe.	And	there	re ​ally	wasn’t	any ​thing	fair	about	it.	“I’d	give	them	more	time,

if	I	could.	But	I	don’t	have	that	power.”
Mad ​die	just	raised	an	eye ​brow	at	him.	He	sighed.	“Any	oath	you	care	to	name.	I’m	on	their
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side.”
Af ​ter	a	while,	she	snorted.	“And	what	would	I	have	you	swear	by?	Your	life?	You’ve	al ​ready

died	once.	Your	name?	I	don’t	even	know	what	you	go	by.	No,	I	don’t	think	I	can	trust	your
oath.	But…”	she	sighed.	“Maybe	I	can	trust	you.	About	this.”

Alaric	ex​tended	his	arm.	“I’ll	never	be ​tray	you.	About	this.”
Mad ​die	quirked	a	smile	and	shook	his	hand.	“Truce.	About	this.”	She	sighed	again.	“I’m

glad	you’re	alive,	boss.	Don’t	make	that	change.”

**

“Oh,	did	you	know	we’re	ap ​par​ently	mar​ried?”
“…	we	are?”
“Uh-huh.”
“Wait…	all	of	us?”
“Well,	not	me	and	Zen…	I	think.	We’re	a	lit​tle	un​clear	on	the	de ​tails.”
Keith	looked	at	Natani.	“Hus​band?”	He	cocked	his	head.	“Or…	wife?”
Natani	kissed	him.	“I’ll	be	both	if	you’ll	be	both.”
Keith	grinned.	“Deal.”
“Hey,	what	about	me?”
Keith	gave	Zen	a	side ​ways	glance.	“Oh,	you’re	clearly	a	wife.”	Zen	stuck	his	tongue	out,	but

Keith	kissed	him,	gen​tly.	Ca​ressed	his	cheeks,	gen​tly.	Looked	at	him,	de ​voted.	“Hus​band.”
Zen	blushed	adorably,	then	cleared	his	throat.	“Hus​band.”
Keith	leaned	into	him,	and	it	was	Natani’s	turn	to	put	her	arms	around	the	two	of	them.

**

They	leaned	on	op ​po ​site	sides	of	the	door​frame,	wait​ing	for	the	oth ​ers	to	come	back	in​side.	The
si​lence	hardly	felt	barbed	at	all.	Alaric	found	him​self	touched	by	Mad ​die’s	words.	The	lieu ​-
tenant	had	be ​come	for​mi ​da​ble.	That	he	could	no	longer	read	her…	he	hadn’t	re ​al ​ized	that	was
some ​thing	he’d	given	up,	when	he’d	cho ​sen	to	die.	It	was	still	worth	it,	but…	a	lit​tle	less	so.	He
caught	sight	of	Keith	as	he	stood	up,	and	Zen,	tou ​sling	his	hair.	Less,	and	less,	and	less.

He	felt	it	would	be	dis​cour​te ​ous	to	leave	Mad ​die	wholly	with​out	cause	for	of ​fense,	so	he
waited	un​til	the	tim​ing	was	just	right;	the	last	op ​por​tu ​nity	to	get	a	word	in	be ​fore	the	oth ​ers
opened	the	door.	“Nice	an​kles,	lieu ​tenant.”

*

Mad ​die	let	her​self	bris​tle	at	the	com​ment,	nar​row ​ing	her	eyes	at	Alaric’s	amused	ex​pres​sion.	Of
course	he’d	no ​ticed.	It	had	been	too	much	to	hope	for	that	he	hadn’t.

It	shouldn’t	have	mat​tered,	es​pe ​cially	now.
It	still	did.
Af ​ter	the	oth ​ers	had	en​tered,	and	Alaric	turned	to	face	them,	she	let	her​self	cool.	Keith

flashed	Alaric	a	smile	and	took	him	by	the	hand,	lead ​ing	him	away.	Mad ​die	watched	as	Alaric’s
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ex​pres​sion	changed,	his	tail	giv​ing	a	happy	lit​tle	swish,	and	again	dared	hope	that	he	might	be
for	real.	If	he’d	been	bluff ​ing,	she	couldn’t	tell.	But	then,	she	never	had	been	able	to.	When	the
two	ba​sitins	dis​ap ​peared	into	the	guest	room,	clos​ing	the	door	be ​hind	them,	she	stalked	off	and
made	a	show	of	mut​ter​ing	un​der	her	breath	about	sleep ​ing	with	the	en​emy.

*

Zen	watched	her	go.	Speak​ing	of	which…
Natani	rolled	her	eyes	and	gave	him	a	nudge.	Go	get	her.
He	started	af ​ter	the	ba​sitin.	Tell	me	again	why	I’m	not	just	tak​ing	the	couch?
I’m	just	do ​ing	my	own	ver​sion	of	what	she’s	been	do ​ing.
And	what	is	that,	ex​actly?
Natani	just	laughed,	and	Zen	shook	his	head.

**

Zen	found	Mad ​die	sit​ting	on	the	edge	of	the	porch,	look​ing	up	at	the	sky.	He	sat	down	next	to
her.	“Hey,	princess.”

No	re ​ac ​tion.
He	scratched	the	back	of	his	head	and	tried	to	fig​ure	out	where	she	was	look​ing.	The	moon?
“Awoo?”
Mad ​die	laughed	and	glanced	at	him,	but	quickly	grew	quiet	again.	There	was	a	melan​cholic

cast	to	her	ears.
“What’s	wrong?”
She	sighed.	“He	saw	my	an​kles.”
Zen	scratched	at	his	chin.	“I	could	hold	him	down	for	you	to	un​wrap.”	Mad ​die	looked	at

him,	in​cred ​u ​lous.	“I	know,	I	know,	it’s	a	metaphor—”
“Do	you	re ​ally	think…”	she	tilted	her	head.	“Well,	maybe	you	could.”	She	grinned,	and

laughed	again.	It	was	a	good	sound.
Zen	grinned.	“I	wouldn’t	mind	giv​ing	it	a	shot.”
She	stuck	her	tongue	out.	It	suited	her.	“I	think	you’re	just	look​ing	for	an	ex​cuse.”
“Maaaaaaaybe.	You	should	prob​a​bly	know…	we	de ​cided	he’s	wel ​come	to	stay.”
Mad ​die	nod ​ded.	“I	fig​ured	you	would.”
She	didn’t	seem	dis​pleased.	“No	com​plaints?”
“No.	I	hope	it’s	right.”	She	was	quiet	for	a	mo ​ment.	“I	just	wish	I	had	some ​thing	bet​ter	than

hope.”
Ah.	“Used	to	hav​ing	peo ​ple	fig​ured	out,	are	we?”
Mad ​die	shrugged.	“I’m	good	at	what	I	do.	But…	he’s	bet​ter.	Hells,	he	was	a	gen​eral	at	nine​-

teen.	Mas​ter	Gen​eral,	even.”
“Keith	was	a	gen​eral	at	nine ​teen.”
“Yeah.	Be ​cause	Alaric	made	him	one.	From	be​yond	the	grave.”
“…	you	may	have	a—”
“That’s…	that’s	it!	He’s	dead!”	Mad ​die	rolled	her	eyes	at	his	ex​pres​sion.	“Legally	dead.	He

120Full	House



was	de ​clared	dead,	so	he	is	dead,	as	far	as	the	law	is	con​cerned.	I	as​sumed	he	was	work​ing	un​-
der	an	alias—there’s	ways—but	with	the	way	the	laws	are	writ​ten…”	She	looked	in​tent.	“I’ll	have
to	check,	but	I	think	I	see	the	loop ​holes.	He’ll	be	able	to	do	so	much.	But	I	might	be	able	to	fig​-
ure	out	what	his	po ​si​tion	en​tails…”

Zen	let	her	dis​ap ​pear	into	her	own	world	for	a	while,	but	comedic	tim​ing	waits	for	no	wolf.
“So	that’s	a	no	on	hold ​ing	him	down,	then?”

Mad ​die	laughed	once	more	and	looked	at	him,	all	grins	and	mis​chief.	“I’ll	let	you	know.
And…	don’t	ever	change,	Zen.”

