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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,	looking	out	at	the	autumn	evening.	The	sky
was	perfectly	 clear,	 the	 sun	about	 to	 set	 be hind	 the	mountains.	There	was	 a
crisp	chill	in	the	air,	but	he	didn’t	let	it	bother	him.	The	cold	almost	felt	good
to	him.	Appro priate.

He	was	out	of	tears.	For	now.
The	 near	 wards	 chimed.	 Some one	 was	 coming.	 He	 didn’t	 know	 who.

Natani	wasn’t	there	to	tell	him.
Maybe	he	wasn’t	completely	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.	Coming	up	where	the	road
had	been.	Basitin,	by	the	ears,	and	not	in	uniform.	Clearly	not	Maddie,	either.
He	watched	a	while,	be coming	 increasingly	certain	as	 the	 figure	drew	closer.
Of	course.	And	on	a	white	horse,	no	less.	He	almost	smiled,	but	re sumed	his
study	of	the	skies,	only	watching	the	approach	from	the	corner	of	his	eye.	The
rider	dismounted	a	ways	away,	and	after	a	mo ment	the	horse	started	plodding
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	figure	cleared	its	throat.	“Hello,	Keith.”
Keith	looked,	and	to	his	surprise	found	two	healthy	eyes	looking	back.	He

was	older	now,	yet	some how	looked	more	like	the	Nick	he	re membered	from
his	 childhood	 than	Master	 General	 Alaric	 had.	 Keith	 briefly	 considered	 the
possibility	 of	 it	 be ing	 some	 obscure	 re la tion	 he’d	 never	 heard	 of…	 but	 no.
Here,	now,	it	had	to	be	him.	Wearing	light	travelling	clothes	such	as	any	East-
ern	basitin	might.	Unarmed,	just	a	simple	satchel	hanging	at	his	side,	and	with
no	rank	insignia.	But	it	had	to	be	him.

Keith’s	voice	was	a	 little	rusty.	“Hullo,	Alaric.”	He	nodded	at	 the	spot	be -
side	him	on	the	steps.	“Have	a	seat.”

Keith	 half-expected	 Alaric	 to	 brush	 up	 against	 him	 or	 to	 give	 his	 foot	 a
nudge,	but	he	maintained	a	po lite	distance.	Keith	took	a	mo ment	to	contem-
plate	Alaric’s	feet,	properly	wrapped,	next	to	his	dishabille	ones.	Well.	Maybe



not	how	he	would	have	cho sen	to	appear	on	this	occasion,	but	couldn’t	exactly
stake	any	great	claim	to	pro priety	these	days.	Or	most	others.	And	Alaric	had
certainly	always	had	a	unique	approach	on	the	subject.

Maybe	it	would	have	been	his	choice,	after	all.
After	see ing	that	Alaric	had	settled	down,	Keith	gave	him	a	nod	and	went

back	to	watching	the	skies.	Alaric	sighed.	“Se riously?	You’re	not	even	go ing	to
ask?”

Keith	 shrugged.	 “I	 had	my	 suspicions	 that	 you	were	 alive.”	He	 turned	 to
look	at	Alaric.	“You	are	alive,	right?”

Alaric	grinned.	“Ah!	That’s	actually	an	interesting	le gal	question.	But,”	and
he	 reached	out	 to	 touch	Keith	on	 the	arm.	Solid.	Warm.	Lingering	 just	a	bit
longer	than	pro priety	would	allow.	Alaric.	“I	am	flesh	and	blood	and	ac tually
sitting	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.	 Suspi-
cions?”

“Well,	for	one	I	never	saw	the	body.	And	no body	ever	owned	up	to	putting
that	rose	on	your	coffin…”

“Nice	touch,	don’t	you	think?”
“…	and	of	course,	those	shipments	just	kept	on	coming.	I	never	could	track

down	the	source.”
“Too	much?”
Keith	cleared	his	throat.	“Well,	there	isn’t	any thing	left	over.”
Alaric	whistled	appre ciatively.
Keith	was	silent	for	a	mo ment.	“But,	mostly	it’s	just...	you	planned	for	the

possibility	of	losing	that	fight.	You	used	it.	So	I	thought….	maybe.”
It	was	Alaric’s	 turn	 to	pause	a	mo ment.	He	 looked	away.	 “Nothing	about

that	day	went	as	planned.	Not	the	Templar,	not	the	other	generals	dy ing,	not
falling	off	that	damn	bridge.	But	the	situation	pre sented…	unique…	opportuni-
ties.”	He	sighed.	“I	was	scrambling	for	days	to	stay	ahead	of	matters,	impro vis-
ing	for	all	I	was	worth.	At	least	the	King	survived.	I	would	have	had	to	scrap	it
all	to	put	my self	on	the	throne,	otherwise.”

Keith’s	eye brows	shot	up	at	that.	True	enough,	the	Master	General	would
have	been	the	natural	successor.	“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
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after…”
“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	mistake,	 but	 he	made	 it	 on	my	watch.	And	 it	 nearly	 cost	 us	 every -
thing.	And…	Alabaster	may	have	pushed	for	your	orders,	but	I’m	the	one	who
gave	them	to	you.	And	I	thought	I	was	be ing	so	goddamn	clever,	too.	Ordering
you	to	be tray	your	friends.”	He	swallowed.	“Ordering	you	to	kill	Natani.”

Ah.	 “I	 guess	 I	 should	 be	 angry	 at	 you	 for	 that…”	Keith	 couldn’t	 help	 but
smile	a	little	at	Alaric’s	expression.	“Look…	I	don’t	want	to	get	into	that	right
now.	But	if	I’m	angry	at	you	for	any thing,”	and	yes,	there	was	a	spark	of	anger
there,	“it’s	letting	me	live	with	having	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,
either.	Okay?”

Alaric	nodded.	“…	okay.”
“Tell	me,	how	was	Maddie	do ing?”

*

That	question	had	implications.	“Furious	with	me.	I	tried	to	gauge	if	she	was
worried	 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	entire	embassy	spinning	like	a	top.	Took	me	half	a
day	just	to	get	to	her.	I	think	she	was	angling	to	start	some thing	with	the	West
embassy.	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 members	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	 feeling	miserable.’”	 The	 smile	 re turned,
and	deepened	as	Keith	glanced	at	Alaric’s	shins.	Then	disappeared.	“She	was
sure	you	were	dead.	I	had	my	suspicions,	but…	she	was	sure.	It	won’t	be	easy
to	make	that	right.”

Alaric	winced	again.	“She	made	her	opinion	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	techni-
cality.	What	was	that	about?”
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“Oh,	 I	 told	her	years	ago	 that	you	were	 to	be	admitted	 if	you	showed	up.
She	thought	I	was	joking.	Or	crazy.”

Keith	once	again	turned	to	watching	the	darkening	skies.	Alaric	hesitated,
and	the	silence	had	time	to	grow.	The	warmth	of	travelling	was	fading,	and	he
was	 feeling	 the	 chill	 in	 the	 air.	He	adjusted	his	 cloak	 tighter	 around	himself
and	wondered	 at	Keith,	 apparently	 fine	 in	his	 shirtsleeves.	This	wasn’t	what
he’d	been	expecting.	Anger,	gloom,	even	tears,	but	Keith	just	seemed…	tired.
Muted,	apart	from	the	odd	flash	of	grim	humor.	So	was	this	better,	or	worse?

How	was	it	that	Keith	was	always	at	the	center	of	his	de signs,	and	yet	the
piece	he	could	least	understand?	Well,	he	was	here.	Nothing	to	do	but	to	keep
poking	at	 the	hornet’s	nest.	He	 thought	back	 to	his	 encounter	with	Made lyn
Ade laide,	and	 took	one	of	 the	available	openings.	 “She	also	had	some	choice
things	to	say	about	my	showing	up	now.”

Keith	glanced	at	him,	and	Alaric	saw	another	brief	flash	of	amuse ment.	“I
can	imagine.	I	think	I	understand	it,	though.”	Keith	looked	at	him,	and	Alaric
could	 feel	 he	 was	 be ing	 closely	 scrutinized.	 “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	sympathy	show,	hoping	it	wouldn’t	insult.	“Never	for	this.”

Keith	 nodded	 at	 him	 slowly,	 but	 the	 scrutiny	 continued.	 “How	 did	 you
know	to	come?”

Ah.	He’d	been	worried	about	this	one.	Dissemble,	dissemble…	“I	read	your
—well,	Maddie’s—weekly	re ports.”	Keith’s	raised	eye brow	spoke	volumes.	“Oh,
she	isn’t	spy ing	on	you	for	any one.”	He	paused	to	consider.	“Not	that	I	know
of,	 any way.	 Seems	 unlikely.	 But	 she	 has	 certain…	 habits.	 The	 re port	 that
brought	me	here	was	a	masterpiece.	I	had	to	read	it	three	times	be fore	I	re al-
ized	she	made	no	mention	of	you	whatso ever.	That’s…	only	happened	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	nodded	again.	“You’re	well-po sitioned,	 to	be	reading	my
mail.”

Alaric	shrugged.	“I	re port	directly	to	the	King.”
A	small	smile	from	Keith.	“And	does	the	King	know	that?”
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When	had	he	gotten	so	suspicious?	Alaric	pulled	out	his	best	indignation.
“Yes,	 of	 course!”	 This	 seemed	 to	 satisfy	 Keith,	 who	 turned	 away	 again.	 He
could	have	 left	 it	 there,	 but	 couldn’t	 resist	 the	 temptation.	 “I	 had	 to	 tell	 her
eventually.”

Keith’s	re action	made	it	worth	it.	Maybe	that	was	how	he	needed	to	do	this.
Fall	into	his	old	persona,	be	who	Keith	expected	him	to	be.	And	damn	the	con-
se quences.

“Keith…”	his	 hesitation	 caught	Keith’s	 interest.	 “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	little	hard	to	tell	these
days.	 Sorry	 about	 the	 re ception.	 I	 wasn’t	 expecting	 any one	 for	 a	 while.”	He
sighed.	“But	welcome,	for	what	it’s	worth,	to	where	my	home	used	to	be.	Let’s
get	you	in	out	of	the	cold,	Post-Master	General.”

	

“…	Not	that	it’s	much	warmer	inside.	I	was	airing	it	out	for	most	of	the	day.”
Indeed,	Alaric	barely	felt	a	change	as	he	closed	the	door	be hind	him.	Keith

showed	 him	 the	 house,	 and	 he	 saw	 that	 every thing	 was	 squared	 away	 and
freshly	cleaned.	The	place	barely	felt	lived	in.	With	a	twinge	of	sadness,	he	re -
alized	that	was	the	point.	Maybe	it	was	easier	for	him	to	be	out side.

One	of	the	rooms	was	almost	cramped	with	a	large	desk,	but	curiously	no
chairs.	It	had	some thing	of	the	feel	of	his	old	study.	Keith	seemed	to	no tice	his
interest.	 “That’s	 the	 den.”	 Alaric	 opened	 his	 mouth,	 but	 Keith	 continued,
glancing	at	him.	“Never	saw	much	use.	Too	many	puns.”	He	closed	his	mouth,
sheepish,	and	thought	he	saw	a	little	smile	play	on	Keith’s	lips.	“We	used	the
sitting	room	instead.”

Indeed,	 in	 the	 sitting	 room	 the	 furniture	 looked	 comfortable,	 the	 book-
shelves	 enticing,	 but	 even	 here	 every thing	was	 cold	 and	 clean.	Maybe	 espe -
cially	 here.	 Even	 the	 fire place	 was	 spotless.	 Keith	 started	 moving	 on,	 and
Alaric	followed.	“Maybe	a	fire…?”

Keith’s	voice	was	neutral.	“I’m	out	of	fire wood.”
“Ah.”	He	hesitated	for	half	a	heartbeat.	“You	never	did	do	things	by	halves.”
Keith	came	to	a	dead	stop,	and	Alaric	almost	walked	into	him.

*
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“Did	you	se riously	just…”	Keith	laughed.	Of	course	he	had.	He	shook	his	head
and	 turned	 to	 face	Alaric.	Who	was	all	 cheerful	poker	 face.	Of	 course.	 “That
was…	Zen	would	 have	 loved	 that	 one.”	Keith	 grinned.	 “You	 two	would	 have
gotten	 along.	 Natani	 would	 have…”	 his	 voice	 faltered.	 ‘Natani	 would	 have.’
There	had	been	no	need	for	words,	those	first	few	days	with	Maddie.	She	un-
derstood.	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	concern.	 It	was	some thing	he	had	promised	to	himself.	 “That	was	 the…
first	time	I’ve	spo ken	those	words.”	He	managed	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	 hesitate—and	 then	 reach	 out	 to	 place	 a
hand	on	his	 shoulder,	giving	him	a	small	 squeeze.	Keith	was	grate ful	 for	 the
touch,	for	the	impro priety,	for	the	cause	of	it.	He	was	cry ing,	and	Alaric	wasn’t
looking	away.

Words.	Keith	went	on,	haltingly.	 “The	mornings	are	 the	worst.	 I	wake	up
and…	Natani…	I’ll…”	he	found	it	easier	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.	Never	 again.
Never.”

*

If	Keith	had	more	to	say,	he	could	no	longer	form	the	words.	Alaric	squeezed
his	shoulder	harder,	aching	for	a	way	to	help.	He	had	nothing.	But	some thing
had	been	entrusted	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	supposed	to	give
you	now.”	He	fished	the	small	package	out	of	his	pocket.	“Maddie	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	subsided.	He	wiped	the	tears	from	his
eyes,	then	hesitantly	reached	for	the	package.	Alaric	handed	it	over,	withdraw-
ing	his	other	hand	from	Keith’s	shoulder.	What	was	this,	to	have	such	an	ef-
fect?	He	watched	as	Keith	care fully	opened	the	package,	not	risking	any	dam-
age	to	the	contents.	What	emerged	was	a	piece	of	paper	and…	it	took	Alaric	a
mo ment	to	make	sense	of	it,	but	he	re alized	it	was	two	tufts	of	fur;	each	bound
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at	 one	 end,	 then	 both	 bound	 to gether.	 He	 thought	 he	 recognized	 Natani’s
color.	The	other	would	be	Zen,	 then.	Keith	 looked	at	 the	paper	and	 laughed,
then	brought	the	tufts	to	his	nose.	A	look	of	wonder	came	over	him.	“Zen…”	his
voice	was	wistful.	“When	could	they	have…”

The	instructions	had	been	specifically	‘When	he’s	cry ing	about	them.’	“It’s
from	them	both?”

Keith	handed	him	the	piece	of	paper.	The	only	text	on	it	said	‘We	love	you’,
but	there	was	a	rather	rude	drawing	in	the	corner.

Keith	 laughed	 again.	 It	 was	 a	 good	 sound.	 “That’s	 Natani’s	 handwriting,
but	the	drawing	is	definitely	Zen.	How	long	ago	could	they	have…	the	scent	is
pre served	 perfectly.	 But	 then	 again,	magic.”	He	 shook	 his	 head.	 “Nothing	 is
supposed	to	re main.	To	have	done	this…”	He	looked	at	Alaric	with	such	an	ex-
pression	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	understood	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	understood.	He	found	his	vision
blurring	with	tears.	“Keith,	you’ll	see	them	again.”

Keith	smiled	at	him.	“What’s	this?	Are	you	the	Philoso pher	General,	now?”
Alaric	wiped	his	tears.	“You	will.	If	there’s	any	justice,	you	will.”
Keith	just	looked	at	him	for	a	long	mo ment,	then	smiled.	There	were	tears

in	both	their	eyes.	“Perhaps	I	will.	Thank	you,	Nick.”	He	let	out	a	long	breath.
“Now,	I	think	I	could	do	with	some	exercise.	How	pre pared	would	you	say	you
feel	right	now?”

	

Keith	led	him	to	the	disused	guest	room,	then	de cided	the	light	was	fading	too
fast	and	went	 to	get	a	 lamp.	Alaric	 surveyed	 the	 room.	All	 the	 furniture	had
been	pushed	up	against	the	walls,	 leaving	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
spotless.	He	re moved	his	cloak,	and	his	more	fragile—or	volatile—be longings,
and	made	a	pile	in	one	corner,	then	stretched	his	limbs	and	tested	his	free dom
of	move ment.	No	 problems.	He	 rather	 thought	 he	 could	 use	 the	 exercise.	 It
would	serve	to	get	his	body	warm	again.	As	long	as	it	didn’t	get	too	warm.	He
sighed,	thinking	back	to	long	ago	times.
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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	 another	 corner	 in-
stead.	“Maybe	a	drink	after?”

Rum	or	no	rum,	knocking	that	 lamp	over	would	probably	still	 lead	to	the
whole	place	go ing	up	in	flames.	Some thing	to	keep	in	mind.

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

Another	smile.	“Sounds	like	a	plan.”	Keith	took	his	stance,	oppo site	Alaric.
“Face	and	groin	off	limits?”

Alaric	nodded	his	agree ment,	and	 they	be gan.	Slowly	at	 first,	 taking	each
other’s	measure.	Alaric	wasn’t	in	his	best	martial	condition,	but	he	would	have
still	counted	himself	among	the	best	ten	or	fifteen	on	the	island,	armed	or	un-
armed.	He	found	himself	getting	pushed	harder	and	harder	as	they	picked	up
the	pace,	and	wondered	if	that	might	have	been	too	naive	of	him.	Keith	fought
with	a	 style	 seemingly	all	his	own,	 though	occasionally	 some	 flash	of	basitin
ortho doxy	 could	 be	 seen;	 usually	 de livered	 with	 devastating	 efficiency.	 In
truth,	 the	 fight	was	 friendlier	 than	 just	 the	 rules	would	 have	 suggested;	 the
touches	were	mostly	light,	advantages	attained	weren’t	pushed	far,	and	by	un-
spo ken	agree ment	 they	kept	 the	 light	 fairly	po sitioned.	The	balance	be tween
them	 shifted	multiple	 times	 as	 they	 adapted	 to	 each	other.	Alaric	 eventually
stopped	keeping	score	and	let	himself	get	lost	in	the	exhilaration;	it	had	been	a
while	since	he	had	sparred	at	this	 level.	He	found	himself	try ing	out	some	of
Keith’s	 moves,	 and	 thought	 he	 could	 glimpse	 the	 method	 in	 the	 madness.
There	were	 definitely	 some	 things	 here	 that	 he	 could	 use,	 espe cially	 against
some one	 too	 set	 in	 their	 ways…	 he	 found	 Keith	 do ing	 some thing	much	 the
same,	his	style	quickly	shifting,	almost	familiar	in	one	exchange,	almost	alien
in	the	next.	The	intensity	kept	increasing,	the	exchanges	be coming	extended,
more	and	more	often	leading	to	grappling	and	even	outright	wrestling.	Alaric
didn’t	think	that	was	his	do ing,	but	soon	had	no	time	to	think	at	all.

*

Keith	 heaved	 himself	 off	 Alaric	 and	 lay	 on	 the	 floor,	 staring	 at	 the	 ceiling,
gasping	for	breath.	He	felt	happy.	It	was…	it	re minded	him	of	the	times	they
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had	wrestled	 to gether	as	kids.	Until	 it	had	started	 to	 feel	 less	 than	 inno cent.
He	gave	a	sigh	for	his	younger	self.	“Do	you	re member	when—”

“Yes.”
Keith	smiled	to	himself.	“You	didn’t	listen	to	the	question.”
He	could	hear	the	grin	in	Alaric’s	voice.	“Won’t	change	the	answer.”
That	rang	true.	“Rum?”
“Rum.”	He	could	hear	Alaric	getting	up,	and	soon	his	friend	was	standing

over	him,	 looking	down	quizzically.	Keith	extended	his	 arm	with	a	grin,	 and
Alaric	clasped	it	to	pull	him	up.	Neither	of	them	let	go	quite	as	quickly	as	pro -
priety	would	have	dictated.

Keith	led	the	way	to	the	kitchen,	holding	the	lamp.	It	was	truly	night	now,
and	while	the	skies	were	clear	and	the	moon	almost	full,	its	light	didn’t	reach
every where.	He	set	 the	 lamp	on	the	table	and	rummaged	around	for	glasses.
After	a	mo ment	of	consideration,	he	also	hauled	up	a	large	jug	of	water.

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

the	table	and	sat	down	on	one	of	the	long	benches.	“I’m	good,	thanks.”
Keith	settled	down	oppo site	him.	Be tween	them	were	four	glasses,	a	good

deal	of	rum,	and	enough	water	to	live	to	tell	the	tale.	“Give	me	half	a	glass	to
start.”

Alaric	did,	and	poured	himself	the	same	amount.	When	the	bottle	was	back
on	the	table,	Keith	took	his	glass	and	threw	it	back	in	one	swallow.

The	coughing	fit	and	the	tears	in	his	eyes	weren’t	quite	as	planned.	Alaric
grinned	at	him,	but	followed	his	lead.	He	handled	it	rather	better.

Keith	got	his	coughing	under	control.	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,	pouring,	and	wondered.	Couldn’t	he	 just	put	 this	off
for	tonight?	It	could	easily	go	badly,	and	he	was	enjoy ing	himself	for	the	first
time	since…	but	no.	He	sighed,	and	Alaric	looked	at	him	curiously.

Keith	looked	him	in	the	eye.	“Okay,	I’ve	got	a	few	minutes	be fore	that	hits
me.	Now,	let	me	see	that	necklace	of	yours.”

Alaric	covered	well,	but	he	could	see	that	he’d	startled	him.	Keith	shook	his
head	and	gave	him	a	rue ful	smile.	“I’ve	got	some	expe rience	be ing	poked	with
the	things.	Out	with	it.”

Alaric	sighed	and	reached	into	the	neck	of	his	shirt,	pulling	out	the	mana
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necklace.	He	set	it	down	in	the	middle	of	the	table.	Seven	crystals.	Fairly	high
quality,	Keith	thought,	not	that	he	was	an	expert.	All	of	them	charged.

“Huh.	I	was	sure…”	he	 looked	at	Alaric	again.	He	 looked	a	 little	wary.	“…
are	these	all	of	your	crystals?”

Alaric	snorted,	then	laughed.	“Yes.	Yes,	they	are.	I	started	out	with	seven—”
Keith	was	 about	 to	 object	 “—those	 seven,	 and	 I’m	 planning	 to	 go	 back	with
those	 same	 seven,	 and	with	all	 of	 them	charged.	With	 their	original	 charge.
And	I’m	not	planning	on	using	any	other	form	of	magic,	either.	Satisfied?”

Keith	considered	this	for	a	mo ment,	forcing	so briety,	then	nodded.
Alaric	shook	his	head.	“When	did	you	get	so…	precise?”
Keith	grinned	at	him.	“Hey,	you’re	the	one	who	made	me	a	diplo mat.”
Alaric	 smiled	 back.	 “I’ve	 cre ated	 a	monster.	 You	were	 never	 supposed	 to

leave,	you	know.”
Keith’s	head	was	be ginning	to	swim	a	little,	but	he	gathered	his	fo cus.	“So

it’s	just	a	pre caution?”
Alaric	nodded.	“Yeah.	I	have	it	on	pretty	good	authority	that	I	can	handle	it,

but…”	he	grimaced.	“I	don’t	exactly	like	to	trust	it,	after	my	first	expe riences.
So	I	avoid	using	it	as	much	as	I	can.	But…”

Keith	nodded.	“It’s	too	use ful	to	throw	away.”
He	didn’t	think	Alaric	still	having	magic	would	have	explained	the	eye,	any -

way.	From	what	he	knew,	 that	wasn’t	 some thing	you	did	 for	yourself.	So	 for
him	to	not	have	used	any	magic,	and	yet	be	here	in	impossible	time…	Maddie
couldn’t	even	have	been	back	 in	Wreathwood	 for	all	 that	 long;	not	even	 that
leg	 of	 the	 journey	 added	 up.	He	 thought	 back	 to	Alaric’s	 horse,	 and	 smiled.
Maybe	it	hadn’t	been	symbolic,	after	all.

Alaric	looked	surprised.	“So	I’m	in	the	clear?”
Keith	 nodded.	 “Yeah.	 Though	 I’ll	 be	 checking	 those	 be fore	 you	 leave.”

Alaric	rolled	his	eyes,	so	he	grinned	and	added	“And	all	of	Natani’s,	too.”
“I	shall	humbly	acquiesce	to	your	search.”
Keith	 snorted.	 “I	 do	 get	 it.	 There	 are	 times	 I	would	have	 risked	 insanity.

But…”	he	narrowed	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	 necklace	 back	 up,
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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	nodded.	He	gently	extracted	his	hand

to	raise	a	toast,	and	Alaric	mirrored	the	mo tion.	“To	kicking	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	himself.	Not	the	evening	he’d	been
expecting.	Natani,	are	you	laughing	at	me	somewhere?	I	know	Zen	has	to	be.
I	can	practically	hear	it.	He	whispered	the	words.	“I	miss	you	so	much.”	Tears
in	his	eyes,	again.	That	final	gift…	“I	love	you.	So,	so	much.”

Finished,	he	made	his	way	back	inside.	The	lamp	brought	some	warmth	to
the	kitchen—that,	and	the	booze—but	there	re ally	was	a	nip	to	the	air.	Winter
was	right	around	the	corner.	They’d	been	up	half	the	night,	talking	about	the
times	be fore	every thing	got	complicated,	slowly	making	their	way	through	that
bottle.	And	they	still	had	more	than	half	to	go,	offering	the	possibility	of	more
in	the	future.	And,	well,	Keith	might	have	had	a	thing	or	two	in	the	pantry	as
well.	He	wondered	for	the	first	time	how	long	Alaric	was	planning	to	stay.	He
didn’t	want	to	ask.	He	was	here	now;	let	that	be	that.

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

Alaric	 nodded,	 and	 yawned	 loudly.	 He’d	 been	 matching	 Keith	 drink	 for
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drink.	“Enough	for	tonight.	Now	if	you’ll	excuse	me…	nature	calls.”
“Just	go	out	a	way	thataways.	Err,	you	may	want	to	veer	to	the	right.”
“Right	it	is.”
Alaric	left,	and	after	a	mo ment	Keith	pulled	out	the	package.	He	examined

it	 care fully,	but	no	new	se crets	 re vealed	 themselves.	Just	 that	piece	of	paper
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	wonderful,	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	answer	was	there?	He	sighed	again.	It	was	another	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	problem	at	all.

He	had	 just	 set	 the	package	down	again	when	Alaric	 reappeared.	He	was
shivering,	Keith	re alized,	but	got	 it	under	control	quickly.	He	 leaned	close	to
the	warmth	of	the	lamp	when	he	sat	back	down,	though.

Alaric	nodded	at	the	package.	“Getting	to	the	sentimental	part,	eh?”
Keith	 rolled	 his	 eyes	 at	 him.	 “Actually,	 I	 was	 thinking	 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	final	goodbye.”

*

Alaric	looked	at	him	blankly	for	a	mo ment,	then	buried	his	face	in	his	hands.
“No,	you	 idiot,	 it’s…	Exactly	what	about	 this	would	you	call	 traditional?”	He
looked	at	Keith.	It	wrenched	at	his	heart	to	say	it,	but	he	knew	it	was	the	right
answer.	“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	 sinking	 feeling	 Alaric	 saw	 he’d	 got	 it
right.	One	less	reason	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	another	squeeze.	He	appre ciated	the	gesture,	as	inap-
pro priate	as	 it	was.	Well,	probably	because	 it	was	as	 inappro priate	as	 it	was.
All	in	all,	this	had	been	a	much	better	day	than	he	could	have	hoped.	Even	if	he
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should	have	dressed	more	heavily.
“Nick?”
“Yeah?”
Keith	 had	 a	 dangerously	 deadpan	 look	 on	 his	 face.	 “Are	 you	 still	 feeling

cold?”
Alaric	quickly	de cided	that	the	risk	of	be ing	sent	to	get	fire wood	was	worth

literally	every	other	possibility	he	could	think	of.	“Yeah.”
“That’s	good,	be cause	I	re ally	can’t	be	bothered	to	set	up	the	guest	room.

Want	to	share?”

	

Any	 thoughts	of	necessarily	 sleeping	 in	close	quarters	disappeared	on	see ing
the	 master	 bedroom.	 The	 bed	 could	 have	 housed	 a	 squad	 of	 the	 empire’s
finest.

That	was	in	turn	forgotten	when	Keith	started	stripping.
The	thought	of	looking	away	for	modesty’s	sake	did	enter	Alaric’s	mind,	but

never	got	very	far.
Keith,	 shirtless	 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	horror,	found	the	ability	to	raise

his	hand	in	protest.	“Oh,	no,	I	wouldn’t	want	to	impose.”
Keith	 rolled	 his	 eyes	 at	 him.	 “How	 considerate	 of	 you.	 I	 think	 the	 pants

stay	on.”
Alaric	gave	an	exaggerated	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,	either.”
Well,	certainly.	Alaric	stripped	down	to	his	pants,	Keith	grinning	at	him	all

the	while.
The	grin	only	widened.	“And	the	wrappings?”
That	was	a	much	bigger	ask.	But…	Alaric	looked	away	and	started	unwrap-

ping	his	feet.

*

See ing	 his	 discomfort,	 Keith	 clambered	 into	 bed	 instead	 of	 watching	 him
openly.	Had	Alaric	always	been	this—he	smiled	to	himself	at	the	 idea—prud-
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ish?	He	must’ve	been	off	his	balance.	“Turn	down	the	lamp	and	come	on	in.”
The	curtains	were	drawn	against	 the	 inevitability	of	morning,	so	with	 the

lamp	 extinguished	 the	 room	 plunged	 into	 near	 darkness.	 He	 could	 feel	 the
shifting	 of	 the	 bed	 as	Alaric	 got	 in.	Keith	 had	 gone	 a	 bit	 past	 the	midpoint,
himself,	and	Alaric	seemed	to	have	gotten	the	right	idea,	to	match	him	on	the
other	side.	Alas,	he	didn’t	take	the	opportunity	to	stumble	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.”	After	a	mo-
ment	of	silence,	he	continued.	“Alaric?”

The	answer	was	very	pointed.	“Yes,	Keiser?”
He	smiled	to	himself.	“…	Nick?”
“Keith.”
“Thank	you	for	coming.”

*

The	mornings	were	the	worst,	Keith	had	said.	Alaric	didn’t	think	the	sleeping
arrange ments	re ally	had	all	that	much	to	do	with	him,	no	matter	how	much	he
might	have	wished	otherwise.	But	was	there	more	he	could	do?	Well,	the	cov-
ers	were	pretty	light…

“Keith?”
“Hm?”
Alaric	kept	his	voice	neutral.	“I’m	still	a	little	chilly.”
He	felt	Keith	draw	closer.	“Better?”
“A	little.”
Keith	drew	closer	still,	until	Alaric	could	feel	him	along	his	side.	“Now?”
To	be	touched	by	him	was	like	fire.	“That’s…	better.”
Keith	 settled	 his	 head	 on	 Alaric’s	 shoulder	 and	 placed	 his	 hand	 on	 his

chest,	giving	the	tuft	of	fur	there	a	little	tug.	“And	now?”
Alaric	managed	to	croak	out	a	“That’s	good!”
“That’s	a	shame.”	And	Keith	snuck	one	leg	over	and	be tween	his,	brushing

up	against	his	tail	and	unwrapped	ankles.	Keith	kept	shifting	against	him,	set-
tling	into	a	comfortable	po sition,	and	Alaric	tried	not	to	whimper.

“Sweet	dreams,	Nick.”

***
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The	morning—or	what	passed	for	morning	after	a	certain	type	of	night—found
them	still	much	 the	 same	way;	Keith	asleep,	and	Alaric	 thinking	he	must	be
dreaming.	He’d	had	time	to	think	it	through,	and	there	re ally	wasn’t	any thing
that	could	get	him	to	risk	waking	Keith	up,	short	of	a	direct	attack;	and,	well,
he	 still	 had	 one	 hand	 free.	 That	 should	 be	 enough	 to	 deal	 with	most	 oppo -
nents.	There	was	the	small	matter	of	his	bladder,	of	course,	but	he	was	sure	it
only	felt	like	it	was	about	to	rupture.

Eventually,	Keith’s	breathing	changed	and	Alaric	felt	him	stirring	slightly.
To	 his	 re lief	 he	 didn’t	 withdraw,	 just	 adjusted	 his	 po sition	 a	 little.	 Alaric
shifted	slightly	as	well,	to	get	his	arm	better	around	Keith.

He	re alized	that	Keith	was	cry ing.	It	wasn’t	the	wracking	sobs	of	yesterday;
these	were	quiet	tears,	but	unmistakable	in	the	dampness	on	his	shoulder	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	speaking.	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.	After	the	tears	had	finally	subsided—and	what	inter-
val	he	felt	appro priate	had	passed—Alaric	reached	down	and	very,	very	de lib-
erately	gave	Keith’s	ass	a	squeeze.

Keith	burst	out	laughing,	and	Alaric	grinned	into	his	hair.	“Good	morning.”
Keith	pulled	back	slowly	to	sit	up	be side	him,	and	Alaric	let	him	go.	Keith

wiped	his	tears	and	smiled	at	him.	“Good	morning.	Sleep	well?”
Alaric	pulled	himself	up	 to	a	 seated	po sition,	with	a	groan.	Some	bruises

from	 yesterday	were	 starting	 to	make	 themselves	 felt.	He	 smiled	 brightly	 at
Keith.	“Not	a	wink.”

Keith	 grinned.	 “Sorry	 about	 that.	 You	 can	 consider	 it	 pay back	 for	 every -
thing	you’ve	ever	done	to	me.”

Alaric	wanted	to	say,	‘Is	that	all	that	it	was?’,	but	instead	he	laughed.	“Then
I’m	getting	off	easy.”

Keith	looked	at	him	thoughtfully.	“Alaric—”	he	caught	himself	with	a	grin
be fore	Alaric	could	correct	him.	“Nick.	When	we	were	kids…	I’m	sorry	I	never
heard	you	out.”

Alaric	 shied	 from	 the	 topic.	 “I	 was	 just…	 I	 kept	 pushing,	 even	 though	 I
knew	you	hated	it.	It	isn’t	some thing	that…”
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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	better	from	me.”	And	he	leaned	in,	using
his	hand	to	guide	Alaric,	and	gently	kissed	him	on	the	lips.

“You	can	blush!”	Keith	grinned	at	him.	“I	never	knew	that.”	Be fore	Alaric
found	himself	again,	Keith	had	clambered	over	him	and	out	of	bed.	“Come	on,
I’ll	make	you	some	breakfast.”

**

Alaric	 sat	 on	 the	 edge	of	 the	back	porch,	 basking	 in	 the	 sunlight.	There	was
still	a	bit	of	warmth	in	 it,	even	this	 late	 in	the	year.	This	side	of	 the	building
caught	 the	 morning—he	 squinted	 at	 the	 sun—or	 at	 least	 pre-noon	 light.	 It
opened	onto	a	clearing,	with	the	 forest	 in	 the	near	distance.	Only	 two	things
here	drew	the	eye;	a	big	blackened	spot,	some	distance	from	the	house,	and	a
young	sapling,	not	far	from	it.	Alaric	sighed.	Keith	re ally	wasn’t	in	the	habit	of
making	 things	 easy	 for	himself.	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	farther,	 to	 that	play ful	and	happy	kid	he	had	first
come	to	know	and	love,	the	picture	started	to	form.	He	smiled	to	himself.

His	 work	 had	 been	 unnecessary.	 But	 unnecessary	 did	 not	mean	 use less.
Unless	he	wanted	it	to.

Keith	arrived,	bearing	the	promised	coffee.	He	was	still	bare-chested,	and
Alaric	saw	he	had	fashioned	the	wolves’	me mento	into	a	pendant.	He	handed
one	mug	to	Alaric	be fore	sitting	down	right	next	to	him,	almost	touching.

Alaric	re solved	not	to	look	at	Keith’s	feet.	“You’re	warm	like	that?”
“I’ve	been	getting	used	to	the	cold.”	He	took	a	sip	of	his	coffee.	“Though,	it’s

actually	pretty	warm	today.”
Alaric	tried	his.	It	was	hot,	and	wonderful.	“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	pendant	 and	 closed	his	 eyes,	 smiling.	When	he	 found
Alaric	looking,	he	turned	the	smile	on	him.	“Zen	and	coffee.	It’s	a	thing.”

Alaric	gestured	at	the	pendant.	“Do	you	mind	if	I…?”
“Go	ahead.”	Keith	moved	to	unfasten	it	from	his	neck,	but	Alaric	had	other

plans.	He	leaned	in	and	took	hold	of	the	pendant—and	Keith’s	chest	tuft,	 for
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good	measure.	Two	unfamiliar	scents	and	Keith,	making	a	whole.
He	 leaned	 back	 with	 a	 sigh,	 and	 looked	 at	 Keith	 with	 a	 sad	 smile.	 “…I

should	have	come	earlier,	shouldn’t	I?”
Keith’s	expression	mirrored	his,	and	he	reached	out	to	touch	Alaric’s	cheek.

“Yeah.”
He	almost	had,	once,	years	ago.	He’d	needed	to	come	to	the	mainland,	and

there	had	been	an	opportunity…	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	 imme diately.	 More	 information

couldn’t	hurt.	“Do	you	think	you’ll	ever	re turn	to	the	island?	To	live.”
Keith	was	about	to	say	some thing,	then	closed	his	mouth	and	took	a	long

time	answering.	Does	he	need	to	think	about	it,	because	I’m	alive?	Was	there	a
possibility?	But	eventually,	Keith	shook	his	head.	“No.	I	don’t	think	so.	I	don’t
hate	it,	but	after	all	that’s	happened…	I	don’t	think	it	will	ever	be	home	again.”
He	 smiled.	 “Plus,	 I’m	actually	 a	pretty	de cent	 ambassador.	 I’d	be	use less	 on
the	island.”

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	difference,	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	challenging	in	a	year	or	two.”
Keith	nodded	slowly.	“Thanks.	But	I	don’t	want	to	be	Arms	General.”
Alaric	nodded	as	well.	Maybe	it	would	have	been	a	fitting	dream	for	Keith

the	Exile.	But	not	this	one.
“Nick…”
“Hm?”
Keith	kissed	him	on	the	cheek,	then	lightly	scratched	him	under	the	chin.

Alaric	nearly	purred	with	it.
Keith’s	smile	wasn’t	quite	sad.	“Where’s	the	place	for	this,	 in	our	glo rious

so ciety?”
Alaric	sighed.	“Abroad.	Mostly.”
And	that	might	take	 longer	to	change	than	Keith	had	the	patience	for,	no

matter	what	Alaric	did.
Keith	tousled	Alaric’s	hair,	and	he	had	to	ad mit	that	abroad	was	starting	to
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sound	pretty	good.	Mostly.
They	finished	their	coffees	in	silence.
Keith	 put	 his	mug	 down.	 “Well,	 that	 took	 the	 last	 of	 the	 fire wood	 in	 the

kitchen.	Care	to	help	re build	the	woodpile?”
Alaric	 stretched.	 That	 coffee	 had	 re ally	 done	 wonders.	 Well,	 that	 and

Keith’s	little	stunts.	“Sure	thing.”	He	hesitated.	“Did	you	re ally	burn	all	of	it?”
Keith	 smiled	his	 sad	 little	 smile.	 “There’s	 still	 some	 seasoned	 logs	 in	 the

woodshed.	 Should	 be	 enough	 to	 last	 until	 the	 next	 bunch	dries.”	He	 sighed.
“It’s	 not	 like	 this	 was	 unexpected.	 It’s	 one	 thing	 to	 show	 de vo tion,	 another
thing	 to	 burn	 green	 wood	 for	 a	 season	 or	 two.	 Or	 condemn	 guests	 to	 cold
food.”

Alaric	looked	at	the	dry-ish	landscape.	“Or	start	a	forest	fire.”
Keith	shook	his	head.	“It’d	been	raining.	We	had	to	wait	for	it	to	stop	be -

fore	building	the	pyre.”	He	looked	up.	“Been	clear	ever	since.”
Alaric	had	nothing	to	say,	so	he	reached	out	to	touch	Keith	on	the	arm.	To

his	wonder,	the	gesture	didn’t	feel	awkward	any more.	Keith	gave	him	a	smile.
It	wasn’t	 big,	 but	 there	was	more	 than	 sadness	 in	 it.	 “Right!	How	 about	we
make	a	bit	of	a	compe tition	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	 splitting	 the	 seasoned	 logs	 to	 re stock	 the	 woodpile,	 interrupted
only	by	a	topically	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	hardest	not	to	let	it	show	too	clearly.	He’d	had	sleepless
nights	be fore,	and	the	exercise	had	clearly	been	good	for	Keith.

In	fact,	he	grinned	at	Alaric.	“I	think	we	could	both	use	a	bath	after	that.”
Alaric	stifled	a	yawn.	“Agreed.	Let	me	guess;	that	means	more	work.”
“How	do	you	feel	about	pumping	water?”

	

And	pump	he	did,	while	Keith	‘got	some	fires	started’,	in	his	own	words.	The
bath	wasn’t	small,	for	a	private	residence.	Thankfully	the	pump	fed	right	into
it,	and	was	easy	to	work.	The	water	was	very,	very	cold.

When	he	had	it	full	enough,	he	wandered	off	to	find	Keith.	He	turned	out	to
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be	heating	water	on	the	kitchen	stove.
Alaric	smiled.	“We’re	not	re ly ing	on	that,	are	we?”
Keith	grinned	back.	“No,	this	is	for	washing	up.	There’s	a	fire	go ing	under

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 vious	 night.	 “I

would	have	expected	this	place	to	be	more…	magical.”
“It	used	to	be,	but	all	the	enchantments	were	gone	by	the	time	we	got	here.”

Keith	sat	down	next	to	him.	“We	didn’t	re ally	need	the	conve 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	every day	stuff…”

Keith’s	 smile	wavered	and	Alaric	 could	 see	his	 ears	drooping.	He	put	his
arm	around	his	friend’s	shoulders	and	gave	him	a	little	squeeze.	“I	get	it.”

Keith	just	sighed	in	re sponse.	They	sat	in	silence	for	a	while,	waiting	for	the
water	to	boil.	Alaric	kept	his	eyes	on	the	kettle.

	

They	mixed	hot	and	cold	water	in	pails	until	they	had	some thing	suitable	for
washing	with.	The	bath	was	nearing	luke warm.

Keith	 started	 stripping	 again,	 and	 this	 time	 he	 didn’t	 stop	 at	 topless.
Alaric’s	only	concession	to	pro priety	was	to	clear	his	throat,	as	one	does,	and
that	was	mostly	in	hopes	Keith	would	turn	around.

It	worked,	too.
“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	thinking	what	a	shame	it	is	that	I	didn’t	think	to

bring	any	granite.”
Keith	rolled	his	eyes	at	him.	“No	clothes	in	the	bath;	house	rules.	We	could

go	in	separately	if	you	want…”
“Oh,	I	wouldn’t	even	dream	of	be ing	difficult.”
“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	watching	 as	Alaric	 had	been.	He	 found	he

didn’t	re ally	mind.	House	rules	were	house	rules,	after	all.
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The	bath	was	 just	 right	by	 the	 time	 they	 got	 themselves	washed	and	 rinsed.
Alaric	settled	in	up	to	his	neck,	with	a	satisfied	sigh.	It	felt…	“This	is	wonder-
ful.”

There	would	have	been	some	room	to	maneuver,	but	Keith	came	in	fairly
close.	And	gave	his	foot	a	little	nudge	with	his	own.	It	made	Alaric	shiver.

Keith	grinned	at	him.	“Pay back.”
Alaric	smiled	back.	“I	thought	you	already	got	even.”
“Ah,	right.	I	guess	that	puts	me	ahead,	then.”
Completely	on	impulse,	Alaric	put	his	arms	around	Keith’s	neck,	and,	be ing

care ful	to	see	it	wasn’t	unwelcome,	re turned	the	kiss	from	that	morning.	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	trembled,	and	Alaric	worried	he	was	go ing	to	cry	again,	but	 it
subsided.	Alaric	relished	the	warmth	of	Keith’s	body	more	than	the	bath,	but
he	 let	 go	 and	 stretched	his	 limbs	 in	 the	warm	water,	 settling	 to	 float	 on	his
back.	His	mind	was	a	jumble.	Must	be	the	fatigue.

He	didn’t	re ally	be lieve	himself,	either.

*

Keith	 sat	 in	 the	bath,	 considering	his	 friend,	 sorely	 tempted	 to	 tease	him	 in
some	further	way.	Some	possibilities	flashed	through	his	mind,	but	he	settled
for	 just	watching	 for	a	mo ment.	Pushing	him	more	would	border	on	 ingrati-
tude.

Alaric	looked	wonderful.	It	wasn’t	just	the	eye;	as	far	as	Keith	could	tell,	he
didn’t	have	a	single	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	 nostalgic—but	 there	was	 some thing	 good	 about	 see ing	 him	 completely
hale.	He’d	make	a	fine	statue.

“How	did	you	ever	get	into	it	in	the	first	place?	The	stone-working?”
“Hm?	Oh,	it	just…	happened.”	Alaric	seemed	to	be	gathering	his	thoughts.

“You	could	say	I	needed	some thing	to	do	with	my	hands	while	I	was	plotting
and	scheming.”
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“Are	you	still	at	it?”
“No.	It	was	a	bit	too	conspicuous	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
inner	courtyards.”

Keith	groaned.	“Did	you	at	least	give	me	a	fig	leaf	or	some thing?”
“And	ruin	the	educational	value?	Never.”
Keith	 considered	 some	of	 the	uses	 the	 inner	 courtyards	were	put	 to,	 and

sighed	deeply.	Ah	well.	Better	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?”

Silence.	Alaric	had	fallen	asleep.	Again	Keith	was	tempted	to	do	something
to	him,	and	again	he	re sisted.	So	he	re ally	hadn’t	slept…	Keith	settled	deeper
into	the	bath,	care ful	not	to	cause	a	disturbance.	It	re ally	did	feel	wonder ful.

*

Alaric	 came	 to	 groggily.	 It	 took	 him	 a	mo ment	 to	 re alize	 he	was	 still	 in	 the
bath.	Keith	had	him	by	the	shoulder.	Alaric	blinked	at	him.	“Mh?”

“Hey.	I	may	have	overdone	the	fire	a	bit,	but	I	didn’t	want	to	wake	you	up
by	dumping	cold	water	on	you.	Do	you	still	want	to	soak	for	a	while?”

He	felt	thoroughly	suffused	with	warmth.	He	couldn’t	even	tell	what	tem-
perature	the	water	was.	“I…	think	I	should	probably	just	get	out.	How	long	was
I…?”	Falling	asleep	bathing	with	Keith?	Ridiculous!

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

Alaric	 nearly	 stumbled	 getting	 up.	 He	 felt	 dizzy.	 Keith	 took	 him	 by	 the
shoulder	and	led	him	to	a	bench.	“Sorry,	I	guess	I	should	have	woken	you	ear-
lier.	Just	stay	there,	I’ll	take	care	of	the	rest.”

He	sat	down	grate fully.	The	air	was	 cooler	 than	 the	water,	of	 course,	but
Alaric	felt	like	he	was	heating	up	the	room	rather	than	the	other	way	around.
He	watched	as	Keith	mixed	some	more	water	in	the	pails,	occasionally	testing
the	 temperature	 with	 his	 hand.	Watched	 Keith’s	 fully	 naked	 form,	 dripping
wet,	every	step	de liberate	 to	avoid	slipping	on	 the	wet	 tile…	and	when	Keith
caught	him	looking,	he	just	grinned.	If	the	abashed	Keith	of	his	youth	had	been
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dangerously	cute,	this	one	was	devas tatingly	beautiful.
Keith	 re turned	 with	 a	 large	 bucket	 full	 of	 water	 that	 he	 pre sented	 for

Alaric’s	examination.	He	tested	the	tem perature;	it	felt	almost	cold,	but	he	just
nodded.	It	felt	more	than	almost	cold	when	Keith	uncere moniously	dumped	it
over	his	head,	and	he	shuddered	and	shook	himself.	“Invig o rating.”

He	could	hear	the	grin.	“You	looked	like	you	needed	it.	Hang	on.”
Keith	produced	a	towel	and	be gan	drying	his	hair	for	him,	and	the	temper-

ature	 of	 the	 water	 was	 suddenly	 the	 farthest	 thought	 from	 his	mind.	When
Keith	moved	to	gently	rubbing	his	ears	dry,	all	thought	fled.

Keith	was	already	halfway	down	his	back—getting	dangerously	close	to	his
tail—when	he	recovered.	“Thanks!	I	can	take	it	from	here.”

Keith	dropped	the	towel	on	his	head,	and	Alaric	pulled	it	off	be fore	turning
around.	 “Would	 you	 like	 me	 to…	 oh.”	 Keith	 was	 already	 dry ing	 himself,	 so
Alaric	got	busy	getting	 the	rest	of	 the	water	out	of	his	own	 fur	 instead.	Next
time.

Keith	 sounded	 thought ful.	 “I	 think	 I’m	 going	 to	 do	 some	 laundry.	 I	 can
clean	yours	as	well.”

“Oh,	thanks.”	Wait.	“Err…”
“Hm?”
“…	could	you	at	least	give	me	my	foot	wrappings?”
Keith	grinned.	“Hang	on.”	He	re trieved	some	from	an	adjacent	room.	“You

can	borrow	these,	they’re	mine.”
“Thanks.”	He	wrapped	his	 feet,	 and	 it	was	weird	how	much	more	he	 felt

himself.	Though	the	thought	of	them	be ing	Keith’s	was	a	lit tle	distracting…
“Could	you	check	on	the	fire place	for	me?	It	might	be	down	to	embers	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	corridor,	buck	naked	save	for	his	feet,

that	he	re alized	Keith	could	just	as	well	have	given	him	some	spare	clothing.
Ah	well,	the	cool	air	felt	welcome.

	

He	saw	to	the	fire—not	quite	down	to	embers,	but	getting	there—then	care fully
closed	the	fire guard	back	up.	Arson	wasn’t	called	for.
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With	nothing	 to	do,	he	got	a	better	 look	at	 the	sitting	room.	Furniture	 to
seat	seven;	a	couch,	a	love-seat,	and	two	comfortable-looking	chairs.	From	the
den,	perhaps?	All	were	well-worn	with	use,	and	with	scuff	marks	on	the	floor
to	 show	 they’d	 of ten	been	moved	 around.	A	 small	 table,	 likewise	pulled	 this
way	 and	 that,	 doubt less	 to	where	 it	was	needed	 at	 the	 time.	Cupboards	 and
cabinets	and	such,	but	he	didn’t	go	rummaging	around.	Curiously,	there	was	a
banjo	hung	on	a	set	of	pegs.	He	wondered	who	had	played	it	last.

Bookshelves	 lined	 one	 wall,	 filled	 with	 a	 great	 quantity	 of	 books	 of	 all
shapes,	sizes,	and	colors.	History,	pol itics,	the	famous	works	of	all	the	different
races	collected,	peppered	with	ones	he’d	never	even	heard	of.	One	cor ner	of	in-
terest	held	banned	books	of	basitin	origin—West ern	and	Eastern,	both.	Some
of	them	he	hadn’t	even	read!

And	there	was	magic.	Treatises	on	the	arcane,	some	of	which	he	recog nized
by	name.	He	kept	re turning	there,	even	reached	out	to	pull	one,	be fore	finally
stepping	away.

He	wasn’t	here	for	himself.
Alaric	 wandered	 back	 to	 the	 fireplace.	 There,	 on	 top	 of	 the	mantelpiece,

was	 the	 only	 object	 in	 the	 whole	 house	 that	 looked	 askew.	 A	 small	 metal
plaque	 of	 some	 sort,	 placed	 seemingly	 haphazardly.	 On	 it,	 some thing	 like	 a
sigil	 had	 been	 engraved.	 It	 didn’t	 seem	mag ical…	 a	maker’s	mark,	 perhaps?
He’d	de cided	not	to	touch	it.

‘Re lax	 there’,	 Keith	 had	 said,	 but	 the	 idea	 of	 sitting	 around	 naked	 felt…
weird.	Besides,	the	warmth	of	the	fire	was	starting	to	feel	welcome	again.

There	was	the	rug…
He	laid	down	by	the	fire,	feeling	a	little	silly.	It	was	quite	comfortable,	re -

ally.	He	lis tened	for	signs	of	Keith,	but	only	heard	the	crackling	of	the	fire.

**

Alaric	woke	up	again,	this	time	to	the	tantalizing	smell	of	food.	Again,	it	took
him	a	moment	to	figure	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	drawing	me.”
“I	as sure	you,	it’s	quite	taste ful.”
“…	of	course	it	is.”	Alaric	laughed	quietly	and	settled	back	down.
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“That’s	good.”
“What	about	the	food?”
“It’ll	still	be	a	while.”
“Laundry?”
“Probably	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	getting	up.
“I	don’t	suppose	you’d	be	willing	to	hold	that	pose?”
He	sprang	to	his	feet.	The	couch	was	covered	in	papers.	He	could	see	that

they	were	other	sketches,	and	not	of	him.	Keith	gathered	them	up	and	placed
the	lot	on	the	table,	then	patted	at	the	couch	be side	him.

Well,	if	Keith	didn’t	mind	sitting	around	naked,	neither	would	he.	As	best
he	could.	He	settled	down,	and	Keith	pre sented	him	with	his	sketch.	It	was…
he	was	ly ing	on	his	side,	slightly	curled	up,	with	one	hand	under	his	head.	The
angle	was	 from	nearer	his	 feet	 than	straight	 from	the	side.	 It	was,	of	course,
anatomically	correct.	At	least	his	feet	were	covered…	He	appeared	to	be	sleep-
ing	peace fully.

It	was	a	good	like ness,	and	yet…
“I	was	thinking	of	hanging	it	up	at	the	embassy.”
Alaric	choked.
“Just	kidding.	Probably.”
“Please	be.”	He	gestured	at	the	other	drawings.	“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	 looking	 amused	 or	 dig nified—or	 Zen—
making	faces,	sleeping,	or	both—and	again	there	was	that	feeling…	he’d	seen
Natani,	 of	 course,	 and	more	 re cently	 like nesses	of	both	wolves	 from	sources
that	he	knew	to	be	trust worthy,	at	least	as	far	as	artistic	ability	was	concerned.
They	were	definitely	the	same	subjects.	And	yet…

There	were	a	few	with	Maddie	as	well;	some	of	her	alone,	striking	this	or
that	dramatic	pose;	one	with	her	and	Natani,	the	basitin	sleeping	against	the
wolf’s	 shoulder,	 apparently	 drooling;	 an other	 of	 her	 sitting	 tri umphantly	 on
top	of	Zen,	who	was	lying	down	in	a	pose	of	abject	de feat.	He	looked	at	his	own
picture	again,	 then	compared	 it	 to	 the	ones	with	Mad die,	 then	the	ones	with
Zen	or	Natani.
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But	how	could	that	pos sibly	be	the	answer?
He	looked	at	Keith.	“Keith…	I	don’t	know	what	to	do	with	you.”
A	smile.	“Oh?	I’d	say	you’re	doing	pretty	well.	Though	you’ve	been	be hav-

ing	more	than	I’d	have	expected.	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	actu ally	tried	to	see	if	there	could	be	some thing	be tween	me
and	Maddie,	 at	 one	point.	 She	 still	 hasn’t	 stopped	 laughing	 about	 that.”	His
smile	faded.	“Well,	she	hadn’t,	any way.”	He	shook	his	head.	“No,	Natani	prob-
ably	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	sugges tions	through	the	door.”
But	 how?	 Be cause	 of	 the	 lifespan	 difference,	 he	 re alized.	 Maybe,	 just

maybe,	because	of	what	he	meant	to	Keith.	It	was…
It	was	what	he	would	have	done.
“They	love	me	better	than	I	de serve.	Though,”	Keith	smiled	sadly,	“I	sup-

pose	 I’m	 not	 allowed	 to	 say	 that	 any more,	 since	 they’re	 not	 here	 to	 correct
me.”	He	stuck	his	tongue	out	at	Alaric.	An	odd	gesture.	“But	no,	you	don’t	need
to	hold	back	on	 their	account.”	He	smiled	a	small	smile.	 “Pos sibly	 the	oppo -
site.”

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

*

Depends	on	how	good	you	are.	But	no,	this	was	no	time	to	be	flippant.	Keith
nodded.	“Probably.”

“…	would	it	help?”
Keith	couldn’t	help	it;	he	teared	up.	He	re ally	was	far	luckier	than	he	had

any	right	to	be.	He’d	been	thinking	about	what	it	had	been	like,	after	Zen	had
passed,	 and	 he	 and	 Natani…	 but	 looking	 at	 Alaric’s	 stricken	 expression,	 he
found	it	in	himself	to	lie.

This	was	no	time	to	be	selfish,	either.
“No.”	He	pulled	Alaric	 into	an	awkward	seated	hug.	“There	isn’t	any thing

more	I’d	ask	from	you.”
Alaric	hugged	him	back,	tenderly.	So	tenderly.	“Just…	let	me	know	if	there
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is.”
“Thanks.	I	will.”
They	broke	the	hug,	and	Alaric	looked	again	at	the	drawings	of	the	wolves.

Keith	 liked	 his	 expression,	 liked	 it	 even	 better	 when	 he	 spoke,	 hesitantly.
“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	dinner.”

“…	and	maybe	some	clothes?”
Keith	smiled,	and	tousled	his	hair.	“Sure.”

	

They	dressed,	and	they	ate,	and	they	re tired	back	to	the	fire	armed	with	coffee
and	rum.	Keith	re galed	Alaric	with	tales	of	Natani	and	Zen;	not	their	exploits—
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	neither	did	he	hold
back	the	laughter,	until	the	two	were	nearly	one	and	the	same.	Alaric	did	not
speak	much,	but	when	he	did,	Keith	 listened.	The	 evening	wore	on,	 and	 the
rum	 lower,	 until	 finally	 Alaric’s	 tiredness	 caught	 up	 to	 him	 again.	 Keith
watched	his	old	friend	nodding	off,	his	heart	fill ing	with	a	love	and	tenderness
that	had	only	some thing	to	do	with	the	alco hol.

He	reached	out	to	lightly	stroke	one	of	Alaric’s	ears.	Soft	and	supple.	Alaric
stirred,	smiling	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	little	tweak	on	the	ear.	“Yup.	And	so’s	if	you	want	to	share

the	bed.”

*

It	re ally	wasn’t	much	of	a	question.	Neither	of	them	was.	Nick	sighed.	“Yes.”
Keith	smiled	in	re sponse,	and	Nick	would	have	followed	him	any where.	‘To

bed’	was	just	a	bonus.	They	made	their	way	to	the	bedroom,	with	only	a	lit tle
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stumbling,	and	stripped,	with	even	less	ceremony.	Again	the	pants	stayed	on.
It	felt	a	little	silly,	after	the	earlier,	but	it	also	felt	like	it	meant	something.	The
wrappings	still	went,	but	Nick	was	less	bothered	by	the	loss	this	time.	Though,
they	were	Keith’s...	but	what	were	Keith’s	wrappings,	when	he	had	Keith	him-
self,	waiting	 for	him	in	bed,	with	his	arms	wide	open?	Nick	extinguished	the
lamp	and	stumbled	into	Keith’s	embrace.

Keith	pulled	him	to	his	chest.
Ah.
Nick	let	Keith	hold	him	close,	for	both	their	sakes.	After	a	while,	Keith	re-

laxed	his	hold	a	little—only	to	bring	one	hand	up	to	his	ears.	It	felt…	incredi-
ble.	Better	than	he’d	ever	dreamt.	Nick	pressed	his	face	into	Keith’s	chest,	and
he	under stood,	really	understood,	what	Keith	had	meant.	That	the	wolves	had
been	his	home.

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

**

He	did.

**

As	 they	made	 their	 way	 to	 the	 back	 porch,	 with	 their	 coffee	mugs	 in	 hand,
Alaric	realized	that	this	was	something	of	a	morning	routine.	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	eventu ally	be	a	 third?	It	didn’t	seem	to	 fit
that	one	should	be	so	much	younger.

Hopefully.
But	then,	maybe	the	heights	would	work	out.
Who	would	see	to	it?	He	re alized	he	would	do	it,	if	it	came	down	to	it,	and

fervently	hoped	that	it	wouldn’t.
But…	it	was	exactly	what	Keith	had	had	to	do.
More	than	once.
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He	cleared	his	throat.	“Keith,	if	you	need…”
Keith	 gave	 him	 a	 tweak	 on	 the	 ear.	 The	 unexpectedness	made	 him	 yelp,

and	almost	spill	his	coffee.
“Let’s	not.”
Alaric	saw	a	strange	vulnerability	in	Keith’s	expres sion.	Almost	to	his	sur-

prise,	he	found	himself	 leaning	in	to	kiss	him.	Some how,	it	felt	 like	the	most
natu ral	thing	in	the	world.	He	took	his	time	with	it,	and	was	rewarded	with	a
small	smile.

They	sat	down	on	the	edge	of	the	porch,	shoulder	to	shoulder,	knee	to	knee,
foot	 to	 foot,	 and	 sipped	 their	 coffees	 in	 silence.	After	 a	while,	 it	 occurred	 to
Alaric	to	seek	out	Keith’s	tail	with	his	own.	The	gesture	seemed	well-re ceived,
and	there	was	a	certain	potential	there…	but	eventu ally	he	just	tucked	his	tail
around	Keith.	Keith	 re ciprocated,	 and	Alaric	 sighed	happily	 at	 the	 easy	 inti-
macy	of	it.

He	still	hadn’t	quite	reached	a	de cision.	“What	will	you	do	now?”
“I	 take	 it	you	don’t	mean	with	this?”	Keith	fiddled	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	continued	toy ing	with	his	tail	for	a	while	as

he	 spoke.	 “I’m	 not	 go ing	 to	 come	 out	 of	 my	 semi-retire ment	 im mediately.
There	are	some	things	I’ll	need	to	take	care	of,	but…”	His	eyes	wandered	to	the
notable	 features	 of	 the	 yard.	 “I	 figure	 I’ll	mostly	 stay	 here	 at	 least	 until	 the
spring.	I	want	to	make	my	peace	with	this	place.”

Alaric	 had	 sus pected	 that	 last	 part—so	 what	 would	 entice	 him	 to	 leave?
“Those	‘things’	wouldn’t	have	anything	to	do	with	your	little	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	disagree	with	any	of	it.
Neither	does	the	King.	Unofficially.”

Keith	 nodded.	 “No,	 the	wolves	 can	 take	 care	 of	 themselves.	 I	 have	 some
other	ideas.	Who	knows,	maybe	I’ll	give	Maddie	her	first	gray	hairs	yet.”

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

Keith	grinned.	“That’s	what	I’m	count ing	on.”
“And	after	spring?”
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“I	 don’t	 know	 yet.”	He	 gave	 Alaric	 another	 side long	 glance,	 but	 this	 one
said	some thing	else	entirely.	“I	wonder	if	I’ll	be	having	company?”

Alaric	had	been	thinking	of	little	else.	He	could	just	walk	away	from	it	all.
Be	 with	 Keith.	 The	 King	 knew	 his	 appointed	 suc cessor;	 had	 specifically	 re-
minded	Alaric	of	that	fact	when	he’d	left	on	this	little	jaunt.	He	could	just	walk
away,	 and	no body	would	 ever	 find	out	 about	his	 little	project	 to	 give	people
gray	hairs.	But…	it	was	still	the	right	thing	to	do.	There	was	no	get ting	around
that.	When	had	he	grown	a	conscience?	He	looked	at	Keith,	and	sighed.	Prob-
ably	when	I	met	him.	He	spent	a	quiet	mo ment	saying	goodbye—for	now—to
pos sibilities	he’d	hardly	even	dreamt	of	two	days	ago.	He	would	find	a	way	to
circle	back	to	here.

To	Keith,	wherever	he	was.
“Alaric?”
He	 finished	his	 coffee.	 “Well,	 you	have	me	 for	a	 few	weeks.	And	 I	 expect

we’ll	be	seeing	some	of	each	other	after.”	He	set	down	his	cup.	“There’s	some -
thing	I’ve	been	working	towards	for	a	long	time	now.	Eventually	I’ll	need	your
help,	but	there	are	other	parts	that	would	go	faster	if	I	could	make	use	of	your
office.”

Keith	raised	his	eyebrows.	“What,	can’t	forge	my	signature?”
Alaric	grinned.	“Would	you	care	for	a	demonstration?	No,	the	tricky	part	is

explaining	how	it	got	on	papers	that	have	never	been	within	a	thousand	miles
of	you.”

Keith	looked	genuinely	curious.	“What	could	you	be	up	to	that	you	need	the
ambas sador	 for?	 I	 somehow	doubt	you	have	 less	authority	 than	me	back	on
the	island.”

Nothing	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 liberately,	put	his	mug	down,	then

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

Lightning	flashed,	drawing	Keith’s	eyes	to	the	windows.	Almost	imme diately,
thunder	rumbled	over	the	house.	That	had	been	near.	Pulled	from	his	book,	he
was	surprised	how	dark	it	was.	The	storm	had	gotten	heavier,	and	it	felt	more
like	an	autumn	evening	than	an	early	summer	afternoon.	He	looked	across	at
Natani,	but	the	wolf	had	not	looked	up.	His	eyes	were	fixed	on	the	manuscript
be fore	him—this	or	that	magical	trea tise	from	the	shelves—and	occasionally	he
would	 stop	 breathing	 for	 a	mo ment,	 only	 to	 re sume	with	 a	 loud	 ex halation.
Keith	smiled	to	himself.	They’d	never	been	able	to	convince	Natani	that	he	did
that.

Keith	closed	the	book	in	his	lap,	using	one	finger	to	keep	his	place,	and	ad-
justed	his	po sition	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	another	wol-
ven	history;	an	old	one,	but	gaining	favor	re cently.	Still,	it	was	mostly	re hash-
ing	sources	he	was	already	familiar	with.	He	left	the	book	open,	but	let	his	gaze
linger	on	Natani.	Curling	up	with	a	book	was	fine	and	all,	but	curling	up	with	a
wolf…	alas,	Natani	was	clearly	 intent	on	reading.	Keith	won dered	 if	Zen	was
taking	 a	nap.	He	might	 join	him,	 and	 that	would	be…	nice.	Even	 if	 the	wolf
was	actually	sleeping.	Idly,	he	let	himself	get	lost	in	the	day dream.

The	only	sounds	in	the	house	were	the	steady	drumming	of	the	rain,	the	oc-
casional	 rustle	of	Natani	 leafing	 through	his	pages,	and	 the	wolf’s	breathing.
And	the	creak	of	floorboards.	The	creak	of	floorboards?

*

Zen	had	been	 about	 to	 do	 some thing	 to	Keith’s	 tail—the	 couch	had	 an	 open
back—but	when	the	basitin	tilted	his	head,	his	ear	giving	a	little	twitch,	he	got
a	better	target.	He	caught	the	tip	in	his	mouth	and	nibbled.	Tricky	when	you’re
grinning.	Keith	laughed	and	reached	up	to	find	Zen’s	face,	rubbing	his	cheek
be fore	running	a	hand	through	his	hair	to	scratch	him	be hind	one	ear.	The	ba-
sitin	knew	exactly	what	he	was	do ing.	Zen	growled	his	appre ciation,	but	didn’t
re lease	Keith’s	ear.

The	basitin	sounded	amused.	“Did	you	want	some thing?”
Zen	let	go,	giving	the	tip	of	Keith’s	ear	a	little	lick,	then	nuzzled	its	base	for



a	mo ment	be fore	 lean ing	closer,	 to	 rub	his	 cheek	against	 the	basitin’s.	Keith
kept	 a	 loose	hold	on	Zen’s	head	and	 leaned	 into	him,	 rubbing	back.	Exactly
what	he	was	do ing.	“What	gave	you	that	idea?	But	now	that	you	mention	it…”
Zen	slid	his	arms	around	Keith,	then	across	his	stomach,	then	lower.	The	ba-
sitin	was	tenting	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	 little	 husky.	 “Well,	 I	was	 just	 thinking	 I	 could	 use	 a
break…”

*

Natani	 rolled	his	 eyes,	watching	 the	 two	of	 them.	Not	 that	 a	break…	no,	his
brother	 could	probably	use	 a	bit	 of	 time	alone	with	Keith.	 Summer	was	 still
young,	and	Zen	still	hadn’t	come	completely	off	of	the	seasonal	high.

Keith	caught	Natani’s	eye	and	smiled.	“How	about	you?”
When	Keith	looked	at	him	like	that…	the	basitin	had	a	way	of	making	you

de cide	twice.	For	a	mo ment,	he	teetered…	be fore	smiling	and	rolling	his	eyes
again.	At	himself,	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,	using	his	magic	to

check,	be fore	opening	them	again,	surprised.	“It’s	Maddie.”
All	of	them	glanced	at	the	windows.	The	storm	had	been	raging	for	hours.

**

Maddie	was	drenched,	no,	beyond	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,	 fighting	 thoughts	 of	 forcing	 her	way	 in.
There	would	be	towels.	But	this	was	not	a	house	you	entered	uninvited,	even	if
you	 were	 welcome.	 She	 was	 about	 to	 knock	 again	 when	 the	 door	 opened.
Keith,	with	Zen	at	his	shoulder.	Keith	looked	past	her,	out	into	the	murk,	but
the	wolf’s	eyes	lingered	on	her,	concerned.	It	didn’t	help	her	temper.	It	was	a
warm	day.	It	was	just	water.

She	still	found	a	proper	salute.	“Sir.”	Some times	you	follow	pro to col	just	to
keep	from	screaming.
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“At	ease.	No	horse?”
“No.”
“Come	on	in.	I’ll	get	you	a—”
Natani	arrived,	carry ing	a	towel.	The	most	welcome	sight	in	living	memory.

Maddie	let	her	sodden	cloak	fall	on	the	porch,	then	stepped	inside	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	probably	offer…

“Bath?”
Maddie	shook	her	head.	“Need	to	re port.”	Still,	she	stopped	to	dry	her	face,

hair,	ears…	it	was	some thing,	at	least.	A	puddle	still	started	forming	at	her	feet.
Zen	picked	up	her	cloak	and	wrung	it	out,	pro ducing	a	satisfy ing	stream	of	wa-
ter.	He	came	back	inside,	closing	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.
Maddie	hung	the	towel	around	her	neck	and	pre sented	her	messenger	bag

to	Keith.	Even	 that	was	damp,	but	at	 least	 the	 contents	would	be	dry.	She’d
been	shielding	it	enough	to	make	sure.	“Mail	run,	sir.”

Keith	took	the	bag	and	raised	an	eye brow.	“On	foot,	in	that?”
“Shaking	a	persistent	tail,	sir.”
Zen	 re turned	 with	 a	 robe	 and	 a	 second	 towel,	 and	 handed	 them	 to	 her.

Keith	nodded	at	an	adjacent	room.	“Just	speak	through	the	door.”
“Yes,	sir.”
She	 se cluded	herself	 and	quickly	 stripped	naked,	 all	 the	while	 explaining

the	route	and	countermeasures	she	had	taken,	and	how	none	of	it	had	seemed
to	be	enough	to	shake	who ever	was	following.	It	had	been	a	new	record.	They
were	pre pared	for	 this	sort	of	 thing,	and	most	attempts	never	made	 it	out	of
Wreathwood.	She	dried	herself	as	she	made	her	re port,	toweling	herself	from
the	top	down,	stay ing	with	each	part	until	it	felt	some thing	like	dry,	finally	fin-
ishing	with	her	feet.	The	robe	she	had	been	given	was	clearly	Keith’s,	but	it	still
smelled	of	the	wolves.	She	sighed	quietly	to	herself.	Just	focus	on	how	nice	it
feels	 to	 be	 dry…	 Still	 talking,	 she	 donned	 the	 garment	 and	 pulled	 her	 tail
through	the	tail	hole.	The	robe	fit	well	enough;	they	were	almost	of	a	size.	And
it	was	wonderful	to	be	dry.
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There	 were	 no	 spare	 wrappings.	 Well.	 She	 didn’t	 re ally	 care,	 and	 Keith
didn’t	exactly	insist	on	modesty.	She	gathered	her	wet	clothes	and	opened	the
door,	accentuating	a	pause	in	her	account	by	pushing	the	bundle	of	clothes	at
Zen.

The	wolf	 gathered	 them	 in	his	 arms	and	made	a	mock	bow.	 “Why	 thank
you,	princess.”

Maddie	growled.	“I	am	not	a	bloody	princess.”
Zen	grinned,	a	twinkle	in	his	eye.	“Yes,	princess.”
It	did	cheer	her	up	a	little,	de spite	herself.	Zen	went	off	again,	and	she	con-

tinued	 her	 account.	 “…	 and	 they	 were	 still	 on	 me	 this	 morning.	 When	 the
weather	started	to	turn	I	stopped	at	an	inn	and	made	a	show	of	settling	in	to
wait	it	out.	When	the	storm	got	bad	enough,	I	struck	out	cross-country	on	foot.
Took	forever,	but	at	least	nobody	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.	 “Basitin.	 Alone.	 Unarmed.”	Maddie	 saw	Natani’s	 brow
furrow	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	follow	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,	moving	faster	than	he	had	in	a	long	time.	It	was	a	curious
tableau	that	he	found.	Every one’s	attention	was	fo cused	on	the	basitin	stand-
ing	 in	 the	 doorway—Nicko lai	 Alaric,	 the	 unexpected	 knowledge	 filtered	 into
his	mind.	Keith	still	had	his	hand	on	the	door,	his	face	working	to wards	aston-
ishment.	Maddie	was	staring	at	 the	new	arrival,	her	 face	 inscrutable	and	her
ears	 down.	 Natani’s	mind	 was	 in	 a	 place	 his	 could	 not	 follow,	 and	 the	 link
hummed	 with	 magic	 po tentials.	 His	 brother	 was	 pure	 alertness,	 poised	 to
strike,	and	Zen	didn’t	know	why.	Alaric	wasn’t	doing	any thing,	 just	standing
there,	looking	at	Keith.	He	studied	the	basitin,	letting	his	eyes	fill	 in	Natani’s
hazy	recollections	of	the	man.	Wasn’t	he	supposed	to	have	a	bad	eye?	And	he
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looked	se rious;	that	didn’t	seem	to	fit	with	what	he’d	heard.	But	maybe	coming
back	from	the	dead	did	that	to	you.	Or	be ing	stared	at	by	the	lot	of	them.	Alaric
was	wrapped	 in	an	oilskin	cloak,	and	had	weathered	 the	storm	rather	better
than	Maddie	had;	his	hood	was	back,	and	he	looked	to	be	dry.

Finally,	Alaric	cleared	his	throat.	“Hello,	Keith.”
Keith	smiled	wide.	“Alaric!	You	were	alive!	And	your	eye…”
Maddie	cut	 in,	 tense.	“Sir,	you	don’t	have	the	time	to	deal	with	him	right

now.”
Every one	except	Natani	 turned	 to	 look	at	her.	She	glanced	at	 the	wolves,

then	turned	to	Keith.	“Natani…	Zen.	Your	honor	guard	has	arrived	in	Wreath-
wood.	And	the	word	is—”

“You’re	go ing	to	get	ambushed.”
“—by	a	bunch	of	ex-brotherhood	goons.”	Maddie	glared	at	Alaric.	“You	are

supposed	to	be	dead.”
Zen	was	 startled	by	 the	 strength	of	Natani’s	 fury.	He	 thought	his	brother

maintained	his	 outward	 calm,	 but	 it	was	 clear	 that	Keith	 picked	up	 on	 it	 as
well.	The	basitin	didn’t	need	a	 link	 to	 read	 them.	Maddie	and	Alaric	 seemed
mostly	pre occupied	with	each	other	for	the	mo ment.	The	anger	called	to	him,
but	since	Natani	was	angry,	he	would	stay	calm.	“Let’s	get	out	of	the	doorway.
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—”

*

Maddie	hurled	 the	 towel	 at	Alaric	 and	 stalked	off,	 lashing	her	 tail.	Not	 only
was	he	 alive—against	her	 expectations—he’d	 some how	 tailed	her	 all	 the	way
from	Wreathwood—de spite	 her	 best	 pre cautions—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	settled	into	the	sitting	room.	Maddie	had	already	planted	herself	 in	the
middle	of	the	love-seat.	Keith	took	the	place	he’d	had	earlier,	at	one	end	of	the
couch,	and	Zen	took	the	other	end,	facing	Maddie.	Natani,	too,	re turned	to	his
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chair,	near	Keith.	Alaric	took	the	re maining	chair,	oppo site	Natani,	waiting	for
a	 nod	 be fore	 he	 seated	himself.	 Zen	noted	 that	 the	 basitin	 sat	 very	 straight.
Even	Maddie	slouched	by	comparison—though	curiously,	she	had	her	feet	up
and	in	the	hem	of	her	robe.	Had	she	gotten	cold?	Maybe	she	should	take	that
bath—

Maddie	glared	at	him	and	started	her	re port.	She	was	pre cise	and	succinct.
In	 the	 few	 days	 the	 honor	 guard’s	 stay	 had	 overlapped	with	 hers,	word	 had
reached	her	no	less	than	four	times,	all	different	incidents.

Alaric,	 equally	 pre cise,	 added	 a	 fifth.	He	 had—ostensibly—just	 overheard
some	talk	in	a	bar.

Natani’s	 conclusions	 were	 feeling	 more	 and	 more	 correct.	 Zen	 sighed.
“They	can’t	be	leaking	that	bad.	It’s	intentional.”

Natani’s	fury	spiked,	but	he	just	nodded.
Zen	 sighed	 again.	He	 didn’t	 want	 to	 be lieve	 this,	 not	 of	 his	 own	 peo ple.

“Well,	we	did	wonder	why	we	rated	a	honor	guard.	Now	we	know.”
After	a	moment	of	quiet,	Keith	scratched	at	the	back	of	his	head.	“Let	me

see	if	I’ve	got	this	straight.	They	don’t	know	where	you	are,	so	they	give	you	a
guard	just	to	put	you	on	the	map?”

Zen	nodded.
“And	 then	 they	 spread	 rumors	 that	 you’ll	 be	 ambushed,	 so	 every body

knows	who	to	blame	be fore	any thing	even	happens…”
Alaric	cleared	his	throat,	and	looked	from	Zen	to	Natani.	“And	to	justify	the

honor	guard	in	the	first	place,	I	think.	To	po sition	themselves	as	having	been
on	 your	 side.”	 Natani	 nodded	 at	 the	 basitin,	 and	 he	 continued.	 “But…	 sir,
wouldn’t	 that	be	a	huge	blow	to	their	honor?	Even	to	be	attacked,	and	much
more	so	if	you’re	actually	killed?”

When	Alaric	called	Natani	 ‘sir’,	Zen	saw	Keith	and	Maddie	glance	at	each
other.	They	seemed	surprised,	 then	confused.	Natani	chose	not	 to	pay	 it	any
mind.	“Their	honor?	How	conve 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	avenging	you
to	re store	 their	honor.	The	guilty	will	be	 found	and	punished.	Some	of	 them
might	even	have	some thing	to	do	with	it.”

Natani	nodded	and	sighed.	“And	some…	jackass	is	go ing	to	be moan	how	it
was	too	much	too	soon.	To	call	for	moderation.	If	they’re	really	 clever	 they’ll
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find	a	woman	for	that	bit.	And	nothing	will	change.”	Natani	had	given	voice	to
some	of	Zen’s	de spondency	 there,	 and	 they	 shared	a	moment	of	 amuse ment
and	understanding.	“It’s	a	neat	bit	of	work,	re ally.”

Silence	reigned	for	a	moment.	Keith	looked	to	Zen,	possibly	be cause	Natani
was	still	fo cused	on	Alaric.	“So	what	do	we	do?	Just	ignore	the	honor	guard?”

“That	would	be	a	pretty	big	insult.	No	matter	what	excuse	we	gave.”
“Bring	our	own	peo ple?”
“Also	an	insult,	and	we’d	look	scared.	Plus,	they’d	have	time	to	bring	more

force.	I	think	they’d	feel	comfortable	matching	whatever	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	attention	to wards	Keith	and	said	it	himself.
“…	they’d	be	wrong.	We	could	just	take	the	ambush.”

Natani	looked	at	Keith,	and	anger	be came	tempered	with	love.	He	sighed.
“No.	There’ll	be	bodies	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	having	pro -
tected	us,	any way.”

Maddie	spoke.	“Could	you	sneak	the	honor	guard	in?”
Natani	almost	laughed	at	the	idea,	and	Zen	silently	blessed	the	basitin	for

be ing	who	she	was.	“If	they’re	colluding?”	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	making	our	own	way	there.”

Keith	nodded	slowly.	“And	so	they’ve	put	us	in	a	po sition	where	every one
will	think	we’re	starting	with	a	de liberate	insult.”