He	re ​sisted	the	urge	to	tou ​sle	her	hair,	then	did	it	any ​way.	Gen​tly,	and	mind ​ful	of	her	ears.
She	didn’t	seem	to	mind.	“I	won’t,	princess.”

*

Mad ​die	rev​eled	in	the	wolf’s	af ​fec ​tion,	en​cour​ag​ing	more	of	it.	Alaric	could	wait.	She’d	catch
him	by	the	tail	yet;	she	had	some ​where	to	start	now.	Though…	would	it	even	mat​ter?	She
wasn’t	re ​ally	ba​sitin	any ​more,	and	didn’t	have	to	pur​sue	the	mat​ter,	even	if	Keith	didn’t	coun​-
ter​mand	her.	But…	she	looked	at	Zen,	en​dear​ingly	con​fused	by	her	be ​hav​ior.	She	was	still
Made ​lyn	Ade ​laide,	and	it	couldn’t	hurt	to	have	one	over	on	Nick​o ​lai	Alaric.	For	her	and	hers.

But	it	was	too	nice	of	a	night	to	get	started	yet.	She	took	Zen’s	hand	and	pulled	it	around
her​self,	lean​ing	against	the	wolf.	“I’m	not	a	ba​sitin	any ​more.”

That	didn’t	seem	to	help	the	con​fu ​sion.	“…	okay?”
She	laughed	again,	and	that	seemed	to	sat​isfy	the	wolf.	He	held	her	care ​fully,	like	she	might

bolt	at	any	mo ​ment.	And,	well,	maybe	she	might.
Zen	cleared	his	throat.	“You	know,	you’ll	al ​ways	be	wel ​come	here.”
Maybe	he	did	get	it.	But	to	choose	that	word?	“‘Al ​ways’?”
“Al ​ways	isn’t	the	same	as	for​ever.”
“Was	that	sup ​posed	to	sound	wise?”
“Did	it?”
“…	a	lit​tle.”
“Then	yes.”
They	sat	and	watched	the	moon	to ​gether,	in	com​pan​ion​able	si​lence.
Well,	mostly.
Mad ​die	tried	it	out.	“Awoo?”
Zen	laughed.	“Awoo.”
Af ​ter	a	while,	Mad ​die	de ​cided	that	no,	she	wasn’t	go ​ing	to	be	do ​ing	any	bolt​ing	tonight.	She

got	up,	then	sat	back	down	be ​tween	Zen’s	legs	and	leaned	back	against	him.	The	wolf	put	both
of	his	arms	around	her	and	held	her,	a	lit​tle	less	gin​gerly.	He	re ​ally	did	let	her	get	away	with	too
much.	The	sounds	of	the	sum​mer	night,	the	steady	beat​ing	of	Zen’s	heart,	the	once	again	wel ​-
come	warmth	of	the	wolf’s	em​brace…	she	yawned.	Wolves	were	very	com​fort​able,	and	it	was
get​ting	late.

*
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Zen	couldn’t	stop	smil ​ing.	She	hadn’t	seen	Mad ​die	like	this	in	a	long	time.	But	she	was	al ​ready
about	to	nod	off,	and	he	couldn’t	stay	like	this	all	night.

…	though	he	was	a	lit​tle	tempted	to	try.
Still.	“You	can	sleep	with	us	tonight,	if	you	want.”	He	could	feel	her	ears	perk	up.	“As	long	as

it’s	just	sleep.”	Mad ​die	shifted	away	to	look	at	him,	and	Zen	cov​ered	his	chest	pro ​tec ​tively.	“I’m
very	par​tic ​u ​lar	about	my	chastity.”

Mad ​die	rolled	her	eyes,	then	put	on	her	best	doe-eyed	ex​pres​sion.	“Couldn’t	you	take	the
couch?”

Zen	laughed.	“Turn	that	off.	I’m	not	go ​ing	to	get	kicked	out	of	my	own	bed.”
Mad ​die	stuck	out	her	tongue,	the	ba​sitin	way,	and	Zen	tou ​sled	her	hair	again.	He	hes​i​tated

for	a	mo ​ment.	He’d	never	quite	de ​cided	to	do	this,	but…	“Y’know,	that	thing	you	asked	Natani
about?”	He	hes​i​tated	again.	What	a	topic.	“If	you	were	just	mess​ing	with	me?	Well	done.	But	if
you	were	se ​ri​ously	ask​ing…	I	think	I’d	agree	to	it.”

Mad ​die	looked	sur​prised,	then	smiled.	“I	was	just	mess​ing	with	you.”	Zen	breathed	a	sigh	of
re ​lief.	Too	soon.	Mad ​die’s	smile	slowly	widened	into	a	grin.	“But	I’ll	think	about	it.”

**

They	found	Natani	in	the	sit​ting	room.	She	had	a	lamp	lit	and	what	looked	like	ev​ery	map	in
the	house	spread	out	on	the	floor—even	the	one	of	the	Ba​sid ​ian	Is​lands.	In	front	of	her	was	one
show ​ing	the	west​ern	part	of	the	con​ti​nent,	and	she	was	do ​ing	some ​thing	with	a	piece	of	pa​per
on	top	of	it.

Mad ​die	caught	on	first.	“Oh,	is	that	the	house?”
Natani	didn’t	look	up.	“Yup.”
Zen	re ​al ​ized	it	was	the	floor	plan—more	or	less,	any ​way.	Didn’t	look	like	she’d	taken	too

much	care	in	mak​ing	it	ex​act.	She	had	it	ro​tated	to	match	the	map,	and	was	mark​ing	com​pass
points	along	the	edge,	mut​ter​ing	to	her​self	about	noon.

Zen	was	still	in​clined	to	use	his	mouth	rather	than	the	link.	“Think​ing	about	ex​pand ​ing?”
Natani	flashed	him	a	grin.	“Some ​thing	like	that.”	She	glanced	at	Mad ​die,	who	had	sat	down

to	watch	her	but	had	im​me ​di​ately	started	nod ​ding	off	again.	Zen	stood	ready	to	catch	her	if	she
lit​er​ally	fell	asleep.	Natani	smiled	at	them	but	didn’t	say	any ​thing	fur​ther.

When	she	was	done,	Natani	folded	up	all	the	maps	and	ti​died	them	away,	then	folded	up
the	piece	of	pa​per	she’d	been	scrib​bling	on	and	stowed	it	in	her	robe.	She	stretched	and
yawned,	loudly	enough	to	star​tle	Mad ​die.	“Mad ​die?	Are	you	sleep ​ing	with	us?”

“Mm?	Yeah.”
Natani	grinned.	“Do	you	need	to	be	car​ried?”
Mad ​die	blinked,	then	looked	at	Zen.	“…	would	you?”
Of	course	he	would.	He	lifted	her	up	into	a	princess	carry.	Ob​vi​ously.
Mad ​die	laughed.	“Princess	carry?”
“Ob​vi​ously.”

***
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Nick	awoke,	and	opened	his	eyes	to	find	it	was	al ​ready	start​ing	to	get	light	out.	That	he’d	slept
so	late	was	a	tes​ta​ment	to	yes​ter​day…	and	how	late	he’d	been	up.	With	Keith.	And	there	he	was,
still,	less	than	an	arm’s	length	away.	They	had	more	or	less	fallen	asleep	talk​ing.	He	let	a	few
happy	mo ​ments	pass,	just	look​ing	at	the	sleep ​ing	Keith.	Would	have	let	more,	but	na​ture	was
call ​ing.	As	was	the	smell	of	cof ​fee.	One	or	the	other	might	have	wo ​ken	him.

He	snuck	out	of	bed,	care ​ful	not	to	dis​turb	Keith,	and	dressed	quickly.	He	hes​i​tated	with	the
wrap ​pings,	then,	look​ing	at	the	sleep ​ing	form,	draped	them	over	a	chair	and	left	them	there.
When	would	he,	if	not	now?

He	hes​i​tated	again	at	the	door.	He	didn’t	want	to	wake	Keith,	but…	he	re ​turned	to	the	side
of	the	bed,	to	lean	over	the	sleep ​ing	ba​sitin	and	kiss	him	on	the	shoul ​der.	Keith	mum​bled
some ​thing	in	his	sleep,	and	Nick	couldn’t	keep	a	smile	from	his	face.	He	kissed	him	again	and
was	re ​warded	with	an	adorable	lit​tle	sat​is​fied	sound.