Natani’s	 mind	 whirled	 again,	 too	 fast	 for	 Zen	 to	 keep	 track	 of,	 as	 his
brother	came	to	some	de cision.	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,	burning	bright.	Natani	stood	up.	“Oh,	 they
won’t	 think	 I’m	 insulting	 them.	 They’ll	 know.”	 He	 looked	 at	 Alaric.	 “You’re
with	me.”	The	basitin	stood	up	promptly,	and	Natani	gestured	for	him	to	pre -
cede	him	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…?”
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The	wolf	shook	his	head.	“No.	He	slammed	the	link.”
Keith	didn’t	 have	 any	 idea	 either.	He	 glanced	 at	Maddie,	who	 just	 shook

her	head.
Well.	Neither	of	them	needed	looking	after.
An	angry	Natani,	and	Alaric.
…	he	needed	a	distraction.	“Any thing	urgent	in	the	mail?”
Maddie	 snapped	 into	 a	 pro fessional	 de meanour.	 “The	 new	Wreathwood

charter,	sir.”
Keith	raised	his	eye brows.	“Already?”
“Yes,	sir.	The	West	stepped	up	their	schedule;	it’s	possible	they’ve	already

arrived.	We	got	it	through	just	in	time.	It	went	into	effect	four	days	ago.”	She
paused	for	a	few	mo ments.	“Of	course,	you	have	ten	days	 left	 to	object.”	The
tone	said	she	didn’t	quite	expect	him	to	bother	to.

Keith	reached	for	the	bag	and	started	sifting	through	the	contents,	instantly
suspicious.

**

Natani	ushered	Alaric	into	the	bedroom	and	closed	the	door	be hind	them.	His
eyes	 imme diately	 went	 to	 the	 closet	 door.	 It	 seemed	 to	 loom	 over	 him.	 He
turned	to	Alaric.	It’s…	not	like	he	was	running	away	from	it.	Natani	extended
his	hand,	palm	up.	“First	things	first.	Give	me	your	mana	stones.”

Clearly,	 this	wasn’t	 entirely	unexpected.	Alaric	 reached	 into	his	 shirt	 and
pulled	out	the	necklace,	but	didn’t	hand	it	over.	“I…	will	need	these	back,	sir.”

Natani	still	wasn’t	able	to	see	any thing	sarcastic	in	Alaric’s	be havior,	so	he
was	willing	to	put	it	down	to	basitin	be ing	basitin.	“You	can	have	them	when
you	leave.”

Alaric	nodded,	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-

namental	use,	I	assure	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	basitins?”
“De pends	on	how	po lite	you	expect	them	to	be,	sir.”

42Full	House



Natani	considered	the	five	crystals	in	his	palm.	“I	think	you	forgot	the	emp-
ties.”

Alaric	dug	them	up	from	a	different	pocket.	He	was	starting	to	look	a	little
worried.	“Permission	to	be	impressed,	sir?”

Natani	 grinned.	 “You	 should	 save	 that	 for	 when	 I	 mention	 the	 one	 you
buried	in	the	woods.”

“That’s…	not	a	fishing	expe dition,	is	it?	You	actually	know.	Sir.”
“Would	you	like	me	to	de scribe	the	lo cation?”
“…it’s	all	you,	isn’t	it?	Zen	can’t	do	magic.”
Natani	smiled,	and	re minded	himself	not	to	underestimate	the	basitin	just

be cause	he	had	the	upper	hand.	“That’s	almost	a	se cret.”
Alaric	nodded.	“I’ll	keep	it	almost	safe,	sir.”
Natani	rolled	his	eyes,	 then	examined	the	crystals.	The	stones	themselves

weren’t	 any thing	 spe cial,	but	 the	mana	was	unusually	pure.	 “Did	you	charge
these	yourself?”

“Yes,	sir.”
Natani	nodded.	That	was	a	good	sign.	What	had	the	basitin	been	up	to…	he

found	 a	way point	 for	Wreathwood,	 and	 another,	 farther	 out—	 “Is	 that	 way -
point	moving?”

“That	would	be	my	cabin	in	my	ship,	sir.	I	am	not	to	be	disturbed.”
“Can	you	hit	that?”
“I	expect	I’ll	find	out,	sir.”
Interesting…	but	not	rele vant	right	now.	There	was	nothing	else	in	range,

and	as	 far	as	he	could	 tell,	Alaric	hadn’t	been	up	 to	any thing	 flashy.	He	was
tempted	 to	discharge	one	of	 the	 crystals	 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	crystals	into	a	storage	chest	he	used	for	holding	his	own	surplus	and	other
arcane	bibs	and	bobs,	then	closed	the	lid.	He	didn’t	bother	throwing	the	latch;
that	re ally	had	very	little	to	do	with	peo ple	not	getting	in	there.

That	was	one	worry	re moved.	Natani	ratcheted	his	battle-readiness	down	a
notch	and	considered	the	basitin	again.	Nicko lai	Alaric.	Alive	and	respect ful.
What	was	go ing	on	here?	“Do	you	mind	if	I	examine	you?”

“Mind	reading,	sir?”
“No,	but	I	might	see	surface	thoughts	by	accident.”
“…	and	if	I	do	mind,	sir?”
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“I	won’t	force	you.	Keith	might,	though.”
Alaric	seemed	to	consider	for	a	mo ment.	“You	won’t	trawl	out	my	deepest,

darkest	se crets?”
Natani	grinned.	“I	don’t	 think	I	have	that	kind	of	 time.	I	 just	want	 to	see

that	you’re	okay.”
He	 beckoned,	 and,	 re luctantly,	 Alaric	 stepped	 closer.	 Natani	 placed	 his

hands	on	either	side	of	the	basitin’s	face	and	looked	him	in	the	eyes.	The	rest
helped,	but	the	eyes	were	the	important	bit.	There	were	no	surface	thoughts	to
pick	up;	Alaric’s	attention	was	entirely	on	him,	and	 followed	him	as	he	 con-
ducted	 his	 examination.	 He	 quite	 literally	 had	 a	 curious	 mind.	 Every thing
seemed	 to	 be	 in	 its	 place,	 the	 basitin	 hearty	 and	hale,	 both	 body	 and	mind.
Alaric	 had	 a	mind	 like	 a	meticulously	 clean	 desk,	with	 a	 hint	 of	 overstuffed
drawers.	He	didn’t	pry.

Natani	leaned	back	and	let	his	hands	fall	to	his	sides.	There	had	been	a	cer-
tain…	spare ness,	a	pervasive	sense	of	almost	sadness,	that	nothing	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	sanest	basitin	I’ve	ever	met.”

Alaric	actually	seemed	a	little	re lieved.	“I	do	try,	sir.”
Natani	 nodded.	 “Now	 that	 that’s	 dealt	 with,	 there’s	 some thing	 I	 need	 a

hand	with.”
With	grim	de termination,	he	turned	to	the	closet.

**

A	note	fell	out	of	the	sheaf	of	papers,	into	Keith’s	lap.	‘Honor	guard	a	trap.	Am-
bush	by	supposed	ex-brotherhood.	Unknown	whose	plot.’	No	signature.	Writ-
ten	in	Basitin.	He	didn’t	think	it	was	Alaric’s	handwriting,	but	then,	what	were
the	odds	Alaric	would	use	his	own	hand?	Keith	shook	his	head	and	smiled	to
himself.	What	was	he	up	to?

…	and	what	was	Natani?
He	looked	at	Maddie,	play ing	cards	with	Zen.	The	game	was	for	no	stakes,

and	looked	to	be	even.	Those	facts	were	probably	connected.	He	looked	at	the
note	again.	It	would	grate,	but…	if	she’d	been	had,	she	needed	to	know	about
it.	“Lieutenant?”

Maddie	snapped	into	some thing	like	attention.	“Sir?”
Keith	handed	her	the	note.	“This	fell	out.”
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She	took	the	note	and	read	it,	her	face	darkening,	her	ears	drooping,	then
go ing	flat	as	her	eyes	flashed	in	anger.	She	gritted	her	teeth,	and	pro fessional-
ism	re asserted	itself.	“I	suspect	this	is	Alaric’s,	sir.	How	he	managed…	I	have
no	explanation.”

Maddie	handed	the	note	back,	and	Keith	stuck	it	back	in	the	papers.	“Was
there	any thing	else	in	the	bag?”

“Just	 the	 charter,	 sir.	 At	 least,	 there	wasn’t	 supposed	 to	 be.	 It’s	 the	 only
thing	any one’s	had	any	time	for.”

Keith	hefted	the	papers.	“You	should	read	this	through	later.”
“Yes,	sir.”
“As	you	were.”
Keith	watched	 as	Maddie	 turned	 back	 to	 the	 game…	 and	 saw	 Zen,	 obvi-

ously	concerned	for	her.	She	glared	at	the	wolf,	then	sighed,	then	glared	again
be fore	pointedly	study ing	her	cards.	Zen…	couldn’t	help	be ing	who	he	was,	any
more	than	Keith	could	help	loving	him	for	it.	He	wanted	to	touch	the	wolf,	but,
well,	that	wouldn’t	exactly	help	Maddie’s	mood.	Still…	the	couch	did	have	an
open	back.	He	threw	his	tail	out,	discreetly,	and	just	managed	to	brush	Zen’s.
It	was	a	shame	they	weren’t	sitting	a	bit	closer	to	each	other,	but	shifting	now
would	have	been	too	obvious.	The	wolf	looked	at	him,	and	Keith	smiled.	After
a	mo ment,	Zen	smiled	back,	and	Keith	could	feel	the	wolf’s	tail	curling	against
his.	Maddie	 was	 probably	 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	reading.

Their	tails	stayed	to gether,	though.	Keith	tried	not	to	let	it	distract	him	too
much.

After	a	while,	he	got	to	the	partitioning.
“Lieutenant?”
“Sir?”
“Re mind	me	how	our	embassy	building	is	situated	on	our	grounds?	Our	old

grounds?”
“Exactly	in	the	middle,	sir.	Very	symmetrical,	sir.”
“And	on	our	new	grounds?”
“You	said	to	give	them	half,	sir.”
Keith	looked	at	her	completely	inno cent	expression,	and	had	to	grin.	It	was

very	good	that	she	was	on	his	side.	On	average.	“So	I	did.”
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Keith	 re sumed	his	 reading,	 and	 the	 game	 continued	with	Zen	 steadfastly
re fusing	to	play	for	money.

“Lieutenant?”
“Sir?”
“This	new	pro vision	about	fighting	be ing	allowed…”
“Only	 if	 mutually	 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	posting.	And	it	would	be	good	to	get	some

continuity.	 But	was	 that	 re ally	what	 it	 took?	 “…	wait.	Casualties	 are	 forbid-
den?”

“Yes,	 sir.	On	pain	of	 fines,	de portation,	and	 loss	of	 standing,	 sir.	The	 full
rules	are	in	appendix	f,	sir.”

Keith	 read	 through	 the	 entire	 text,	 chasing	 every	 clause	 and	 sub-clause,
stopped	to	think	hard,	did	it	again,	and	finally	put	the	papers	down.	He	looked
at	Maddie.	It	was	very	good	that	she	was	on	his	side.

“Well	done,	Lieutenant.”
Maddie	smiled,	her	ears	perking	up	as	she	did.	“Thank	you,	sir.”

**

Buried	 in	 the	deepest	 re cesses	of	 the	closet	was	a	package,	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	himself—herself.	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,	standing	naked	except	for	her	bindings.

Natani	 noted	 with	 some	 amuse ment	 that	 Alaric	 hadn’t	 turned	 around.
Well,	it	was	all	the	same	to	her	if	the	basitin	wasn’t	feeling	prudish.

She	still	felt	a	twinge	of	uneasiness	as	she	undid	the	bindings.
Natani	 unwrapped	 the	 package	 and	 looked	 at	 the	 card—‘For	 fighting	 the

good	 fight’—be fore	 care fully	 setting	 it	 aside	 and	 looking	 at	 the	 contents.	 It
was…	 even	 worse	 than	 she	 remembered.	 She	 couldn’t	 de cide	 which	 looked
more	ridiculous:	the	pants	or	the	top.	And	who	even	wore	leather?	But	she’d
de cided.	 She	 started	 by	 wriggling	 herself	 into	 the	 pants.	 That,	 at	 least,	 she
knew	to	be	possible,	as	 improbable	as	 it	 seemed.	She	did	her	best	 to	re main
dignified—Alaric	was	still	watching—and	if	she	didn’t	quite	manage	that,	well,
at	least	she	didn’t	get	flustered.
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She	had	to	marvel	at	the	fit.	As	tight	as	they	were,	the	pants	afforded	move -
ment,	and	de spite	leaving	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	understood	pre cisely	how	the	damn	thing	was	supposed
to	be	put	on.	She	 just	didn’t	 see	any	way	 to	do	 it	by	herself,	 short	of	maybe
magic.	She	sighed.	“Alaric?”

“Yes—”	he	paused	just	long	enough	for	Natani	to	see	it	coming	“—ma’am?”
She	grinned	at	him.	Clever	bastard.	“Hook	this	up	for	me.”
Natani	turned	away,	then	pulled	her	hair	over	one	shoulder	and	moved	her

tail	to	the	side.	She	cupped	her	breasts	with	the	top	and	stood	still,	feeling	ab-
so lutely	ridiculous.	She	maintained	aware ness	of	Alaric,	ready	to	bind	him	if
necessary—you	don’t	quite	 turn	your	back	on	 some one	 like	 that.	The	basitin
took	a	mo ment	be fore	stepping	closer.	He	almost	seemed	hesitant.	But	after	a
mo ment,	 he	 took	 hold	 of	 the	 trailing	 ends	 of	 the	 garment,	 figured	 out	 the
latches	and	catches,	and	tried	to	make	the	ends	meet.

This	was	 go ing	 to	 be	 tight.	Natani	 adjusted	 her	 shoulders,	 breathed	 out,
and	 still	 no	 go,	 no	 matter	 how	 much	 Alaric	 tugged	 at	 it.	 Though…	 was	 he
avoiding	touching	her?	“Try	closer	to	my	back.”

Progress.	Natani	could	feel	his	fingers	as	he	worked.	She	supposed	it	was	a
pretty	intimate	place	to	touch	some one,	at	that,	but	as	far	as	she	re membered
it	didn’t	hold	any	spe cial	significance	to	basitins.

Of	course,	they	could	make	general	significance	go	quite	a	long	way.
“Done.”
Natani	 stopped	smooshing	her	boobs,	only	 for	 them	to	stay	smooshed.	 It

felt	more	 like	Keith	than	a	garment.	But	 it	didn’t	re ally	 feel	all	 that	constric-
tive,	de spite	holding	her	close.	Again,	like	Keith.	She	rolled	her	eyes	at	herself
and	turned	to	face	Alaric.

The	basitin	still	appeared	nonchalant.	She	hadn’t	exactly	expected	him	to
be	 easily	 flappable,	 but	 there	 was	 still	 some thing	 re assuring	 about	 it.	 Of
course,	he	didn’t	know	her.	And	wasn’t	a	wolf.	So	his	use fulness	as	a	test	audi-
ence	was	perhaps	a	bit	questionable.

‘How	do	I	look?’	seemed…	off.	“What’s	the	impression?”
“Like	you’re	ready	to	go	to	war,	ma’am.”
She’d	take	that.
Would	have	pre ferred	it	to	go ing	to	the	sitting	room,	quite	possibly.
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She	just…	needed	a	mo ment	to	get	used	to	the	clothes.	Yeah.	And	there	was
the	way	Alaric	had	felt	when	she	examined	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	answers
flee.	“I…	wanted	to	see	him,	ma’am.”	She	clearly	didn’t	consider	the	question
answered.	“I	was	in	Wreathwood	on	business.	I	saw	Mad die	as	she	was	leav-
ing,	and	I	just…	followed	her.	I	shouldn’t	have.	But	I	did.”

The	wolf	looked	curious.	“And	why	shouldn’t	you	have?”
How	 did	 she	 not	 see?	 “I	 don’t	 de serve	 to.	 Not	 after	 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	crystal	you	hid.
And	you	shouldn’t	have	some	hare brained	scheme	for	him	that	he’ll	only	learn
about	when	it’s	already	too	late.”	She	glared	at	him	for	emphasis.	“He	thought
you	were	alive.	He	re ally	did.	But	he	couldn’t	bring	himself	 to	believe	 it,	 be -
cause	that	would	have	made	him	less	guilty.	So	you	shouldn’t	keep	pre tending
that	you	don’t	matter.”	He	had	no	answer.	The	wolf	sighed	again.	“Look.	You…
care	for	him,	yes?”

He	found	his	conviction.	“I’d	die	for	him,	ma’am.”
Natani	covered	her	face	with	one	hand.	“That’s	lit erally	the	last	thing	any-

one	wants	you	to	do.”
“…	re ally?”
“Re ally.”
“I…”	he	snapped	a	salute.	“Yes,	ma’am!”
She	stood	up.	“Right.	And	enough	with	the	sir	and	ma’am	routine.	I’m	not

go ing	to	take	charge	of	you.	The	name	is	Natani.”
It	 appeared	 to	not	 be	 an	 ironic	 state ment.	Alaric	 dropped	 the	 salute	 and

tried	to	re lax,	but	it	didn’t	come	easily.	It	didn’t	help	that	she	re minded	him	of
the	King.	The	wolf	smiled	at	him.	Re assuringly?	“Thank	you…	Natani.”

She	nodded	at	him.	“Now,	let’s	get	out	there.”
Natani	pre ceded	him	out,	and	Alaric	didn’t	avert	his	eyes	fast	enough.	He’d
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heard	the	rumors,	but…
Tailless	chaps.	Far	lewder	than	nudity.

**

Natani	let	Alaric	enter	first,	and	waited	in	the	corridor.	She’d	pressed	the	ba-
sitin	into	play ing	her	herald.	Stopping	even	for	a	mo ment,	she	started	feeling
uneasy	again.	She	hated	that.	It	wasn’t	like	she	was	stepping	out	in	front	of	the
council…

She	found	a	grin	for	herself.	Maybe	that	was	exactly	it.	It	wasn’t	the	coun-
cil.	It	actually	mat tered	what	these	peo ple	thought.

Didn’t	make	it	easier,	though.
She	heard	Alaric	clear	his	throat.	“The	wolfess,	Natani.”
Nice	into nation.
She	stepped	into	the	room,	holding	herself	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	surprised	to…	thoughtful.	He

could	have	had	some	re action,	surely—	priorities.	Thoughtful	was	good.	Mad-
die	went	wide-eyed,	then	for	some	reason	glared	at	Alaric.	Zen…

Natani	sighed.	“Shut	up,	Zen.”
She	still	had	the	link	closed,	but,	looking	at	her	brother	holding	his	muzzle

with	both	hands,	there	were	times	when	the	link	wasn’t	necessary.
Just	when	it	looked	like	Zen	was	about	to	explode,	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 alized	what	that	was	doing	to	her
breasts.	“Look,	it	can’t	be	me.	I	will	always	be	a	spe cial	case.	Holding	me	up	as
some	kind	of	example	wouldn’t	be…	honest.	Maybe	it	would	work,	but	I’m	not
go ing	to	start	ly ing	about	who	I	am.	We	need	others.	We	need…	who	I	might
have	 been.”	 Stop	 feeling	 so	 damn	unsure	 of	 yourself.	 Find	 that	 anger	 again.
“And	 there	have	 to	be	others,	be cause	 if	 there	aren’t,	 then	we’re	wrong.	And
we’re	not.”	Some	of	the	heat	was	re turning.	“So	no,	I’m	not	going	to	do	that.
But	 these	 assholes…	 they’re	 not	 even	 taking	 assassinat ing	 me	 se riously.”
Anger	flared.	That	was	an	insult.	“And	it’s	not	my	mind	they	hate,	it’s	my	body.
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So	for	them…”	Her	temper	was	back	at	full	force.	Even	Zen	was	growing	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	distinction,	but	she	had
enough	conviction	not	to	care.	Keith	just	nodded.	“So	I	need	to	see	that	I	can
actually	 fight	 in	 this…”	 She	 gestured	 at	 her	 outfit.	 “This.	 And	 since	 brother
dearest	doesn’t	look	like	he	could	stay	standing…”	Maddie	was	making	not-me
mo tions.	Alaric	was	an	unknown.	Keith	was	already	standing	up.	“Let’s	go.”

*

Alaric	watched	 as	Keith	 got	 up	 and	 joined	Natani,	 and	 caught	 a	 flash	 of	 his
naked	ankles	again.	He	re ally	needed	to	get	the	hang	of	not	looking	at	people
be low	 the	 knee	 while	 he	 was	 here.	 Keith	 nodded	 at	 him	 as	 he	 passed,	 and
Alaric	nodded	back,	dumb.	They	left	the	room,	and	he	watched	them	go.

Maybe	he	should	make	that	be low	the	shoulders.
After	a	mo ment,	Maddie	got	up	to	follow,	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.
Maddie	looked	at	Zen,	and	the	wolf	let	her	go.	He	sounded	amused.	“That’s

a	them	mo ment.”
Maddie	shrugged	and	sat	back	down,	once	more	pulling	her	feet	up	into	the

hem	of	her	robe.	Alaric	nodded	to	himself.	Consistency	was	key.	Maddie	shot
him	an	angry	glare.	There,	too.

Well.	This	didn’t	stand	to	get	awkward	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	different	from	Natani’s	than	Alaric
had	been	expecting,	but	the	re semblance	was	otherwise	clear.	He’d	heard	the
wolf	 de scribed	 as	 good-natured,	 and	 as	 some one	who	was	 never	 all	 that	 far
from	a	smile.	After	his	re action	to	Natani	just	now,	Alaric	thought	he	could	see
it.

He	stepped	over	to	Zen,	who	was	just	straightening	up	from	gathering	up
his	cards	from	the	floor.	The	wolf	 looked	at	him,	curious,	and	he	proffered	a
hand.	“Nickolai	Alaric.”

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

**

This	looked	to	be	the	kind	of	spar	that	would	have	been	better	done	outdoors,
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	assumed	his	po sition,	keeping	a	care ful	eye	on	Natani.	The	wolf	hesi-
tated	for	a	mo ment,	then	took	off	her	mana	necklace	and	put	it	on	the	table.

Not	a	good	sign.
She	 stretched	 a	 bit	 and	 tested	 how	 she	 could	move,	 and	 Keith	 was	 very

nearly	distracted	 from	matters	 at	 hand.	 It	 didn’t	 look	 like	 the	 clothes	would
give	her	much	trouble…	but	that	had	never	been	what	this	was	about.	She	set-
tled	into	po sition,	oppo site	him,	with	an	intent	look	on	her	face.	And	waited.

Also	not	a	good	sign.
Keith	went	 in.	He	pre ferred	 to	be	on	 the	defensive,	 re acting	 to	his	oppo -

nent.	He	 didn’t	 doubt	 he’d	 get	 the	 chance.	 And	 indeed,	 he	was	 only	 able	 to
press	Natani	for	a	short	mo ment.	When	they’d	originally	started	sparring,	he’d
been	able	to	keep	winning	on	speed	and	technique.	He	still	had	a	slight	edge	in
both,	but	it	was	no	longer	enough	to	overcome	the	wolf’s	reach.	These	days	he
was	the	underdog,	taking	points	where	he	could.

And	to day,	he	couldn’t.	It	was	plain	that	Natani	was	angry,	but	it	wasn’t	the
kind	of	anger	that	 leads	to	mistakes.	She	had	bottled	it	up,	but	it	was	a	clear
bottle,	the	contents	plain	to	see;	a	quiet	fury,	bringing	utmost	fo cus.

Even	angry,	she	was	beautiful	to	him.
Keith	 tried	 every thing	 he	 could	 think	 of—holding	 back	 would	 have	 been

unforgivable—but	could	barely	 land	a	hit,	 and	 increasingly	 found	himself	up
against	a	wall.	Natani’s	intensity	never	flagged.	There	was	none	of	their	usual
interplay	 to day,	 this	 was	 about	 winning.	 But	 she	 was	 still	 fighting	 cleanly—
overwhelming	strength,	not	underhanded	tricks.

Not	that	she	was	inclined	to	go	for	low	blows	these	days,	ever	since	a	spar-
ring	accident	while	she	had	been	in	Zen’s	body.	It	had	been	 an	accident,	but
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Keith	had	still	apologized	pro fusely.	To	both	of	them.
Keith	grunted	as	another	strike	made	it	past	his	block,	pushing	him	against

the	wall,	then	another,	pinning	him.	He	thought	he	felt	the	wall	give	a	little.	He
was	re silient	to	pain,	but	not	impervious	to	damage.	He	had	two,	maybe	three
bro ken	ribs	and	a	bruised	every thing.	The	fight	was	only	be coming	more	one-
sided.	There	was	no	winning	move	here,	and	he	didn’t	think	Natani	needed	a
punching	 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	confused.	Keith	never	yielded.	But	there	the	ba sitin
was,	down	on	one	knee,	grimacing.	In	pain.	He	had	a	bloodied	lip,	and	she	had
his	blood	on	her	knuckles.	The	heat	of	the	battle	faded,	and	she	felt	disgusted
with	herself.	This…	wasn’t	strength.

She	grabbed	her	mana	crystals	and	crouched	next	to	Keith.	Her	heart	sunk
more	as	she	saw	the	extent	of	the	dam age	she’d	done.	Her	top	felt	tighter	than
the	bindings	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	little	subdued.	That	helped.	A	little.	Keith	closed	his	eyes	and	let	out	a
sigh	as	Natani	be gan.	Basitin	were	hard	to	heal,	but	she’d	had	practice.

When	it	was	done,	she	stood	up.	“Keith,	I’m—”
He’d	already	been	moving	to	take	her	hand.	Still	on	one	knee,	he	kissed	the

back	 of	 her	 hand—perhaps	 for	 the	 first	 time—be fore	 turning	 it	 around	 and
kissing	her	palm.	He	looked	up	at	her	and	smiled.	“Natani.	You	are	strong,	and
you	are	beautiful,	and	it	has	nothing	to	do	with	what	you	wear	or	how	you	call
yourself.	It	never	did.”

Was	it	re ally	that	simple?	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	happened,	with	Keith	by	her	side?	“That	simple?”

A	simple	nod.	“That	simple.	You’re	any one’s	equal.”
Natani	 found	she	was	smiling.	 “A	basitin—what	was	 that	word—egalitari-

anist?”
Keith	grinned	at	her.	“Just	don’t	tell	the	King.”
He	was	still	holding	her	hand,	and	when	she	pulled	it	back	there	was	a	mo-
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ment	where	he	caught	at	her	fingers,	prompting	her	to	clasp	his	hand	in	turn.
Natani	gave	his	 fingers	a	 squeeze	and	stroked	 the	back	of	his	hand	with	her
thumb.	 She	 let	 out	 a	 long	 sigh,	 and	 the	 last	 of	 the	 uncertainty	went	with	 it.
“Thank	you,	Keith.”

*

He	smiled	at	her.	“Happy	to	be	of	service.”
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	appre ciatively	and	made	a	show	of	looking—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	 coming	 off	 by	 them-
selves.	Every 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	better	than	fighting

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	settled	on.	She	might	have	been	beau tiful	when	she	was	an-
gry,	but	happy,	 she	was	be yond	beautiful.	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	making	me	question	my	sexuality.”
Natani	laughed,	then	reached	out	to	touch	him	on	the	cheek.	Her	hand	lin -

gered.	“Care	to	put	it	to	the	test?”
Well,	 she	certainly	 seemed	more	 re laxed	now…	but	maybe	 there	was	still

some	tension	 to	re lease.	He	stepped	 forward,	and	Natani	pulled	him	 into	an
embrace.	He	got	a	face ful	of…	leather.	Well,	that	was	new.	Interesting	texture.
He	did	some	ex perimental	nuzzling,	and	Natani	laughed	again.	It	was	a	good
sound.	He	let	his	hands	roam	down	her	back,	past	the	slowly	wagging	tail,	and
squeezed	her	ass	firmly.

It	re ally	was	an	interesting	texture.

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

Easier	said	than	done.	It	 took	some	pushing	and	wriggling	 just	 to	get	 the
pants	off	her	hips,	and	then	they	started	bunching	up.	Might	go	easier	 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	under	 to	pop	his	head	up	be tween
her	legs	and	smile	up	at	her.	Quite	inno 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	others	waiting	for	hours.”
Keith	grinned.	“It’s	always	something.”
She	leaned	back	in	the	heavy	wooden	chair.	A	re grettably	common	feature

of	human	furniture	was	that	the	backrests	often	couldn’t	accommo date	a	tail,
but	 it	didn’t	much	matter	 sitting	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	 settle	 into	 a	 comfortable	 a	 po sition.	 This…	might	 take	 a
while.	Some thing	stirred	in	her	at	the	thought.

Keith	 be gan	 slowly,	 kissing	 her	 on	 the	 thigh,	 on	 where	 the	 leg	 joins	 the
body,	on	 the	other	 thigh…	every where	except	where	 she	wanted	him	 to.	She
had	never	been	very	patient	with	her	pleasure,	 and	Keith’s	 expert	attentions
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	 carving	new	grooves	 in	 the	armrests.	When	he	 fi-
nally	ze roed	in	on	her	womanhood,	she	gasped.	Lapping,	licking,	circling,	teas-
ing…	after	 the	slow	be ginning,	 it	was	much	more,	much	faster,	 than	she	was
expecting.	 But	 as	 her	 pleasure	 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,	until	even	just	his	breath	on	her	was	almost	too
much.

But	never	quite	enough.
She	closed	her	eyes	and	surrendered	herself	into	Keith’s	hands,	and	Keith

carried	her.	The	edge	stretched	into	an	end less	plain,	until	her	whole	body	was
tense	 with	 the	 need	 for	 re lease,	 her	 breathing	 ragged	 with	 moans.	 Forget
penance.	She	never	wanted	this	to	stop.
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She	didn’t	know	what	finally	pushed	her	over.	She	wasn’t	even	sure	Keith
was	touching	her	when	it	happened.	All	she	knew	was	that	after	that	endless
mo ment,	she	crested	like	rarely	be fore.	Keith	was	still	 there	with	her,	adding
his	 little	 touches	 as	 she	 strained	against	 the	 chair;	 pushing	on	 the	 armrests,
pushing	against	the	back,	her	legs	around	the	ba sitin,	her	feet	on	the	small	of
his	 back,	 pulling	 at	 him.	 Keith	 endured,	 but	 the	 wood	 creaked	 with	 the
strength	 of	 her	 orgasm.	 Finally,	 finally,	 she	 started	 to	 come	 off	 it.	 Another
eternity	passed	on	the	way	down.

Keith	pushed	her	back	over.

**

Zen	made	a	show	of	frowning	at	his	cards.	Alaric	had	pro fessed	to	be	unfamil-
iar	 with	 the	 game,	 but	 they’d	 soon	 had	 to	 re sort	 to	 colluding	 completely
shame lessly	just	to	try	and	pull	back	his	early	lead.

The	first	handful	of	hands	had	been	accentuated	by	the	occasional	shake	of
the	 walls.	 Alaric	 had	 seemed	 appre ciative,	 Maddie	 unnerved.	 Zen	 couldn’t
blame	her.	The	way	Natani	had	felt…	If	it	had	been	any one	but	Keith,	he	would
have	been	worried.	But	it	was	Keith.	They’d	elevated	not	killing	each	other	to
an	art.

Still.	Every	thump	and	rattle	had	called	for	a	little	more	not	wor rying.	And
after	 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	getting
terminally	distracted.	He’d	still	caught	a	bit	of	it,	enough	to	remind	him	how
badly	he	wanted	Keith.

But	 the	 interesting	 bit	 had	 come	 next.	 They’d	 been	 play ing	 along,	 when
Alaric	had	suddenly	tilted	his	head	and	raised	his	eye brows.	He’d	looked	first
at	Zen,	who’d	feigned	puzzle ment.	It	was	no	great	mystery	to	him	what	the	ba-
sitin	must	have	been	re acting	to,	but	he	couldn’t	hear	any thing	himself.	Alaric
had	then	tried	to	catch	Maddie’s	eye,	and	when	he	eventually	had,	Maddie	had
blushed.	Over	the	following	minutes,	Alaric’s	eye brows	had	continued	to	climb
until	they	seemed	in	danger	of	leaving	his	face	alto gether,	and	Maddie’s	blush
had	deepened	to	the	point	where	Zen	though	he	could	find	her	in	the	dark.

He’d	known	basitin	hearing	was	good,	but…
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The	thing	of	it	was,	there	wasn’t	really	any thing	he	could	do	about	it.	The
weather	was	still	dreadful,	and	if	they	could	hear	them	here,	there	was	no	rea-
son	 to	 expect	 they	 couldn’t	hear	 them	every where	 else	 in	 the	house.	And	he
wouldn’t	have	interrupted	Keith	and	Natani	for	anything,	not	just	then.

He	didn’t	really	see	any	harm	in	it,	either.	Alaric	seemed	more	impressed
than	any thing	else,	and	Maddie…	Well,	Maddie	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	actu ally…	he	grinned.	“Oh,	right!	It’s	the	full	moon	tonight.”

**

Finally,	finally	it	was	over.	She	slumped	into	the	chair,	drew	a	ragged	breath,
and	opened	her	eyes.

Keith	was	smiling	at	her,	 just	as	she’d	known	he	would	be.	His	voice	was
like	music	to	her.	“Better?”

She	returned	the	smile,	knowing	she	looked	goofy,	knowing	Keith	loved	it.
“Yes.”

Keith	 rested	his	head	against	her	 thigh,	 and	Natani	 stroked	his	hair.	His
ears.	The	basitin	closed	his	eyes	for	a	mo ment,	a	smile	play ing	on	his	lips.	He
sighed	and	opened	 them	again,	and	Natani	knew	he	was	about	 to	say	some-
thing	foolish.	“Come	on.	We	need	to	get	back	to	the	others.”

Unaccept able.	Abso lutely	unacceptable.	But…	could	she	make	him	change
his	mind	without	taking	charge?	“Just	a	bit	longer?”

Keith	nodded,	surprised.	Then	grinned.	“Need	a	mo ment?”
Natani	laughed	quietly.	She	probably	did,	at	that.
The	pants	had	inched	their	way	down	to	her	ankles	in	the	tumult.	She	care -

fully	 kicked	 them	 off,	 conscious	 of	 Keith’s	 head	 be tween	 her	 legs.	 She	 still
rubbed	against	him	a	bit,	not	that	he	seemed	to	mind.	Quite	the	opposite.	Her
legs	free,	she	sat	up	a	bit	straighter	in	the	chair—one	of	the	armrests	was	a	lit-
tle	loose.	Had	she	done	that?—and	snuck	her	feet	into	Keith’s	lap.	The	basitin’s
expression	 took	on	a	breathless	quality.	She	got	 the	 lay	of	 the	 land	with	her
paws.	Hilly.	Re membering	the	approach	he’d	taken,	she	didn’t	go	for	the	obvi-
ous	moves,	 but	 rather	 roamed	 around,	with	 only	 the	 occasional	nudge,	 as	 if
care lessly,	with	a	toe,	a	heel,	an	ankle…	These	were	accompanied	by	cute	little

56Full	House



sounds	 from	 Keith.	 As	 she	 slowly	 kneaded	 against	 him,	 she	 also	 resumed
stroking	his	ears,	occasionally	scratching	him	just	so.	Books	had	been	written
on	the	subtleties	of	touching	a	basitin’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	toward	or	away,	and	be fore	long	he	was	once	again	lapping	at	her,
almost	 hungrily,	 intently.	 It	wasn’t	 just	 about	 her,	 any more.	 She	 pinned	 his
ears	 against	 her	 thighs,	 mas saging	 them,	 and	 the	 basitin’s	 fervor	 doubled.
Natani	could	see	his	tail	curling.	Her	pleasure	rose	swiftly	and	she	almost	lost
herself	in	it,	arching	her	back,	moaning	as	Keith	lavished	her	with	his	tongue.
But	if	 it	wasn’t	all	about	her,	 it	was	still	Keith	playing	to	her	expectations.	In
his	lap,	she	abandoned	all	pre tense,	grabbing	at	him	with	her	toes,	massaging
him.	She	knew	it	would	drive	him	crazy.

Then	she	stopped.
She	rested	her	feet	on	Keith’s	thighs,	her	hands	on	the	armrests.	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	humor.

Natani	tried	for	an	inno cent	expression	of	her	own.	It	probably	wasn’t	very
good.	 “You	 said	 something	 about	 getting	 back?”	 She	 curled	 her	 toes	 slightly
against	his	thighs.	It	could	have	been	a	signal	for	him	to	get	off.

It	could	have	been.

*

Keith	was	painfully	erect	after	what	Natani	had	been	do ing	to	him,	what	he’d
been	 do ing	 to	Natani.	He	whimpered	 inwardly.	 If	 he	 stuck	 to	 his	 script,	 he
would	have	to	say	yes.	It	hadn’t	been	a	bluff,	but	Natani	was	call ing	it	anyway.
And	if	he	doubled	down,	there	would	be	nothing	to	do	but	walk	away.	That	was
the	point,	of	course.	A	 lesson	 in	wolfish	wisdom.	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	exactly	the	right	time.
He	grabbed	Natani’s	feet	and	shifted	them	off	him.	The	touch	was	fresh	tin-

der	for	the	bonfire	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	 struggled	 out	 of	 his	 pants.	 That	 wasn’t	 the
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tight ness	he	wanted	to	be	feeling.	He	sent	the	confining	garments	fly ing,	then
leaned	over	Natani	to	kiss	her.	He	was	go ing	to	do	this	thing.	Natani’s	re turn-
ing	kiss	was	almost	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 sitioned	himself,	until	he	could	feel	himself	rubbing	against
the	 fur	of	her	 stomach.	He	kissed	her	on	 the	 throat,	hungrily,	 then	 travelled
down	farther.	He	settled	his	face	into	her	cleavage	and	started	poking	at	her.
The	angle	was	good,	he	should	be	able	to…	after	a	few	false	starts,	he	had	it.	He
slid	all	the	way	in	in	one	thrust,	coming	to	rest	his	weight	against	Natani,	stop-
ping	there.	That	was	the	feeling	he	wanted.	Natani	let	out	a	sat isfied	sigh,	and
he	started	moving.	Long	strokes,	pulling	almost	all	the	way	out,	only	to	sheath
himself	to	the	hilt	again.	He	went	at	his	own	pace,	neither	fast	nor	slow,	enjoy-
ing	the	sensations	and	letting	his	pleasure	build	slowly.	Natani	be gan	moaning
under	him,	but	her	arms	were	still	on	the	armrests,	and	she	didn’t	do	any thing
to	 urge	 him	 to	 do	 anything	 dif ferent.	 He	 thought	 he	 could	 change	 that.	 He
picked	up	his	pace,	slamming	into	her	a	little	harder	on	each	thrust,	pushing
against	her	for	a	moment	be fore	withdrawing	again.	Her	moans	took	on	a	new,
more	urgent	tone.	He	nuzzled	at	her	breasts	playfully,	made	more	dif ficult	by
the	leather	top.	Finally,	he	could	feel	her	arms	around	him,	roaming	his	back.
Still	there	was	no	direction,	but	no	matter;	the	embrace	was	what	he’d	wanted.
He	sped	up	again,	and	Natani’s	hold	on	him	tightened.	Faster.	He	was	panting
with	the	pleasure	and	the	exertion,	and	he	could	tell	from	the	way	Natani	was
clutching	at	his	back	that	she	couldn’t	be	far	either.	Still	faster.	Natani	let	out
one,	 long,	 drawn	 out	 moan	 and	 he	 felt	 her	 body	 quake	 with	 her	 pleasure.
Faster.	He	pushed	his	body	as	far	as	it	would	go,	racing	to	catch	up	with	her.
And	suddenly,	he	was	there.

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

The	back	legs	buckled	under.

**

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

“Thank	you.”	The	mumbled	words	came	from	some where	in	the	vicinity	of	her
breasts.	Natani	was	ly ing	in	the	ruins	of	what	had	been	the	venerable	old	chair,
Keith	still	on	top	of	her,	her	arms	still	around	him.	That	had	been	a	pretty	con-
fusing	few	mo ments.	But	no	harm	done,	except	to	the	chair.

She	 found	 an	 ear	 to	 rub,	 in	 a	 way	 that	 spoke	 of	 love	 and	 intimacy,	 and
smiled	to	herself.	“Happy	to	be	of	service.”

**

The	two	joined	them	rather	sheepishly,	bearing	armloads	of	fire wood	that	Zen
suspected	had	been	the	clunky	old	chair	in	the	guest	room.	Alaric	and	Maddie
were	on	their	best	be havior,	but	Zen	grinned	at	Natani.	“‘Just	try	not	to	break
any	of	the	furniture’?”

Natani	 grinned	 back,	 unabashed.	 “It	 might,	 perhaps,	 sometimes	 be	 in-
evitable.”