I	could	be	here	all	morn​ing	at	this	rate.
He	forced	him​self	away	and	left	the	room,	clos​ing	the	door	softly	be ​hind	him.

	

Af ​ter	see ​ing	to	his	other	mat​ter,	Nick	cir​cled	around	to	the	kitchen	en​trance.	He	was	feel ​ing
oddly	elated	from	go ​ing	bare ​foot.	The	feel	of	the	dewy	grass	on	his	naked	an​kles…	so	de ​li​-
ciously	un-ba​sitin​like.

It	was	Zen	he	found	in​side,	nurs​ing	a	cup	of	cof ​fee.	The	wolf	was	robed.	He	looked	tired.
Zen	smiled	at	him,	then	glanced	point​edly	at	his	an​kles.	“Oh?”
Nick	grinned.	“I’m	go ​ing	na​tive.”
The	wolf	nod ​ded.	“It’s	a	good	look.	Does	that	mean	you’re	stay ​ing?”
Nick	shook	his	head,	his	mood	fal ​ter​ing	a	bit.	“No.”
“Ah.”
Change	of	topic,	change	of	topic.	Nick	sat	down	across	from	the	wolf.	“You’re	up	early.”
Zen	stuck	his	tongue	out	with	a	smile.	“I	got	kicked	out	of	my	own	bed.	Mad ​die	is	the	rud ​est

sleeper	I’ve	ever	seen.”
What	was	go ​ing	on	with	Mad ​die	and	the	wolves?	Nick	found	his	grin	again.	“Are	you	sure

she	was	asleep?”
“Not	in	the	least.”	Zen	smiled	fondly.	“Natani	didn’t	seem	to	be	hav​ing	any	trou ​ble.	It	was

pretty	cute,	hon​estly.”
Nick	thought	of	and	dis​carded	three	dif ​fer​ent	over​tures	that	might	have	net​ted	him	some

more	in​sight	into	Mad ​die.	“That	sounds	nice.	Is	there	more	cof ​fee?”
“Sorry,	I	didn’t	think	any ​one	else	would	be	up.	But…	you	can	have	this?	I’m	ac ​tu ​ally	feel ​ing

pretty	awake	al ​ready.”
He	was,	too,	but…	“…	thanks.”	He	took	a	sip,	let​ting	his	ears	bris​tle	at	the	taste.	Zen

laughed,	and	Nick	passed	the	mug	back	to	the	wolf	with	a	smile.	“It’s	re ​ally	good.”
“Thanks.”
They	traded	sips	for	a	while	in	si​lence.	The	house	was	quiet,	but	the	dawn	cho ​rus	was	in	full

force	out​side.	Many	of	the	calls	were	un​fa​mil ​iar	to	him.
“So	you’re	re ​ally	not	stay ​ing?”
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Nick	smiled	faintly.	“No.	I	have	things	I	need	to	do.”	He	shook	his	head,	be ​mused.	“I’m	of ​-
fered	ev​ery ​thing	I	thought	I	ever	wanted,	and	I’m	go ​ing	to	walk	away.	I	didn’t	see	that	com ​ing
two	days	ago.”

“Maybe	it	was	more	than	you	wanted.”
“…	no.”	He	grinned.	“Just	more	than	I	thought	I	wanted.”
Zen	smiled,	amused.	“Okay.	Then…”	The	wolf	scratched	at	his	muz​zle.	“It’s	not	like	you’re

re ​ject​ing	Keith,	right?	I	don’t	think	I’d	buy	you	do ​ing	that.”
He	smiled	at	the	wolf.	That	was	some ​thing	of	a	vote	of	con​fi​dence.	“Right.	I	don’t	think	I’d

buy	that	ei​ther.	But…	it’ll	be	a	while.	And	far.”
“A	kei​dran	while,	or	a	ba​sitin	while?”
“Ba​sitin.”
“Ah.”	Zen	took	yet	an​other	sip,	then	looked	at	him	with	a	small	smile.	“I	think	I	know	what

you’re	up	to.”
Nick	brought	a	fin​ger	to	his	lips,	then	pointed	his	ears	at	the	ceil ​ing	in	what	he	hoped	was	a

cred ​i​ble	Mad ​die	im​pres​sion.	Though,	he	needed	to	up ​date	his	think​ing	about	her…	at	any	rate,
Zen	seemed	to	get	the	right	idea,	go ​ing	by	his	smile.

The	wolf	raised	his	eye ​brows,	clearly	skep ​ti​cal.	“…	but	no	point	in	spec ​u ​lat​ing,	I	guess.”
Nick	nod ​ded,	grate ​ful.	It	was	a	lit​tle	sus​pi​cious	that	he’d	meet	Zen	like	this,	and	if	Mad ​die

heard	about	his	plans,	it	needed	be	from	Keith.	He	had	some	more	of	the	cof ​fee.	It	was	al ​most
out.	“Thank	you.	For…	ev​ery ​thing.”

“Just	be ​ing	my ​self.”
He	smiled	at	the	wolf.	“Thank	you	for	that,	then.”
Zen	grinned	back.	“You	too.	I	think.”	The	wolf	fin​ished	the	cof ​fee.	“Well,	we’ll	prob​a​bly

come	with	Keith	if	he	needs	to	visit	the	is​land.	We	get	a	lit​tle	antsy	if	he’s	away	for	too	long.”
Keith	wouldn’t	need	to.	Nick	had	seen	to	that.	“That	would	be	nice.”
Zen	didn’t	look	like	he	be ​lieved	it,	ei​ther.	The	wolf	stood	up	slowly.	“Well,	I	guess	I	might	as

well	get	started	on	travel	prepa​ra​tions.	Who	knows	how	long	the	rest	of	them	are	go ​ing	to
sleep.”

Nick	watched	him	walk	to	the	door,	and	felt	like	some ​thing	was	slip ​ping	away	from	him.
He	was	done	feel ​ing	like	that.
“Zen?”
The	wolf	turned	back,	cu ​ri​ous.	“Hm?”
“Weren’t	you	go ​ing	to	pay	me	back	for	some ​thing?”

*

Zen	looked	at	Nick.	The	ba​sitin’s	ex​pres​sion	was	open,	his	mean​ing	clear.	It	wasn’t	a	joke,	not
even	a	lit​tle.

Zen	thought	about	Natani,	but	he	knew	his	brother’s	mind;	love	and	amuse ​ment,	and
maybe	even	some	more	peace	of	mind	about	Nick.

He	thought	about	Keith;	would	the	ba​sitin	feel	be ​trayed,	by	ei​ther	of	them?	Even	if	he	was,
he’d	never	make	an	is​sue	out	of	it—but	that	just	made	Zen	think	twice	as	hard.	For	his	part…	he
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couldn’t	see	it,	not	with	who	Keith	was,	and	not	af ​ter	yes​ter​day.	And	while	he	didn’t	fully	un​-
der​stand	Keith	and	Nick’s	re ​la​tion​ship—he	doubted	they	did,	at	the	mo​ment—he	thought	Nick
ask​ing	was	proof	enough.

He	thought	about	Mad ​die.	Well,	she	had	kicked	him	out	of	bed…	He	knew	it	wasn’t	to
eaves​drop,	be​cause	if	he	re ​ally	con​cen​trated	he	could	feel	the	ghost	sen​sa​tion	of	her	still	snug​-
gled	up	against	Natani.	To	in​ter​fere	with	Keith	and	Nick?	No,	he	wouldn’t	do	that,	and	she
knew	that	he	wouldn’t.	To	be	alone	with	Natani?	Not	this	early.	And	if	Natani	was	right,	shar​-
ing	the	bed	with	both	of	them	had	suited	Mad ​die—in​deed,	the	ba ​sitin	hadn’t	se ​ri ​ously	tried	for
any ​thing	else.	Had	even	pulled	him	closer,	and	bor​rowed	one	of	his	shirts	to	sleep	in.	So	if	that
was	some ​thing	Mad ​die	ac ​tu ​ally	wanted	to	do,	and	yet	she	still	kicked	him	out—and	only	come
morn​ing,	at	that…	Too	com ​pli​cated.	Gut	feel ​ing:	would	do​ing	this	hurt	Mad ​die?	No.	An ​noy,
maybe,	and	that	he	was	fine	with.	If	he	was	wrong,	he’d	apol ​o​gize.