The	two	of	them	stacked	the	wood	next	to	the	fire place.	Keith	found	some -
thing	that	caught	his	interest	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	mantel piece
with	a	clink.

Natani	was	still	wearing	her	earlier	getup,	but	the	air	felt	a	lot	clearer	now.
Zen	let	the	link	fill	with	his	boy-in-a-candy-store	excite 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	sister!”

Alaric	nodded.	“We’ve	met.”
He	tried	Maddie	next.	“My	sister!”
She	rolled	her	eyes.	“Obviously.”
He	turned	to	Keith.	“Sister!”
The	basitin	walked	over	and	kissed	him	on	the	top	of	the	head.	“Yes,	yes,

well	done.”
Sister?
Natani	radiated	amuse ment.	If	you	like.
Zen	 let	out	a	sigh.	What	a	world.	Well.	Back	 to	business.	 “So,	could	you?
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Fight	in	that.”
Natani	took	a	curtsy,	and	even	though	there	was	no	way	to	make	it	work	in

those	clothes…	she	somehow	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	Maddie	was	 still	 occupying	 the	 love-
seat.	Natani	and	Keith	sat	down	on	the	couch,	right	next	 to	each	other.	 “No.
We	leave	the	honor	guard	to	 look	after	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	neutral,	but
Zen	thought	the	unspo ken	‘Is	that	wise?’	was	still	very	loud.

Keith	nodded.	“Not	in	any	of ficial	capacity.	I’m	just	arm	candy.	Which	re -
minds	me…”	he	gave	Natani	a	sideways	glance.	“You	never	de cided	if	you	want
me	de voted	or	petulant.”

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

A	smile	flickered	on	Keith’s	face.	“Maybe.	But…	you	didn’t	answer	my	ques-
tion.”

The	 flash	of	 love	made	Zen	smile,	unbidden.	This	was	how	things	should
be.	Natani	leaned	down	to	kiss	Keith,	tenderly.	She	smiled	at	the	basitin.	“De-
voted.”

Keith	rested	his	head	against	her	chest.	“Always.”
Zen	watched	the	other	basitins	for	po tential	squirming	at	the	open	display

of	affection,	but	it	looked	like	they	were	already	all	scandaled	out.	“Sorry	about
that,	 they’re	 incorrigible.”	 Though…	He	 tilted	 his	 head	 and	 looked	 at	 Keith,
grinning.	“Maybe	I	should	go	for	petulant,	just	to	see	what	it’s	like.”

Still	snuggled	into	Natani’s	chest,	Keith	tilted	his	head	down	a	bit	and	ad-
justed	his	ears,	then	looked	at	Zen	from	un der	his	brows.	He	didn’t	quite	make
it	all	the	way	to	petulant	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,	sepa-
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rating	from	her	and	giving	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…	tomorrow?	No,	the	day	after	to mor-
row.”	She	looked	at	Alaric.	“I	trust	you	can	stay	that	long?”

Alaric	nodded	slowly.	“That	will	not	be	a	problem.”
Natani	nodded	back,	then	looked	over	the	basitins.	“Any one	have	anything

to	add?”
Maddie	did.	“Consider	who	you	want	as	your	ene mies.	There’s	no	way	this

plan	to	kill	you	is	a	consensus	de cision.	They	won’t	all	be	at	fault,	even	if	they
are	all	to	blame.	After	all…”—she	looked	at	Alaric—“…	it	only	takes	one.”

Keith	 nodded,	 and	 to	 Mad die’s	 apparent	 consternation,	 so	 did	 Alaric.
Natani	 nodded	 as	well.	 There	would	 be	 time	 to	 think	 things	 through	 on	 the
road.	“Any one	else?”	Nobody.	“And	with	that,	the	topic	of	peo ple	trying	to	kill
us	is,	once	again,	tabled.	Now…”	she	turned	to	Alaric.	“How	is	the	King?”

**

As	the	evening	progressed,	 the	topics	varied	from	the	King	to	the	Empire,	 to
Wreathwood	 and	 what	 the	West	 embassy	 would	 mean,	 to	 purely	 mainland
matters	 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	dinner,	Zen	took
the	turn,	even	though	it	should	have	been	Keith’s.	He	silently	sent	the	wolf	his
love	and	gratitude.

*

Alaric	had	come	half-expecting	to	be	left	on	the	doorstep,	but	he	found	himself
welcomed	instead.	Well,	except	for	Maddie,	who	never	seemed	to	miss	an	op-
portunity	to	nee dle	him.	He	took	it	in	stride;	would	have	taken	much	worse.	It
became	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	 interactions,	the	casual	af fection,	 love	was	the	only	frame	that	fit.	Well,
and	so.	The	only	question	of	import	was	whether	Keith	was	happy,	and	that	he
was.	Happier	 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	himself.
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*

After	dinner,	Zen	brought	out	the	cof fee.	The	storm	had	passed,	and	the	win-
dows	were	open	to	the	clear	summer	night.	When	he	handed	Alaric	his	mug,
the	 basitin	 thanked	 him,	 then	 actu ally	 smiled.	 Zen	 took	 his	 seat,	 watching
Alaric	as	he	spoke	with	Keith.	He	seemed	to	be	getting	livelier	by	the	mo ment.
What	do	you	make	of	him?

Natani	smiled,	sipping	her	coffee.	I	think	he’s	coming	in	out	of	the	cold.

**

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

**

“Okay?”
Keith	 strug gled	 with	 himself.	 But	 they	 were	 insis 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 sibly	via	some	detours

—when	the	wolves	had	sprung	this	conversation	on	him.	He	sighed,	staring	at
the	 ceiling.	What	was	 he	 going	 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	anxious	since…
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Since	you.
Zen	nodded,	then	smiled.	So	what	do	you	expect	me	to	do?	Mark	my	terri-

tory?
Pure	 pragmatism.	 And	 why	 not?	 Don’t	 you	 think	 he’d	 like	 that?	 She

grinned.	Especially	if	you	told	him.
Zen	consid ered.	…	he	probably	would,	huh.	But…	He	stroked	Keith’s	back,

then	reached	up	to	rub	the	basitin’s	ears.	Soothing.
“Mmph.”	Keith	put	his	arms	around	him,	and	Zen	knew	he’d	done	the	right

thing.	He	managed	to	not	get	hard,	too.	Keith	probably	would	have	taken	issue
at	being	poked	in	the	stom ach.	He	still	managed	to	not	get	hard,	and	had	to	be
amused	at	himself.	The	burden	of	age	and	experience.

You’re	too	quick	to	sacrifice	yourself,	brother.
It	was	an	old	complaint;	there	was	no	weight	to	it,	only	love.	Zen	sent	his

love	 back.	There’s	 no	 sacrifice	 here,	 sister.	 “This	 is	 what	 I	 want	 to	 do	 right
now.”

“Mmh.”
Natani	nodded.	It	wasn’t	as	if	she	didn’t	understand.	She	shifted	closer	to

them,	but	didn’t	quite	snuggle	up	to	Keith.	Two	wolves	was	a	lot	of	warmth	in
the	summer	months.	But…	Keith	wrapped	his	tail	around	Natani’s	leg,	nudg -
ing	her	closer.

A	lot	isn’t	always	too	much.
Natani	shifted	closer	still,	giving	one	of	Keith’s	ears	a	lick	as	she	did,	then

nuzzled	his	neck.	She	put	one	hand	to	Keith’s	side,	then	followed	the	basitin’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,
taking	in	the	wolf’s	scent	and	listening	to	his	breathing.	Zen	always	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	 sleeping,	 Zen
looked	 care free.	 He	 smiled	 at	 the	 wolf	 and	 stroked	 his	 cheek	 gently,	 then
kissed	him.	That	wouldn’t	wake	him.	He	was	an	accomplished	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	sleeping	on	her	side,	nibbling	on	the	corner
of	 a	 pillow.	Keith	 grinned,	 then	 leaned	 down	 to	 kiss	 her	 on	 the	 cheek,	 then
stroked	 the	 side	of	her	muzzle.	Could	he	ever	explain	 to	 them	how	much	he
loved	them?

Natani’s	 arm	 tightened	 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	entangled
than	he’d	been	to	be gin	with.

He	laughed	quietly	to	himself.	Normally	he	would	have	been	very	happy	to
stay	there	and	sleep	in,	and	Maddie	knew	the	ways	of	the	house—but	he	had	a
feeling	that	Alaric	would	already	be	up,	and	even	if	there	hadn’t	been	anything
to	do…	that	was	one	guest	a	smart	host	did	not	leave	unattended	for	too	long.
And	so	he	care fully	extracted	himself	 from	the	pile	of	sleeping	wolves,	clam-
bered	out	of	bed,	and	got	dressed,	stifling	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 action.	He	rubbed	a	lit tle	harder,	and	she
flicked	an	ear.

Ah.	He	spoke	softly,	smiling.	“Pre tending	to	be	asleep?”
Natani	stuck	out	her	tongue.	Keith	snuck	back	into	bed,	to	give	her	a	very

solid	good	morning	kiss.
Eventually,	Natani	nudged	him	away.	He’d	gotten	her	to	open	her	eyes,	at

least.	“Get	go ing,	unless	you’re	planning	on	spending	a	lot	more	time	here.”
Keith	snuck	in	one	more	quick	kiss	and	re treated,	grinning.	“No	change	to

my	orders,	then?”
The	wolf	yawned.	“Nope.	Just	re member…”
Keith	nodded.	“No	re grets.”	He	looked	at	Natani,	then	at	the	sleeping	Zen,

and	his	chest	constricted.	“I	don’t	de serve	you	two.”
Natani	beckoned	him	closer,	 then	grabbed	him	and	pulled	him	back	 into

bed,	rolling	him	over	and	expressing	at	 length	how	silly	he	was	be ing.	When

64Full	House



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	going
to	wake	up,	and	then	neither	of	us	is	go ing	to	let	you	go	for	a	while.”

That	was	a	thought,	but…	it	would	also	be	running	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	settling	down	on	her	back,	and
Keith	had	to	struggle	a	bit	to	get	himself	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	almost	didn’t.	He	always	has	to	tease.”
They	shared	a	silent	mo ment,	contemplating	Keith.	It	was	a	risk,	but	it	was

well	worth	taking.	Near	as	they	could	tell.
Zen	 yawned.	 It	 really	 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	obscure
sense	of	nostalgia.

It	had	been	a	long,	long	time.

**

Keith	had	expected	to	find	Maddie	skulking	about,	keeping	an	eye	on	Alaric,
but	the	door	to	the	guest	room	was	closed—usually	meaning	it	was	occupied—
and	she	was	nowhere	to	be	seen.	Not	 that	 that	necessarily	meant	she	wasn’t
skulking	about,	but	after	yesterday	Keith	would	have	expected	her	to	be	overt
rather	than	covert.	Had	the	wolves	said	something	to	her?	Or	did	she	have	her
own	reasons?	…	or	was	she	just	tired?

Moving	along,	he	 found	Alaric	 in	 the	sitting	room,	very	much	awake.	He
had	tidied	away	his	bedding	and	was	seated	in	one	of	the	solo	chairs,	reading.
One	of	the	many	magical	treatises	from	the	shelves,	none	of	which	meant	any-
thing	to	Keith.	“Morning!”	He	pointed	at	the	book.	“Not	still	at	it,	are	you?”

Alaric	 actually	 looked	 startled.	 “Morning.	 And	 I…	 am,	 actually.	 Natani
didn’t	say	any thing?	She	confiscated	my	crystals	yesterday.”
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Huh.	“I…	guess	she	wanted	to	see	what	you’d	do.”
Alaric	pre tended	to	consider.	“I	wouldn’t	have	mentioned	it.”
Keith	raised	an	eye brow.	“And	I’m	supposed	 to	be lieve	you	couldn’t	have

hidden	that	book	in	time?”
Alaric	grinned.	“Ah,	well.”
Keith	considered	him.	“So,	should	I	be	worried?	Or	angry?”
“Neither,	I	hope.	Be lieve	me,	I’m	very	care ful.	And	she	gave	me	a	clean	bill

of	health.”
Keith	made	a	note	to	double-check	that.	And	ask	Natani	how	sure	she	was.

But,	if	it	wasn’t	a	pressing	concern…	He	shrugged.	“Okay,	then.”	Alaric	looked
surprised,	and	Keith	grinned.	“Pro visionally.”

Alaric	nodded	slowly.	“Should	I	just	expect	everything	 to	go	better	than	I
expect?”

Keith	 just	 smiled,	 and	 watched	 Alaric’s	 mind	 spin.	 “I	 was	 thinking	 we
might	spar,	since	we	didn’t	get	an	opportunity	yesterday.	For	old	times’	sakes.
Or	would	you	like	breakfast?”

“Sparring	sounds	good.	I	don’t	get	enough	exercise	 these	days.”	He	stood
up	and	re placed	the	book.	“…	outside?”

“Outside.”

**

Alaric	lay	on	the	grass,	still	damp	with	dew,	and	looked	up	at	Keith,	standing
over	him	with	a	grin.	That	 throw	had	been	pretty	ridiculous;	he	wondered	 if
he’d	left	furrows.	“You’ve	re ally	gotten	better.”

Keith	shrugged	and	extended	his	arm.	Alaric	grasped	 it,	and	Keith	pulled
him	up.	“I’d	feel	better	about	it	if	I	was	taking	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	better,	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.
…
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Alaric	 assumed	 a	 ready	 po sition.	 “Well,	 in	 the	 interest	 of	 continued	 im-
prove ment…”

**

The	final	score	had	been	nine teen	to	eighty-one.	That	there	had	been	exactly
one	hundred	bouts	told	Alaric	that	he	hadn’t	been	the	only	one	counting.	He
was	re laxing	in	the	bath—completely	naked,	how	scandalous!—thinking	about
Keith’s	words.	There	had	been	no	re sentment	 there.	Keith	would	have	saved
him	from	himself,	if	he’d	had	the	strength.

Alaric	sighed.	He’d	already	been	rapidly	spiraling	back	into	love.	Was	that
all	 the	 pro tection	 his	 shame	 and	 re gret	 were	 good	 for?	 One	 evening	 with
Keith?	Unre served.	Happy.

It	probably	was.
And	to day!	Keith	had	sparred	with	him.	Made	him	breakfast.	Drawn	him	a

bath.	The	only	thing	missing	was	calling	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—surreptitiously,	 to	 start—as	 Keith	 entered	 and	 swiftly	 un-

dressed,	then	started	to	wash	himself.	He	had	only	grown	more	beautiful.	By
the	time	he	was	ready	to	enter	the	bath,	Alaric	was	hanging	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	granite	de posits	here abouts?”
Keith	 rolled	 his	 eyes	 and	 got	 in,	 closer	 than	Alaric	would	 have	 expected.

The	almost-question	some how	got	away	from	him.	“You’re	pretty	comfortable
with	me.”

Keith	looked	at	him	and	stuck	his	tongue	out,	and	Alaric	recognized	it	as	a
wolven	smile.	He’d	seen	plenty	of	examples	yesterday.	Keith	grew	more	se ri-
ous.	 “Well,	 I’m	 not	 pre tending	 to	 be	 a	 good	 basitin	 any more,	 for	 one.”	 He
scratched	at	the	back	of	his	head,	some what	sheepishly.	“Sorry	about	that,	by
the	way.	It	was	always	such	bullshit.”

“Not…	always.	I	re member	your	dad,	too.”
“No,	but…	well,	yeah,	okay.”	He	sighed.	“But	I	just	used	it	as	an	excuse.”
That	 hadn’t	 been	 any	 great	 mystery	 to	 Alaric,	 but	 he	 just	 smiled.	 It	 felt

weirdly	 final,	 that	he	no	 longer	bothered	Keith.	That	had	been	 the	one	 edge
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Alaric	had	always	had,	fee ble	as	it	had	been.	Some thing	to	set	him	apart,	even
if	it	wasn’t	exactly	in	a	good	way.	But	now	Keith	was…	secure	in	himself,	and	it
was	Alaric	who	was	on	shaky	ground.	Of	 course,	 it	was	good	 to	 see	him	 like
that.

Of	course	it	was.
But…
He	looked	at	Keith,	 just	sitting	there,	completely	off	his	guard.	Alaric	wa-

vered	for	a	mo ment,	then	gave	in.	Call	it	the	final	confirmation.	What	was	his
best	shot?	Ah,	yes.

He	reached	out	to	touch	Keith’s	right	ear,	care fully	examining	how	the	cut
he	had	inflicted	years	ago	had	healed.	There	was	no	thrill	in	it	for	him.	It	had
been	a	bad	trade,	that	injury	for	this	excuse.	“Did…	it	give	you	any	trouble?”	A
very	un-basitin	question	for	a	very	un-basitin	situation.

Keith	smiled	at	him,	amused.	“It’s	fine.	And	I	think	you’re	just	using	it	as
an	excuse	to	touch	me,	any way.”

Alaric	drew	back	his	hand	and	grinned.	“Ah,	well.”
No	effect.	Maybe	he	now,	finally,	was	exactly	what	he	was	always	supposed

to	have	been;	a	friend.	He	tried	not	to	feel	a	little	sad	about	it.
“You	never	needed	an	excuse	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	audacious.”
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.”	Except	I	came	here,	didn’t	I?	It
took	some	of	the	conviction	out	of	his	voice.	“That	was	every thing	I	ever	re ally
wanted	from	you,	you	know?	To	be	happy.”

Keith	smiled.	“Everything?”
Alaric	grinned.	“Ah,	well.	Most	of	it.	The	important	bits.”
“And	the	rest?”
Why	was	he	pushing?	“I	think	that	would	count	as	messing	with	you.”

*

Keith	looked	at	Alaric.	No,	not	Alaric.	It	wasn’t	the	former	Master	General	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-
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structed—”	 he	 grinned	 rue fully	 “—at	great	 length	 to	 do	 whatever	 I	 want	 to
clear	the	air	with	you.	So	I’d	like	you	to…	be	you.	If	you	want.”

For	 once,	 he	 had	 rendered	 Nick	 speechless	 rather	 than	 the	 other	 way
around.	But	Nick	had	always	been	quick	on	his	feet.	“…	and	this	isn’t	fair	to	me
how?”

“Be cause	I	can’t	make	any	promises	about	to morrow.	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,	 encouraging.	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	little.	No	lines	here.	The	hand	stayed,	and	Keith	could	feel	Nick
shift	closer	to	him	in	the	bath.	He	expected	a	kiss—but	apparently	not.	After	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	 struggling	with	 some thing.
Some how,	it	re minded	him	of	how	Natani	had	looked,	that	first	time	Keith	had
kissed	her.	These	things…	weren’t	always	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	hesitate	 further,	but	he	was	almost…	 timid.	Con-
trolled.	Keith	was	 open	 and	 re ceptive,	 re assuring.	 Slowly,	 ever	 so	 slowly,	 he
coaxed	more	out	of	Nick,	encouraging	at	every	turn,	seeking	to	understand	the
full	depth	of	what	he	felt.

*

Finding	invitation	after	invitation	where	he	expected	re sistance,	Nick	let	him-
self	get	 carried	away.	He	pushed	Keith	against	 the	edge	of	 the	bath,	 the	kiss
growing	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	embrace,	panting.	Keith	had	his
arms	loosely	around	him,	at	the	small	of	his	back;	touching	the	base	of	his	tail.
That,	 too,	was	 driving	 him	 crazy.	Even	Nick	 had	 been	 surprised	 by	 the	 out-
pouring	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?”
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Keith	tapped	him	on	the	rump	and	he	took	the	hint,	re laxing	his	hold	and
leaning	 back	 so	 they	 could	 look	 at	 each	 other.	Keith	 had	 the	most	 beautiful
smile	Nick	had	ever	seen,	but	it	was	tinged	with	sadness.	The	voice	matched.
“I’m	sorry	for	all	those	times	I	ran	away	from	you.	I	was	an	idiot.	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	island…”	his	voice	cracked.	His	greatest	fail-
ure.	 Only	 blind	 luck	 had	 kept	 him	 from	 de stroy ing	 every thing.	Everything.
Keith	and	island,	both.

Keith	kissed	him.	It	was	the	gentlest	thing.	“It’s	okay.”	He	laughed	at	Nick’s
expression.	Even	that	was	gentle.	“It	re ally	is.	I’ve	forgiven	you	long	ago.”

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

Keith	let	out	a	long,	re lieved,	sigh,	and	some	tension	Nick	hadn’t	even	re al-
ized	was	there	went	with	it.	Maybe	Keith	hadn’t	re alized,	either.	“Thank	you.”

Nick	cleared	his	throat.	“Well,	the	air	feels	clearer	now.”
Keith	shifted	very	deliberately	against	him.	It	was	no	mystery	to	either	of

them	how	their	bodies	had	re acted	to	the	kiss.	“A	little.”
That	coy	little	smile…	Nick	grabbed	him	and	they	toppled—into	the	water.
Some	 sputtering	 later	 they	 could	 both	 breathe	 again.	 Keith	 grinned.

“Maybe	we	should	move	to	dry	land.”
Nick	grinned	back.	“Let’s.”
Neither	of	them	stood	up.
Keith’s	mouth	quirked	into	a	smile.	“On	three?	One,	two…”
Keith	stood	on	three,	but	Nick	just	sat	there,	enjoy ing	the	view.	Keith’s	full

form,	standing	proud,	the	light	re flecting	off	his	glistening	manhood.	A	living
statue.	Keith	crossed	his	arms	and	raised	an	eye brow.

Nick	grinned.	“If	there’s	no	granite,	maybe	marble…?”
Keith	rolled	his	eyes.	“Have	you	seen	the	terrain?	We’ve	got	wood.”
Nick	sighed	happily.	“So	we	do.”	He	stood	up	as	well,	try ing	not	to	be	too

self-conscious	of	Keith	looking	him	over.	Or	his	raging	erection.	What	a	situa-
tion.	Keith	was	taking	his	time,	and	Nick	laughed.	“So,	what’s	the	verdict?”

Keith	grinned.	“A	fine	specimen.”
Nick	sighed	again.	It	was	only	a	little	exaggerated.	“You	too.”
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“Come	on,	let’s	get	dry.”
They	waded	out	and	shook	the	worst	of	it	out	of	their	fur	be fore	getting	the

towels.	Nick’s	was	what	he	 felt	 to	be	a	 fairly	 typical	 repre sentation	of	 towel-
hood,	but	Keith’s	was	a	massively	oversized	fluffy	monstrosity.	In	pink.

“Don’t	ask.	Long	story.	But	it’s	pretty	conve nient.”
It	looked	unwieldy.	“How	so?”
Keith	spread	it	out	on	the	floor	in	one	practiced	mo tion,	then	plopped	him-

self	down	in	the	middle	and	grinned	up	at	him.	“See?	Now,	was	there	some -
thing	you	wanted—”

Nick	 toppled	him	over,	and	 this	 time	 there	was	no	water	 to	 fall	 into.	The
towel	was	 like	 a	 rug.	 They	 rolled	 around	 on	 it,	 kissing,	 exhilarating	 in	 each
other’s	 bodies—or	 so	Nick	hoped.	Keith	was	 still	mostly	 passive,	 letting	him
take	the	lead.	Always	inviting,	never	re jecting…	but	also	never	initiating.	Every
small	touch	or	gesture	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	promise,
and	he	already	knew	that	Keith	couldn’t	give	one.	He	thought—dared	hope—
that	 that	was	why	Keith	was	 leaving	 it	 to	 him—to	 not	make	 promises.	 That
would	in	itself	be	almost	like	a	promise,	of	a	promise…

And	that	was	what	he	read	 into	the	smallest	of	 touches,	 the	tiniest	of	en-
tice ments,	all	the	while	hoping	he	wasn’t	de ceiving	himself…	but	also	accept-
ing	the	possibility	 that	he	was.	Let	 the	 future	be	unknown;	this	wasn’t	about
the	future.	It	wasn’t	re ally	even	about	the	present.	This	was	about	every thing
that	had	gone	be fore.	About	how	he	had	felt,	at	twelve,	swimming	naked	with
Keith,	re alizing	for	the	first	time	that	his	heart	would	be	bro ken.	Re alizing	he
would	pick	up	the	pieces	and	put	them	back	to gether,	be cause	Keith	mattered
more	 than	the	pain.	How	he	had	 felt,	watching	Keith	slip	away	 from	his	 life,
wrongfully	convicted,	and	him	too	weak	to	help.	And	again,	as	Nick	had	plum-
meted	to	the	gorge,	having	wasted	the	miracle	of	his	re turn.

About	that	maybe	not	having	been	the	end.
He	had	meant	to	ask	one	last	time,	a	final	confirmation	that	this	was	okay,

even	 if	 for	 now,	 but	 some where	 in	 their	 rassling	 they	 had	definitely	 crossed
over	into	sex.	He	was	on	top	of	Keith,	pinning	him	down	with	a	kiss,	the	kiss
growing	 more	 urgent	 and	 desperate	 as	 Nick	 slowly	 grinded	 against	 Keith—
shaft	by	 shaft,	balls	 to	balls,	 the	 sensations	driving	him	crazy.	Keith	had	his
arms	 around	him	 again,	 barely	 touching	 the	 base	 of	 his	 tail,	 slightly	 pulling
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him	down	against	himself,	moving	minutely	in	re sponse.	Nick	was	very	close,
and	it	was	getting	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	spending	himself	 in	 small	 involuntary	 jerks	of	 ecstasy.
Keith	 gave	 Nick’s	 tail	 a	 little	 tug	 with	 each	 one,	 and	 he	 shuddered	 with	 it.
When	it	was	finally	done,	Nick	collapsed	on	top	of	him,	panting.

He	could	hear	Keith’s	smile.	“Yeah.	It’s	okay.”
Nick’s	 voice	 sounded	 a	 little	 rough	 to	 himself.	 “Well.	 Good	 to	 have	 that

clear	be fore	any thing	happens.”
Keith	 laughed,	 and	 after	 a	 mo ment	 Nick	 did	 too.	 He	 took	 a	mo ment	 to

gather	 his	 senses,	 then	 levered	 himself	 up	 on	 knees	 and	 elbows	 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,	tugging	down,	and	Nick
re alized	he	must’ve	been	close	as	well.	Nick	went	to	one	elbow	and	reached	be -
tween	them	with	his	free	hand—sticky	business	indeed—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	flustered,	any	day.
Keith	was	hot,	firm,	and	throbbing	in	his	hand.	Nick	traced	the	length	un til

he	 reached	 the	 head,	 then	 cupped	 it.	 The	 tip	 was	 a	 sticky	 mess.	 Definitely
close.	He	 stopped,	 and	 shifted	 so	he	 could	 kiss	Keith	while	 he	 finished	 this.
Turnabout	was	fair	play.	Be fore	he	could	start	again,	Keith	started	bucking	his
hips,	thrusting	against	his	palm.	Nick	teased	the	head	with	his	fingers,	but	fo -
cused	more	on	the	kiss.	Keith’s	kissing	and	move ments	grew	more	frantic	until
suddenly	he	stopped,	and	Nick	felt	him	pulse	in	his	hand,	de positing	a	whole
new	mess	in	his	palm.	He	massaged	the	head	gently	as	Keith’s	hips	jerked	un-
der	him,	time	after	time,	and	all	the	while	kept	him	pinned	with	the	kiss.

Keith	 grew	 languid	 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,
overjoyed	that	he’d	gotten	to	do	that.

But	he	was	also	afraid.	Could	it	mean	to	Keith	what	it	meant	to	him?	Well,
probably	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	taking	advantage?
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Could	he	stop	if	he	was?
He	wiped	 the	enormous	mess	 in	his	hand	on	 the	 towel,	 then	 re turned	 to

both	elbows	to	give	Keith	another	kiss.	From	there,	he	started	slowly	making
his	way	down	Keith’s	 body	with	his	mouth	and	his	 tongue.	He	 lapped	as	he
went,	enjoy ing	the	sensation	of	the	short	fur	on	his	muzzle.	The	goal	wasn’t	to
clean	up	the	the	mess	they	had	made,	but	he	didn’t	avoid	it	either.	Some	was
his,	some	was	Keith’s.	The	taste	was	different,	but	he	didn’t	know	which	was
which.	Neither	was	unpleasant	to	him.	When	he	reached	Keith’s	stomach,	he
took	a	de tour	 to	one	side.	He’d	always	been	 ticklish…	Keith	 squirmed	under
him,	 and	Nick	 smiled.	He	 re lented,	 getting	back	 on	 track.	When	he	 reached
Keith’s	semi-hard	member	he	care fully	licked	it	clean—so	that	was	Keith’s	fla-
vor—de spite	that,	too	leading	to	some	squirming.	When	he	was	done	with	his
cleanup,	he	kissed	Keith	on	the	groin,	then	sat	back	on	his	haunches	to	admire
his	handiwork.

There	was	a	clear	 line	of	matted	 fur	 from	Keith’s	mouth	to	his	groin.	His
chest	and	stomach	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.”
Keith	leaned	closer	and	kissed	him	high	on	the	chest.
Ah.	Of	course.
Nick	 shivered	 as	Keith	mimicked	what	 he’d	 done.	He	was	 painfully	 hard

again	by	the	time	Keith	reached	his	stomach,	and	when	he	finally	felt	Keith’s
tongue	on	his	shaft	he	sighed.	Almost	whimpered.

Keith	leaned	back	with	a	grin.	“You	don’t	look	like	you’re	done.”
His	wit	left	him.	All	he	could	manage	was	to	look	at	Keith,	with	every	bit	of

the	longing	he	felt.	It	must’ve	looked	rather	pitiful.
Keith’s	expression	softened	into	a	smile.	For	a	mo ment,	Nick	felt	as	though

Keith	was	about	to	reach	out…	but	he	stood	up,	instead.	“Stay	put.”
Nick	did,	watching	as	Keith	turned	away	and	walked	to	a	cupboard	at	the

side	of	the	room.	Had	there	always	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	cupboard	and	rummaged	inside—bending	over	invitingly
—be fore	re turning	with…	a	bowl	of	favlow	nuts,	a	grin,	and	an	arched	eye brow.
“I	trust	you’re	familiar	with	these.”
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That	 some how	 gave	 Nick	 an	 in	 to	 normalcy,	 or	 some thing	 like	 it.	 He
grinned.	“Figured	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	actually	see	that	happening.”
Keith	looked	surprised.	“Re ally?	What	do	you	guys	know	that	I	don’t?”
Nick	grinned.	“Many	things,	I’m	sure.”	It	felt	oddly	gratify ing	to	be	lumped

into	a	‘you	guys’	with	Natani.

*

Keith	let	it	slide;	it	had	been	an	idle	question.	He	sat	down	in	front	of	Nick	and
placed	the	bowl	be side	him,	then	looked	a	question	at	him.	Nick	grew	sombre
again,	but	didn’t	respond	otherwise.	He	looked…	torn,	and	Keith	had	to	won-
der	if	he	wasn’t	do ing	his	old	friend	harm,	after	all.	But	he’d	already	cracked	a
nut	without	 even	 thinking	 about	 it,	 and	 there	was	 still	 a	 favor	he	hadn’t	 re -
turned.	He	let	the	gooey	contents	pool	into	his	palm,	then	discarded	the	empty
shell.	Keith	moved	his	hand	above	the	length	of	Nick’s	member,	letting	some
of	the	liquid	drip	onto	it.	There	was	a	long	sigh	from	Nick.	Next,	Keith	ran	his
open	palm	along	the	underside.	Nick	was	twitching	at	his	touch,	so	he	grasped
him	lightly	and	massaged	his	way	along	the	entire	length,	coating	all	of	Nick’s
manhood	with	the	residue.	Keith	liked	how	Nick	felt	under	his	fingers;	it	was
some how	different	 from	Zen,	 even	 though	 he	would	 have	 used	 all	 the	 same
words	to	de scribe	them.	He	finished	by	massaging	the	base	of	the	shaft,	where
skin	met	fur,	and	Nick	groaned.

Satisfied	 with	 his	 handiwork,	 he	 leaned	 back	 and	 looked	 at	 Nick	 with	 a
smile.	He’d	closed	his	eyes	during	Keith’s	ministrations.	He	had	that	expres-
sion	of	longing	on	his	face	again,	and	again	Keith	had	to	wonder	if	this	made
any	 sense	at	 all.	But	he’d	 seen	 fulfillment	 earlier,	 too,	 and	he	was	hoping	 to
again.

*

Nick	 opened	 his	 eyes,	 to	 see	 Keith	 sitting	 back,	 looking	 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…”
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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,	 stretching	 out	 on	 all
fours	be fore	settling	down	on	his	knees	and	elbows,	pre senting	Nick	with	a	full
view	of	all	his	interesting	bits—feet	included.	He	looked	back	over	his	shoulder
and	gave	his	best	inviting	smile,	and	swished	his	tail—go ing	side	to	side	any -
way—into	 a	 question	 mark,	 just	 for	 good	 measure.	 Nick	 looked	 absolutely
breathless.	And	good,	he’d	judged	the	distance	just	right…

*

When	 Nick,	 transfixed,	 finally	 came	 to	 life	 again	 he	 reached	 out	 to	 touch
Keith’s	 ass—only	 for	 Keith	 to	 lean	 away	 slightly,	 putting	 himself	 just	 out	 of
reach…	and	extend	one	leg,	to	softly	press	the	pad	of	his	foot	up	against	Nick’s
balls.

2dfjgaosjifq234
His	next	co herent	thought	came	when	he	was	balls	deep	in	Keith,	crouch-

ing	over	him,	nipping	at	his	neck	and	thrusting	 into	him	with	all	his	weight.
Keith	 was	 moaning	 under	 him,	 pushing	 back	 with	 his	 hips,	 his	 tail	 coiled
around	Nick’s,	so	the	thought	was	to	stay	there.	All	uncertainty	melted	away,
and	he	felt	that,	in	this	mo ment,	their	feelings	were	meshing	cleanly.	And	if	it
wasn’t	the	most	 important	part	of	what	he	felt	 for	Keith,	 it	was	what	was	on
offer,	and	it	was	far	from	nothing.	He	glo ried	in	the	consummation	of	this	new
part	of	their	bond.

Not	wanting	to	draw	away,	he	be gan	to	thrust	by	bucking	his	hips,	easing
out	a	few	inches	be fore	re versing	the	mo tion	to	strain	against	Keith	again.	The
hot,	 tight	 slickness	 of	 his	 lover	 felt	 wonderful.	 Nick	 re laxed	 his	 jaws—he’d
mostly	 been	 biting	 on	 fur,	 thankfully—and	 licked	where	 his	 teeth	 had	 been,
then	picked	a	new	spot	on	Keith’s	neck	to	give	a	little	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	 forever,	 but	 his	 body	 had	 its	 limits…	 and	with	 the	way	Keith	was
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moving	against	him,	the	sounds	he	was	making,	the	way	his	tail	tugged	against
the	base	of	his	own…	those	 limits	were	near.	He	stopped	what	he	was	doing
with	his	teeth,	not	trusting	his	control	as	the	mo ment	drew	nearer,	resting	his
head	against	Keith’s	neck	instead.	He	slammed	home,	just	as	Keith	curved	his
back	 and	 thrust	 back	 against	 him,	 clenching	 around	 him	 even	more	 tightly,
and	Nick	was	gone.	It	was	the	most	intense	expe rience	of	his	life,	the	orgasm
seeming	to	well	from	deep	inside	him	as,	the	dam	bro ken,	he	tried	to	pour	all
the	 frustrated	 lust	 of	 his	 youth	 into	 Keith.	 He	 supported	 himself	 with	 one
shaky	hand,	the	other	hugging	Keith	closer	to	him self	as	he	sought	to	embrace
him	in	every	way	possible,	his	tail	tangling	with	Keith’s	in	the	throes	of	his	ec-
stasy.	He	almost	blacked	out	from	the	pleasure.	Finally,	long	after	he	thought
he	couldn’t	possibly	have	any thing	left,	it	slowly	subsided	and	he	was	left	pant-
ing	against	Keith’s	back,	spent.	He	took	his	arm	from	around	his	lover	to	help
support	himself,	only	 to	have	Keith	collapse	under	him.	His	weight	still	par-
tially	on	Keith,	Nick	followed	him	down.

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

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

used	his	other	arm	as	a	pillow	and	gave	Keith’s	neck	one	last	little	nip	and	kiss
be fore	nuzzling	against	it,	holding	Keith	close.

He’d	never	felt	better.
After	 a	 long	 peace ful	mo ment,	Keith	 turned	 around,	without	 shaking	 his

arm	off.	They	were	nose	to	nose.	Keith	smiled	at	him	happily.	“That’s	a	much
better	expression.”

Nick	couldn’t	fathom	what	he	looked	like,	but	Keith	was	beautiful.	“That…
was	amazing.”
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Keith	grinned.	“Did	you	like	that	little	flair?	I	put	a	lot	of	thought	into	that
one.”

Nick	laughed.	“What,	you’ve	been	planning	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,	thinking	about	what	he	should	have	done…	“…	I	should	have	let	you

know	I	was	alive,	shouldn’t	I?”
“Yes.”	No	hesitation.	 “But	 you’re	here	now.	Don’t	 kick	 yourself	 about	 it.”

He	gave	Nick	a	small	kiss,	then	a	smile.	“Or	if	you	have	to,	do	it	on	your	own
time.”

Nick	re alized	that	he	probably	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	little	more	se -
rious.	 “That…	 was	 good,	 right?	 I	 was	 getting	 a	 little	 worried	 earlier.	 You
looked	so…	stricken.”

“It	was	very,	very,	very	good.	All	of	 it.	Earlier,	too.	I	was	just	worried	this
was	some thing	like…	pay ing	for	your	past	mistakes,	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.”
Nick	laughed.	“Less	than	I	had	yesterday.	But	yes,	I	have.	I’m	not	planning

on	falling	off	of	any	more	bridges.”
Keith	gave	him	a	quizzical	look,	but	he	shook	his	head.	“Long	story.	Maybe

I’ll	write	you	a	letter.	But	if	I	only	have	you	for	a	day…	I’d	like	to	keep	making
up	for	lost	time.”

Keith	grinned.	“Oh?	Still	got	some thing	pent	up?”
Nick	pre tended	to	consider.	“Re member	that	last	summer	be fore	your	ex-

ile?”
“Yeah?”
“That	right	now?	That	was	about…	oh,	a	week	of	it.”
“A	week?”
He	 made	 a	 non-committal	 sound.	 “You	 know.	 One	 of	 the	 slower	 ones

where	we	didn’t	see	each	other	much.”
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Keith	laughed.	“I	guess	we’ve	got	our	work	cut	out	for	us,	lover.”
Nick	would	love	him	forever	for	using	that	word.	Not	that	he	didn’t	already.

“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	question	at	the	other	ba-
sitin.	 Keith	 raised	 his	 eye brows,	 but	 seemed	 content	 to	 let	 him	 keep	 do ing
what	he	wanted.

Nick	 cracked	 the	nut	with	a	practiced	mo tion	and	 let	 the	goop	 trickle	on
Keith’s	half-mast.	Keith	shivered	with	it.	The	substance	had	certain	bene ficial
properties	 apart	 from	 lubrication…	 Nick	 massaged	 Keith’s	 member	 gently,
spreading	 the	 viscous	 liquid	 evenly.	 It	 should	 help	 with	 the	 tenderness…
though,	Keith	seemed	to	just	be	enjoy ing	his	touch,	and	grew	fully	hard	again
almost	imme diately.	Maybe	he	was	made	of	sterner	stuff.

Nick	 straddled	him,	 smoothly	 getting	 himself	 into	 po sition.	He	used	 one
hand	to	po sition	Keith’s	slick	member	against	himself.	All	it	would	take	is	for
him	to	shift	his	weight…

This	was	 the	mo ment.	He	 found	 himself	 feeling	 oddly…	 vulnerable.	 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	single	mo tion.	He	didn’t	stop	until	he	could	re lax

his	weight	against	Keith’s	hips.
Nick	let	out	a	contented	sigh,	and	the	right	line	came	to	him.	Military	in-

flection.	“Always	pre pared.”
Keith	stared	at	him	for	a	mo ment,	 then	burst	out	 laughing.	Nick	grinned

down	at	him.	Keith	was	laughing	so	hard,	he	would	have	been	rolling	if	Nick
didn’t	have	him	pinned.	After	a	fashion.	As	it	was,	the	way	Keith	was	moving—
while	in	him—made	Nick’s	tail	bristle.	He	could	feel	himself	grow	hard.

Finally,	Keith,	gasping	for	breath,	was	able	to	get	the	words	out.	“Nick…	I…
I	don’t	think	that’s	what	they	meant.”

Nick	had	to	laugh	himself.	“No?	Maybe	I	should	check	with	our	old	instruc-
tor.	Ask	for	clarification.”
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That	sent	Keith	into	more	bursts	of	mirth.	It	re ally	did	feel…	Nick	snuck	his
hands	into	the	spaces	be tween	his	thighs	and	Keith’s	sides,	more	threatening
to	tickle	than	tickling.