He	thought	about	Nick,	and	smiled.	“Are	you	try ​ing	for	Mad ​die’s	po​si​tion,	now?”
Nick	grinned.	“No,	but	now	that	you	men ​tion	it…	maybe	Keith	could	use	more	help?	He

does	seem	to	have	an	aw ​ful	lot	of	re ​spon ​si​bil ​i ​ties.	We	could	each	take	half.”
Zen	went	for	his	best	grin.	“Even	half	is	a	lot	to	take.”

*

A	bit	on	the	corny	side,	but	it	still	made	a	shiver	run	down	Nick’s	spine,	es​pe ​cially	when	Zen
stepped	closer.	Well,	like	for	like.	“I’m	pretty	adapt​able.”

A	small	smile	flick​ered	on	the	wolf’s	face.	“Well,	I	did	no​tice	that	you	haven’t	had	any	trou​-
ble	sit​ting	down,	and	some ​how	I	don’t	think	it’s	be ​cause	of	a	lack	of	at ​ten​tion.”

Nick’s	mind	flit​ted	to	the	pre ​vi​ous	time	Keith	had	given	him	‘at ​ten​tion’,	and	he	blushed.
That	had	been	a	sur​prise.	More	than	one	sur​prise.	What	were	they	talk​ing	about?	Right.	“He
was	gen​tle.	Very	gen​tle.”

Zen	smiled	fondly.	“He’s	al​ways	gen​tle.	A	huge	tease,	but	al ​ways	gen​tle.”
“He	is,	isn’t	he?	A	tease,	I	mean.	How’d	that	hap ​pen?	He	used	to	be	so…”
“Huh.”
“What?”
The	wolf	was	clearly	amused.	“I	thought	you	were	sup ​posed	to	smart.”
Nick	could	imag​ine	ei ​ther	or	both	of	the	wolves	be ​ing	the	an​swer,	but	didn’t	see	how	it

would	be	ob​vi​ous.	Mad ​die	def​i ​nitely	wasn’t	it,	so	that	just	left—“Me?”
Zen	smiled.	“I’ve	heard	about	some	of	the	stuff	you	did	to	him.”	Grinned.	“Seen	enough	to

be ​lieve	what	I	heard.”
Nick’s	world	shifted	around	him.	Could	the	wolf	be	right?	To	have	had	that	much	of	an	ef ​-

fect…	and	it	was	more	than	that.	That	was	how	Keith	was	with	the	wolves.
That	was	how	he	showed	love.
Nick	looked	at	Zen,	speech ​less.	The	wolf	reached	out	to	softly	tou ​sle	his	hair,	and	he	swal​-

lowed,	his	eyes	mist​ing	over.	Zen	sat	down	next	to	him,	one	leg	astride	the	bench,	and	pulled
him	into	a	side ​ways	em​brace.	Nick	turned	to	face	Zen,	and	the	wolf’s	arms	shifted	around	him,
hold ​ing	him	close.
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Zen	gave	him	all	the	time	that	he	needed.
Maybe	the	wolf	got	his	gen​tle ​ness	from	Keith.
Even​tu ​ally,	Nick	pulled	away	a	bit,	but	the	wolf’s	arms	re ​mained	around	him.	He	wouldn’t

have	had	it	any	other	way.	Zen	was	smil​ing	at	him.	“Fi ​nally	fig​ured	out	that	you	mat ​ter?”
Nick	laughed.	“Thank	you.”	Smiled.	“For	be ​ing	you.”	He	leaned	his	head	against	the	wolf’s

chest.	He	had	him ​self	again,	and	a	smile	on	his	lips.	In	his	voice.	“So	you	think	I’m	a	tease?”
Zen	straight​ened	him	up	by	the	shoul ​ders,	then	tilted	his	head	up	by	the	chin.	Kissed	him.

Thor​oughly.	“I	know	it.”
Yeah.
Nick	had	closed	his	eyes	for	the	kiss,	didn’t	open	them	again	when	it	ended.	He	let	his	smile

do	the	talk​ing.
It	got	him	an​other	kiss.
The	wolf	was	a	very	good	kisser.
Nick	let	out	a	con​tented	sigh	and	opened	his	eyes.	He	wanted	to	look	at	Zen.	The	wolf

looked	like	he	felt.
Zen’s	voice	had	got​ten	a	lit​tle	huskier.	“Do	you	know	why	you	tease	some ​one?”
He	did.	“Why?”
Zen	took	Nick’s	hand	and	brought	it	to	his	groin.	He	could	feel	the	wolf	through	the	coarse

fab​ric	of	the	robe,	feel	his	heat.	He	wasn’t	fully	hard	yet.	Nick	looked	for	the	knot	with	his	fin​-
gers,	only	to	find	it	when	it	firmed	un​der	his	touch.	It	throbbed	in	his	hand,	and	Zen	let	out	a
long	sigh.	“Be ​cause	you	want	to	get	a	re ​ac ​tion.”

Yup.	His	own	pants	were	feel ​ing	very	tight.	No	won​der	Keith	was	happy	to	wear	robes…
Zen	stood	up,	pulled	him	up	as	well.	Ma​neu ​vered	him	against	the	end	of	the	ta ​ble.	Pinned

him	there	for	a	kiss.	Started	un​dress ​ing	him,	be ​tween	kisses.	The	shirt	came	off	eas​ily,	and	the
wolf	ran	his	hands	across	Nick’s	back,	pulled	him	against	him ​self.	Nick	could	feel	him,	hard,
against	his	stom​ach.	Zen	spun	him	around,	and	Nick’s	heart	leapt,	but	the	wolf	was	just	get​ting
at	his	belt.	Buckle	un​done,	Zen	pulled	it	off	the	loops	and	let	it	clat​ter	to	the	floor.	He	ran	his
hands	to	where	Nick	was	strain​ing	against	his	but​tons,	then	started	un​do​ing	them,	one	by	one.
The	wolf	was	slowly	grind ​ing	against	him,	and	he	longed	to	push	back	but	didn’t	want	to	make
it	harder	for	Zen	to	get	to	him.	But​tons	un​done,	the	wolf	slid	one	hand	into	his	pants	to	lib​er​ate
him.	Nick	shiv​ered	as	Zen	teased	him	out.	Free,	Nick	pressed	back	against	him.	The	wolf	spun
him	around	and	kissed	him,	hun​grily.	Nick	wel ​comed	it	with	all	he	had,	then	caught	his	breath
as	Zen	pulled	him	close.	He	could	feel	the	wolf	throb	be ​tween	them,	against	his	stom ​ach;	and
him​self,	against	the	wolf’s	thigh.	Zen’s	hands	roamed	Nick’s	back	and	found	the	but ​ton	for	his
tail	loop,	leav​ing	both	his	tail	and	his	pants	free.	The	wolf	stroked	the	base	of	his	tail,	with
short,	sure	mo ​tions,	and	he	gasped,	lean​ing	his	head	against	Zen’s	chest.	The	wolf	teased	his
hands	into	Nick’s	pants,	grab​bing	his	ass	and	pulling	him	away	from	the	ta​ble.	The	pants	fell
down	to	his	an​kles.	Zen	shifted	his	hands	lower	and	lifted	him	up,	seat ​ing	him	on	the	ta​ble,	and
the	pants	slipped	his	an ​kles,	leav​ing	him	naked.	The	wolf	kicked	them	away,	then	kissed	him
again.	On	the	ta ​ble,	it	was	eas​ier	to	re ​turn	the	kiss,	and	Nick	wrapped	his	arms	around	the
wolf’s	neck,	reach​ing	for	that	mo ​ment	they’d	had	on	the	bed.	Zen	obliged	him,	and	again	the
ex​change	left	both	of	them	a	lit​tle	breath ​less.	Only	this	time,	it	wasn’t	stop ​ping	there.	Nick
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looked	at	the	wolf,	yearn​ing	for	more.
To	his	sur​prise,	Zen	laughed.	“I’m	not	go​ing	to	ask	you	if	you	want	this,	be ​cause	you	want

this.	But…”	He	grew	more	se ​ri​ous.	“I	don’t	like	hurt​ing	peo​ple	I	care	about.”
Some ​thing	in	the	look	in	Zen’s	eyes,	in	the	way	he	had	said	it,	told	Nick	that	this	mat​tered.