Keith	grabbed	his	wrists.	“Mercy!”
They	held	 the	pose,	 looking	 at	 each	other,	 as	Keith	 got	 his	 humor	under

control	and	grew	calmer.	Nick	massaged	his	sides	slowly,	and	Keith	shivered
under	him.	He	re laxed	his	grip,	but	didn’t	let	go	of	Nick’s	wrists.

Nick	tucked	his	feet	under	Keith’s	thighs.	Every 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	himself	straight,
gasping	as	Keith	 shifted	 in	him.	Nick	extended	his	 arms	be hind	himself	 and
leaned	back,	looking	for	even	more	depth.	He	found	it.	Keith	pulled	down	on
him	and	found	more,	and	Nick’s	tail	bristled	again	with	the	sensations.	Gods.
He	was	reaching	all	the	right	places,	and	then	some.

Nick	 started	 moving.	 The	 po sition	 didn’t	 leave	 any	 room	 for	 big	 move -
ments,	 but	 he	 didn’t	want	 to	 pull	 off	 of	 Keith.	 Just	 tensing	 his	 thighs	 was
enough	 to	 cause	 some thing	 wonderful	 to	 happen,	 and	 bucking	 his	 hips	 felt
even	better.	And	judging	by	the	sounds	Keith	made	when	he	did,	there	was	no
cause	for	complaint	there	either.	Occasionally	Keith	would	pull	down	on	him,
or	push	against	his	hips,	and	each	time	was	a	little	piece	of	heaven.

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

*

Eventually,	it	got	to	be	too	much	for	Keith.	He	was	get ting	very	close,	and	he
didn’t	 want	 to	 finish	 first.	 He	 took	 one	 of	 his	 hands	 from	 Nick’s	 hips	 and
cupped	his	balls,	caressing	them.	Nick	exhaled.	Keith	tugged	on	them,	gently,
and	was	re warded	with	a	shuddering	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	under	his	 touch.	The	way	he’d	been	dripping	onto	Keith’s	stomach,
he	couldn’t	possibly	be	very	far	either.	Keith	continued	to	tease	at	his	sack,	and
started	to	slowly	massage	the	underside	of	the	head	with	his	thumb.

Nick’s	move ments	got	more	urgent,	and	Keith	had	to	hang	on	for	dear	life
not	 to	 peak	 then	 and	 there.	 He	 perse vered,	 barely	 holding	 out	 just	 long
enough.	When	Nick	went	 over,	 clenching	 down	 hard	 and	 exploding	 all	 over
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him,	there	was	nothing	Keith	could	have	done	not	to	follow.

*

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	little	purr	and	was	re warded	with	a	laugh.

Keith	sighed	happily.	“I	think	I	like	your	list.”
Nick	smiled	into	his	chest.	“I	like	yours,	too.	Speaking	of	which…”	He	got

up	on	his	elbows	to	give	Keith	a	kiss.	“Your	turn?”

**

What	we	have	here,	Zen	noted,	pointing	Natani’s	attention	towards	Maddie,	is
a	case	of	Basitin	Hearing.

They	were	 lounging	 in	 the	 sitting	 room	 after	 a	 leisurely	 breakfast.	 Keith
and	Alaric	had	been	no tably	absent,	not	that	it	was	much	of	a	mystery	to	the
wolves	what	they	were	up	to.	Or	to	Maddie,	apparently.	She	had	the	Wreath -
wood	 papers	 in	 front	 of	 her,	 and	 was	 supposedly	 reading	 them,	 but	 there
didn’t	appear	to	be	much	progress.	She	was…	fidgety.

But,	they’re	in	the	bath.	Can	she	really…?
Uh-huh.
…	Then,	yesterday	…
Uh-huh.
Natani	considered	this	for	a	mo ment,	then	let	it	pass	with	a	shrug.	Not	the

most	 embarrassing	 thing	about	yesterday.	But…	 this	has	 to	 have	 come	up
before,	right?	She’s	here	all	the	time.

Agreed.	So	the	real	question	is…
…why	she	doesn’t	have	her	poker	face	on.
Exactly.	Think	it	could	just	be	that	Alaric	gave	away	the	game	yesterday?
Natani	considered,	both	the	fact	that	Maddie	didn’t	have	her	poker	face	on,

and	all	the	times	that	she’d	apparently	had.	Hmm.	Probably	not.	“Maddie?”
The	basitin	startled.	“Yeah?”
“It’s	okay.	You	can	leave	off	with	the	smoke	signals.”
Maddie	blushed	slightly.	“I	know,	I	know,	you	know.	But	how	can	you…?”
Was	there	a	good	way	to	put	this?
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It	was	Zen	who	answered,	in	a	matter-of-fact	voice.	“They	knew	each	other
be fore	we	were	even	born.”

The	thought	completed	itself	in	silence.
Well,	for	the	wolves,	any way.
Maddie’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?”
Maddie	shook	her	head.	“No.	But	I	think	I’ll	go	sit	on	the	porch.”
She	stood	up	and	walked	out	of	the	room,	carry ing	the	papers.	Even	her	tail

looked	de spondent.
So…	should	we	both	go,	or…?
Let’s.
It	was	a	beautiful,	clear	morning,	with	still	time	to	go	till	noon.	The	front

porch	faced	away	from	the	morning	sun,	but	that	was	just	as	well;	the	day	was
warm	enough	 in	 the	shade,	 stay ing	 in	 the	 sun	could	have	gotten	uncomfort-
able.	There	was	not	a	cloud	to	be	seen,	though	that	could	change	very	fast	this
time	of	year.	Maddie	was	sitting	on	the	edge	of	the	porch,	her	tail	in	her	hands.
The	papers	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	yesterday,	too.”

Zen	grinned.	“Pissed	off	he	managed	to	follow	you?”
Maddie	went	 still	 for	a	mo ment.	 “I	was	wondering	when	some one	would

deign	to	notice	my	failure	to	keep	this	place	se cure.”
Natani	smiled.	“I	think	you’re	off	the	hook,	in	these	circumstances.”
The	basitin	sighed.	“Obviously.	I	still	failed,	though.	If	he	can	follow	me…

who	else?”
“Well,	you’ll	probably	want	 to	 look	at	how	you	handle	basitins	 in	general

now	that	you	lot	aren’t	the	only	ones	in	Wreathwood,	but…	how	many	of	them
can	use	magic?”

Maddie’s	ears	shot	up.	“He	still	has	magic?	That	bastard!	No	wonder	he…
wait,	is	that	safe?”

…	how	am	I	only	hearing	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	basitin	I	know.”
Zen	was	amused.	Is	that	sup posed	to	be	reassuring?
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To	a	basitin,	maybe.	“Any way,	I’ve	confiscated	his	crystals	while	he’s	here.”
While	Maddie	mulled	that	over,	Natani	took	a	mo ment	to	lay	back	on	the

porch.	The	way	her	tail	felt	under	her,	with	her	feet	off	the	edge,	wasn’t	quite
comfortable.	She	was	wearing	the	impossible	outfit	again—Zen	had	been	only
too	happy	to	help	her	into	it—and	the	way	it	left	part	of	her	back	exposed	still
felt	novel	to	her.	Though,	she’d	ended	up	spending	some	time	on	her	back	yes-
terday,	too.	She	grinned	at	the	memory.

Zen	was	picking	the	thread	back	up.	“It	isn’t	actually	that	he	followed	you,
is	it?”

Maddie	 snorted.	 “It’s	 a	part	 of	 it.	As	 is	 this.”	 She	hefted	 the	papers.	 “He
some how	got	a	note	 into	 these,	 so	now	I’m	reading	 through	 the	entire	 thing
—again—to	 see	 if	 the	 rest	 of	 it	 is	 as	 it	 should	 be.	 And	when	 I	 get	 back,	 I’ll
check	the	official	copies.	Again.”	She	sighed.	“It	can’t	be	a	coincidence	that	he’s
here	now.	My	job	just	got	a	whole	lot	more	complicated.”

Natani	smiled	to	herself.	She	thought	she	was	getting	the	idea.	“You’re	giv-
ing	him	a	lot	of	credit.”

Maddie	was	quiet	for	a	mo ment.	“He’s…	dangerous.	And	I’ve	only	re cently
been	re alizing	just	how	dangerous.	I	worked	under	him,	but…	I’m	still	piecing
stuff	to gether.”

Zen,	bless	his	heart,	was	purely	curious.	“Like?”
Maddie	rolled	her	eyes	at	him.	“Like	state	se crets,	like.	But	here’s	one	that

isn’t.	Re member	that	time	you	tried	to	see	if	Keith	and	me…?”
Zen	sighed.	“Kinda	hard	to	forget.”
It	had	felt	like	it	could	have	been	a	good	idea.	The	wolves	didn’t	dwell	on	it,

but	 they	never	quite	 forgot	 that	 they’d	be	 leaving	Keith	be hind,	with	half	his
life	still	ahead	of	him.

Hope fully.
And	Maddie,	too.	They	cared	for	her,	and	lately	she’d	been	getting	more…

tense.	More	formal	with	Keith,	more	withdrawn	with	the	wolves.	Be ing	away
from	home	was	hard	on	a	basitin,	much	harder	than	either	wolf	had	re alized
be fore	they’d	seen	more	of	them	try.	Of	the	original	embassy	staff,	only	Mad-
die	was	still	around.	She’d	passed	multiple	opportunities	to	go	home.	So	they’d
thought,	maybe…

But	it	had	just	made	Maddie	more	formal.	More	withdrawn.
Natani	covered	her	face	with	one	hand.	“In	my	de fense,	I’m	pretty	sure	you
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used	to	have	a	thing	for	him.”
Maddie	sighed.	“Perhaps	there	was,	at	one	time,	a	certain	youthful	infatua-

tion.	He	is,	after	all,	a	rather	impressive	combatant	and	cuts	a	fine	figure	for	a
basitin.”

Natani	was	both	genuinely	curious	and	not	at	all	displeased	to	hear	Keith
complimented.	“So	what	happened?”

Maddie	smiled	at	her.	“I	was	to tally	outclassed	by	a	certain	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	implied	eye	rolling	in	the	chain	of	verys,	but	she	just
grinned.	She	wasn’t	displeased	to	hear	that,	either.	Zen	grinned	as	well,	with
the	same	fond	memo ries.	I	think	she	was	a	few	verys	short.

Maddie’s	smile	faded.	“Any way,	that	was	what	I	was	getting	at.	Who	was	it
that	 was	 in	 charge	 of	 my	 assignments	 at	 the	 time?	Who	might	 have	 had	 a
wholly	 unpatriotic	 interest	 in	 getting	 a	 lieutenant	 in	 good	 standing,	 and	 the
King’s	 daughter—”	 she	 glared	 at	 Zen,	 who	 snapped	 his	 mouth	 shut	 “—not
princess,	King’s	daughter—entangled	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	 probably	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-
signments—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…	intense	friendships…	aren’t
exactly	 unheard	 of,	 though	 they’re	 not	 usually…	 any way,	 that’s	why	 I	 didn’t
think	it	was	weird	I	got	a	grunt	assignment;	it	obviously	mattered	to	him,	more
than	it	should	have,	and	I	thought	it	just	meant	he	trusted	me.	It	was…	flatter-
ing.”	 She	 grimaced.	 “What	 I	 should	 have	 wondered	 is	 why	 he	 talked	 to	me
about	his	friend	in	the	first	place.”

Natani	wondered.	If	that	was	re ally	some thing	he’d	do	just	for	a	long	shot…
Zen	was	a	step	ahead.	Forget	what	actually	hap pened.
…	Ah.	Of	course.	“Maddie…	If	his	idea	was	just	for	the	two	of	you	to	maybe

fall	 in	 love…	 you	 know,	 you’re	 a	 little	 alike,	 you	 and	 Keith.	 In	 some	 ways.”
Maddie	 looked	 incredulous.	 Natani	 laughed.	 “Trust	 me	 on	 this.	 Any way,	 if
Alaric	 was	 just	 hoping	 that	 Keith	might	 re turn	 from	 exile,	 and	 then	maybe
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meet	you…	is	that	so	bad?”
Maddie	looked	at	her	for	a	long	mo ment.	“…	maybe	not.”
So	we’ve	established	that	he’s	very	smart,	and	cares	a	lot	about	Keith.	And

possibly	Maddie.
Zen	smiled.	I	thought	we	knew	that	already.
But	did	Maddie	know	we	knew?
Since	they	were	on	the	topic	of	Nicko lai	Alaric,	 there	was	 some thing	 that

Natani	had	been	curious	about.	“He	was	very…	po lite…	yesterday.”
Polite?	He	called	you	sir!
And	ma’am.
Zen	was	wistful.	…	I	would	have	liked	to	see	that.
Natani	stuck	out	her	tongue.	That’s	one	reason	I	had	him	stop.
Spoilsport!
Maddie	had	been	lost	in	thought.	Suddenly,	her	ears	perked.	“That…	might

be	it.	I	was	wondering	about	that—did	he	keep	calling	you	sir?”
“Until	I	told	him	to	cut	it	out.”
Maddie’s	 grin	 flashed.	 “Right.	 I	 think	 it’s	 the	 magic—did	 you	 two	 know

you’re	kind	of	citizens	of	the	Empire?”
“…	we	are?”
“A	bit.	Under	Wreathwood	interpre tation	of	wolven	law,	you’re	both	sort	of

married	to	Keith.”
“…	we	are?”
“And	the	Empire	recognizes	Wreathwood	marriages,	though	not	for	its	citi-

zens,	if	they	would	otherwise	be	ille gal.	But!—”	she	held	up	a	finger	“—Keith	is
a	diplomat,	and	Empire	law	recognizes	the	marriages	of	diplomats,	as	a	com-
mon	 courtesy.	 And	 fails	 to	 discriminate	 against	 our	 own	 diplo mats.	 We
weren’t	originally	supposed	to	have	any.	Anyway,	 if	you’re	married	 to	a	citi-
zen,	you’re	by	definition	citizens.”	Her	enthusiasm	waned.	 “That’s…	a	 re cent
law.”

Natani	didn’t	miss	the	rele vance.	“…	Keith’s	parents?”
“Yeah.	I…	think	Alaric	might	have	had	some thing	to	do	with	it.”
Good	on	him	if	he	had.	Natani	didn’t	think	the	reasoning	was	all	there,	yet.

“Okay,	so	we’re	kind	of	sort	of	citizens?”
And	married!	Think	we	should	tell	our	husband?
Not	while	he’s	with	his	lover,	brother.
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“Right.	And	when	you’re	a	citizen…	in	some	sit uations,	ability	can	substi-
tute	for	rank.	You	said	you	confiscated	his	crys tals?”

“I	didn’t	use	force.”
“He	allowed	you	to	disarm	him.	Suppose…	suppose	the	Empire	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.”	Maddie	sighed.	“Did	I	mention	my	job	just	got	a	lot

more	complicated?”

**

They	 spent	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 morning	 on	 the	 porch,	 mostly	 re laxing.	 Maddie
made	 it	 through	 the	 charter—it	 checked	 out—and	 the	 wolves	 did	 a	 bit	 of
friendly	sparring.	Maddie	turned	down	all	chal lenges,	preferring	to	just	watch
and	make	fun	of	Zen	when	appropriate.	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	thinking	about	it	as	well.	That’s	a	ter rifying	thought.	We

might	be	here	all	day.	We	might	need	a	new	bath.
Zen	smiled.	Whole	house,	even.
But	soon	af ter,	the	basitins	barreled	from	the	baths	to	the	kitchen—To	re-

plenish	their	liquids,	no	doubt—and	the	three	of	them	re located	to	the	sitting
room.	The	wolves	took	the	ends	of	the	couch,	and	Maddie	situated	herself	in	a
chair.	It	had	the	air	of	an	experiment.

Eventually,	 Alaric	 and	 Keith	 appeared	 in	 the	 doorway,	 bright-eyed	 and
bushy-tailed.	They	were	both	in	simple	robes.

Zen	smiled	at	the	sight.	He’s	practi cally	float ing	an	inch	off	the	floor.
Natani	shared	the	sentiment.	They	both	are.	Just	look	at	Alaric.
Zen	did,	and	 in deed,	he	 seemed	 to	have	bene fited	even	more	 than	Keith.

He’d	been	 rather	 reserved	 yes terday.	Now	he	was…	 joyous.	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	practically	leaped	on	the
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couch,	 pulling	both	wolves	 into	 an	 embrace.	Nick	 smiled.	Keith	had	warned
him	that	he	was	going	to	do	that.

Keith	released	the	wolves	and	settled	down	be tween	them,	and	both	Natani
and	Zen	gave	him	a	little	rub	on	the	ears.	Nick	knew	he	had	eyes	on	him,	but
he	 didn’t	 suppress	 the	 twinge	 of	 sad ness	 he	 felt.	 Touching	 Keith’s	 ears	 was
some thing	he	hadn’t	dared	to	do.	That	was…	something	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	mirroring	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	threatened	at	all,	and	that	spoke	volumes,	but
all	he	felt	at	that	was	gratitude.	This	wasn’t	a	compe tition.

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

	

Alaric	 completed	 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	followed	suit.	“And	our	thanks	to	you.”
Keith	 looked	 amused.	 “What	 am	 I	 supposed	 to	 be,	 exactly?”	 But	 be fore

Natani	 could	 answer,	 he	 kissed	 her,	 cupping	 her	 face,	 rubbing	 her	 cheeks.
Natani	 shivered	with	 it.	With	no	 thought	 she	 re sponded,	wrapping	her	arms
around	Keith,	returning	the	kiss	and	more.

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

He	grinned.	“Guess	I	am,	huh.”	He	loosened	Natani’s	arms	around	him self,
gently,	and	turned	to	Zen.

Watch	out,	he	means	business.
Zen	was	too	dis tracted	to	re ply.	Natani	grinned,	and	glanced	at	the	others

while	Keith	accounted	 for	her	brother.	Alaric	 seemed	 fine	with	see ing	 this,	a
small	smile	play ing	on	his	lips.	Even	Maddie	was	smiling!

Zen	sounded	a	little	strained.	“Definitely	Keith.”

86Full	House



Keith	looked	at	Alaric,	and	the	wolves	practically	threw	him	off	the	couch.
Alaric	caught	him,	and	they	kissed	right	there	in	the	middle	of	the	room.	He
looked	a	little	uncomfort able,	initially,	but	Keith	took	his	time	be ing	Keith,	and
by	the	end	Alaric	was	wagging	his	tail.	When	they	disengaged,	he	looked	a	lit-
tle	breathless.	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	 follow.	He	 did,
looking	slightly	awkward	in	try ing	to	figure	out	how	close	he	should	sit.	Keith
solved	that	problem	by	leaning	against	him	with	a	grin.

Can	I	make	young	love	jokes	if	they’re	techni cally	older	than	me?
Don’t	think	too	hard.	You	might	hurt	yourself.
Hmm…	but	no	joke	followed.	Zen	pointed	her	at	Maddie,	who	was	fidget-

ing	again.	So	what	now?
Natani	took	in	the	sight.	I…	expect	we’ll	find	out.
Indeed,	it	wasn’t	long	before	the	basitin	let	out	a	sigh.	“Natani…	can	I	talk

to	you	about	some thing?”

**

Maddie	led	the	way,	pre sumably	taking	them	outside	hearing	distance.	Natani
made	note	of	the	range.

The	 basitin	 turned	 to	 her,	 but	 seemed	 lost	 how	 to	 be gin.	Natani	 smiled.
“Yes?”

Maddie	scratched	at	 the	back	of	her	head.	“Look,	ever	since	you	and	Zen
made	that…	insinuation…	about	me	and	Keith,	I’ve	been…	thinking.	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
exactly	the	most	stable	ele ment	of,	well,	anything,	am	I?	So	I	didn’t	want	 to
risk	any thing,	because	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	 smiling	and	I	 feel
like	an	idiot.”	Maddie	let	out	a	huge	sigh	and	half	turned	away.

Natani	didn’t	quite	know	how	to	respond.	“I	had	no	idea.	I	don’t	think…	I
mean,	we	never	really	got	any	traction	with	Keith	either,	though	maybe…	but
no,	I	don’t—”

Maddie	pulled	at	her	ears.	“I’m	not	talking	about	Keith.”
Natani	was	incredulous.	“Zen?”

87Full	House



“No!	No,	you	idiot,	you!”
“Oh.	Oh!	Ooooooooooh.”	…	“Does	that…	do	you…	what?”
“No!	Look,	I’ve	been	around	keidrans	enough	to	know	that	it’s	not	unheard

of	for	friends	to…	you	know?”
Natani	was	still	try ing	to	re cover.	Cling	to	what	made	sense.	She	knew	what

Maddie	meant;	she	never	had,	of	course,	but…	“Yeah.	It’s	not	that	unusual.”
“Well,	 among	 basitins	 it	 is.	 It’s	 simply	 not	 done.	 It’s	 not	 even	 thought

about.”
Ah.	“Only…	you’re	not	among	basitins.”
Maddie	nodded.	“And	I	started	thinking.	On	the	is land,	every thing	is	set	up

so	that	it’s…	eas ier.	But	in	Wreathwood,	only	the	basitins	be have	like	that,	and
out	here…	there	isn’t	even	the	law.	I’m…	curious…	and	I’m	not	even	supposed
not	to	be	and	that	outfit	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	curious	about	as	well.	Only…	“You	said	it
yourself,	that	this	isn’t	a	basitin	thing.	Isn’t	there	a	reason	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	awful	 idea.	I’ve	 thought	about	that	as	well.
But	if	it	is,	it’s	my	fault.”	Maddie	looked	her	in	the	eyes;	it	wasn’t	her	‘pleading
puppy’	shtick,	but	it	was	a	plead.	“Please,	will	you	help	me	figure	this	out?”

Natani	re alized	she	wanted	to.	But…	did	this	fit	into	Maddie’s	master	plan?
Yes.	And	 it	was	 too	much	 to	play	 into.	Put	 it	 all	 on	 the	 table,	 then.	 “Just	 so
we’re	clear…	this	 is	still	part	of	 that	thing	you’re	doing	to	balance	out	Alaric,
right?”

Maddie	 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	others	you	look	at	what	they	do.”
“…	and	with	 the	dangerous	ones	you	 look	at	 the	consequences.	 Shouldn’t

have	told	me	that	if	you	didn’t	want	me	to	listen.”
“You	weren’t	supposed	to	use	it	on	me!”
Natani	smiled	at	Maddie.	She	was	play ing	it	perfectly,	but…	that	wasn’t	the
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only	lesson	the	basitin	had	taught	her.	“…	you	weren’t	lying,	were	you?”

**

After	the	girls—ha!—had	left,	 the	cards	had	come	out	again.	Zen	suspected	it
was	be cause	Keith	didn’t	want	him	to	feel	lonely.	He	would	have	been	happy	to
just	watch	the	two	basitins	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	calling	it	in.”
“Huh?	Calling	what	in?”
Maddie	 was	 there	 as	 well.	 Natani	 put	 an	 arm	 around	 her,	 and	 Maddie

looked	 away	 with	 a	 blush.	 Natani	 grinned	 at	 Keith	 and	 winked.	 The	 penny
dropped,	and	Keith’s	cards	followed	it.	“Oh.	Oh!	…Maddie?”

She	looked	at	Keith,	still	blushing.	“Sir.”
His	mouth	worked	for	a	while.	What	does	one	say?	“…	have	fun?”
Maddie’s	 blush	 deepened.	 “Yes,	 sir.”	 She	 glanced	 at	 Zen,	 and	 her	mouth

quirked	into	a	grin.	“Intending	to,	sir.”
Natani	scooped	her	up,	and	the	two	disappeared	up	the	cor ridor.
Towards	the	bedroom.

*

The	 link	 flashed	with	Natani’s	amusement.	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	sitting	room	was	the	click	of	Zen	clos -
ing	his	mouth.

Zen	and	Keith	looked	at	each	other,	both	mouthing	‘Maddie?’
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!	Amazing,	maybe…	but…”
Zen	wasn’t	so	sure.	Maddie!	And	his	sister.	“But?”
“What	am	I	going	to	say	to	her	mother?”
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*

Nick	had	already	been	 thinking	 in	 that	direction.	He’d	be	making	his	 re port
sooner	than	Keith	or	Maddie.	He	discarded	the	first	three	re sponses	that	came
to	mind.	“That	she’s	showing	initiative	in	matters	of	interracial	re lations?”

Zen	 looked	 at	 him	 for	 a	 mo ment,	 clearly	 amused.	 The	 wolf	 grinned	 at
Keith.	“She	is	always	grumbling	about	how	much	you	like	to	delegate.	Maybe
she’s	just	thinking	ahead.”

Nick	 put	 on	 a	 thought ful	 look.	 “Actu ally,	 has	 she	 shown	 any	 ambition?
Maybe	she’s	making	a	move.”

Zen	grinned	wider.	“Yeah,	she’s	about	to	be	one	keidran	away	from	match-
ing	your	cre dentials.”

“What	were	 the	 terms	of	 challenge	 for	 your	po sition,	 again?	The	 judging
could	get	awkward.”

“What	am	I	going	to	say	to	her	mother?!”
Zen	smiled	at	Keith	fondly.	“Well,	she	isn’t	do ing	any thing…	illegal,	right?”
Nick	nodded.	“On	the	is land,	the	question	would	be…	complicated.	But	out

here,	 in	 peace time?	 She’s	 in	 the	 clear.	As	 the	 good	Lieutenant	 is	 aware,	 I’m
sure.”	Which	 actually	mat tered,	 since	 knowingly	 violat ing	 a	 law	 was	 illegal.
Even	if	you	were	wrong	about	violat ing	it.

“Wait.	Peacetime?	What	about	war?”
Nick	grinned	at	Zen.	“Does	it	have	a	basitin	in	it?	It’s	basitin	territory.”
“What	am	I	going	to	say	to	her	mother?!”
Any thing	Nick	 could	 have	 said	 to	 re assure	Keith	would	 have	 constituted

lèse-majesté,	and	that	was	one	of	 the	handful	of	 laws	that	still	applied	 in	his
pe culiar	 intersection	of	de ceased	and	abroad.	And	while	it	probably	wouldn’t
have	constituted	treason,	in	current	company…	“It’ll	be	okay.”	He	put	his	hand
on	 Keith’s	 back,	 and	 for	 a	 mo ment	 lost	 himself	 in	 marveling	 that	 that	 was
some thing	he	could	do.

Keith	turned	to	look	at	him.	“Re ally?”
“Well.	Probably.”

**

“We	don’t	have	to	go	through	with	this,	you	know.	We	could	even	pre tend	that
we	did.”
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Maddie	was	still	blushing	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	plausibility.”
“For	plausibil ity.	Right.”
It	was	a	famil iar	source	of	amusement	for	the	brothers—siblings?—that	de-

spite	be ing	very	much	in	love	with	Zen,	Keith	had	never	quite	seemed	to	real-
ize	that	he	wasn’t,	strictly	speaking,	 in	a	monog amous	re lationship	any more.
But	 with	 this	 thing	 with	 Alaric,	 he’d	 immediately	 clued	 in,	 and	 insisted	 on
equal	opportunity	for	Natani.	She’d	taken	it—had	more	or	less	had	to,	before
Keith	had	been	willing	to	seriously	consider	see ing	how	things	would	go	with
Alaric.

It’s	not	that	she	minded,	exactly—it’s	not	like	there	weren’t	things	she	was
curious	about.	Of	course	there	were.	Falling	for	Keith	hadn’t	erased	her	appre-
ciation	 for	 the	 fe male	 form,	and—despite	 the	oddly	persistent	 rumors—those
expe riences	weren’t	something	Keith	could	pro vide.	So	the	opportu nity	would
be	 welcome,	 in	 theory.	 But	 she	 knew	 it	 would	 eventually	 start	 to	 weigh	 on
Keith	if	she	didn’t	go	through	with	it,	and,	well,	she	hadn’t	exactly	had	any one
in	mind.	There	was,	maybe,	Kat,	but…	that	might	have	been	even	more	com -
plicated	than	just	finding	someone.

This	wasn’t	a	so lution	she’d	considered.	She’d	never	thought	of	Maddie	in
that	way—it	had	taken	a	 lot	of	 time	to	see	past	her	exterior,	and	by	 the	 time
she	had,	Maddie	had	been	a	 friend,	Keith’s	underling,	 the	King’s	 daughter…
and	basitin,	besides.	But…	the	sug gestion	given,	she	could	look	at	Maddie	with
new	interest.	And	the	basitin	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	herself.	Maybe	it	would	help,	with	whatever	was	wearing	on	her.

So	she	was	game,	but	she	didn’t	quite	know	how	to	start.
It	was	Maddie	who	broke	the	silence.	“You’re	beautiful.”
Natani	struck	a	pose,	showing	off	the	clothes.	She	realized	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	 wonder	 it’s	 so	 good,	 then.”	 Maddie

grinned.	“She’s	got	a	lot	of	courage,	giving	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	using	these.”
“I’m	glad	 that	you	did.”	Maddie	blushed	again.	 It	 re ally	was	very	compli-
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mentary.	 “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	 really	 a	 topic	 she
wanted	to	linger	on…	she	found	her	way	for ward.	“Speaking	of	Kat,	how	would
you	like	a	massage?”

“I…	don’t	let	her	do	that	any more.”
Ah.	“Didn’t	help,	huh?”
Maddie’s	ears	drooped.	“Really	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	feeling	shy…”
“No,	no,	that’s…	Only,	will	you…?”
“‘I’ll	 show	 you	 mine	 if	 you’ll	 show	me	 yours’?”	 Natani	 shrugged.	 “Fair’s

fair.”	She	stuck	her	tongue	out	playfully.	“Not	like	it’s	the	first	time,	even	if	it’s
been	a	while	since	we	took	a	bath	to gether.”

Maddie	blushed.	“I	liked	that,	but	it	got	a	little…	distracting.”
“Ah.”	It	re ally	had	been	a	while.	Better	 to	make	a	 joke	of	 it.	She	grinned.

“Were	you	entranced	by	my	body,	little	kitten?”
Maddie’s	blush	deepened.
What	am	I	even	doing.	Natani	cleared	her	throat.	“Well,	let’s	just	both	get

undressed,	okay?”
The	 top	 defied	 her	 yet	 again,	 but	Natani	 took	 every thing	 else	 off.	Mean-

while,	Maddie	quickly	 stripped	 and	neatly	 stacked	her	 gar ments,	 then	 stood
watching	Natani	with	open	interest.	The	basitin	appeared	to	have	a	handle	on
her	bashfulness.

After	a	 last	 furtive	attempt,	Natani	sighed	and	turned	around.	She	pulled
her	hair	over	her	shoulder	to	re veal	her	back.	“I	haven’t	figured	out	how	to	get
out	of	this	thing	by	my self.”

“Oh,	that’s…	inconve nient,	isn’t	it?”	She	felt	Maddie	draw	closer,	and	after
a	mo ment	of	hesitation	start	to	undo	the	top.

Natani	 thought	 of	 the	 tailor,	 and	 smiled.	 “I	 think	 that	might	 be	 a	 de sign
feature.”

Maddie	laughed.	“Ah.	Of	course.”
Though,	Maddie	was	 the	 third	 person	 to	 help	 her	with	 it,	 and	 still	 Keith

hadn’t	gotten	a	chance.	Probably	not	quite	what	Kat	had	had	in	mind.
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Maddie	got	the	top	undone	and	Natani	re moved	the	damnable	thing,	tak-
ing	care	in	laying	it	out.	Whatever	else	it	might	be,	it	re ally	was	a	great	piece	of
work.	She	 turned	back	 to	Maddie,	 letting	her	hair	 fall	be hind	her	again.	The
basitin	was	blushing	fiercely.	Had	she	ever	been	that…?	Yes.	I	just	wasn’t	that
honest.	She	smiled	at	Maddie.	“It’s	okay.”

Maddie	 looked	her	up	and	down,	 and	 the	ba sitin’s	blush	deepened.	 “You
are	beautiful.”

Natani	didn’t	miss	the	emphasis.	Forced	to	take	the	compliment	seriously,
she	 found	 that	 it	 mattered.	 She	 studied	 the	 basitin	 in	 turn—fair’s	 fair—and
liked	what	she	saw.	Keith	was	the	obvious	reference,	and	Natani	found	herself
comparing	 the	 two.	Maddie	was	 just	a	 touch	 taller,	and	her	 form	was	softer,
her	mus culature	 less	 de fined,	 and	her	 curves	 curvier,	 lending	 her	 an	 overall
slightly	girlier	fig ure—well,	except	for	the	hips.	She	had	the	most	beautiful	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	basitins	were	dis tracted	by	each	other,	and	Zen	was	dis-
tracted	by	the	basitins.	And	thoughts	of	what	might	be	go ing	on	else where	in
the	 house.	 He	 eventually	 de cided	 that	 Keith	 would	 just	 keep	 playing,	 and
Alaric	would	follow	Keith’s	lead,	so	he	folded.	‘tis	always	the	duty	of	the	old	to
advance	the	cause	of	young	love.	“That’s	enough	for	me.”

“Huh?	Oh,	what	are	you	going	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	moment.	But	then,	he	wasn’t	really

supposed	to.	The	basitin	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	sparring?”
Alaric	 looked	out	 the	window.	The	skies	had	gone	gray	and	the	wind	was

picking	up.	“…	inside?”
“Yep.”
The	 basitins	 stood	 up,	 but	 rather	 than	 head	 for	 the	 door	 Keith	 came	 to
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Zen’s	 side.	The	basitin	 knelt	 down	 to	 give	him	a	kiss.	 “Join	us	 if	 you	want.”
Keith	kissed	him	again,	and	the	subtext	was	pretty	clear.	Thou	shalt	not	mope.

Zen	adjusted	his	position,	lest	it	be come	obvious	who	he	wanted	to	join	and
where.	“I	will.	Now	shoo.”

Keith	rubbed	his	cheek,	and	Zen	closed	his	eyes.	The	basitin	followed	it	up
with	an	embrace,	made	awkward	by	the	po sition.	Keith	rubbed	his	own	cheek
against	Zen’s,	and	the	wolf’s	heart	melted.	Dammit,	Keith.	He	gave	the	basitin
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	matching	it.
“Shoo!”

	

He	waited	until	the	basitins	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	enjoy	each	other.	Those	two	only	had	to day.	At	least	for	now.

Still.
He	gathered	up	the	playing	cards,	left	scat tered	after	the	game	had	ended,

and	sat	down	in	the	empty	love-seat.	There	was	a	muffled	thump	from	the	di-
rection	 of	 the	 guest	 room,	 and	he	 smiled.	At	 least	 the	walls	weren’t	 shaking
this	time.	He	idly	dealt	out	a	hand	of	solitaire,	which	didn’t	go	anywhere.

Be ing	 nobly	 self-sacrificing	 is	 all	 well	 and	 good	 when	 there’s	 some one
around	 to	 appre ciate	 it,	 but	 loses	 some	of	 its	 luster	when	 it’s	 just	 you	and	a
deck	of	cards.

Another	thump,	a	little	louder	this	time.	Keith	and	Alaric.	Spars	had	a	cer-
tain	way	of	go ing,	in	this	house.

Keith	and	Alaric.	Natani	and	Maddie.	Natani	and	Maddie.
Zen	and	solitaire.
Maybe	he	could	find	a	nice	tree	to	sit	in,	just	for	old	times’	sake?
A	sudden	gust	rattled	the	windows,	and	the	skies	opened	up.
…
He	dealt	another	hand.	Solitaire.	A	lonely	wolf’s	game.
Maybe…	maybe	if	this	hand	passed,	he	would	check	in	on	the	basitins?	He

was	supposed	to	keep	an	eye	on	Keith	for	Natani,	after	all.
Who	was	with	Maddie.
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The	hand	didn’t	pass.
Well.	Maybe	the	next	one?
…	or	the	next?
…	…	or	the	one	after?
After	the	seventh	failed	attempt,	Zen	shuffled	the	cards	yet	again,	split	the

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

**

Natani	was	taking	her	 time	 in	giving	Maddie	 the	mas sage.	She’d	had	the	ba-
sitin	 lie	 on	 her	 stomach,	 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	excellent	working	un-
derstanding	 of	 basitin	 phys iology.	Maddie	was	 a	 lot	 like	 Keith,	 and	 yet	 not,
both	familiar	and	strange	under	her	touch.	Judg ing	by	the	cute	little	appre cia-
tive	noises,	 it	seemed	to	be	going	over	well.	Maddie’s	ears	were	drooping—in
the	 good	way—and	 her	 tail	 would	 occasionally	 twitch	 as	Natani	 worked	 her
back.	Maddie	looked	like	she	was	in	danger	of	melt ing	into	the	mat tress,	and
Natani	found	herself	smil ing.	This	cer tainly	wasn’t	bad.	The	basitin	had	grown
shy	of	be ing	touched	over	the	time	they’d	known	her.	Perhaps	for	good	reason.
The	sounds	took	on	a	breathier	tone,	which	only	became	more	pro nounced	as
Natani	moved	on	to	the	small	of	her	back.	They	were	clearly	some where	in	the
borderlands	be tween	sensual	and	sexual.	Next	would	be	the	legs…	She	stayed
at	Maddie’s	back,	care fully	teasing	out	the	tension	in	the	muscles	there.	It’s	not
like	she	was	play ing	for	time—wait,	yes	she	was.	She’d	said	so	herself.

She	cracked	the	link	a	bit,	care ful	not	to	let	anything	unneces sary	leak.	Is
he	freaking	out?

Zen	was	feeling	all	kinds	of	complicated.	Only	in	funny	ways.	You’re	good.
Natani	put	a	grin	in	the	link.	One	does	not	pity	one’s	brother.	And	you?
Promise	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	really	want	me	not	to	do	this…
No,	it’s…	Zen	got	annoyed.	You	just	asked	because	now	I	have	to	be	okay

with	it,	didn’t	you?
Grin.	Now	that	you	mention	it…	Hey,	what	are	you	doing	in	the	kitchen?

95Full	House



Zen	sighed.	Get ting	an	excuse.
Natani	 got	 the	 idea.	Why	don’t	 you	 just	 borrow	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	helping.
Natani	just	flashed	another	grin	and	walled	the	link	off	again,	re turning	her

at tention	fully	 to	Mad die.	The	basitin	had	her	eyes	closed	and	was	breathing
deeply.	 Only	 the	 sounds	 she	 was	 making	 told	 Natani	 she	 definitely	 wasn’t
asleep.

She	circumnavigated	the	tail	and	buttocks	and	got	started	on	her	legs,	from
the	thighs	on	down.	Maddie	let	out	a	few	sat isfied-sounding	grunts	as	Natani
worked	the	big ger	muscles.

She	 reached	Maddie’s	 calves,	 and	 the	 top	 of	 the	wrappings	 still	 covering
her	 feet,	 and	 found	herself	 get ting	 excited.	Maddie	 had	 always	 been	dismis-
sive,	but…	maybe	she	just	didn’t	know?	And	she	had	left	the	wrappings	when
she’d	stripped…	Natani’s	heart	skipped	a	beat.	The	mo ment	of	truth.	She	ex-
pertly	undid	the	bindings,	and	started	to	gently	unwrap	Maddie’s	feet.

“Oh,	I	didn’t	re alize	I	for got	to	take	those	off.”
She	was	mumbling	into	the	pillow	a	bit,	but	her	voice	hardly	seemed	laden

with	meaning	at	all.	Natani	got	the	wrappings	undone	and	tossed	them	on	the
frame	of	the	bed,	then	brought	her	hands	to	Maddie’s	calves	and	continued	the
massage.

“Ohhhh,	that	feels	nice!”
It	was	her	usual	perky	tone.	“Just	nice?”
“Huh?	 Oh,	 you	mean…”	 The	 basitin	 laughed.	 “That	 thing	 about	 basitins

and	feet	again?	I	don’t…	It’s	a	little	silly	how	every one’s	so	obsessed	about	it,
re ally.”

Natani	smiled	to	herself.	“It	is,	isn’t	it?”
“But…”	Maddie	 grunted	 as	Natani	 tried	 a	 firmer	 touch.	 “Gods,	 that	 feels

wonder ful.	I	walked…	I	don’t	even	want	to	think	about	how	far	yesterday,	so
this	is…”	She	trailed	off	with	a	happy	sigh	as	Natani	assayed	her	paws	for	the
first	time.	“You’re	really	good	at	that.	Thank	you,	thank	you,	thank	you.”