Needed	a	se ​ri​ous	re ​ply.	He	kissed	the	wolf,	lin​ger​ing,	then	smiled	at	him,	stroking	his	neck.
“That’s	good.	I	don’t	like	be ​ing	hurt	by	the	peo ​ple	I	care	about.”	Well,	se ​ri ​ous-ish.	He	was	in
good	hands.

A	smile	flick​ered	on	Zen’s	face.	“I	don’t	want	any	fool	ba ​sitin	brav​ery.	It	hurts,	you	tell	me.
You	want	me	to	stop,	you	tell	me.”

“And	if	it	doesn’t	hurt?	If	I	don’t	want	you	to	stop?”
Zen	kissed	him	again.	“You	can	tell	me	that,	too.”
Be ​fore	he	could	re ​tort,	the	wolf	pushed	him	on	his	back.	His	feet	came	up	as	he	went	down,

and	Zen	grabbed	him	by	the	an​kles.	Firmly.	But	gen​tly.	The	wolf	guided	Nick’s	feet,	plac ​ing
them	against	him ​self,	high	on	his	chest.	Zen	started	mas​sag​ing	his	an ​kles.

Nick	hadn’t	been	ex​pect​ing	this.	He	did	noth ​ing	to	hide	his	re ​ac​tion,	splay ​ing	his	toes
against	the	wolf,	let​ting	his	tail	do	what	it	would,	even	let ​ting	out	a	lit​tle	mrow.

“You	like?”
Nick	grinned.	“Lose	the	robe,	and	I’ll	like	it	even	bet​ter.”
Zen	re ​leased	his	an ​kles,	and	Nick	hooked	his	legs	with	his	arms	to	keep	them	out	of	the

way.	The	wolf’s	hands	went	to	the	neck	of	his	robe	but	he	seemed	to	catch	him​self,	tak​ing	a	step
back	to	look	at	Nick.	He	grinned.	“In​ter​est​ing	po​si ​tion.”

Nick	mimed	a	kick	at	the	wolf	with	one	leg,	but	Zen	caught	it…	and	kissed	him	on	the	pad	of
his	foot.	Nick	blushed,	fiercely,	and	the	wolf	gave	him	a	wink	and	a	smile.	Zen	re ​leased	his	leg
and	Nick	caught	it	again,	won​der​ing	if	the	wolf	un​der​stood	just	how	in​ti​mate	that	ges​ture	had
been.	…maybe	he	did.	Nick	blushed	again.

Zen	dis​robed,	and	Nick	caught	the	hood	with	one	foot,	pulling	the	gar​ment	to ​ward	him ​self.
The	wolf	let	him	have	it,	and	the	robe	landed	on	him,	cov​er​ing	his	chest	and	face.	It	smelled	of
Zen.	It	had	been	a	mo​ment	of	whimsy,	but	that	was	what	he’d	wanted.	He	felt	the	wolf	take	his
legs	again,	and	brought	his	hands	up	to	gather	up	the	gar​ment.	He	took	a	sniff	of	it	and	smiled
at	the	wolf.	“It’s	got	your	scent.”

It	was	Zen’s	turn	to	blush,	cu ​ri​ously	enough.	“I	fig ​ured	you	wanted	it	for	a	pil ​low.”
Good	idea.	He	balled	it	up	and	packed	it	un​der	his	head…	but	he	left	a	sleeve	free	where	he

could	reach	it	and	bring	it	to	his	nose.	He	did,	and	the	wolf	blushed	again.	In​ter​est​ing.
Thoughts	of	pos​si ​ble	mis​chief	dis​persed	as	Zen	shifted	his	po​si ​tion,	and	Nick	could	feel	him
pok​ing	against	his	balls.	The	wolf	inched	closer,	slid ​ing	up	him,	un​til	he	could	feel	the	heat	of
Zen’s	knot	against	his	sack,	see	the	shaft	along ​side	his.	He	tore	his	eyes	away	to	look	at	the
wolf,	swal ​low ​ing.	This	was	quickly	be​com ​ing	real.

Zen	stepped	away	again,	his	hands	on	Nick’s	an​kles,	bring​ing	his	feet	down	to	his	wolf ​hood.
Nick	shiv​ered	as	he	could	feel	the	shaft	with	his	toes,	then	the	knot,	then	the	whole	thing	throb​-
bing	be ​tween	his	an ​kles.	He	spread	his	toes	against	the	wolf’s	stom​ach,	and	found	his	smile.
“Liked	what	you	saw	yes​ter​day?”

Zen	grinned	at	him.	“I	was	kick​ing	my ​self	for	not	mak​ing	it	a	three-way	duel.”
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He	shifted	his	feet,	and	the	wolf	grunted.	Yes.	“…	we	should	do	that.	Or	maybe…”	He	felt	a
thrill	at	the	idea.	“Maybe	it	should	be	you	see ​ing	which	one	of	us	you	can	make	come	first?”

That	had	been	a	hit.	“Who’s	the	win​ner?”
Nick	grinned.	“Ev​ery​one.”
“I	like	the	way	you	think.”
The	wolf	shifted	Nick’s	legs	again,	slid​ing	against	them,	and	Nick	felt	some ​thing	sticky	on

his	shin.	“So	I	see.”
“Oops.”	Zen	brought	his	legs	back	up,	step ​ping	closer,	and	leaned	down	to	lick	the	spot

clean,	look​ing	at	him.	“Can’t	have	that.”
Nick	shiv​ered.	“Might	have…	missed	a	spot.”
Zen	smiled	know ​ingly.	“Well	then.”
And	the	wolf	did	a	very	thor​ough	job	of	clean​ing	his	leg,	start​ing	from	the	top	and	slowly

work​ing	his	way	down.	Zen	did	things	with	his	won​der​ful,	won​der​ful	tongue	that	Nick	had
never	even	con​sid ​ered.	When	the	wolf	popped	up	to	look	at	him,	he	pleaded	silently	for	him	to
con​tinue—and	Zen	started	over	again	with	his	other	leg.

A	time ​less	mo ​ment	later,	the	wolf	straight​ened	up	again.	Nick	had	to	re ​mind	him​self	how
speak​ing	worked,	reach	for	the	words.	“…	are	you	try ​ing	to	con​vince	me	to	stay?”

Zen	grinned	at	him,	lick​ing	his	lips.	“I’m	not	do​ing	any ​thing	out	of	the	or​di​nary.”
Gods.	“…	I’ll	take	that	as	a	yes.”

*

Zen	gave	Nick	a	nip	on	one	an​kle,	elic ​it​ing	a	yip.	“Grab	your	legs.”
Nick	did,	this	time	cross​ing	his	arms	to	grab	him​self	by	the	an​kles,	and	Zen	stopped	for	a

mo ​ment	to	ad​mire	the	ba​sitin.	It	might	have	been	an	even	bet​ter	po​si ​tion	than	the	ear​lier	one.
He	noted	the	mess	on	Nick’s	stom​ach,	then	grinned	at	the	ba ​sitin	and	stepped	around	to	his
side.	He	could	just	about	get	his	head	in	un​der	Nick’s	arms…	Now	he’d	had	a	de ​cent	taste	of
the	ba ​sitin.	He	licked	his	lips	again.	“Missed	some ​thing.”

The	ba​sitin	gave	him	a	look	that	badly	made	Zen	want	to	kiss	him.	But	Nick	ges​tured,	with
an	in ​cli​na​tion	of	his	head.	“Still	got	some ​thing.”	He	meant	Zen	him​self,	still	hard	and	with
some ​thing	to	show	for	it.	“I	could	help	you	with	that.”