This	was	turning	into	a	bit	of	a	detour,	but	where	was	the	harm	in	that?
“No	problem.”
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**

There	was	a	knock	at	the	door.	Nick	disengaged	at	Keith’s	sig nal.
“Come	in!”
Zen	poked	his	head	in,	then	entered.	The	wolf	was	carry ing	a	pitcher	and

some	 glasses,	 and	 put	 them	down	 on	 the	 ta ble	 occupy ing	 one	 corner	 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	subtext,	but	smiled	as	well.	He’d	thought	Keith	had
seemed	a	bit	concerned	earlier,	and	this	looked	to	be	a	good	outcome.	The	wolf
had	almost	seemed	more	thrown	by	Natani	and	Mad die	than	Keith	had	been,
and	 Nick	 didn’t	 quite	 understand	 why.	 Was	 there	 some thing	 there?	 He’d
looked	 for	 clues	 in	how	Zen	 and	Maddie	had	be haved	 the	pre vious	 evening,
but	had	come	up	with	nothing.	But	then,	Maddie’s	fo cus	had	seemed	to	be	hos-
tility	 towards	himself;	he	didn’t	 think	 there	was	any thing	 typical	 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	water,	the	way	you’ve	been	go ing.”
Keith	smiled	at	the	wolf,	quite	charmingly.	“Did	you	have	a	good	nap?”
Zen	stuck	out	his	tongue.	“Well,	you	lot	kept	shaking	the	walls.	How’s	it	go -

ing?”
“We’re	just	play ing	around.	Nick’s	taking	it	easy	on	me.”
Nick	grinned	at	him.	“Hey,	I’m	just	not	used	to	having	to	watch	my	hem-

line.”
Keith	grinned	back.	“You	should	try	fighting	in	a	dress.”
Should	he?	…	maybe	he	should.
Zen	took	a	spot	next	to	the	table,	leaning	against	the	wall.	“Well,	don’t	let

this	old	wolf	distract	you.”
Nick	would	 have	 been	 curious	 to	 see	 the	 ‘old	wolf’	 fight,	 but	 not	 curious

enough	 to	 throw	 away	 the	 opportu nity	 to	 keep	 grappling	with	 Keith.	 “Well,
shall	we?”

*

The	basitins	re sumed	their	spar,	and	Zen	spectated.	In deed,	it	was	far	from	se-
rious;	and	at	least	as	far	as	he	could	see,	Alaric	didn’t	really	have	any	trouble
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with	the	robe.	He	was	taking	his	steps	with	confidence,	wrapped	ankles	flash-
ing	 as	 he	 moved.	 No	 punches	 or	 kicks	 were	 be ing	 thrown,	 and	 the	 fo cus
seemed	 to	 be	 entirely	 on	 grappling	 and	 po sitioning.	 Bouts	 ended	 up	 on	 the
walls,	 or	 occasionally	 the	 floor.	 They	 were…	 play ful.	 It	 lifted	 Zen’s	 heart	 to
watch	Keith	in	this	con test,	smiling,	 laughing,	whether	he	came	up	on	top	or
not.	Perhaps	this	harkened	back	to	some	exercise	for	basitin	youth.

Though	if	that	was	the	case,	Zen	rather	suspected	they	weren’t	play ing	by
regulation	rules.	Occasionally,	one	would	catch	the	other	in	a	vulnerable	posi-
tion,	 and	 rather	 than	 taking	martial	 advan tage	would	nip,	 or	 lick,	 or	nuzzle,
usually	eliciting	laughter.	Not	all	of	the	openings	were	forced,	either.

And	some	of	the	holds	looked	rather	suspicious.
Still,	while	it	wasn’t	exactly	innocent,	he	didn’t	feel	like	he	was	interrupt ing

anything,	 either.	At	 least	 yet.	And	who	knows,	maybe	 they’d	had	enough	 for
the	day.	There	had	to	be	some	limit,	even	to	basitin	stamina.

He	hadn’t	dared	check	on	the	condition	of	the	bath.
Alaric	was	 still	 some thing	of	a	mystery	 to	him.	From	all	 the	 things	Keith

had	said	over	the	years,	he’d	have	expected	a	be ing	of	pure	mis chief.	But	even
though	Alaric	had	thawed	from	yesterday,	Zen	still	hadn’t	caught	more	than	a
glimpse	of	that.	The	basitin	still	seemed…	watchful,	almost,	open	affection	to
Keith	notwithstanding.	And	that	was	basically	un avoidable,	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,	apparently,	for	Alaric.

How…	would	 it	work?	While	 it	was	 still	 of ficially	only	 to day,	 it	 seemed	a
safe	 enough	 bet	 that	 it	 wouldn’t	 stay	 that	 way.	 So	 what	 would	 that	 mean?
From	the	moment	Keith	and	Natani	had	be come	Keith	and	Natani	and	Zen,
the	basitin	had	never	excluded	either	of	them,	never	left	either	of	them	feeling
unwanted	or	unloved.	It	had	fallen	to	him	and	Natani	to	sort	out	whether	pri-
vate	 time	 was	 necessary,	 and	 for	 whom.	 And	 if	 some one	 bowed	 out,	 it	 was
most	often	Zen;	Keith	and	Natani’s	relationship	had	 in tricacies	 that	even	he,
with	 the	 link,	didn’t	 fully	understand,	but	which	he	 re gardless	 felt	 called	 for
the	occasional	moment	of	abso lute	privacy.	Even	if	the	two	were	by	no	means
shy	in	expressing	them selves.

Natani	usually	rolled	her	eyes	and	called	him	brotherly.
He	was	fine	with	that.
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All	of	that	was	as	easy	as	breathing	for	them,	be ing	who	they	were,	knowing
each	other’s	minds,	agree ing	on	what	mattered	most.	He	guessed	Keith	would
keep	to	the	same	strat egy,	at	least	try	it;	indeed,	Zen	wasn’t	sure	what	else	the
basitin	could	do,	besieged	by	three	people.	Even	on	his	best	gallivants,	Zen	had
never	 quite	 gotten	 in	 that	 situation—though	 he	 never	 set	 out	 to	 to	 break
hearts,	and	he’d	done	pretty	well	at	that.

Though,	some times,	when	he	returned	home,	Keith	would	show	just	a	hint
of	 jealousy…	Zen	was	almost	 certain	 that	 it	was	 feigned,	 for	 his	 bene fit,	 but
that	 suspicion	 did	 nothing	 to	 blunt	 its	 effectiveness.	 Those	mo ments	 always
seemed	to	re sult	in	private	time	for	Zen,	so	he	could	assuage	Keith	at	length.

He	pulled	his	mind	back	on	 track.	So	what	of	Alaric?	He	didn’t	quite	 see
Keith	getting	all	three	of	them—though,	if	it	was	just	to	show	Keith	a	really,	re-
ally	good	time,	then	perhaps…

Back	on	track.	Alaric.	How	would	they	sort	it	out?	Alternating	days?	That
just	felt…	silly.	Play	it	by	ear?	How	well	could	that	possibly	work?	He	seemed
deferen tial—espe cially	 to	Natani—and	 it	 couldn’t	 come	down	 to	 them	doling
out	Keith	to	him.	The	 idea	 just	 felt	wrong.	They	had	hopes	 for	Alaric—hopes
for	Keith—and	those	hopes	wanted	an	equal.	A	worthy	equal,	to	be	sure,	but	an
equal.

Alaric	slammed	Keith	into	the	wall	next	to	him,	interrupting	Zen’s	reverie.
Their	struggle	reached	stability,	and	they	disengaged.	Keith	ro tated	his	shoul-
der	with	a	wince.

Alaric	didn’t	look	too	concerned.	“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	water	and	handed	it	to	him.	When	Keith	took	it,	his

hand	brushed	the	wolf’s.	Quite	de liberately.	The	little…	Natani’s	laundry	list	of
Things	To	Do	With	Keith	flickered	through	his	mind,	and	Zen	almost	reached
out.	 The	 way	 the	 basitin	 was	 looking	 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	another	glass.	Alaric’s	hand	didn’t	brush	his.
“Thank	you.”
“So,	does	this	little	contest	of	yours	have	rules?”
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He	hadn’t	addressed	the	ques tion	to	either	of	them	in	particular,	but	it	was
Keith	who	 answered.	 “It’s	 pretty	 basic.	Getting	 your	 oppo nent	 on	 their	 back
gets	you	a	point.”

“Oh?	That	sounds	some how	familiar.”
Keith	rolled	his	eyes	and	smiled.	“Care	to	give	it	a	go?”
He	looked	at	Keith,	and	the	basitin	almost	blushed.	It	would	be	a	match	to

one	point,	and	damn	the	conse 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	confused.	The	way	the	 two	of	 them
had	been	 looking	at	each	other…	what	was	 that,	 if	not	his	cue	 to	 take	a	step
back?	But	here	he	was,	about	 to	 face	 the	wolf,	wondering	whether	he	should
throw	the	match.

Keith	was	 clearly	 amused	by	 the	 situation.	 “Nick!	He’ll	 get	 you	 if	 you	 let
your	guard	down!”

So	that	was	a	no	on	the	throw,	then.

*

Alaric	 fought…	politely.	 It	didn’t	 stop	Zen	 from	get ting	completely	 trounced,
but	at	least	he	was	getting	manhandled	in	an	immaculate	manner.	The	basitin
was	 all	 quiet	 efficiency	 and	 calm	 demeanour.	 This	 was	 probably	 how	 these
things	were	supposed	to	go,	if	maybe	not	so	one-sided.	Zen	took	it	well,	taking
Keith’s	example	 to	 laugh	or	 smile	even	when	getting	utterly	de stroyed,	 so	as
not	to	discourage	his	opponent.	If	he	was	go ing	to	get	a	point,	he	wanted	it	to
count.	He’d	been	expect ing	to	be	the	underdog,	of	course;	he	could	rarely	beat
Keith	or	Natani,	and	watching	them	spar	he’d	gotten	some	idea	of	Alaric’s	abil-
ities—Natani’s	 strength	 in	 a	 basitin-sized	 frame,	 with	 technique	 that	 put
Keith’s	to	shame.	So	he’d	went	in	holding	back,	concealing	the	full	advantage
of	his	reach	and	a	few	choice	tricks,	looking	for	an	opportune	moment.

He	 knew	 it	 had	 come	 when	 he	 saw	 Keith	 pull	 up	 a	 chair	 and	 sit	 down,
pulling	his	legs	up	into	the	seat,	not	minding	his	hemline.	Naked	ankles	on	full
display.	If	that	didn’t	do	it,	he	was	out	of	luck.	On	the	next	bout,	Zen	maneu-

100Full	House



vered,	po sitioning	Alaric	so	that	he	should	just	see	Keith	from	the	corner	of	his
eye,	then	played	for	time.	The	moment	Alaric	glanced	at	Keith,	he	struck	with
every thing.

*

Through	a	series	of	events	it	took	him	a	moment	to	piece	to gether,	Nick	found
himself	flat	on	the	floor	with	Zen	sitting	on	his	chest.	The	de feat	stung.	He’d
underes timated	 the	wolf,	and	 it	had	been	exactly	 as	Keith	 had	warned	him.
The	mo ment	he	 let	his	 guard	down.	But	 as	 the	moment	 stretched,	with	Zen
still	sitting	on	him,	grin ning	down	and	catching	his	breath,	he	just	started	to
feel	ridiculous.	He	raised	his	eye brows.	“I	think	that	counts	already.”

Zen	laughed.	“Let	me	savor	it.	I’m	not	sure	I’m	go ing	to	get	another	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	grabbing	Zen	by	 the	 tail,	much	to	 the	wolf’s
apparent	 dismay.	 Keith	 watched	 on,	 smil ing,	 as	 the	 melee	 deterio rated.	 It
quickly	be came	some thing	that,	while	not	intimate,	was	clearly	friendly.	Now
that	was	more	like	it.	He	provided	more	distractions,	aiding	this	combatant	or
that	as	they	vied	for	positional	advantage—or	disadvantage.	The	score	was	cast
aside	and	the	match,	such	as	it	was,	be came	more	even	as	Nick	took	on	handi-
caps	 and	 Zen	 stepped	 up	 his	 game.	 Free-form	 suited	 him	 bet ter.	 Per haps
suited	both	of	them	better.

It	went	on	 for	a	while,	but	 the	 last	bout	ended	with	Zen	 on	his	back	and
Nick	sitting	astride.	Of	course,	it	was	only	the	last	one	because	that	was	when
Zen	decided	to	call	it.	Nick	of fered	his	arm	and	the	wolf	took	it,	quite	the atri-
cally	 using	 it	 for	 leverage	 to	 hoist	 himself	 up,	 be fore,	 also	 quite	 the atrically,
dusting	 him self	 off	 and	 finding	 numerous	 complaints	 with	 his	 body.	 Nick
seemed	the	right	amount	of	skeptical,	and	Keith	had	to	grin.

When	Zen	 came	walking	past,	Keith	 smiled	 at	him	and	gave	him	a	 ‘well,
what	now?’	expression.	Zen	tou sled	his	hair	in	re sponse,	then	was	slow	in	re-
moving	his	hand.	Keith,	not	wanting	the	moment	to	pass,	put	one	hand	on	the
wolf’s	waist.	 The	moment	drew	 longer…	but	Zen	 tousled	his	 hair	 again,	 this
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time	withdrawing	his	hand,	and	stuck	his	tongue	out.	Keith	let	his	own	hand
fall	away,	brushing	the	wolf’s	leg	through	his	robe	as	he	stepped	past.	Zen	was
being…	so	very	himself.	He	might	actually	have	to	ask	Nick	to	give	them	a	mo-
ment,	so	he	could	force	the	issue	and	give	the	wolf	a	proper	tum ble.

Indeed,	Nick	was	looking	a	clear	question	at	him.	He	shook	his	head	in	re -
sponse.	Not	yet.	He	grinned	instead.	“So,	did	that	little	contest	of	yours	have
rules?”

Nick	grinned	back.	“Not	that	I	noticed.	Care	to	give	it	a	go?”
Keith	stood	up	and	stretched,	 luxuriously,	aware	of	both	Zen	be hind	him

and	Nick	in	front.	“Sure.”

**

Natani	had	given	Maddie’s	feet	a	very	thorough	mas sage.	She’d	found	herself
a	 little	disappointed	 that	 it	hadn’t	been	a…	big ger	deal…	 for	 the	basitin,	and
her	mind	had	wandered	to	be ing	on	the	road	with	Keith	again.	There	would	be
many	long	days	of	walking	ahead.	She	and	Zen	should	take	the	opportu nity	to
give	Keith	an	extra-spe cially	good	time.

And,	well,	she	hadn’t	done	all	that	much	travelling	lately;	her	feet	might	get
sore	too.	And	Keith	was	always	eager	to	help.

Maybe	she	was	one	of	the	silly	people,	after	all.	She	smiled,	and	shook	her
head	at	herself.	Figure	that	out	later.	“Okay,	turn	around.”

Maddie	stirred	and	slowly	rolled	over.	The	basitin	still	had	her	eyes	closed
and	was	taking	long,	deep	breaths,	but	her	arousal	was	plain	to	see.	Perhaps	it
had	had	an	 effect	 after	 all…	or	maybe	 it	 just	hadn’t	 been	any	dif ferent	 from
other	parts	of	the	massage.	The	basitin’s	tail	was	sticking	out	be tween	her	legs,
and	Natani	gave	it	a	slow	stroke.	Mad die	shivered.	Natani	spent	a	mo ment	ad-
miring	the	basitin’s	form,	and	the	effect	she	was	having,	then	started	working
her	way	back	up	Maddie’s	body.	Ankles,	shins,	thighs…	again,	she	passed	the
groin	by,	and	Maddie	let	out	a	sigh.	The	sigh	turned	into	a	low	moan	as	Natani
laid	hands	on	 the	basitin’s	 stomach.	The	moan	got	 louder	as	 she	 skirted	her
breasts.

Which	 re minded	 her.	 Would	 she	 need	 to	 evacuate	 the	 entire	 building?
“Just	how	good	is	basitin	hearing,	exactly?”

Maddie	 mumbled	 her	 answer.	 “Oh,	 the	 bedroom	 is	 pretty	 sound proof.
They’d	have	to	actu ally…	be…”	She	opened	her	eyes	as	she	heard	what	she	was
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saying.	 “…	 eaves dropping.”	 The	 basitin	 looked	 at	 her	 guiltily,	 and	 Natani
thought	it	was	only	partially	for	effect.

It	wasn’t	exactly	a	sur prise	at	this	point.	She	just	smiled.	“It	stops	af ter	to -
day,	okay?”	She	consid ered	some	of	the	things	they	got	up	to.	“…	when	you	can
avoid	it,	any way.	We’ll	try	to	be	more	careful,	too.”

Maddie	nodded,	grateful.	“Okay.	Thank	you.”
Natani	went	back	to	the	basitin’s	stomach,	just	slowly	rubbing	her,	and	the

low	moans	re turned.	Maddie	watched	her	with	half-lidded	eyes.	Natani	let	her
hands	 travel	 upwards.	 This	 time,	 she	 didn’t	 skirt	 the	 ba sitin’s	 breasts	 but
cupped	 them,	 caressed	 them	 gently.	 Mad die’s	 nipples	 were	 hard	 under	 her
touch,	and	the	sounds	she	made	as	Natani	made	her	explorations	were	getting
her	own	blood	up	as	well.

This	wasn’t	exactly	a	massage	anymore.
Maddie	let	out	a	frustrated	sigh	and	looked	at	her,	the	same	plead	she	had

shown	earlier.	“Please.”

**

He’d	intended	to	go	take	a	nap—maybe	for	real,	this	time—but	some how	he’d
ended	 up	 taking	 Keith’s	 seat—still	 warm—instead,	 to	 watch	 the	 basitins	 at
play.	Just	for	a	moment.	Of	course.

And	play	they	did.	It	was	more	or	less	a	wrestling	match	by	now,	al most	all
groundwork	 as	 they	 tangled,	 on	 some	 level	 probably	 still	 trying	 to	 pin	 the
other,	on	some	other	level	perhaps	trying	to	get	pinned	instead.	It	looked	glo-
rious	fun,	had	been	glo rious	fun	after	that	first	point.	Even	an	old	wolf	can	feel
young	at	heart.

Still.	 As	 their	 play	 once	 again	 took	 on	 more	 suggestive	 ele ments,	 Zen
sighed	inwardly.	There	was	only	one	way	this	was	going	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	window	at	 the	 rain.	Less	heavy	 than	yesterday,	but	 it
was	yet	another	thing	to	re mind	him	that,	a	day	or	so	ago…	he’d	been	about	to
grapple	Keith	himself,	when	Maddie	had	come	knocking.	And	the	basitin	was
so,	so	very	grappleable.	Rarely,	in	fact,	had	he	looked	more	grappleable	than	at
this	very	moment,	getting	pinned	by	Alaric	and	putting	up	sus piciously	 lit tle
struggle.
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He	could	wait.	Of	course	he	could.	But…	maybe…
He	propped	his	feet	up	on	the	table.	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	double-take.	Zen	tugged	at	his	robe,	to	bring	the	hem	a	bit	farther
up	his	shins,	and	splayed	his	toes,	and	Alaric	was	distracted	enough	for	Keith
to	execute	a	sudden	and	very	efficient	take-down.

“Collusion!”	Came	the	muffled	complaint.
So	 there	was,	 perhaps,	 interest.	 If	 that	 hadn’t	 just	 been	 shock	 value.	But

how	to	proceed?	The	key,	he	de cided,	was	to	go	over	the	top.	Make	it	so	it	can
be	laughed	off.	Se rious	hopes,	buried	in	humor.	Go	big	or	go	play	solitaire.	But
what	would	do	it?

An	idea	flashed	into	his	head.
No,	surely	not.
But…
Some	thoughts,	once	thought,	cannot	be	dis missed.	He	put	on	his	best	grin.

“How	about	a	different	contest?”
The	 basitins	 had	 gotten	 off	 the	 floor	 again.	 Keith	 raised	 his	 eye brows,

clearly	amused.	“What	did	you	have	in	mind?”
“Feet	only.”	Zen	wiggled	his	 toes	 to	make	 the	point.	 “He	who	comes	 first

loses.	Winner	gets	a	treat.”
Keith	looked	shocked	at	his	forwardness,	then	laughed.	“And	the	treat?”
Alaric	looked…	speculative.
Zen	shrugged	mag nanimously.	“Winner’s	choice.	I’m	willing	to	bend	over	if

that’s	what	it	takes	to	get	some	action	around	here.”
Keith	was	pure	amusement.	“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	 initial	sur-
prise	while	Keith	and	Zen	bantered.	He	had	lit tle	doubt	the	wolf	was	serious,
but	couched	in	humor	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	 ‘contest’,	 that	much	was	certain,	but	 that	was	a	 loss	he	would
have	 paid	 dearly	 to	 expe rience.	 That	 idea	 was	 on	 the	 secret	 list.	 And	 if	 he
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should	win,	well,	it	would	be	his	call;	he	could	pass.	Or…	not.	Looking	at	Zen,
he	found	himself	entertaining	new	possi bilities.	He	wouldn’t	mind	finding	out
what	that	muzzle	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	another.	He	found	himself	wondering	about	parts	of	Zen’s	anatomy	not
on	display…	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	disposi -
tion.	There	was	a	ready	warmth	to	Zen	that	would	surely	have	put	him	off,	had
it	 come	 from	 another	 basitin,	 but	 he	 found	 disarming	 instead	 coming	 from
some one	wholly	outside	the	strictures	of	his	so ciety.	The	wolf	treated	him	like
he	was	an	equal—like	that	was	obvious.

And	above	all	else,	he	was	Keith’s	lover—and	more.	There	could	be	no	bet-
ter	recommendation.

It	 couldn’t	 hurt	 his	 case	with	 the	wolves,	 ei ther,	 as	 far	 as	 he	 could	 see—
though	 it	 was	 be coming	 obvious	 that	 their	 only	 concern	 about	 him	 was
whether	he	was	 good	 for	Keith,	 or	not.	But	 if	 Zen	was	 actually	 interested	 in
him,	it	might	be	better	to…	no,	he	didn’t	think	this	was	re ally	about	him,	not
with	the	way	the	two	were	looking	at	each	other.	But	given	the	way	they	were
looking	at	each	other…	 it	also	 followed	 that	 it	had	 to	be	about	him,	 in	 some
way.	Was	this	 the	wolf	 thinking	ahead,	 to	what	some thing	beyond	just	 to day
might	be	like?	Was	the	real	question	‘can	we	share?’

He	knew	what	he	wanted	the	answer	to	that	to	be.
Well,	what ever	else	it	was,	it	was	an	opportunity	for	him	to	do	some thing.

He’d	been	 stuck	 following	Keith’s	 lead—and	a	good	 lead	 it	was!—be cause	he
didn’t	 quite	 understand	 how	anything	 worked	 here,	 and	 he	wasn’t	 going	 to
risk	any thing	by	making	care less	moves.	It	had	been	one	unexpected	turn	after
another,	but	even	though	this	was	yet	another	such,	he	 felt	 for	 the	 first	 time
that	he	understood	the	situation.	Keith	was	going	to	turn	Zen	down,	because	of
course	he	was.	Zen	would	know	that	as	well,	so	this	ploy	was	aimed	at	him.	His
first	option	was	to	be	quick	on	the	draw,	make	some	appro priately	inappropri-
ate	joke,	and	excuse	him self	to	give	them	a	clearly	much-overdue	moment.	Al-
ternatively,	if	he	did	nothing,	the	status	quo	would	be	pre served	and	the	wolf
would	probably	 end	up	excusing	himself…	or	maybe	not,	 de pending	on	how
they	played	it.

He	waited	for	Keith	to	be gin	his	inevitable	line.	“I	think	that	might	be	a	lit-
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tle—”
Alaric	raised	his	eye brows.	“Keith	Keiser…	turning	down	a	chal lenge?”

**

Maddie’s	need	was	clear—and	yet	not.	Natani	wanted	to	answer	her,	but	what
was	the	basitin	curious	about	exactly?	Be sides	the	obvious?	Natani	smiled	at
her.	“Do	you	want	me	to	kiss	you?”

“I…	don’t	know.	If	you	want?”
So	Natani	did.	It	was	a	getting-to-know-you	kind	of	kiss.	Maddie	was	a	lit-

tle	 clumsy	 to	 start	with	but	 soon	started	 to	get	 the	 idea,	 ex ploring	Natani	 in
turn.

Natani	broke	 the	kiss	and	grinned	down	at	her.	 “Do	you	want	me	 to	kiss
you?”

Maddie	smiled	back.	“Yes!”
She	made	the	second	kiss	hungrier,	trying	to	rouse	Mad die	even	more.	The

basitin	 re sponded	with	yearning	and	 frus tration.	Natani	placed	one	hand	on
Maddie’s	stomach,	then	traced	slowly	downwards…	The	basitin	gasped,	break-
ing	the	kiss,	as	Natani’s	fingers	caressed	their	way	past	her	clitoris	to	her	labia.
To	cup	her	mons.	Natani	held	her	in	the	palm	of	her	hand.	She	looked	a	ques-
tion	down	at	the	basitin,	grinning,	a	lecherous	wolf.

Maddie	looked	back,	wordless,	but	Natani	thought	she	saw	the	same	ques-
tion	again:	 ‘Kiss	me?’	She	did,	promising	 re lease,	 and	 caressed	Maddie	with
her	hand.	The	basitin	spread	her	legs	wider	and	bucked	her	hips,	pushing	back
against	 Natani’s	 hand.	 Instinct	 taking	 over.	Mad die	 broke	 the	 kiss	 again	 to
moan,	and	Natani	drew	back.	Her	fingers	slicked	up,	she	be gan	to	gently	ca-
ress	 the	basitin’s	 clitoris,	keeping	an	eye	on	her,	watchful	of	 the	 touch	being
too	intense.	Maddie	gave	good	re actions,	and	Natani	soon	had	her	gasp ing	for
air	amidst	moans.	Almost	as	quickly,	 she	was	gone,	her	body	quaking	under
Natani’s	 touch	 as	 she	 finally	 found	 re lease.	The	basitin	had	been	more	 than
ready.	Natani	slowly	eased	up	as	Maddie	came	off	it,	cupping	her	once	more,
finding	fresh	wetness.	She	brought	her	hand	to	her	mouth	and	gave	it	a	lick.

It	actually	did	taste	a	little	like	strawberries.	Go	figure.
Maddie	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,	 promising	more	 to	 come,	 then	 kissed	 her	 on	 the	 throat,
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eliciting	 a	 gasp.	 Natani	 started	 working	 her	 way	 down,	 and	 as	 she	 reached
Maddie’s	 beautiful	 lit tle	 breasts,	 the	 gasps	 turned	 into	 moans.	 She	 spent	 a
good	while	there,	nuzzling,	licking,	even	nipping	a	bit,	get ting	the	Keith	expe 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	bosom.	She	espe cially	liked	how	Mad die	reacted
when	she	licked	her	nipples,	circling	their	hardness	with	her	tongue.	The	ba-
sitin	was	clearly	very	sensitive.	“I	like	your	breasts.”

Maddie	laughed.	“I	kinda	got	the	idea.”
Natani	smiled	at	the	re alization.	“I’ve	never	got ten	to	say	that	before.”
Maddie	got	up	on	her	elbows.	“Hm?	I’m	your	first	lady	lay?”
Natani	grinned.	“Let’s	say…	yes.”	She	butted	the	ba sitin	with	her	head,	and

Maddie	collapsed	back	onto	the	bed	with	a	laugh.	Natani	gave	her	breasts	one
last	nuzzle	and	continued	on,	licking	and	nuzzling	her	way	across	the	squirm-
ing	 basitin’s	 stomach.	 That	 should	 have	 been	 enough	 time	 to	 recover…	 she
gave	Maddie’s	clit	a	stiff	lick.

“Gods!”
Maddie	didn’t	need	much	prompting	to	spread	her	 legs,	and	Natani	relo -

cated	be tween	them.	She	took	in	the	ba sitin’s	scent,	pleasantly	dif ferent	from
anything	she’d	pre viously	expe rienced.	She	started	lapping	at	her,	cleaning	her
fur	of	her	excite ment.	To	her	slight	surprise,	she	found	herself	more	than	will-
ing	to	focus	just	on	Maddie’s	pleasure.	Maybe	Keith	was	rubbing	off	on	her…
and	 no	wonder,	with	 all	 the	 rubbing	 together	 they	 did.	Hope fully	 it	 worked
both	ways.

Be sides,	Maddie’s	reactions	were	adorable.
“Are	you	re ally	going	to…?”
Natani	answered	her	with	one	long	lick,	getting	a	bet ter	taste	of	her	straw-

berry,	and	Maddie	had	no	more	words.	Natani	took	her	time	get ting	the	lay	of
the	land,	getting	used	to	the	fresh	perspective.	The	act	wasn’t	exactly	foreign	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	abdomen.	She	could	reach	with	her	fin-
gers	 just	 so…	 Maddie	 gasped	 and	 Natani	 nod ded	 to	 herself,	 sat isfied.	 She
started	out	 slowly,	 try ing	 to	 figure	out	how	Keith	did	 the	 things	he	did.	 She
went	first	for	the	things	she	particularly	liked,	followed	by	the	things	Zen	liked,
for	good	measure.	She	couldn’t	watch	Maddie	very	well	now,	but	 the	basitin
gave	clear	signals	both	in	the	lovely	noises	she	made	and	in	how	she	moved	in
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re sponse.	Pretty	soon,	Natani	thought	she	had	what	she	needed	to	mount	her
assault	on	the	bas tion	of	Maddie’s	womanhood,	the	tem ple	of	her	simmering
muliebrity,	and	to	plumb	the	depths	of	her	quivering	quim—

Sheesh.	Now	I’m	doing	it!
It	took	her	longer,	this	time,	to	work	the	basitin	up	to	a	frenzy.	She	didn’t

know	 if	 it	was	 the	 different	 touch	 of	 her	 tongue,	 her	 clumsiness,	 or	 just	 the
simple	fact	of	Maddie’s	need	be ing	less	now.	Natani	didn’t	mind;	she	was	en-
joy ing	 the	 expe rience.	 She	 alternated	 be tween	 showing	 the	 basitin	 just	 how
long	a	wolf’s	tongue	was,	and	just	how	pre cise	when	she	teased	at	the	basitin’s
stiff	clit—and	when	her	tongue	was	else where,	her	fin gers	were	never	far.	She
found	that	Maddie	could	take	a	lot	of	stimulation	without	it	be ing	too	much,	so
she	 pushed	 accordingly,	 eager	 to	 grant	 re lease.	 If	 there	would	 be	 a	 time	 for
Keith-style	marathon	sessions,	 that	would	be	 later,	when	they	were	more	 fa-
miliar	with	each	other	and	she	surer	of	her	technique.

She	had	to	admit	to	some	interest,	on	all	fronts.
When	she	thought	Maddie	was	getting	close,	she	fo cused	solely	on	her	clit,

kneading	it	with	her	tongue,	pushing,	pushing.	The	ba sitin	let	out	her	loudest
moans	yet	and	bucked	her	hips,	thrashing	against	her.	That	was	better.	Natani
stayed	with	her	as	it	subsided,	easing	back	on	the	pres sure	but	also	looking	for
an	opportunity	to	be gin	pushing	again.

Maddie	squirmed	and	laughed.	“Stoooop!”
Too	much.	Natani	backed	off,	grinning	up	at	the	basitin.
“How..	How	do	you	ever	do	anything	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	lapping	up	Maddie’s	juices
again.	Freshly	squeezed	strawberry-basitin.

“Natani,	wait.”

**

Alaric	had	bitten!	But	Keith	had	quickly	pulled	him	into	a	huddle	 in	the	cor-
ner,	and	Zen	was	now	watching	them	confer,	os cillat ing	be tween	worried	and
very	worried.	What	were	they	talking	about?	It	was	no	use	trying	to	overhear
basitins	whispering.

Keith	 nodded	 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	expres -
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sion	was	pure	mischief,	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	little	match	with	me?	Nick	wouldn’t	mind	step-
ping	out.”

Keith	 leaned	back	 to	 look	at	him,	concerned,	so…	Keith.	Zen	 fought	hard
not	to	wrap	his	arms	around	the	basitin	and	never	let	go.	But	as	tempting	as
that	offer	was,	there	were	reasons	to	go	through	with	this.	He	grinned	at	Keith.
“And	if	I	don’t?”

The	 basitin	 grinned	 back,	 mischief	 re turning.	 “You	 have	 no	 idea	 what
you’re	in	for.”

“Promise?”
Keith	 leaned	 close	 to	whisper	 again.	 “Promise.”	 The	 basitin	 pulled	 away,

rubbing	his	 cheek	 against	 Zen’s	 as	 he	went,	 tempting	 him	 even	more.	Keith
turned	around,	pulling	his	robe	off	 in	one	clean	mo tion.	Now	fully	naked,	he
swatted	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
having	his	tail	grabbed.	Zen	tore	his	eyes	away	to	glance	at	Alaric,	and	found
that	 the	basitin	was	as	pre occupied	with	 the	 front	half	of	Keith	as	he’d	been
with	the	rear.	And	who	could	blame	him?	Alaric,	likewise,	vis ibly	struggled	to
glance	back	at	him,	and	they	shared	a	smile	and	a	mo ment	of	understanding.
Good	taste,	he	thought	at	the	basitin,	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	despite	the	weird	cir-
cumstance,	and	let	it	fall	away.	He	was	nearly	of	a	size	with	Keith,	but	gener-
ally	girthier;	more	clearly	mus cled	and	a	bit	broader	of	chest	and	shoulder…
though	narrower	at	the	hip.	Zen’s	eyes	wandered	to	his	basitinhood,	already	at
full	attention	at	the	sight	of	Keith.	Ah,	youth.	Yup.	Generally	girthier.

Zen	realized	Keith	was	 looking	at	him,	an	amused	expression	on	his	 face
and	 in	 the	 tilt	 of	his	 ears.	Was	 that	another	 ‘good	 taste’?	He	 smiled	back.	 “I
hope	the	idea	isn’t	to	just	keep	teasing	me	as	long	as	pos sible.”

A	grin.	“We’ll	 see.”	 It	wasn’t	very	re assuring.	Still,	Keith	 turned	to	Alaric.
“It	seems	our	judge	is	feeling	impatient.”

Judge?	Good	enough	an	excuse	to	feel	a	little	less	like	a	complete	pervert,
watching	them.	Zen	grinned.	“Yeah,	I	haven’t	got	all	day.	Busy	schedule	and	all
that.”
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Alaric	snapped	a	salute,	which	Keith	for	some	reason	found	utterly	hilari-
ous.	He	mimicked	the	gesture,	unable	to	keep	a	straight	face.	“Your	honor.”

Something	to	do	with	basitin	pro to col,	Zen	guessed.	Alaric	had	been	joking
about	challenges	ear lier;	maybe	this	was	to	do	with	that.	He	settled	back	in	the
chair,	propping	his	chin	up	with	one	arm,	and	tried	his	best	to	look	bored	and
impartial.	He	gestured	with	his	free	hand	and	reached	for	some	likely	words.
“You	may	pro ceed.	May	the	best	basitin	win.”

Another	 burst	 of	 laughter	 from	 Keith,	 and	 Alaric	 smiled.	 Probably	 close
enough.	Both	basitins	bowed	 from	the	waist,	 then	 turned	 to	 face	each	other.
Another	 salute,	 and	 for	 a	 moment	 they	 just	 looked	 at	 each	 other,	 smiling.
Keith	stepped	closer	and	kissed	Alaric,	and	go ing	by	how	the	other’s	tail	curled
it	wasn’t	exactly	 inno cent.	Zen	smiled	and	magnanimously	 let	 the	(probable)
breach	of	proto col	 go.	He’d	have	 to	 ask	 about	 that	 one	day.	Keith	broke	 the
kiss	and	stepped	back,	leaving	Alaric	looking	a	lit tle	stunned.

Both	 basitins	 sat	 down,	 leaning	 back	 on	 their	 arms	 to	 leave	 their	 legs	 as
free	as	possible.	Zen	re alized	that	Alaric	still	had	his	feet	wrapped,	and	appar-
ently	intended	to	re main	that	way.	“Wrappings?”

Alaric	grinned	at	him.	“A	rul ing,	your	honor?”
Zen	considered.	That	should	feel…	interesting.	And	it’d	be	new	for	Keith,	at

least	as	far	as	he	knew.	He	waved	his	arm.	“I’ll	allow	it.”
There	was	some	vying	for	po sition,	and	for	a	moment	only	feet	met	feet…

but	it	seemed	quickly	de cided	that	play ing	de fense	was	out,	as	quick,	careless
moves	were	unlikely	 to	bene fit…	well,	anyone,	 re ally,	 in	 that	 terrain.	Thus,	a
de militarized	zone	was	born,	and	both	adopted	a	pol icy	of	un fettered	access,
lay ing	the	groundwork	for	a	truly	mu tually	beneficial	ar rangement,	promising
growth	and	prosperity	for	both.

Zen	shook	his	head,	amused.	Natani	would	have	re ally	 let	him	have	it	 for
that	one.	I	need	to	stop	reading	Keith’s	books.

**

Natani	looked	up	at	Maddie.	“Hm?”
“If	you’re	still	going	to—and	oh	gods	please	do—I’ve	heard	that	you’ve	got	a

little	some thing…	extra.”
Natani	arched	an	eye brow.	“Heard,	or	overheard?”
Maddie	had	the	cheek	to	grin	at	her,	so	Natani	gave	her	a	nip	on	the	thigh
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before	sitting	up.	Well.	The	basitin	was	curious;	it	only	made	sense.	Still…
She	got	 off	 the	bed	 and	went	 to	 rum mage	 in	 the	 cupboard.	 It	was	 at	 the

back,	still	wrapped	in	a	towel	after	being	cleaned	last.	It	had	been	a	while.	She
smiled	to	herself.	 ‘Some thing	extra’	was	a	pretty	good	name	for	it,	re ally.	She
grabbed	it,	and,	on	second	thought,	 the	 jar	of	 lubricant.	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,	curious.

It	 was	 a	 large	 anatomically	 non-attributable	 phallus	 in	 gleam ing	 black,
complete	with	a	some what	menacing	leather	harness.	Maddie	turned	it	over	in
her	hands,	test ing	the	material.	Firm,	but	a	little	pliable.	“That’s…	big.”

“These	 things	have	 a	way	 of	working	 out.	 I’ve	 got	 lube	 as	well	 if	 it	 looks
necessary.”	This	was	making	her	uncomfort able.	“It’s	your	first	time?”

“Yeah.”	Maddie	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.	Maddie	 cer-
tainly	seemed	calm	and…	curious.	Excited.	She	even	had	her	ears	all	the	way
up.	It	was	pretty	adorable,	re ally.	Natani	separated	the	harness	and	let	it	drop
on	the	bed,	then	tried	to	hand	the	toy	back	to	Maddie.

She	didn’t	take	it.	“Would	you…?”
“…	sure.”

*

It	was	obvious	 some thing	was	up	with	Natani.	Mad die	 reached	out	 to	 touch
the	 wolf’s	 cheek	 with	 her	 fingertips,	 hoping	 it	 wasn’t	 too	 presumptuous.
“Some thing	wrong?”

It	seemed	to	snap	Natani	out	of	her	sudden	funk.	Her	smile	returned,	and
she	turned	her	head	to	give	Maddie’s	palm	a	lick,	get ting	a	laugh.	“Nothing	you
need	to	worry	about,	lit tle	kitten.	Just…	let	me	know	if	any thing	feels	wrong.”

Maddie	nodded.	“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 alized.	“That	was	my	first	time	kissing	someone!”

Natani	smiled	at	her.	“Could	have	fooled	me.”	She	leaned	closer.	“Care	to
go	for	a	second?”

Maddie	did,	and	she	made	it	a	longer	one.	She	was	feel ing	play ful	now,	and
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she	 was	 loving	 the	 way	 the	 wolf	 re sponded	 to	 her.	 All	 amuse ment	 and
strength.	Pure	Natani.	Maybe	the	reason	people	weren’t	always	having	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	 second	 time,	 but	 she	 sure
wouldn’t	mind	the	wolf	try ing.	Her	excite ment	started	build ing	again,	and	her
hands	went	to	Natani’s	breasts,	almost	of	their	own	vo lition.	They	felt	heavy	in
her	hands,	so	different	from	her	own.

Natani	nudged	her	out	of	 the	kiss	with	a	grin.	“Yeah,	 I	don’t	 think	you’re
done	yet.”