Wasn’t	in	the	plan.
Screw	the	plan.
Zen	moved	the	bench	aside	so	he	could	step	right	up	to	the	ta​ble.	Nick	shifted	his	head

closer,	opened	his	mouth,	let	his	tongue	peek	out.	He	had	his	eyes	on	the	prize.	Zen	leaned	over
him,	brought	his	tip	to	the	ba​sitin’s	mouth.	Nick	licked	it	clean,	mak​ing	him	shiver,	then	looked
at	him	ex​pec ​tantly.	Zen	shifted	closer,	as	close	as	he	could	with ​out	get ​ting	on	the	ta​ble,	and	the
tip	en​tered	Nick’s	mouth.	The	ba ​sitin	mas​saged	the	un​der​side	with	his	tongue,	look​ing	up	at
him,	smil ​ing	with	the	side	of	his	mouth.	Cheeky	lit​tle…	Zen	pulled	back,	then	leaned	down	to
kiss	him,	push​ing	Nick’s	head	into	his	makeshift	pil ​low.	The	ba​sitin	egged	him	on,	and	he	an ​-
swered	in	full.

He	fi ​nally	broke	the	kiss,	then	kissed	Nick	on	the	throat	be​fore	straight​en​ing	up.	Look​ing	at
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him,	he	al​most	went	back	for	more.	Al ​most.	In​stead,	he	stepped	to	the	cup ​board	that	had	what
he	needed.	He	held	up	two	of	the	nuts,	tried	to	speak,	cleared	his	throat,	tried	again.	“You	okay
with	these?”

Nick	laughed.	“I	think	I’ll	sur​vive.	I’m	just	sur​prised	we	didn’t	use	all	of	them	up	yes ​ter​day.”
Zen	grinned.	“Some ​one	keeps	send ​ing	us	a	bunch.”
The	ba​sitin	stuck	his	tongue	out,	mak​ing	the	ex​pres​sion	work.	“How	nice	of	them.”
Zen	stepped	back	up	to	him,	shak​ing	his	head.	Time	to	get	down	to	busi​ness—though…	Nick

was	still	hold ​ing	his	an ​kles,	and	the	sight	of	him	en​ticed	Zen	to	go	for	an ​other	lick.	Or	two.	Or,
as	the	ba ​sitin	moaned	again,	three…

*

When	the	wolf	fi​nally	straight ​ened	up	again,	Nick	saw	him	glance	at	the	fresh	mess	he’d	made,
could	see	him	con​sider	re ​peat ​ing	that	part	as	well.	He	caught	Zen’s	eye.	Please	just….

The	wolf	nod​ded,	grin​ning,	and	started	to	lube	up.	Nick	wasn’t	sure	it	was	even	nec ​es​sary.
Zen	cracked	one	of	the	nuts	open,	and	in​stead	of	us​ing	it	on	him​self…	Nick	gasped	as	the	wolf
worked	the	vis​cous	liq​uid	into	him.	This	done,	Zen	cracked	the	other	one—Two?!—and	coated
him​self,	then	care ​fully	cleaned	his	hands	on	a	towel.	Good	call,	that	stuff	didn’t	taste	par​tic ​u ​-
larly—Nick	blushed	at	his	own	thought.	But	surely	the	wolf	would	be	han​dling	his	legs,	and…
lick​ing…

The	first	part	of	it	came	im ​me ​di​ately	true	as	Zen	grabbed	his	an​kles	again,	once	more	po ​si​-
tion​ing	Nick’s	feet	against	his	broad	chest.	This	time,	there	was	no	robe	in	the	way,	and	he
worked	his	toes	into	the	wolf’s	mane.	The	feel	of	the	wolf’s	fur	against	his	pads,	be ​tween	his
toes…	He	felt	Zen	pok​ing	at	him	again,	hot	against	his	en​trance.	The	wolf	looked	at	him,	and
Nick	swal​lowed.	Well,	he	sure	as	hell	was	lubed.	Zen	pushed,	and	as	the	tip	slid	in	he	re ​mem​-
bered	again—‘I’m	not	go​ing	to	ask	if	you	want	this,	be ​cause	you	want	this.’	The	wolf	had	been
so,	so	right.	But—and	he	had	to	smile	at	this,	al ​most	laugh—Zen	had	still	put	his	legs	right
where	he	could	kick	the	wolf	off.	Even	by	ac ​ci​dent.	Inch	by	inch,	the	wolf	en​tered	him,	and	he
fo ​cused	on	stay​ing	re ​laxed,	his	hands	at	his	sides,	con​cen ​trat​ing	on	the	sen​sa​tions	as	Zen	filled
him.	Un​til	he	could	feel	the	im​pos​si ​bil ​ity	of	the	wolf’s	knot	against	him,	push​ing,	spread ​ing
him—and	with​draw ​ing.	He	sighed	as	Zen	pulled	out,	then	splayed	his	toes	on	the	back​stroke;
when	he	again	felt	the	knot	against	him,	he	wanted	to	arch	his	back,	try	to	push	against	it.	But
he	wasn’t	free	to	move,	and	again	Zen	with ​drew,	leav​ing	him	whim​per​ing.	So	it	went,	the	wolf
mak​ing	long,	de ​lib​er​ate	strokes,	some ​times	just	touch​ing	the	knot	against	him,	some ​times
push​ing,	some ​times	push​ing	un​til	surely	that	had	to	be	it—only	to	with ​draw.	And	with	each
stroke	he	could	feel	the	plea​sure	build,	his	own	mem ​ber	jerk​ing	in	re ​sponse,	as	the	wolf	worked
to	pay	him	back;	gen​tle,	care ​ful,	but	re ​lent​less.

*

Zen	shifted	Nick’s	legs	to	his	shoul ​ders,	and	wasn’t	sure	if	the	ba​sitin	even	no ​ticed.	Nick	was
writhing	un ​der	him,	gasp​ing,	moan​ing,	pant​ing,	his	hands	grab​bing	the	sides	of	the	ta​ble,	hold ​-
ing	on	for	dear	life.	Zen	picked	up	his	pace	a	bit,	then	eased	back	down	when	it	looked	like	it
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might	be	too	much.	At	this	rate,	the	ba ​sitin	would	not	last	un​til	he	was	in—and	while	he’d
count	that	as	a	win,	well,	if	he	only	had	one	shot	at	this…	he	was	go ​ing	to	make	it	count.	He
went	for	an​other	big	push	and	Nick	thrashed	un​der	him.	It	was	close—very	close—but	again	his
in​tu ​ition	told	him	to	pull	back,	and	again	he	did,	leav​ing	the	ba​sitin	pant​ing,	plead ​ing	at	him
with	his	eyes.	It	would	hap ​pen	if	it	would	hap ​pen.	He	wasn’t	go ​ing	to	force	it,	no	mat​ter	how
much	he	wanted	it,	no	mat​ter	that	the	ba​sitin	wanted	him	to.

Trick	it,	now…	he	turned	his	head,	nuz​zling	one	of	Nick’s	an​kles,	giv​ing	it	a	lick,	a	care ​ful
nip	with	his	teeth.	The	ba ​sitin	squirmed	in	a	dif ​fer​ent	way,	and	he	fig​ured	he	might	be	on	to
some ​thing.	He	straight​ened	up	and	caught	Nick’s	an​kles	again,	then	went	for	an ​other	push—a
slow	and	steady	one,	barely	lean​ing	his	weight	into	the	ba​sitin,	his	knot	strain ​ing	to	en​ter.	He
started	ca ​ress​ing	Nick’s	an​kles,	and	the	ba​sitin	gasped.	As	he	did,	Zen	shifted	ever	so	slightly
deeper	in​side	him.	Def​i ​nitely	on	to	some ​thing.	He	nuz​zled	one	of	Nick’s	feet,	look​ing	at	the	ba​-
sitin.	He’d	liked	this…

Zen	went	to	town,	ac​com ​pa​nied	by	one	long	con​tin ​u​ous	moan	from	Nick,	only	bro​ken	by
gasps	for	breath.	Very,	very	slowly	the	small	pres​sure	proved	to	be	enough,	the	knot	slid ​ing	in,
un ​til—as	the	thick​est	point	passed—Nick	pulled	him	in	the	rest	of	the	way.	They	were	tied.	His
knot	surged,	and	Zen	had	to	fight	with	ev​ery ​thing	he	had	to	not	im​me ​di ​ately	go	over,	to	see
that	Nick	was	okay,	to	see	that	he’d	get	there.	The	ba​sitin	had	his	mouth	open,	his	ears	were
quiv​er​ing,	and	Zen	could	feel	his	tail	wrapped	tightly	around	his	leg.	Nick	was	clenched	around
him,	hard,	and	there	was	a	con​stant	stream	of	pre	from	his	mem ​ber.