Maddie’s	hands	stayed	where	they	were.	“But	I	get	to	play	too,	right?”
“After.	 If	 you	 want.”	 Natani	 almost	 sounded	 like	 she	 hoped	 Mad die

wouldn’t.	What	was	up	with	her?	The	wolf	seemed	to	gather	herself.	“Now	lie
back,	 if	you	still	want	 to	 try	 this.”	She	boinked	Maddie	on	 the	nose	with	 the
dildo.	Maddie	made	a	face,	but	did	as	she	was	bid,	toppling	over	into	a	spread-
eagled	po sition.	Natani	 scooted	over	 to	 sit	between	her	 legs,	 shift ing	her	 tail
out	of	the	way.	Maddie	made	it	curl	around	the	wolf.

Natani	laid	the	toy	down	on	her	stomach,	and	Maddie	laughed	at	the	sen-
sation.	“You	re ally	think	that’s	going	to	fit?”

Natani	grinned.	“Well,	some	of	it	at	least.	Ready?”
“Yup!”
The	wolf	nodded,	but	again	there	was	some thing	odd	about	her	expression.

Natani	didn’t	give	her	time	to	think	about	it,	moving	the	toy,	pulling	it	off	her
stomach.	It	grazed	her	mons,	and	she	shivered	at	the	sensation.	What	was	to
come?	Still	lower,	until	the	tip	came	to	rest	against	her	lips.	It	felt	cold	against
her	heat,	and	she	tensed	up	instinctively.

Natani	placed	one	hand	on	her	 thigh	and	 squeezed	 it	 gently.	 “Just	 re lax.
There’s	no	hurry.”

Maddie	focused	on	her	breathing—she’d	been	doing	a	lot	of	that,	when	the
wolf	had	been	massaging	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…	holding	it	against	her.	“Natani?	I	think	it’s	okay
now.”

The	wolf	smiled	at	her.	“It	might	feel	a	little	cool,	but	it’ll	warm	up.	Just	re-
member,	if	any thing	feels	wrong…”

She	laughed,	to	show	that	she	wasn’t	worried.	“Are	you	trying	to	make	me
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nervous?”
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,	looking	for	the	right	angle	or	just	try ing	to	work	it	in	be-
tween	her	lips.	Maddie	almost	wanted	to	laugh	at	how	care ful	she	was	be ing,
but	the	surge	of	 love	she	felt	 for	the	wolf	overrode	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	sensation,	and	Natani	immediately	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	 inside	her.	Well,	not	 that	she	hadn’t—but
nothing	of	that	size.	It	 felt…	different.	Foreign.	She	realized	she	was	pushing
against	 it	 and	 re laxed,	 causing	 it	 to	 slide	 in	 a	bit	 further—Natani	must	have
been	maintaining	pressure—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	herself	on	it—but	with	her	legs	spread

and	Natani	between	them	her	options	were	kind	of	limited.	She	tilted	her	hips
instead.	That	felt…	interesting.	Very	interesting.

Natani	grinned	at	her.	“Would	you	like	to	take	over?”
“No,	I	just…	keep	go ing.	And	you	don’t	have	to	keep	stopping.	I	think	I’m

getting	the	hang	of	it…”
The	wolf	took	her	at	her	word	and	con tinued	to	work	the	toy	into	her.	She

still	went	slowly,	and	occasionally	pulled	out	a	bit	before	pushing	on,	but	she
didn’t	stop.	The	feeling	of	foreignness	slowly	faded,	either	as	the	toy	warmed
up	to	her	body	temperature,	or	just	as	she	got	more	used	to	it,	and	it	was	re-
placed	by	an…	intensity.	She	was	being	filled;	Natani	was	filling	her.	It	didn’t
matter	that	 it	was	 just	an	object;	 it	was	still	 the	unexpectedly	gentle	wolf,	an
act	 of	 her	 will.	 She	 found	 herself	 breathing	 heavier,	 and	 there	 was	 an	 odd
trembling	low	on	her	stomach.	Surely	that	must	be	all	of	it?	It	felt	like	it	had	to
be.	How	much	more	could	there	be?	But	still,	with	yet	another	gentle	push,	an-
other	 slow	 thrust	 just	 a	 bit	 fur ther	 than	 the	 previous	 one,	 there	 was	more.
Maddie	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	almost	too	much,	but	it	wasn’t
enough.	 Natani	 pulled	 out	 a	 lit tle,	 then	 began	 long,	 slow	 strokes,	 almost
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pulling	out	completely	on	each	one.	But	she	wasn’t	pushing	farther	any more.
Maddie	knew	the	wolf	was	watch ing	her,	and	she	didn’t	know	what	for,	so	she
acted	out	everything	her	body	gave	her,	every	twitch,	every	moan,	every	gasp.
It	 felt	 like	 it	belonged,	now,	with	Natani’s	 long,	 even,	 confident	 strokes,	 and
her	body	writhed	with	it.	But	it	wasn’t…	she	looked	at	the	wolf,	pleading,	not
knowing	for	what.	Natani’s	expression	soft ened	to	something	she’d	never	seen
before,	 and	 the	wolf	was	beautiful	 to	her.	Natani	 lowered	her	head,	ducking
out	 of	 her	 sight,	 and	 she	 realized	what	was	 coming	 just	 be fore	 it	 happened.
The	wolf’s	skillful	tongue	on	her,	comple menting	the	rest,	urging	her	on.	The
sensations	tore	through	her	like	a	bolt	of	light ning	and	she	was	gone,	far	gone,
clutching	 at	 the	 sheets,	her	 toes	 curl ing,	her	hips	 spasming,	 jerking,	 causing
ever	new	sensations	as	Natani	continued	to	drown	her	in	pleasure.

*

Maddie	gushed	 into	her	mouth.	Huh.	Well,	 the	 taste	wasn’t	 disagree able,	 so
she	gulped	it	down.	Were	all	basitins	blessed	with	volume?	She	 let	 the	dildo
get	pushed	out	by	Maddie’s	 throes,	offering	only	 to ken	 resistance,	 then	gave
her	 one	 gentle	 lick.	 The	 ba sitin	 had	 been	 able	 to	 take	more	 than	 she	would
have	guessed.	She	sat	back	up.	Maddie	was	still	go ing.	She	smiled	to	herself.
Now	that,	that	had	been	more	like	it.	She	moved	to	the	basitin’s	side	and	softly
stroked	her	stomach,	waiting	for	her	to	come	off	of	it.	Slowly,	the	quake	sub-
sided	and	her	breathing	steadied.

Maddie	opened	her	eyes	and	looked	at	her,	and	Natani	didn’t	recognize	the
expression.	The	basitin	took	her	by	the	arm	and	maneuvered	her,	pulling	her
closer,	bringing	her	along side.	Natani	went,	lying	down	next	to	her,	and	Mad-
die	buried	her	face	into	her	chest	tuft.	Natani	tucked	her	in	and	pulled	her	into
an	embrace,	stroking	her	back	gently.

*

That	was	when	Maddie	knew.	She	stayed	in	the	wolf’s	arms	a	while	longer,	tak-
ing	 comfort,	 sorting	 out	 her	 feelings,	 but	 she	 knew.	 She	 pulled	 away	 so	 she
could	look	at	Natani.	The	wolf	let	her	go,	but	not	any	farther	than	she	wanted
to.	 She	 had	 to	 smile	 at	 that.	 Joy	 and	 sorrow.	Natani	 looked	 at	 her,	 curious,
concerned,	comfort ing,	wholly	beautiful.	She	had	to	explain.	“This…”	No,	that
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was	the	wrong	word.	“Wreathwood	is	my	home	now.	I’m	never	going	back.”
She	could	 see	 the	wolf	 re ject	a	 few	 flippant	 remarks,	and	wondered	what

they	were.	She	wouldn’t	have	minded.	“What	about	your	mother?”
Tears.	She	hadn’t	expected	it	to	hurt	that	much.	Maybe	it	wouldn’t	have,	an

hour	 ago.	But	 she	was	different	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
patiently	as	her	tears	ran	their	course,	stroking	her	back,	soothing.

Finally,	with	a	 long	sigh,	Maddie	was	done.	Sor row	and	 joy.	She	 let	what
she	had	lost	fall	away,	and,	enveloped	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	 working	 up	 to	 some thing.	 With	 a	 rumble	 of	 her
chest,	Natani	cleared	her	throat.	“So,	would	you	say	that	was	life-changing?”

Maddie	laughed,	unbridled,	and	pushed	the	wolf	over	on	her	back.	She	sat
astride	her	stomach	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	followed	her	arm	down…

**

The	basitins	had	sorted	out	their	 legs	and	set tled	into	position.	Keith	got	the
first	touch,	slowly	tracing	the	pad	of	one	foot	up	the	underside	of	Alaric’s	erect
shaft.	When	he	reached	the	tip,	he	grabbed	one	side	with	his	toes	and	pulled
opposite,	bend ing.	Alaric’s	reaction	was	palpable.	As	was	Zen’s.	He	knew	how
that	felt,	was	right	there	with	the	basitin	in	his	imagination,	and	felt	his	own
body	 stirring,	 unbid den.	Keith	pulled	back,	 resting	both	 feet	 against	Alaric’s
groin,	the	other	basitin’s	balls	cupped	be tween	his	naked	ankles.	Alaric	rallied,
caressing	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,	giving	Alaric	an	op-
portunity	to	trap	his	manhood	against	his	stomach,	giving	it	a	long	stroke	with
his	wrapped	foot,	paying	Keith	back.	Alaric	focused	on	the	head,	mas saging	it
with	 his	 pad,	 pushing	 against	 Keith.	 With	 a	 gasp,	 Keith	 went	 lax,	 causing
Alaric	to	lose	his	hold;	but	he	quickly	pushed	his	advantage,	shifting	closer	and
trapping	Keith’s	shaft	be tween	his	wrapped	ankles.

Keith	seemed	to	be	 letting	himself	get	 lost	 in	 the	pleasure,	barely	putting
up	a	fight.	Zen	didn’t	quite	trust	his	performance—was	he	toy ing	with	Alaric?
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Or…	was	 he	 looking	 to	 throw?	Was	 that	what	 the	warning	 had	 been	 about?
What	would	Alaric	ask	 for,	 if	he	won?	He	re ally	didn’t	know	what	he’d	be	 in
for.	 Still,	 looking	 at	Keith,	 the	 basitin’s	 expression	 one	 of	 pure	 plea sure,	 his
foremost	thought	was	that	he	wanted	badly	to	be	a	part	of	it.	Though	he	sup -
posed	 in	a	way,	he	was.	Who	knew	how	extra-specially	kinky	a	 ‘judge’	be ing
present	made	this	for	the	basitins?	Not	him.	That	was	the	problem.	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	himself	 for	 a	moment,	 in	 imagining	 all	 the	ways	 that	might
have	turned	out.	Or	what	if	Keith	had	thrown?	He	sighed	to	himself,	though	it
was	close	 to	a	whimper.	He	hadn’t	quite	been	 re duced	 to	paw ing	at	himself,
but	he	was	painfully	hard,	willing	the	basitins	to	end	this	torture	and	do	some -
thing,	anything	to	him.

It	looked	close.	At	some	point,	Keith	had	re covered,	and	both	basitins	were
clearly	feeling	it	now,	eyes	locked,	bodies	straining,	nearly	panting.	Alaric	was
using	one	of	his	 feet	 the	way	he’d	used	Keith’s	 stom ach,	 earlier,	pin ning	 the
basitin’s	member	against	 it	with	his	other,	massaging	 the	head	with	his	pad,
pushing	 against	 the	 toes	 of	 his	 other	 foot,	 shifting	 them,	 pressing	 back…	 an
Alaric	win	looked	all	but	inevitable—until	Keith	broke	out	all	his	best	tricks	at
the	 last	moment,	 and	 as	 both	 basitins	 jerked	 and	 groaned,	 Zen	had	no	 idea
which	had	finished	first.	As	they	both	collapsed,	gasping	for	breath,	Zen	re al-
ized	there	had	been	no	great	explosion;	hardly	any	issue,	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	himself	back	 into	a	 sitting	posi tion.	He	wiped
himself	off	on	his	discarded	robe,	then	cleaned	Alaric’s	feet,	still	near	the	scene
of	the	crime,	be fore	tossing	the	robe	at	the	other	basitin	with	a	grin.	“Let’s	try
to	keep	the	laundry	down.”

Alaric	 laughed,	 still	 on	 his	 back.	 “Oh	 gods,	 that	 towel…”	 He	 too	 levered
himself	up	and	wiped	him self	down,	be fore	cleaning	Keith’s	feet…	per haps	un-
necessarily	 thoroughly.	He	 actu 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?”
They	both	looked	at	him,	seated	on	his	throne,	pitching	a	tent.	Keith	raised

his	 eye brows	 and	 grinned,	 and	Alaric	 did	 another	 double-take,	 then	 quickly
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came	back	for	a	third	look.	Zen	winked	at	him	with	a	grin.	Al ways	nice	to	get	a
re action.

Keith	smiled	a	 smile	 that	Zen	did	not	 trust	at	all,	but	which	 left	him	 tin-
gling	with	anticipation.	“You’re	the	judge.	Who	came	first?”

“…	neither	of	you?”
The	 basitin	 grinned.	 “Correct.	Would	 you	 re mind	 his	 honor	 of	 the	 rules,

Brother	Alaric?”
“I	be lieve	the	exact	stipulation	was:	‘He	who	comes	first	loses.	Winner	gets

a	treat.’”
Keith	was	 still	 looking	 straight	 at	him,	 though	 from	his	 tone	he	 spoke	 to

Alaric.	“And	if	neither	of	us	lost?”
“I	be lieve	it	follows	that	either	neither	of	us	gets	a	treat…	or	we	both	do.”
“So,	 your	 honor…”	 Keith	 stood	 up	 and	 stepped	 closer,	 his	 tail	 swishing

slowly,	on	the	hunt.	“Which	shall	it	be?”
It	wasn’t	much	of	a	ques tion.

**

Maddie	was	all	over	her.	Natani	laughed	and	sat	up,	scattering	her.	The	basitin
looked	at	her	curiously.

Natani	stacked	some	pillows	against	the	headboard	and	re clined	in	a	half-
seated	position.	It	was	comfortable	enough,	and	it	felt	good	to	be	less…	prone.
She	grinned	at	Maddie.	“Just	keeping	an	eye	on	you,	little	kit ten.”	It	was	a	little
less	of	a	joke	than	she	would	have	liked.

“Oh,	you	don’t	have	to	worry	about	me!	But…”	Maddie	looked	a	little	skep-
tical.	“Are	you	re ally	go ing	to	keep	calling	me	that?”

Natani	beckoned	her	closer.	“No	good?”
She	came.	“No,	it	just…	can	it	be	just	be tween	us?”
Natani	 scratched	her	under	 the	 chin,	 causing	her	 to	 squirm.	 “Sure	 thing,

kit ten.”
“What,	changing	it	already?”
Natani	 grinned.	 “Well,	 it’s	 a	 mouthful.”	 She	 put	 a	 hand	 on	 the	 basitin’s

shoulder.	“You’re	okay?”

*
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Maddie	smiled	at	the	wolf’s	concern.	How	to	con vince	her?	“Yeah.	Better	than
okay.”	She	 looked	at	Natani,	unguarded.	 “It	wasn’t	a	 sur prise,	exactly.	 I	 sus-
pected.	Now	I	know,	 is	all.”	She	stuck	her	tongue	out,	mimicking	the	wolven
gesture,	net ting	a	smile	and	another	scratch	under	her	chin.	She	just	savored	it
for	 a	mo ment;	 it	 felt	 wonderful.	 “And	 earlier…”	 she	 flushed	 at	 the	memory.
“That	was	 incredible.	But	 the	way	 I	 feel	now…	 it’s	 like…”	How	to	explain	 it?
“You	know	how	if	there’s	a	noise	you’re	used	to,	you	sometimes	only	no tice	it
when	it	goes	away?	It’s	like	that.	Like	for	years	 I’ve	had	an	annoy ing	hum	in
my	ears,	or	an	itch	I	couldn’t	scratch,	or	some thing	prickling	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	better	than	words.	She	was	better	than	she’d	ever	been.

*

Maddie’s	mood	was	 infectious,	and	Natani	 found	herself	re laxing	 in	the	kiss.
She’d	never	seen	the	basitin	quite	like	this.	But	then,	she	had	said	years.	The
way	she’d	de scribed	it	made	her	think	of	the	onset	of	heat,	and	her	heart	went
out	to	Maddie.	But	surely	it	hadn’t	been	that	bad.

Surely?
The	 basitin	 pulled	 away	 to	 look	 at	 her,	 a	wide	 grin	 on	 her	 face.	 “So,	my

turn?”
Natani	had	to	laugh.	“Fine,	fine!	Your	turn.”

*

Maddie	darted	back	in	for	a	quick	kiss,	then	kissed	Natani	on	the	cheek,	on	the
throat…	imitation	was	the	sincerest	form	of	flattery,	af ter	all.	She	reached	the
wolf’s	breasts,	and	was	again	fascinated	by	how	different	they	were	from	her
own.	She	brought	her	hands	into	play,	feeling	their	weight,	and	shot	Natani	a
questioning	 look.	 The	 wolf	 rolled	 her	 eyes,	 but	 seemed	 happy	 to	 let	 her	 do
what	she	wanted.	So	she	did,	nuzzling,	 licking,	nipping,	re turning	every thing
the	wolf	had	done	to	her.	She	relished	every	re action	she	got	from	Natani;	the
little	intakes	of	breath,	the	low	moans,	even	the	occasional	growl.	She	looked
for	new	things;	grazing	a	nipple	with	her	teeth	earned	a	yelp.	When	she	tried
suckling	 to	make	 it	 better,	Natani	 laughed,	 and	 she	had	 to	 stop	 to	 grin.	 She
nuzzled	again,	and	 found	a	secret	 thrill	 in	 feel ing	her	ears	rub	against	 them;
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against	the	wolf.
Continuing	to	play,	she	let	one	hand	wander	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	anyway.	She	rested	her	palm	on	Natani’s	mound,	re -
membering	how	pleas ant	that	had	felt.	She	could	feel	 the	wolf’s	wetness	and
heat	with	her	fingers	and	smiled	to	herself,	sat isfied.	The	an gle	was	weird,	but
it	wasn’t	entirely	unlike	doing	it	to	herself.	That	gave	her	the	idea	to	face	the
wolf’s	side	and	move	closer,	and	it	be came	more	familiar.	Though,	she	couldn’t
feel	 her	 touch,	 of	 course…	 so	 she	 watched	 Natani,	 looking	 for	 clues	 in	 the
wolf’s	expression.

Natani	smiled	at	her.	“Kiss	me?”
Maddie’s	heart	leapt.	She	did,	putting	some	force	into	it.	It	was	time	to	pay

her	back.	She	started	moving	her	hand,	at	first	just	rubbing	all	of	Natani	with
her	palm.	The	wolf	moaned	into	the	kiss,	and	her	hand	was	there	again,	guid-
ing	Maddie,	coaxing	her	into	doing	other	things.	She	happily	played	along,	ca-
ressing,	teas ing,	rubbing;	with	one	finger,	with	two.	Natani’s	hips	trembled	un-
der	 her	 and	 she	 guessed	 the	 wolf	 was	 get ting	 close,	 so	 she	 leaned	 back	 to
watch.	Natani	had	her	eyes	closed.

*

Maddie’s	mouth	left	hers,	and	Natani	fo cused	on	the	basitin’s	quick,	clever	fin-
gers.	 She	made	 the	 effort	 to	 stop	 guiding	 and	 interfering;	 to	 relax	 and	 let	 it
happen.	Maddie	had	it,	was	eager	to	bring	her	pleasure.	When	it	came,	it	was	a
long,	slow	re lease	of	tension	that	left	her	pant ing	slightly.	She	ex haled	a	breath
she	felt	she’d	been	holding	for	minutes	and	opened	her	eyes.

Maddie	looked	a	little	consternated.	“Was	that	it?”
The	ambition	of	youth.	Natani	laughed,	and	kissed	her,	grate fully.	“It’s	not

always	fireworks.	You	did	good.”
The	basitin	grinned	slowly.	“…	but	can	do	better?”
Natani	stuck	her	tongue	out.	“Well,	maybe.”
Maddie	kissed	her	again,	wiping	away	her	smirk,	then	darted	away,	giving

her	breasts	a	nuzzle	be fore	passing	on,	licking	her	way	downwards.	Continuing
the	circuit.	As	Mad die	made	her	way	down	her	stomach,	the	ease	Natani	had
been	 building	 up	 be gan	 to	 evaporate.	 She	wasn’t	 comfortable	with	 this.	 She
hated	to	face	that,	but	it	was	true.	She	wasn’t	past	it,	after	all.	She	was	strug-
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gling	with	what	to	do	about	it	when	Mad die	nearly	jumped	to	lie	between	her
legs.	The	basitin	could	move	when	she	had	a	mind	to.

Natani	panicked	and	tried	to	push	her	head	back,	but	accidentally	got	her
by	the	ear.	She	quickly	let	go.	“Sorry!”

*

Maddie	looked	at	the	wolf	for	a	moment,	puzzled.	What	was	this?	Natani	had
pulled	her	hand	away,	but	 it	was	 still	hovering	near	her.	Ready	 to	 stop	her?
The	wolf	 looked…	 torn.	 “Natani…	 first	 of	 all…”	 she	 nuzzled	 the	wolf’s	 palm,
then	turned	her	head	to	rub	her	ears	against	it.	She	shivered	with	it,	and	when
she	was	finally	able	to	coax	the	wolf	to	rub	back,	she	didn’t	even	try	to	stop	her
tail	 from	doing	what	 it	would.	 “First	 of	 all…	 you	 really	 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	herself	smiling,	her	ear lier	panic	dis appearing.
“Oh?”	 She	 scratched	Maddie	 behind	 the	 ear,	 caus ing	 the	 basitin	 to	 tremble,
then	stroked	down	the	back	of	her	head	only	to	come	back	around	and	scratch
her	under	the	chin.	“However	I	want?”

Maddie	 made	 some	 kind	 of	 sound	 of	 assent.	 Her	 eyes	 had	 slid	 al most
closed,	and	her	tail	was	speaking	quite	clearly.	Natani	kept	scratching	her	un-
der	the	chin,	beckoning	her,	and	slowly	she	came,	on	all	fours.	Natani	maneu-
vered	 her	 back	 up	 across	 her	 stom ach	 until	 the	 basitin	 bumped	 into	 her
breasts,	 then	 switched	 back	 to	 scratch ing	 her	 ears.	 Mad die	 set tled	 down
against	her.	Natani	 slumped	 lower	on	 the	pillows	 to	make	 the	po sition	more
comfort able,	then	brought	both	of	her	hands	to	bear.	The	basitin	melted,	and
in	moments	she	was	purring.

It	was	downright	unfair,	re ally.	She	had	years	of	practice.	But,	smil ing	at
the	ceiling,	she	didn’t	think	Maddie	was	going	to	complain	overmuch.

*

Natani’s	hands	on	her	were	making	it	hard	for	Maddie	to	think.	She’d	had	no
idea	that	just	be ing	touched	by	someone	could	feel	so	good.	Not	like	this.	Her
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world	 had	 constricted	 to	 the	 circle	 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	second	of	all.	There	was	some thing	wrong	with	the	wonder-
ful,	wonderful	wolf.

“Natani…”
The	wolf	rumbled	under	her.	“Yeah?”
Maddie	tried	for	an	exasperated	sigh,	but	 it	be came	a	happy	one.	“Would

you…	stop…	that?”	The	question	came	out	as	rhetorical.
“Do	you	re ally	want	me	to?”
With	a	struggle,	Mad die	found	her	arms	and	slid	them	up	against	Natani’s

body,	crossing	them	over	the	wolf’s	arms.	She	shifted	her	weight,	and	Natani’s
hands	fell	away.	She	instantly	re gret ted	the	loss,	but	soldiered	on,	finding	her
skele ton	and	enough	muscles	 to	wres tle	herself	 into	an	upright	position.	She
sat	 on	Natani’s	 hips,	 leaning	 over	 the	wolf	 and	 looking	 down	 at	 her.	Natani
looked	 like	 she	 felt,	 and	 she	 forgot	 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	anything	she	didn’t	 like	about	 the	way

the	wolf	was	looking	at	her.	What ever	the	problem	was,	she	re ally	didn’t	think
it	had	to	do	with	her.	She	grew	more	serious.	“Natani…	what’s	wrong?”

The	wolf	grew	more	se rious	as	well.	“…	I	guess	you	wouldn’t	believe	‘noth-
ing’,	huh?”

“I	could	pre tend.	If	you	re ally	wanted	me	to.”

*

Natani	smiled	at	 the	basitin.	Pre tending	wouldn’t	do	any	good.	 It	never	had,
re ally.	She	sighed.	“I’m	afraid.”

Maddie	grinned.	“What,	that	I’ll	make	you	forget	all	about	Keith?”
Natani	reached	up	to	give	her	ear	a	tweak.	“Don’t	try	and	save	face	for	me.”
The	basitin	rubbed	at	her	ear.	“I	always	wondered	what	that	felt	like.”
Natani	stuck	her	tongue	out.	“Well,	now	you	know.”
Maddie	hesitated	for	a	moment.	“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.”
Under standing	dawned.	“Is	it	be cause	of	the…”	Maddie	made	the	interna-
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tional	hand	signal	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…	 earlier.
What…	what	exactly	is	it	that	you’re	afraid	of?”

Natani	smiled	at	her.	Of	course	a	basitin	would	think	of	intimacy,	first.	But
no.	“Not	be ing	in	control.”

“Ah.	I	see	how	that	would…”	Maddie	looked	thoughtful.	“In	that	case…”	the
basitin	took	Natani’s	hand	and	guided	it	to	the	top	of	her	head,	smiling.	“I’m
okay	with	you	be ing	in	control.”

But	I’m	not.	Not	with	having	to	be.	Still.	It	wasn’t	Mad die’s	fault.	Natani
found	her	 smile.	 She	gave	 the	ba sitin’s	 ears	 some	more	 attention,	 then	gave
her	another	scratch	under	the	chin.	Her	reactions	re ally	were	adorable.	“Still
not	satisfied,	little	kitten?”

The	basitin	leaned	down	to	kiss	her.	She	was	re ally	starting	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	happen.”	Those	were

the	old	words,	 to	 take	 the	pressure	off.	But	 there	was	steel	 in	her	heart.	She
would	do	this.

Maybe.
She	reached	up	to	touch	Maddie	on	the	cheek	with	her	fingertips.	The	ba-

sitin	looked	surprised,	then	smiled	widely	be fore	turning	her	head	to	kiss	her
palm.	Yeah,	she	under stood.

Maddie	followed	her	hand	down	again,	going	slower	this	time.	The	care	she
was	taking	rankled	a	bit,	but	it	was	also…	heartening.	And	other	things,	as	the
basitin	 once	 again	 returned	 to	 her	 breasts.	Natani	wanted	 this	 to	work.	 For
both	their	sakes.

Maddie	popped	up.	“Could	you	sit	up	a	bit	more?	I’d	like	to	be	able	to	see
your	face.”

Natani	straightened	up	with	a	wry	grin.	For	someone	not	in	control,	Mad-
die	was	a	bit	on	the	bossy	side.	“Better?”
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“Better.”	The	basitin	laid	herself	down	be tween	her	legs	again.	“Your	hand?
Could	you…?”

Natani	rolled	her	eyes,	but	she	placed	a	hand	on	Mad die’s	head,	giving	her
a	scratch	be hind	one	ear	for	good	measure.	The	basitin	mrowed,	swishing	her
tail.	The	hand	didn’t	feel	necessary,	at	least	for	the	moment.	Though…	under-
standing	might	have	curbed	Maddie’s	enthusiasm	a	bit,	but	Natani	though	she
saw	a	new	spark	of	de termination	in	the	basitin’s	eyes.	And…	Maddie	usually
got	what	she	wanted.	Natani	felt	some thing	stirring	in side	her	at	the	thought,
and	her	voice	came	out	a	lit tle	hoarse.	“Your	turn.”

**

“Up.”
Zen	rose,	very	aware	of	the	confines	of	his	robe.	Keith	tugged	up	at	the	side

of	the	garment,	and	he	got	the	idea,	reach ing	into	the	neck	to	pull	 the	whole
thing	 off	 and	 send	 it	 flying.	Giving	 him	no	 time	 to	 take	 stock,	 Keith	 guided
him,	firmly,	backing	him	against	the	narrow	end	of	the	table.	Well.	That	gave
away	 some	of	 the	 game.	Zen	 leaned	 against	 the	 ta ble,	 grabbing	 the	 edge	 for
support,	 and	 tried	not	 to	 let	 his	 excite ment	 show	 too	much.	Was	 that	 really
what	Keith	had	in	mind?

*

Keith	knelt	down,	wall-side	of	Zen,	and	 looked	at	Nick.	Time	 to	make	 intro-
ductions.	 It	was	 a	bit	 of	 a	detour	 from	 the	plan,	but	he	was	 curious,	 and	he
needed	to	know.	Nick	had	gone	along,	but	was	it	just	that?	And	how	on	board
was	Zen,	really?	What	he	had	in	mind	probably	wouldn’t	work	if	this	was	just
half-hearted	exploration	for	one	or	both	of	them,	so	in	that	case…	Well.	Keith
caught	Nick’s	 eye	 and	 sig naled	him	 to	 approach,	point ing	him	 to	Zen’s	very
hard	member,	knot	and	all.	There	was	no	putting	this	genie	back	in	the	bot tle,
but	there	was	more	than	one	way	to	make	a	wish.

Nick	approached,	kneeling	opposite	him,	and	Keith	thought	he	liked	what
he	saw.	The	other	basitin	seemed	unable	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.”
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“Huh.”
The	other	 basitin	 glanced	 at	 the	 knot	 again,	 then	 looked	 the	 entire	 thing

over.	Keith	thought	he	seemed	rather…	intrigued.	Nick	opened	his	mouth,	but
didn’t	seem	to	find	the	words.	Then,	as	if	re membering	it	was	actu ally	attached
to	someone,	he	glanced	up	at	Zen,	blushing	a	little.	Keith	glanced	up	as	well,	to
see	Zen	looking	rather	adorably	smug.

Nick	re turned	his	eyes	to	the	prize,	and	once	again	opened	his	mouth	only
to	close	it	again	without	say ing	any thing.	But	then,	maybe	it	wasn’t	words	he
was	looking	for…	Keith	extended	his	tongue	and	gave	his	side	of	Zen’s	shaft	a
lick,	looking	at	Nick.	Care	for	a	taste?

The	other	basitin	blushed	again,	and	Keith	wondered	that	 in	all	 the	years
they’d	known	each	other	he’d	never	 seen	 that	un til	 today.	Never	really	 seen
Nick,	be fore	today.	He’d	spent	all	that	time	looking	away.	Nick	got	his	blushing
under	control	and	extended	his	tongue,	first	getting	just	a	taste,	then	giving	a
long	 lick	down	 the	 side.	The	 latter	was	accompanied	by	an	appreciative	 sigh
from	Zen.	Keith	 saw	 that	he’d	 closed	his	 eyes.	Probably	meant	 that	 the	wolf
was	trying	to	hold	back.

Yeah,	he	didn’t	think	he	needed	to	worry	much.
Keith	 gave	 his	 side	 another	 lick,	 nudg ing	 it	 to ward	Nick,	 who	 nudged	 it

back	 with	 a	 grin.	 They	 batted	 it	 be tween	 them	 for	 a	 mo ment,	 be fore	 Keith
started	slowly	migrating	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	licking	at	it.	The	knot	swelled
slightly,	and	Nick’s	eyes	went	wide.	Keith	grinned	at	him	and	drew	back.	Nick
followed	suit.	Zen’s	member	twitched	be tween	them,	and	the	wolf	whimpered.
Keith	stroked	one	of	his	legs	gently,	and	slowly,	the	twitching	subsided.	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	 probably	 set	 a	 new	 dis tance	 record…	No,	 too	 ambitious.	 Some	 other
time.	If	there	was	such	a	thing.	No,	better	to	just—

Nick	 got	his	 attention	with	 a	 twitch	of	his	 ear,	 then	glanced	at	 the	 tip	 of
Zen’s	member,	then	looked	a	question	at	Keith.

Nod,	smile.	Go	for	it.	A	tip	of	the	ear	to	sug gest	moderation.	Nick	moved	to
directly	in	front	of	Zen	and	care fully	licked	the	tip	clean,	then	took	it	into	his
mouth,	 getting	 a	 good	 taste.	 Zen	 visibly	 throbbed	 again,	 and	 Keith	 was
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tempted	to	let	the	other	basitin	get	more	than	a	mouthful…	but,	again,	some
other	 time.	He	put	his	hand	on	Nick’s	 chest.	Let’s	not	get	 car ried	away.	The
other	 basitin	 re leased	 Zen,	 looking	 a	 little	 disappointed	 and	 licking	 his	 lips.
Keith	tilted	his	head,	signaling	for	him	to	re sume	his	place,	oppo site.

They	grabbed	Zen	by	the	legs,	lifting,	and	tipped	him	onto	the	table.

**

Maddie	started	slowly,	 lapping	at	Natani’s	 fur,	working	her	way	closer	to	her
wetness.	The	wolf’s	hand	rested	lightly	on	her	head,	but	wasn’t	guiding	her;	it
moved	with	her,	not	the	other	way	around.	Natani’s	scent	enveloped	her,	more
powerful	than	she’d	ever	expe rienced	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	 target	 and	 got	 a	 fresh	 taste	 from	 the	 source.	 Natani	 certainly
seemed	excited,	de spite	the	earlier.	As	she	got	to	work	trying	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	 under	 her,
tickling	her	breasts.	She	liked	the	po sition,	liked	that	she	could	see	Natani’s	ex-
pression.	Getting	the	wolf	to	moan,	seeing	the	pleasure	re flected	on	her	face,
was	a	thrill.	She	shifted	her	fo cus	to	Natani’s	clit,	and	imme diately	the	wolf’s
face	contorted	in	more	pleasure.	Natani	looked	like	Maddie	had	felt,	when	she
had	 been	 under	 the	 wolf’s	 tongue.	 Just	 the	 memory	 of	 that	 was	 enough	 to
rekindle	 her	 own	 excite ment,	 no	mat ter	 how	 sated	 she	 had	 felt	 ear lier.	 She
could	feel	Natani’s	loins	tensing	and	relaxing,	and	the	wolf’s	hand	grasped	at
her,	mo mentarily	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,	 building	 on	what
seemed	to	be	working,	watching	the	wolf.

*

Natani	closed	her	eyes,	and	let	out	a	long	moan	as	Maddie	did	some thing	par-
ticularly	devilish.	It	wasn’t	like	be ing	teased	by	Keith,	who	knew	exactly	what
he	 was	 do ing;	 no,	 Mad die’s	 inexpe rience	 lent	 her	 a	 certain	 erraticness	 that
was,	in	its	own	way,	even	more	torturous.	Still,	Natani	found	her self	moaning
under	 the	 basitin’s	 tongue,	 more	 and	more,	 as	 Maddie	 honed	 her	 skills	 on
Natani’s	 clit.	 She	 forced	herself	 to	 re move	her	hand	 from	 the	basitin’s	head,
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moving	it	to	her	own	thigh	instead,	giving	one	ear	a	long	stroke	as	she	went.
She	was	getting	closer,	and	she	wanted	this	to	work	without	the	crutch.	But	the
action	had	 taken	her	out	of	 the	moment,	and	she	couldn’t	quite	 see	her	way
back.	The	trick	was	to	be	relaxed.	Trying	to	relax	didn’t	really	do	much.

*

The	 wolf	 re moved	 her	 hand	 and	 imme diately	 seemed	 tenser,	 and	 Maddie
didn’t	think	it	was	the	good	kind.	She	gave	Natani	a	little	nip	on	the	inside	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	Maddie	for	a	mo ment,	but	if
that	was	what	she	asked	for…	that	was	what	she	was	going	to	get.	She	rubbed
the	basitin’s	ears	gently,	and	for	a	moment	Maddie	seemed	to	lose	herself	in	it,
her	eye lids	growing	heavier.	But	she	recovered	her	focus	and	got	back	to	work,
and	 it	was	Natani’s	 turn	 to	close	her	eyes.	She	kept	caressing	Maddie’s	ears,
though.

*

That	had	clearly	helped,	though	now	the	difficulty	was	in	keeping	her	attention
on	the	task	at	hand.	Perseverance	under	ad versity!	She	managed	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	focused	every thing	 in	an	at tempt	to	push	the
wolf	over	the	edge…	before	her	own	distraction	overwhelmed	her.	It	was	a	long
push,	but	got	easier	as	Natani’s	hand	stopped	moving,	 the	wolf	 too	pre occu-
pied	with	 herself	 to	 keep	 it	 up.	 She	was	 panting,	 and	 her	 tail	was	 twitching
constantly	now,	bringing	strange	and	pleasant	sensations	to	Maddie.	She	was
growing	 increas ingly	 aroused	 herself,	 and	 knew	 her	 own	 tail	 was	 swishing
wildly.	Finally,	with	one	last	gasp,	Natani	was	there.	The	wolf	bucked	her	hips
against	Maddie’s	mouth,	and	her	hand	clutched	at	her,	keeping	her	close.	She
kept	 going	 through	Natani’s	 throes,	 urged	 by	 the	 hand	 on	her	 head	 and	 the
memory	that	the	wolf	had	done	the	same.	It	be gan	to	subside	and	she	was	just
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about	 to	back	off,	when	the	wolf’s	hips	bucked	again,	even	more	explosively,
accompanied	with	a	 long,	 loud	moan.	The	wolf’s	hand	 fell	 away,	and	she	 lay
there,	twitching	and	moaning.	Maddie	sat	up,	amazed.

*

Natani	let	out	a	long	sigh.	All	tension	seemed	to	have	left	her	body.	That,	that
had	 went	 better	 than	 she’d	 expected.	 Maybe	 she	 wasn’t	 past	 it,	 but…	 she
wasn’t	still	at	square	one,	either.

“Was	that…	twice?”
Natani	opened	her	eyes	and	smiled	at	Maddie,	a	little	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 pending	on

how	you	looked	at	it.	In	truth,	she’d	learned	that	through	Zen.	It	had	rankled	a
bit—It	was	her	body!—but	she	couldn’t	be grudge	Zen	taking	to	it	so	well,	after
her	own	experiences.	And,	well,	she’d	taught	her	brother	a	thing	or	two	about
his	body,	as	well.

*

Huh.	Well,	she	was	looking	forward	to	finding	out!	There	was	still	so	much	she
didn’t	know…	the	dildo	caught	her	eye,	 laying	by	 them	on	 the	bed.	So	much
she	didn’t	know.	She	picked	it	up	and	gave	it	an	experimental	lick,	then	made	a
face.	Taste	was	not	its	best	feature.

Natani	grinned	at	her.	“The	real	deal	tastes	bet ter.	Don’t	know	if	you’ll	like
it,	but	I	can	promise	you	bet ter.”

Well,	 that	 wouldn’t	 be	 hard.	 And	 the	 toy	 might	 not	 taste	 good,	 but…
“Where’d	you	get	this,	anyway?”

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?”
“Smaller.	I	think.”	She	grinned.	“If	I	can	borrow	this	one	some times?”
Natani	laughed.	“I’m	sure	some thing	can	be	arranged.”
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There	had	been	a	harness…	Maddie	found	it,	then	quickly	figured	out	the
workings.	The	 toy	 slotted	 through,	 and	 then	 the	 flared	base	 could	be	 locked
into	place—the	end	had	an	interesting	texture	to	it—and	then	the	buckles…

*

Natani	had	closed	her	eyes	 for	a	moment,	and	when	she	opened	 them	again
she	found	Maddie	sitting	by	her	side,	on	her	haunches,	quite	peace ably,	wear -
ing	the	strap-on	and	looking	entirely	too	inno cent.	Natani	burst	out	laughing.
“Did…	did	you	have	some thing	in	mind?”

“Oh,	just…	wondering…	if	you	were	satisfied.”
Be ing	pene trated,	be ing	vulnerable…	No	one	should	be	able	to	be	that	dis -

arming,	that	well	armed.	Natani	sat	up	and	looked	at	Maddie,	smiling.	The	ba-
sitin	matched	her	 expres sion,	 and	Natani	 felt	 compelled	 to	 give	her	 another
scratch	 under	 the	 chin.	Maddie	 purred,	 eyes	 half-lid ded,	 an	 image	 of	 indul-
gence.	Natani	tipped	her	head	up	and	kissed	her,	with	gratitude,	then	stroked
her	cheek	gently.	Maddie	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 isfied.
But	if	you’re	still	curious	about	some thing,	well…”	She	pulled	the	basitin	into
an	embrace.	And	poked	her self	in	the	stomach.	“Be sides,	I	seem	to	have	made
you	hard.”