He	was	tee ​ter​ing	right	on	the	edge,	but	he	still	needed	a	lit​tle	push.	So	Zen	be ​gan	to	move.
It	was	a	very	tight	busi​ness,	and	ev​ery	time	he	pulled	back	at	all,	tug​ging	on	his	knot,	he	had	to
fight	his	ev​ery	in​stinct.	He	had	maybe	an	inch	of	mo ​tion,	but…	you	can	do	a	lot	with	an	inch,	if
you’re	de ​ter​mined.	A	few	of	the	short	thrusts,	and	Nick’s	eyes	rolled	back.	Zen	could	feel	the
be ​gin​ning	of	the	tell-tale	spasms,	and	let	him​self	go,	let​ting	the	feel ​ing	of	com​ple ​tion	carry	him
away,	brac ​ing	to	stay	stand​ing	as	his	plea​sure	caught	up	to	him.	It	wasn’t	like	any ​thing	else	in
the	world.

*

Nick	found	him ​self,	then	nearly	lost	him​self	again.	The	feel ​ing	was	un​real.	He	fought	to	steady
his	breath​ing,	to	get	con​trol	of	him​self.	Some ​how,	he	ac ​cli​mated	to	the	sen​sa​tions.

He	opened	his	eyes,	ex​hal​ing.	Zen	stood	there	with	his	eyes	closed,	smil ​ing.	He	looked	like
he	could	do	with	some	prop ​ping	up.	“Zen?”

The	wolf	opened	his	eyes,	looked	at	him.	Smiled	wider	at	the	sight	of	him.	“Hm?”
Nick	shifted	his	legs,	gin​gerly,	so	his	feet	rested	against	Zen’s	shoul ​ders.	He	al​most	didn’t

know	how	to	move	with	the	wolf	in​side	him.	“Come	here?”	He’d	been	about	to	say	some ​thing
else,	but	couldn’t	re ​mem​ber	what	it	was.

Zen	shrugged	his	legs	off,	let​ting	them	slide	un​der	his	armpits,	and	as	the	wolf	slowly
leaned	for​ward,	Nick	wrapped	his	legs	around	him.	Zen	shifted	in ​side	him	as	he	moved,	and
Nick	gasped	once	more	at	the	im​pos​si ​ble	sen​sa​tions,	mrow ​ing.	The	wolf	came	to	rest	with	his
el​bows	on	ei​ther	side	of	Nick,	and	kissed	him.
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It	might	as	well	have	been	Keith,	with	how	gen​tle	he	was.	Nick	wrapped	his	arms	around
Zen’s	neck	and	re ​turned	it	in	kind,	let ​ting	all	his	feel​ings	show.

It	was	a	long	kiss.
Nick	tried	to	look	at	the	wolf,	which	was	dif​fi​cult	when	at	the	sight	of	him	he	found	him ​self

kiss​ing	him,	or	the	other	way	around.	Even​tu ​ally	he	suc ​ceeded,	only	to	find	he’d	for​got​ten
what	he	meant	to	say	again.

Ah.	Yes.	That	would	do.	He	tried	for	a	grin.	“Sec​ond	in ​ter​est	pay​ment?”
Zen	laughed.	“Greedy,	aren’t	you?”
He	stroked	the	wolf’s	neck,	smil​ing.	“Peo ​ple	keep	say​ing	that,	for	some	rea ​son.”
“I	won​der	why…”	Zen	gave	him	a	lick	on	the	nose,	then	grinned	when	he	made	a	face.	“Well,

get	your	money’s	worth.	It’ll	take	me	a	bit	to	get	loose.”
“No	hurry	on	my	ac ​count.”
“…	might	be	a	bit	longer.”

*

The	two	went	back	to	look​ing	at	each	other,	and	Keith	de ​cided	this	was	as	good	a	time	as	any.
He	might	have	left	them	to	it,	only	he	wasn’t	sure	Zen’s	legs	could	sup ​port	his	chivalry.

And,	well,	he	needed	the	kitchen.
He	cleared	his	throat.	“Good	morn​ing.”
Keith	was	happy	to	see	the	same	smiles	for	him	they’d	had	for	each	other.	He	could	get	used

to	Nick	look​ing	that	goofy.	“Keith!	Come	here?”
He	did,	and	Zen	made	room	for	him	to	give	Nick	a	kiss.	The	other	ba​sitin	was	al ​most	bub​-

bly…	Keith	looked	at	him,	then	reached	out	to	touch	his	ears.
It	wasn’t	a	de ​ci​sion.	That	was	the	point.
Nick	looked	even	goofier.	Even	bet​ter.	Keith	kept	stroking	his	ears	and	slowly,	his	eyes	slid

closed.	He	was	al ​most	purring.	Keith	looked	at	Zen,	look​ing	at	both	of	them,	smil ​ing	widely.	He
kissed	the	lovely	wolf.	“Well	done.”

Zen	looked	at	Nick.	“Can	we	keep	him?”
Nick	opened	his	eyes,	looked	back	at	the	wolf.	Clearly,	they	had	spo ​ken	about	this.	But

Keith	played	along.	“How	about	it?”
Nick	sighed.	It	wasn’t	quite	re ​gret.	“I	can’t.	…	no,	I	could.	I	won’t.	It’s…”	Nick	looked	at	him,

and	Keith	could	tell	he’d	never	change	his	mind.	“It’s	for	all	the	Kei​ths.”
“Are	you	sure	it’s…	right?”
Nick	smiled.	“No.”
Keith	sighed.	“Then	I’m	be ​hind	you	all	the	way.”
Zen	cleared	his	throat.	“I	think	that	would	be	me.”
“…	point	taken.”
Nick	stuck	his	tongue	out	in	a	wolfish	grin.	“Oh,	it’s	more	than	that.”
Keith	grinned	at	him,	then	ruf​fled	the	fur	on	Zen’s	neck.	“I	see	you’ve	been	a	bad	in ​flu​ence.”

The	wolf	shifted	to	kiss	him,	and	Keith	let	him ​self	get	caught.	But,	he	thought	he’d	heard…	“Do
that	again.”	Zen	did,	and	Keith	grinned.	“I	meant	the	move ​ment.”	The	wolf	shifted	his	weight
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again,	and	in​deed,	there	was	a	re ​ac ​tion	from	Nick.	Hmm…	He	leaned	down	to	get	a	look	be ​-
tween	the	two	of	them.	“O-ho?”	Keith	reached	into	the	space	be ​tween	their	bod​ies,	run ​ning	a
fin​ger	down	the	side	of	Nick’s	hard	mem​ber.	“What’s	this?	Not	sat​is​fied?”	Zen	caught	the	game,
shift​ing	again,	and	Nick	gasped.	Keith	could	feel	him	twitch	against	his	hand.	He	smiled	at	the
wolf,	who	was	look​ing	spec ​u ​la​tive.	“Kiss	him?”	Zen	did,	lan​guidly.	That…	might	be	a	good	call.
Keith	reached	again	for	Nick’s	ears	with	his	free	hand	and	stroked	him,	gen​tly,	while	stroking
him,	gen​tly.	He	kept	it	up	and	leaned	down	to	give	Nick’s	neck	a	lick.	With	in​tent.

It	was	a	mat​ter	of	mo​ments.	Nick	spurted	into	his	hand,	and	Keith	kept	mas​sag​ing	his	tip,
coax​ing	out	all	he	had	to	give.	If	Nick	moaned,	it	was	into	Zen’s	mouth.	Fi ​nally,	he	went	lax.	All
of	him.	Keith	straight​ened	up,	but	kept	stroking	Nick’s	ears.	The	ba​sitin’s	eyes	were	closed,	and
how	he	was	purring.	Keith	showed	Zen	the	mess	in	his	hand,	and	to	his	sur​prise	the	wolf
started	lick​ing	it	clean.	He	laughed	qui ​etly,	let​ting	Zen	lap	it	up.

There	could	be	other	uses	for	that	tongue.	Or	maybe…	he	glanced	at	Zen’s	tail,	slowly	wag​-
ging	side	to	side.	And	while	the	wolf	was	tied	to	Nick,	too;	what	would	that	be	like	for	him?
But…	no.	He	thought	what	these	two	needed	was	some	peace	and	quiet,	while	they	still	had
time.	Keith	put	the	thoughts	out	of	his	mind,	let​ting	them	fuel	his	ap ​petite	for…	later.

Zen	had	fin​ished	clean​ing	his	hand,	and	was	look​ing	at	his	crotch	in	a	way	that	Keith	could
only	char​ac ​ter​ize	as	highly	mean ​ing​ful.

…	maybe	just	that	much?
…	no.	He	rubbed	the	wolf’s	cheek.	“Nice	try,	but	I	think	I	need	to	get	you	to	bed.”
Zen	leaned	his	head	on	the	ta​ble,	next	to	Nick’s.	“I	sup ​pose.”
That	he	gave	it	up	that	eas​ily	meant	Keith	was	right.	He	put	his	arm	around	Zen’s	neck	and

leaned	down	to	give	Nick	a	kiss.	The	ba​sitin	opened	his	eyes	and	smiled	at	him.	Goofier	and
goofier.	Bet​ter	and	bet​ter.	Keith	grinned.	“It’ll	take	a	mo​ment	for	this	good	wolf	here	to	get	out
of	you,	so	would	you	like	some ​thing	to	eat	while	you	wait?	Per​haps	a	fresh	bev​er​age?”

Nick	laughed.	“What,	does	this	come	up	a	lot?”
Keith	smiled.	“In	a	way.”
Zen	groaned	where	he	lay.	“Those	are	usu ​ally	my	lines.”
“…	wait,	what?”
The	wolf	lev​ered	him ​self	back	up	to	look	at	Nick.	“Natani.	We	can	switch	bod ​ies	with	each

other.	It’s	a	bit	of	a	se ​cret.”
“Huh.”	Nick	looked	at	the	wolf,	then	at	Keith,	rais​ing	his	eye ​brows.	“Huh.”
Keith	grinned.	“Zen	doesn’t	usu ​ally	get	car​ried	away	like	this.”
“I	didn’t	get	car​ried	away!	There	were	no	beds	free!”
Keith	gave	his	ear	a	lit​tle	tweak.	“Well,	you	could	have	wo ​ken	me.”
Nick	grinned.	“Or	not.”
Keith	laughed.	“Or	not.”
“…	wait,	what?”

	

Even​tu ​ally,	Zen	got	him​self	loose,	and	Keith	saw	them	both	to	bed	in	the	guest	room	be ​fore
get​ting	on	with	break​fast.
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And	clean​ing.
And	they’d	just	washed	the	win​dows,	too.

**

Zen	turned	on	his	side	with	a	grunt.	Nick	grinned	at	him,	and	the	wolf	stuck	out	his	tongue	in
re ​sponse.	For	a	mo ​ment	they	just	looked	at	each	other,	and	nei ​ther	could	keep	a	smile	from	his
face.

“You	know,	I	never	called	you	sir.”
“…	please	don’t.”
“Are	you	sure?	I	did	en​joy	serv​ing	un​der	you.”
“Oh,	shut	up.”
“Make	me.”
Zen	kissed	him,	and	it	did	shut	him	up.	For	quite	a	long	mo​ment.	When	the	kiss	was	over,

Nick	sighed	hap ​pily,	look​ing	at	the	wolf.	How	to	ad ​dress	this	feel ​ing?	“…	you	weren’t	re ​ally	go ​-
ing	to	pack,	were	you?”

Obliquely,	ap ​par​ently.
Zen	smiled	at	him.	“Fig​ured	that	out,	huh?”
An​other	quiet	mo​ment	passed	with	them	look​ing	at	each	other.	Even​tu ​ally,	Zen	reached

out,	mak​ing	to	touch	his	head.	“Do	you	mind	if	I…?”
Nick	laughed.	“Now	you	ask?”	But	the	wolf	un​der​stood.	Of	course	he	did.	Touched,	Nick

reached	out	him​self,	to	touch	Zen	on	the	cheek.	He	thought	he	knew	how	to	do	this…	And	as	he
ca​ressed	the	wolf	slowly,	Zen’s	ex​pres​sion	went	from	sur​prise	to	a	slow	smile	that	threat​ened	to
spill	off	his	face.	Yes,	he	knew	how	to	do	this.

Tak​ing	it	for	the	an​swer	it	was,	Zen	com​pleted	his	own	ges​ture,	tou ​sling	Nick’s	hair	be ​fore
start​ing	to	slowly	stroke	his	ears.	The	wolf	knew	ex​actly	what	he	was	do ​ing.	Nick	sighed	hap ​pily
un​der	his	care ​ful	touch.	He	kept	his	eyes	on	Zen’s,	and	could	see	his	own	feel ​ings	re ​flected
there.

The	feel ​ings	swelled	un​til	be ​ing	at	arm’s	length	was	no	longer	enough,	and	Nick	surged
closer,	bury ​ing	his	face	into	Zen’s	chest	and	wrap​ping	his	arms	around	the	wolf.	Zen	laughed
softly	and	re ​turned	the	em​brace,	stroking	his	back.

Ev​ery ​thing	with	Keith	was	com​pli​cated,	so	com​pli ​cated.	There	was	so	much	be ​tween	them.
At	one	mo​ment,	they	were	like	kids	at	play,	at	the	next,	some ​thing…	else,	then	some ​thing	else
again.	And	he	loved	com​pli ​cated;	thrived	on	it.	That	was	an​other	rea​son	he	wouldn’t	stay,
though	it	wasn’t	one	he	had	given.	As	won​der​ful	as	these	few	days	had	been,	he	wasn’t	sure	he
could	han​dle	this	kind	of	peace	and	quiet	in	his	life	on	a	per​ma​nent	ba​sis.	Though…

Chang​ing	tack,	the	truth	was,	also,	that	he	loved	his	home.	That	Keith	didn’t—couldn’t—
broke	his	heart,	even	if	he	un​der​stood	well	why	that	was.	Per​haps	it	was	be​cause	he	un​der​-
stood.	It	was	his	se ​cret	hope	to	some ​how	rec ​on​cile	the	two,	in	time,	and	if	that	wasn’t	quite	the
point	of	any ​thing	he	was	do​ing,	it	was	at	least	a	hope ​ful	agenda	item.	He	wasn’t	sure	if	it	could
be	done,	but	if	there	was	a	way…	it	surely	didn’t	in​volve	the	main​land.	Yet	an​other	rea ​son	not
to	stay.
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He	needed	all	the	rea​sons	he	could	get,	to	not	stay.
So	ev​ery ​thing	with	Keith	was	com​pli ​cated,	but	this,	he	thought,	lay ​ing	in	Zen’s	em ​brace,

was	sim​ple.	The	wolf	shifted	his	hold,	and	Nick	could	feel	one	of	his	hands	make	its	way	back	to
his	head.	His	ears.	With	an​other	con​tented	sigh,	he	let	him​self	get	lost	in	the	sen ​sa​tions.	This
was	pure	hap​pi ​ness.	He	re ​al ​ized	he	was	purring.

And	Zen	only	had	a	hand ​ful	of	years	left.	There	was	no	way	Nick	would	ever	be	done	in
time.	This	re ​ally	could	be	the	last	time	he	ever	saw	the	wolf.

Rea​sons	not	to	stay,	Nick.	Rea​sons	not	to.
He	wouldn’t	stay,	but…	could	he	find	a	way	to	visit?	He	could.	The	once.	But	just	like	he

wouldn’t	stay,	he	wouldn’t	use	that.	Not	un​til	it	was	al ​ready	too	late.	Was	there	any	way	to
bribe	Nora,	get	more	fa​vors?	Noth​ing	came	to	mind.	He'd	have	to	think	on	it.	Later.	He
squeezed	Zen	tighter	and	snaked	one	leg	be ​tween	the	wolf’s,	any​thing	to	get	even	closer.	Zen
played	along,	their	legs	min​gling	un​til	both	were	com ​fort​able,	the	wolf	hold​ing	him	close,	all
the	while	stroking	his	ears.

He	didn’t	have	to	go	just	yet.
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