Maddie	snickered,	then	pulled	away.	“How	do	you	want	to	do	this?”
“Lie	down	on	your	back?”
Maddie	did,	and	Natani	straddled	her.	It	was	the	easiest	po sition	for	her,

but	she	still	didn’t	 just	put	it	 in.	Rather,	she	sat	on	Mad die’s	thighs,	with	the
piece	de	re sistance	against	her	stomach.	Maddie	sought	out	her	hand	and	gave
it	a	squeeze,	and	she	was	touched	by	the	ges ture.	She	took	both	of	the	basitin’s
hands	in	her	own.	She	did	trust	Maddie.	As	long	as	the	basitin	understood…

Natani	took	the	dildo	in	one	hand,	bring ing	Mad die’s	hand	as	well.	Instruc-
tive,	after	all.	They	steadied	 it	 together	as	she	raised	her	hips	and	po sitioned
herself	above	the	tip.

Slowly,	 ever	 so	 slowly,	 she	 settled	down	onto	 it.	 It	was	a	 famil iar	 feeling,
though	it	had	been	quite	a	while.	Usually	she	was	on	the	other	end,	and	even
that	 had	 grown	 rare	 now	 that	 there	 were…	 better	 means.	 Still.	 Her	 mind
flashed	to	Keith	panting	under	her,	and	she	grinned.	It	did	have	some	advan-
tages.	You	could	go	for	a	long	time…	Maybe	she	should	bring	it	on	the	trip.	For
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old	times’	sakes.

**

Nick	was	left	holding	Zen’s	legs,	watching	Keith	as	he	stepped	to	the	side	of	the
table.	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	gesture	again…	and	Nick	had	to
stifle	a	laugh	as	the	wolf’s	tail	banged	into	his	legs.

Keith	 broke	 the	 kiss,	 and	 Zen	 looked	 up	 at	 him	with	 longing.	 “…	 or	 you
could	do	that.”

Keith	smiled	at	the	wolf,	and	gave	his	cheek	another	stroke.	“Just	gotta	get
the	lube.	Okay?”

Zen	sighed.	“Okay.”
Keith	grinned.	“That’s	a	good	wolf.”
Zen	growled,	and	Keith	darted	away,	drawing	Nick’s	eye	as	he	went…	to	a

cupboard	in	the	corner.	“Does	every	room	in	this	house	—”	Nick	looked	at	Zen,
and	interrupted	himself.	“—	that’s	a	yes,	isn’t	it?”

The	wolf	grinned	at	him.	“Not	the	vestibule.”	Nick	consid ered.	That’d	prob-
ably	be	because—	“We	haven’t	fig ured	out	where	to	put	it.”

Nick	laughed.	Yeah.	He	looked	at	Zen,	who	was	grinning	back	at	him	with
his	hands	behind	his	head.	Some thing	about	the	situation	caught	at	him.	He
smiled	at	the	wolf.	“Comfortable?”

“Yeah,	 I’m	 good.”	 Zen	 sighed,	 then	 grinned.	 “My	 balls	 are	 killing	 me,
though.”	The	grin	mellowed	into	a	smile.	“You?”

It	 wasn’t	 his	 body	 Zen	 was	 asking	 about.	 Nick	 grinned.	 “Yeah.	 I	 think	 I
am.”	And	I	may	feel	like	my	dick	is	about	to	fall	off,	but	saying	that	would	be
going	off-script.	Keith	seemed	to	be	under	the	impression	that	he	had	infi nite
stamina,	probably	because	he	himself	seemingly	did.	Nick	hadn’t	had	 to	dis-
abuse	his	friend	of	the	notion	yet,	but	it	was	be coming	a	very,	very	close	thing.
The	wolf,	meanwhile,	seemed	to	have	the	opposite	problem.	Balls,	hm?	Alaric
fig ured	his	 leverage	and	de cided	 that	yes,	he	 could	 just	adjust	his	grip	a	bit,
shift	one	foot	back	and	crouch	a	little…	He	nuzzled	Zen’s	heavy	sack	care fully,
and	 the	 wolf	 gasped.	 He’d	 found	 he	 rather	 liked	 the	 wolf’s	 scent,	 and	 this
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didn’t	 do	 anything	 to	 change	his	 opinion.	He	 started	 licking,	 slowly,	 teasing
the	 large	orbs,	 the	short	 fur	 tickling	at	his	 tongue.	Some thing	 like	a	growl,	a
low	rumble,	be gan	to	emanate	from	Zen.

After	 he’d	 thor oughly	 slathered	 the	wolf,	 he	 straightened	 back	 up	 to	 see
Zen	looking	a	little	dazed…	and	that	the	wolf	had	dripped	a	fresh	mess	on	his
stomach.	He	grinned.	“Any	better?”

Zen	 let	out	a	 contented	sigh,	 then	 laughed.	 “No,	not	 re ally.	But…	 thanks.
For	the	effort.”

Nick	shrugged.	“Any	time.”
The	wolf	laughed	again.	“Don’t	say	that	unless	you	mean	it.”
His	instinct	was	to	re peat	him self,	but	he	hesitated,	and	while	hesitating	re -

alized	that	Keith	was	leaning	against	the	wall,	hold ing	a	small	jar,	grinning	at
him.	How	long	had…?	He…	might	have	gotten	a	 little	carried	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	exactly	what	he’d	hoped	for.	It	was
very,	very	tender.	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	table,	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	 himself	 up,	 thoroughly…	 then
stopped	 and	 looked	 at	 Nick,	 smiling.	 “Mmm…	 could	 have	 asked	 you	 to	 do
that.”	Yes,	he	could	have.	But	Keith	didn’t	wait	for	a	re sponse,	in stead	moving
on	 to	 applying	more	 of	 the	 lube	 to	Zen’s	 ass.	 There	was	 an	 intake	 of	 breath
from	the	wolf.

Preparations	 complete,	 Nick	 passed	 his	 place—and	 Zen’s	 legs—to	 Keith,
who	let	the	legs	fall	on	his	shoulders	while	he	positioned	himself.	Nick	couldn’t
help	but	look	at	Zen’s	feet,	right	in	front	of	his	face,	and	missed	the	mo ment
entirely.	There	was	a	sat isfied	sigh	from	the	wolf,	and	when	he	turned	to	look,
Keith	was	already	moving,	thrust ing	in	and	out	of	Zen.	Keith	quickly	found	his
pace,	and	Nick	 took	 in	how	he	was	standing,	how	he	was	holding	Zen’s	 legs,
how	and	how	 far	he	was	moving…	and	built	 an	 idea	of	how	 it	would	 feel	 to
replicate	it.	Apparently,	this	was	a	very	pre cise	thing.
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Zen	sounded	amused.	“Does	that	re ally	take	both	of	you?”
Keith	glanced	at	Nick,	grin ning.	“I	think	he	wants	something	to	do	with	his

mouth.”
Well,	he’d	pretty	much	gotten	it	down	any way.	Nick	stepped	up	the	side	of

the	table,	feeling	a	little	too	conscious	of	the	wolf’s	eyes	on	his	not-quite-stiff
manhood.	Zen	raised	his	head	up	a	bit,	apparently	in	anticipation.

*

Alaric	looked	down	at	him.	“Er…”
Zen	rolled	his	eyes	and	made	the	first	move	himself.	He	wanted	to	do	this

before	 the…	 dis traction…	 got	 too	 much	 for	 delicate	 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	different	motif	on	the	same	fla vor.	The	basitin	didn’t
seem	to	have	an	objection,	so,	maintaining	eye	contact,	he	gathered	the	whole
thing	into	his	muzzle,	suckling	lightly.	Alaric	looked	suit ably	entranced.

For	a	few	of	Keith’s	thrusts	Zen	just	held	there,	letting	the	slight	sway ing	of
his	body	do	the	work	for	him.	Keith	felt	amazing	inside	him,	and	every	thrust
was	like	another	drop	in	a	bucket,	building	towards…	some thing.	They’d	got	it
all	figured	out;	the	speed,	the	depth,	the	angle.	Too	fast,	didn’t	re ally	work.	Too
slow,	didn’t	work	enough.	Keith	had	given	it	a	good	try—was	always	willing	to
give	it	a	good	try—but	no	matter	how	good	it	felt,	it	al ways	got	to	be	too	much
for	Keith	before	it	got	to	be	too	much	for	Zen.	He	took	that	as	a	compliment,
re ally.	They’d	given	it	a	try	with	Natani’s	lit tle	imple ment	of	doom,	as	well,	but
that	had	dissolved	 into	 laughter.	He	 just	couldn’t	 take	 it	se riously.	But…	two
basitins?	That,	that	was	se rious.

But	Alaric	hadn’t	gotten	instantly	hard	in	his	mouth.	Zen	didn’t	think	it	was
indifference,	 so…	perhaps	 he	wasn’t	 as	 indefatigable	 as	Keith,	 after	 all?	 Zen
started	working	his	 tongue,	gently,	gently,	 and	Alaric	 let	out	a	 long	sigh,	his
ears	drooping	happily.	As	his	mouth	grew	full,	Zen	went	for	a	smile.	Yeah,	I’m
pretty	good	at	this.

*

The	wolf’s	muzzle	was	exquisite.	As	Zen	gently	coaxed	him	into	full	hardness,
Nick	had	to	use	 the	table	 for	support.	His	 tail	curled	of	 its	own	volition.	The
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wolf’s	expression	warranted	a	re sponse.	“That	is	a	good	wolf.”
Raised	eyebrow,	cocked	head.	‘Did	you	re ally	just	say	that?’
Nick	laughed.	“Sorry?”
A	shrug,	a	look.	‘It’s	fine,	but…	re member	who	has	your	dick	right	now.’
The	wolf	was	surpris ingly	expressive	with	his	mouth	full.	Nick	gave	it	an-

other	go.	“You’re	amazing.”
Another	smile.	‘That’s	more	like	it.’
Nick	 was	 fully	 hard	 again,	 and	with	 the	 way	 the	 day	 had	 been	 going	 he

should	have	been	on	fire…	but	some thing	about	the	soft	heat	of	Zen’s	muzzle,
the	 ten der	care	of	his	wonder ful,	wonderful	 tongue,	was	al le viating	 the	sore -
ness.	And	this	was	an	awkward	po sition,	 too…	What	would	 it	be	 like	to	have
the	wolf	between	his	legs?	Zen	strained	to	completely	engulf	him,	pushing	his
nose	against	Nick’s	stomach,	and	thoughts	dispersed.	The	wolf	held	there	for	a
while,	apparently	with	no	trouble.	His	 tongue	never	stopped,	and	Nick	could
do	nothing	but	lean	harder	against	the	table	and	let	out	another	long	sigh	as
Zen	lavished	him.	He	let	some	of	his	weight	fall	against	the	wolf,	pushing	back
against	 his	 muz zle.	 Zen	 didn’t	 seem	 to	mind,	 and	 he	 wanted	 badly	 to	 start
thrusting	 slowly.	 To	 let	 the	 wolf,	 so	 obviously	 will ing,	 coax	 another	 climax
from	his	battered	body.

With	re gret,	Nick	pulled	back.	Zen	let	him	go,	looking	up	at	him	ques tion-
ingly,	still	holding	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	himself	here—which
Nick	rather	sus pected	he	could—he	might	not	be	able	to	play	it.	No	matter	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	 settled	 back	 on	 the	 table.	 That	 position	 just	 now	 couldn’t	 have
been	very	 comfort able.	But	Zen	wasn’t	done.	He	 turned	his	head	 to	 the	 side
and	nudged	Nick	with	his	free	hand,	beckoning	him	nearer,	up	the	ta ble.	Nick
took	the	half-step	to	follow	Zen,	and…	the	wolf	immediately	nuzzled	his	balls.
He	gasped	at	the	sensation,	and	the	wolf	started	licking	them,	lapping	at	them
slowly	with	his	tongue.	Nick	shuddered,	his	tail	curling	again,	his	eyes	al most
sliding	closed.	This…	this	probably	wouldn’t	be	too	much	stimulation?	Right?
No	matter	how	good	he	was?	He	gasped	again	as	Zen	took	one	of	his	balls	in
his	mouth,	tugging	at	it	care fully—positioning	him,	he	realized.	He	let	the	wolf
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guide	him	a	bit	more	to	the	side,	feel ing	guilty	about	for getting	to	think	of	his
comfort	when	he	was	be ing	so…	the	wolf	licked	at	him	again,	and	he	couldn’t
find	the	words.	Whatever	it	was,	he	wanted	more	of	it.	He	looked	down	at	Zen,
speechless.	The	wolf	smiled	at	him	again,	then	reached	up	with	a	hand	to	tou-
sle	Nick’s	hair.	He	had	to	laugh	at	the	unexpected	gesture.	Who	was	this?	He
didn’t	know	how	he	had	expected	Zen	to	re act	 to	Keith’s	 lit tle	plan,	but	 this,
some how,	wasn’t	it.	Zen’s	hand	withdrew,	the	wolf	bracing	himself	against	the
wall,	and	Nick	let	himself	get	lost	in	trying	to	make	sense	of	the	wolf…	and	the
sensations	of	the	wolf’s	tongue	on	him.

His	 reverie	was	 interrupted	when,	with	 a	 grunt,	 Zen’s	 tongue	 ceased,	 his
eyes	 sliding	 closed.	 The	wolf	 let	 out	 a	 long,	 low	moan,	 and	Nick	 glanced	 at
Keith,	surprised.	The	other	basitin	looked	intent,	but	smiled	and	winked	when
he	saw	Nick	looking,	then	nodded	at	Zen.	He’d	just	been	fo cused	on	what	the
wolf	was	do ing	 to	him…	almost	 for getting	what	Keith	was	do ing	 to	 the	wolf.
Nick’s	eyes	were	drawn	to	Zen’s	member,	sticking	out	over	the	wolf’s	stomach,
fully	hard—more	fully	hard	than	he’d	thought	possible.	The	knot	looked	even
big ger	than	be fore.	How	could	that	ever…?	The	wolf’s	manhood	twitched	and
throbbed	in	time	with	Keith’s	thrusts,	and	with	al most	every	thrust	more	pre
oozed	from	the	tip.	There	was	a	trail	down	the	top	of	it,	and	the	wolf’s	stomach
was	a	sticky	mess.	He	swallowed	at	the	sight,	his	mind	filling	with	images	of
reaching	out,	of…	he	caught	himself,	his	hand	already	extended,	and	looked	at
Keith.	The	other	basitin	shook	his	head,	grinning,	and	Nick	grabbed	the	edge
of	the	table	instead.

**

Natani	shifted	her	weight	against	Maddie’s	hips,	and	the	basitin	gasped.	The
toy	was	a	clever	bit	of	work,	and	there	was	opportu nity	for	pleasure	for	the	one
wearing	it	as	well.	Natani	exhaled,	taking	stock,	get ting	used	to	the	full ness.	It
wasn’t	Keith,	but	it	wasn’t	bad.	And	it	was	Maddie.	She	grinned	down	at	the
basitin.	“So,	how	do	you	like	the	guy	expe rience?”

*

Maddie	looked	at	the	wolf,	towering	over	her.	She	gave	her	hips	a	little	thrust,
and	Natani	drew	in	a	breath.	The	pressure	and	texture	of	 the	toy,	 the	 feel	of
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the	wolf’s	weight	against	her,	was…	 interest ing.	She	grinned	back.	 “I	 think	 I
can	see	the	appeal.”	She	gave	another	thrust,	and	Natani	exhaled.

“So	I	see.	Maddie…”	she	trailed	off,	and	for	a	moment	they	stayed	like	that,
still	except	for	their	tails	slowly	mingling	be tween	Maddie’s	legs.

“Yeah?”	Curious,	nothing	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	nodded.
She	damn	well	would	stop	if	she	didn’t	like	what	she	was	see ing.	No	need	to

advertise	 that	 fact	 to	Natani,	 though,	with	 the	wolf	 looking	 that	 serious.	She
gave	Natani’s	hand	another	squeeze,	and	wrapped	the	wolf’s	tail	with	her	own.
Natani	smiled.	That	was	better.	“Okay.	You	can	 leave	 it	 to	me.”	She	grinned.
“I’ll	be	gentle.”

Natani	stuck	her	tongue	out.	Also	good.	The	wolf	 lifted	herself	off	 the	toy
and	swung	to	the	side,	getting	down	on	elbows	and	knees.	She	looked	back	at
Maddie	and	gave	her	tail	a	little	wag,	grinning.

Maddie	sat	up.	It	was	an	enticing	view,	to	be	sure…	she	leaned	forward	to
give	 Natani	 a	 lick.	 The	 wolf	 leaned	 for ward,	 al most	 out	 of	 range.	 Tempt ing
her?	Maddie	leaned	back,	and	batted	at	the	wolf’s	tail.	“Natani?”

“Yeah?”
She	put	one	hand	on	the	wolf’s	rump.	“Y’know,	I	like	looking	at	you…”
She	gave	a	little	nudge	and	Natani	played	along,	rolling	over	at	her	touch.

The	wolf	stuck	her	tongue	out	again.	“I	get	the	feeling	you	just	like	seeing	me
on	my	back.”

Maddie	grinned.	“Well,	it	is	a	nice	view…”
That	had	felt	like	it	meant	something.	On	her	back…	her	stomach?	Maddie

put	one	hand	on	Natani’s	stomach,	and	saw	the	wolf’s	arm	twitch.	Guess	there
was	something	to	it.	She	ruffled	the	fur	slowly,	watching	the	wolf’s	re actions.
Natani	seemed	to	be	struggling	with	herself.	Mad die	did	 like	the	sensation	of
the	wolves’	fur,	longer	and	more	unruly	than	her	own…	and	also	the	sensation
of	Natani’s	mus cles	under	her	hand.	They	kept	tensing	if	she	shifted	her	hand
quickly,	but	eventually	the	wolf	seemed	to	grow	more	re laxed,	both	in	her	ex -
pression	and	her	abdomen.	On	a	whimsy,	she	put	her	face	into	Natani’s	stom-
ach,	 nuzzling,	 licking.	 The	wolf	 actually	 laughed!	 She’d	 take	 that	 for	 a	 good
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sign.	Natani’s	tail	wagged,	slam ming	against	her	makeshift	erec tion,	and	Mad-
die	 laughed	as	well.	She	straightened	up	again,	and	seeing	Natani	smil ing	at
her,	 started	 to	 position	 herself	 be tween	 the	 wolf’s	 legs.	 Easiest	 would	 have
been	to	just	lean	over	her,	and	Natani’s	breasts	looked	like	they	would	be	just
perfectly	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	instead,	lowering	her
hips,	see ing	if	she	could	line	it	up.	Natani	played	along,	lifting	her	legs	so	Mad-
die	could	get	hers	un der,	raising	her	hips	to	meet.	Looked	workable.	Mad die
settled	 into	 some thing	 like	 a	 stable	 position,	 then	 grabbed	 the	 shaft	 of	 the
dildo	with	her	free	hand—feel ing	a	good	sort	of	ridiculous	doing	it—and	po si-
tioned	 the	 tip	against	Natani.	The	wolf	nod ded,	and	Maddie	 thrust	her	hips.
The	tip	slid	in,	and	the	wolf	let	out	a	low	growl…	but	it	didn’t	feel	threat ening.
Maddie	remembered	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	awkward	angle.	But	that	prob ably	didn’t	mat ter.	She
tried	a	short	thrust,	and	the	wolf	growled	again.	Mad die	ruffled	the	fur	on	her
stomach,	 and	 the	 growl	 changed	 reg ister.	 She	 thrust	 again,	 faster,	 and	 the
growl	be came	a	gasp,	then	a	moan,	and	Natani’s	expression	melted.	The	wolf’s
tail	was	wagging	be tween	her	legs,	occasionally	giving	Maddie	a	thump.

*

Another	 low	growl	escaped	Natani.	This	was…	had	Maddie	known	 this	po si-
tion	 should	have	been	 the	most	dif ficult?	But	what	 the	basitin	had	done…	a
simple	gesture,	but	it	had	done	won ders.	She	wanted	to	put	her	hand	on	Mad -
die’s,	 just	 to	touch	her;	but	that	would	probably	 lead	to	a	mis understanding.
So	 she	put	both	hands	behind	her	head,	 instead.	Hands	off,	 indeed.	Maddie
grinned	at	her,	and	she	stuck	her	 tongue	out	 in	 re sponse.	What	Mad die	was
doing	 was	 working	 for	 her,	 but	 the	 basitin	 didn’t	 seem	 affected	 herself.
“Y’know,	if	you	get	the	angle	just	right…”

*

Curious,	Maddie	be gan	experimenting,	and	quickly	found	that	if	she	held	her-
self	upright,	leaning	back	a	bit,	with	her	hips	out,	then	when	she	thrust…	The
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base	of	the	shaft	connecting	them	pressed	against	her	just	right,	and	she	mr-
rowed	 at	 the	 sensation.	 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	thrusting	her	hips,	her	own	pleasant	tin-
gling	 slowly	 growing	 in	 intensity,	 the	 wolf’s	 moans	 growing	 louder.	 It	 sur-
prised	Maddie	how	quickly	she	had	the	wolf	panting.	She	slid	her	hand	lower
on	 Natani’s	 stomach,	 reaching	 for	 Natani’s	 clit	 with	 her	 thumb.	 The	 wolf
jerked	with	a	long	and	ragged	moan,	her	eyes	squeezed	shut,	her	re lease	obvi-
ous.	 The	 sight	 of	 it	 was	 such	 a	 thrill	 to	 Maddie	 that	 her	 own	 excitement
peaked,	and	she	shuddered	as	the	sensations	washed	over	her,	but	she	could
still	 keep	moving	 her	 hips.	 Indeed,	 it	wasn’t	 always	 fireworks.	But	 then,	 the
wolf	hadn’t	said	to	stop…

**

Zen	snapped	back	into	the	present.	His	mind	was	start ing	to	wander,	turning
in	 on	 itself,	 getting	 lost	 in	 the	 plea sure.	 Every	 thrust	 pushed	 him	 in finitesi-
mally	closer.	The	bucket	had	a	leak,	but	the	drops	just	kept…	on…	coming…

He	snapped	out	of	it	again	when	his	head	shifted,	plant ing	his	nose	right	in
the	 Alaric	 family	 jewels.	 His	 world	 filled	 with	 the	 basitin’s	 scent,	 and	 he
thought	he	heard	a	yelp.	He	blinked	his	eyes	open,	feeling	muddled.	“Sorry.”

Alaric	laughed,	so	he	did	it	again.	Yup,	a	yelp.	He	grinned	up	at	the	basitin,
who	 had	 that	 cute	 slightly	 be fuddled	 ex pression	 again.	 In stinct	 said	 to	 do
some thing	about	it,	but	he	kept	his	hands	where	they	were,	renew ing	his	grip
on	the	table,	as	an other	wave	of	pleasure	threat ened	to	wash	him	away.	Free
hands	 were	 a	 liability.	 Sometimes,	 this	 ended	 with	 him	 grabbing	 himself.
Needed	to	brace,	hold	on	to	some thing	else,	give	instinct	other	things	to	do.	He
forced	himself	 to	 focus,	 re newing	his	hold	on	 the	 link.	That,	 too,	had	 threat -
ened	to	slip.

He	wanted	to	give	Alaric	another	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-
sitinhood,	 there	 was	 a	 pearly	 bead.	 He	 licked	 it	 away,	 get ting	 his	 first	 real
taste,	and	smiled	at	Alaric,	sat isfied.	Ha!	Got	you.

Then	he	heard	himself	moan	again,	and	there	was	no	room	in	his	world	for
anything	except	keeping	his	hands	where	they	were,	holding	the	link	for	dear
life…	and	Keith,	moving	inside	him.
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*

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 turning	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	mesmerizing.	Zen	moaned
and	splayed	his	toes,	and	Nick	found	he	didn’t	have	an	excuse	to	keep	touching
himself.

Eventually,	the	signal	came	to	‘circle	behind.’	He	was	never	go ing	to	look	at
squad	signals	the	same	again…	There	was	room	enough	on	the	wall	side	of	the
table	to	situate	himself,	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	himself	a	good	coat ing,	then	got	so	dis tracted	by	one	of	Zen’s	feet	be ing
right	there	that	Keith	had	to	elbow	him	to	get	him	back	on	track.

The	switch	went	off	with out	a	hitch.	Nick	didn’t	 let	himself	get	dis tracted
by	 the	 sensations	 and	 quickly	 matched	 what	 Keith	 had	 been	 doing—angle,
depth,	 tempo.	The	other	ba sitin	nodded,	 sat is fied,	and	Nick	 imme diately	got
distracted	by	the	sensations—hot,	tight,	and	very,	very	slick.	Still,	he	kept	the
pace.	 The	 stimulation	was	 almost	 uncomfort able,	 and	 again	 he	 remembered
how	much	he’d	been	through	today.	Still,	with	Zen	laid	out	like	this	in	front	of
him…

He	needed	to	get	Keith	on	a	table.
For	comparison	purposes.
Obviously.
Nick	settled	in	for	the	long	haul,	thinking	endurance	thoughts.

*

Zen	whimpered	when	Keith	with drew	and	he	felt	his	 legs	passed,	but	al most
imme diately	Alaric	was	there.	The	thought	that	it	was	him—another	basitin—
made	 up	 the	 few	 lost	 strokes.	 Did	 it	 feel	 different…?	Keith	was	 be side	 him,
now.	 He	 couldn’t	 think,	 could	 barely,	 just	 barely,	 hold	 the	 link.	 He’d	 never
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been	this	close,	not	like	this,	had	no	idea	how	far	there	was	left	to	go.	He	felt
there,	in	the	middle	of	it.

“Zen?”	He	fo cused	on	Keith.	All	 the	gods,	but	he	 loved	Keith.	The	basitin
reached	 out	 to	 stroke	 his	 cheek,	 gentle	 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	basitin,	be cause	he	grinned	and	Zen	could	feel	something	hot	and	hard
press	against	his	upper	arm.	“Guess	what	this	is?”	He	was	still…	of	course	he
was.	Wait,	had	he	even…?	Keith	 leaned	closer,	 to	 stage-whisper	 into	his	ear.
“We	can	keep	do ing	this	for	hours,	you	know?	As	long	as	it	takes.”

The	basitin	kissed	him,	the	final	drop,	and	his	world	unraveled.	All	control
fled	him,	the	link	slamming	open	as	his	body	could	no	longer	contain	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	bodies,	too	close,	too	immediate,	too	fa-
miliar	to	di vide	into	them selves.	They	spun,	a	roil ing	storm	of	need	and	de sire,
the	charge	building	ever	higher,	 searching	 for	a	path	 to	ground,	shying	 from
any	they	could	not	both	embrace.

The	kiss!	Keith!	The	kiss!
Lightning	struck.

**

Nick	had	been	starting	to	wonder	if	Zen	hadn’t	already	reached	some	kind	of
final	des tination	on	his	jour ney,	and	was	now	just	staying	there	to	spite	their
efforts.	But	no.	The	real	deal	left	no	ques tion.	Imme diately	af ter	Keith	kissed
him,	the	wolf’s	entire	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,	trying	to
keep	from	getting	kicked	off	as	Zen	thrashed.	The	wolf	had	wrapped	his	arms
around	Keith,	 and,	 judging	by	 the	basitin’s	 ears	 and	 tail	 be ing	near	 ver tical,
was	kissing	him	back.	He’d	never	seen	any thing	quite	like	it.	He’d	never	seen
anything	quite	like	any	of	it.	Zen	just…	kept	going,	paint ing	the	walls.	The	only
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reason	he	hadn’t	painted	Keith	was	that	most	of	it	was	going	over	him.	Nick,
still	 inside	 him,	 not	 dar ing	 to	 shift	 in	 case	 he	 got	 thrown	 back,	 felt	 like	 he
might	come	away	from	the	expe rience	fit	to	be	a	Messenger.

Finally,	finally,	the	wolf	be gan	to	settle	down,	and	Nick	let	out	a	sigh	of	re -
lief.	 The	 kiss	 was	 still	 going,	 Keith	 bent	 over	 the	 wolf.	 Slowly,	 Zen’s	 arms
around	him	re laxed,	and	the	basitin	re gained	his	free dom…	not	that	he	went
anywhere.	Just	when	all	had	grown	silent,	 a	bit	of	 the	bounty	dropped	 from
the	ceiling,	hit ting	Keith	on	the	ear.

*

Keith	checked	his	ear.
Huh.
He	looked	at	the	room—and	the	ceil ing,	the	rather	staggered-looking	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	possible	things…

And	the	kiss.	Gods,	the	kiss.	He	shook	his	head	slowly	in	won derment.	He
felt	charged,	like	all	his	fur	should	be	standing	on	end.

“Help	me	with	him?”
Keith	 looked	 at	Nick,	 and…	No.	 This	will	 not	 do.	 Maybe	 something	 had

reached	him	in	the	kiss,	or	maybe	it	was	just	everything	that	had	been	going
on,	 but…	 for	 the	 first	 time,	 he	 thought	he	 truly	 understood	what	 the	wolves
saw	when	they	looked	at	him,	what	those	words	meant.	He	found	his	own	in-
terpretation	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	unusually	light	as	he	circled	around,	coming	up	behind	Nick.
The	other	ba sitin	was	clearly	expecting	him	to	take	Zen’s	legs.	Instead,	he	em-
braced	Nick	from	be hind,	 letting	his	erection	rub	against	the	base	of	his	tail,
his	hands	 travelling	down	 to	Nick’s	hips.	He	was	 still	half	 inside	Zen,	which
Keith	took	as	a	good	sign.

Intake	of	breath.	“Keith?”
He	 pushed	 slightly,	 and	 Nick	 slid	 deeper	 into	 the	 wolf,	 coming	 to	 rest

against	 Keith’s	 hands,	 cushioning	 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	little	sad	if	it
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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,	 letting	 his	 cock	 draw	 a	 haphazard	 pat tern	 on	Nick’s	 buttocks.	 “I
didn’t	come	either.”	He	pushed	against	the	un derside	of	Nick’s	tail,	making	his
meaning	very,	very	clear,	and	felt	the	ba sitin	trem ble	against	him.	He	shifted
again,	 back	 to	 his	 orig inal	 po sition,	 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	between	them.
Nick	 knew	 what	 that	 meant.	 “…	 I	 don’t	 think	 I	 can	 let	 you	 just	 get	 away.”
Maybe	 it	was	 some thing	 like	a	promise.	But,	with	Nick	almost	balls	deep	 in
Zen,	maybe	there	was	room	for	such	a	thing.	He	leaned	his	head	against	Nick’s
back.	“Unless	you	want	me	to?”

Nick	sounded	hoarse.	“No,	I…	please	don’t.”
Keith	smiled.	“Please	don’t	what?”
“Let	me	get	away.”
He	gave	Nick’s	neck	the	lightest	pos sible	nip,	and	felt	his	whole	body	trem-

ble	in	response.	“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	dollop	of	 the	stuff	 in	his	hand,	he	con sidered.	Mm,
might	as	well…	No	such	thing	as	too	much	lube,	and	this	stuff	wasn’t	as	long-
lasting	as	the	nuts.	He	pulled	Nick	back	further,	until	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	settling	against	Zen’s	balls.	Keith	cupped	the	tip,	rubbing	it	against	his
salved	palm,	before	po sitioning	him	again.	A	nudge	of	his	 own	hips	 encour -
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	coming	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	completely	out.

Nick	let	out	a	long	sigh.	Keith	smiled.	“Feel	good?”
“Yeah.	But…	asleep?”
“Under	the	circumstances?	He’d	think	it	was	hilarious.	But	if	you	want	it	to

be	just	the	two	of	us…”	Keith	poked	at	him	again.
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“I’ll…	take	your	word	for	it.”
Good.	Keith	gave	Nick’s	neck	another	lick,	and	he	relaxed	with	a	sigh,	let-

ting	his	weight	set tle	against	the	wolf.	Didn’t	look	like	he	was	planning	on	do -
ing	a	lot	of	moving…	which	suited	Keith	just	fine.	That	might	be	just	the	ticket.

He	lubed	himself,	getting	his	cock	every	bit	as	covered	as	Nick’s	was.	The
position	could	be	challeng ing.	But…	slow	and	steady	gets	the	job	done.	Prepa-
rations	complete,	he	positioned	himself	with	intent.	“Okay?”

Nick	sounded	a	little	hoarse.	“Okay.”
Keith	let	his	tip	rest	against	Nick’s	tight	entrance,	giving	the	other	time	to

re lax	himself.	He	teased	at	the	base	of	Nick’s	tail	gently,	and	heard	an	appre -
ciative	mrrow.	He’d	started	to	get	a	pretty	good	idea	about	some	of	the	things
that	worked	 for	his	 old	 friend.	He	 increased	 the	pressure	 a	 little.	Nick	 gave,
and	it	was	his	turn	to	mrrow.	He	could	feel	his	own	tail	curling	just	as	Nick’s
twitched	under	his	hand.	He	kept	pushing	in,	slowly,	watchful,	not	letting	the
sensations	 overwhelm	him.	 It	was	 a	 tight	 angle.	 Again,	Nick	 proved	 himself
more	than	able,	and	be fore	long	he	found	himself	completely	engulfed,	coming
to	rest	against	 the	ba sitin,	 resting	against	 the	wolf…	he	slid	his	arms	around
Nick,	embracing	him,	and	just	held	there	for	a	while,	occasionally	giving	a	lit tle
twitch	of	his	hips.	He	knew	he	liked	that…	and	evidently,	Nick	did	as	well.	He
let	 out	 a	 long	 exhalation,	 his	 ears	 drooping,	 and	Keith	 could	 feel	 him	 relax.
“That’s…”

Keith	smiled.	“Yeah.”	He	started	moving,	small,	slow	mo tions,	and	nuzzled
Nick’s	neck,	occasionally	giving	a	little	lick	to	just	the	right	spot.	Keith	let	his
hands	slide	down	to	Nick’s	hips,	re gretting	the	loss	of	closeness	a	bit	but	want -
ing	more	room	to	move.	As	he	pulled	out	 farther	he	gave	Nick	a	 lit tle	nip	 to
make	up	for	it.	An other	shudder.	He	built	it	slowly,	nip ping	a	lit tle	harder	with
each	longer	stroke,	until	he	had	his	full	range;	from	barely	in	to	bottoming	out.
Nick	trembled	and	moaned,	his	tail	twist ing	be tween	them.	Keith	moved	one
hand	to	the	base	of	it,	teas ing	at	it	gently	as	he	switched	to	licking	for	a	while,
then	taking	a	firmer	hold	when	he	used	his	teeth	again.	Nick	moaned	louder,
his	tail	going	stiff,	his	ears	quivering.

Keith	 took	his	 other	 hand	 from	Nick’s	 hips,	 bracing	 against	 the	 table	 in-
stead,	and	now	every	time	he	was	pulling	back	the	other	ba sitin	would	follow	a
little,	sliding	out	of	Zen	a	bit—and	every	time	he	thrust	back	in,	it	would	carry
Nick	home	as	well,	bringing	an	even	more	powerful	shudder	from	him.	Keith
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could	 tell	Nick	was	getting	close,	so	he	 let	himself	get	engulfed	 in	 the	sensa-
tions,	not	damming	 the	plea sure	 to	prolong	 it.	A	 few	more	 thrusts	 and	Nick
was	almost	there,	so	he	slammed	home	a	 little	harder,	grinding	him	into	the
wolf,	and	tugged	on	his	tail,	nipping.	He	felt	Nick	clench	around	him,	and	with
a	 long,	 loud	moan	 the	basitin	began	 to	 spend	himself	 inside	Zen.	Keith	kept
the	push	and	his	hold	on	Nick’s	neck,	and	re paid	every	clench	with	a	lit tle	tug
on	his	tail.	There	was	more	than	one	way	to	milk	a	basitin.

And	stopping	here…	wouldn’t	do	either,	 so	when	he	 felt	Nick	was	almost
done,	 he	 switched	 back	 to	 licking	 and	 let	 his	 own	 instincts	 carry	 him	 away,
holding	the	other	ba sitin	close	and	bucking	his	hips	with	small,	tight	thrusts.
Just	when	his	cup	was	about	to	overflow,	he	felt	Nick	clench	around	him	again,
his	entire	body	going	stiff.	All	thought	ceased.

**

Maddie	 lay	 collapsed	 against	 Natani’s	 chest,	 but tressed	 against	 her	 breasts.
The	wolf	was	insensate,	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	 succeeded.	 She
couldn’t	re ally	feel	her	legs.

She’d	 lost	 count	 of	 how	many	 times	 she’d	 climaxed.	 Or	 Natani,	 for	 that
matter,	though	that	last	one	had	made	all	the	others	look	like	cheap	imitations.
That	was	when	she	had	finally	given	up	and	collapsed	on	top	of	the	wolf.	No
way	was	she	topping	that.

Natani	stirred	under	her,	then	groaned,	coming	to.
Maddie	tried	to	sound	contrite.	“Sorry.”
“What…”	Natani’s	voice	was	hoarse.	“What	for?”
She	made	the	grin	audible.	“You	didn’t	tell	me	to	stop.”
Natani	laughed,	exhausted.	“Slacker.”
Maddie	 tried	 to	 thrust	her	hips,	 but	 she	wasn’t	 sure	 if	 that	did	 any thing.

The	wolf	chortled,	so	maybe.	Maddie	let	out	a	long	sigh.	She	was	satisfied	be -
yond	satisfied,	and	she	was	exhausted.	The	only	thing	miss ing	was…	she	could
feel	the	wolf’s	hands	travelling	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	exhaled,	and	could	feel	herself	melt ing	into	the	wolf.	That…	that	would
do.	Her	 eyes	 slid	 closed	 and	 she	 be gan	purring,	 and	Natani	 chuckled	 again.
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“Curiosity	satisfied,	little	kitten?”
Maddie	 was	 already	 drift ing	 off,	 and	 answered	 by	 mod ulating	 her	 tone.

Though…	there	was	some thing….	and	her	nature	de manded	it.	She	struggled
to	find	her	voice.	“Natani?”

“Yeah?”
“You	and	Zen	can	switch	bodies,	right?”

**

Keith	had	a	goodly	mo ment	to	himself—his	arms	around	Zen’s	legs,	propping
up	Nick—to	consider	the	perils	of	be ing	too	successful.	He	needed	one	of	these
jokers	to	wake	up	to	help	him	with	the	other!	Granted,	he	probably	could	have
woken	one	or	both	up,	but…	he	smiled.	It	was	a	problem	he	was	happy	to	have.
Still,	if	he’d	known	that	was	going	to	happen—

Zen	started	to	snore,	and	Nick	be gan	to	stir.	Keith	laughed	quietly	to	him-
self.	Saved	by	wolf	sinuses.

“Mmh?”
“Welcome	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	sleeping	beauty	here	to	the	bed.”
“Me	too.	I	think.”
Keith	leaned	against	him.	“All	of	us.”
They	eventually	managed	to	extricate	themselves	and	haul	Zen	over	to	the

bed	without	banging	anything	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,	espe cially	with	one	of	them	be ing	a	stupidly	large	wolf.	Keith	saw
no	problem	with	that.	He	slipped	into	bed,	past	Zen,	taking	the	wall-side,	then
beckoned	Nick	to	follow.	He	did,	taking	the	opposite	side	of	the	wolf,	not	at	all
shy	about	be ing	right	against	him.	Good.

Keith	 smiled	 at	 Zen	 as	 he	 opened	 his	 eyes.	 “Welcome	 back.”	 The	 wolf
blinked,	focused	on	him,	and	then	smiled	with	such	obvious	love	that	Keith’s
heart	melted.	He	leaned	down	and	kissed	him	gently.

Zen	sighed	happily.	“I	love	you.”
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Keith	laughed.	“Yeah,	I	got	that.	You	too.	And	earlier…	was	that…?”
The	wolf	shook	his	head.	Later.
Keith	nodded.	“How	are	you	feeling?”

*

Zen	closed	his	eyes	for	a	moment,	taking	stock,	considering.	He	could	tell	that
Natani	 was	 sleeping,	 and	 didn’t	 look	 deeper.	He	 closed	 the	 link	 tight.	 After
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	 basitins.	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	himself	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 ening.	 He
smiled	up	at	the	wolf.	“I	think	you	can	call	me	Nick	now.”

“Oh?”	Zen	smiled.	“Well	then.	Nick?”
Yes,	indeed,	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	nothing	submissive	about	it.

And…	Nick	found	himself	want ing	to	yield.	He	could	tell	Zen	was	leaving	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	invitation,	wanting	to	see	if	he	could	draw	the	wolf	in.

He	was	not	dis appointed.
A	long	mo ment	later,	the	two	looked	at	each	other,	a	lit tle	breathless.	Nick

re covered	first,	and	flashed	a	slightly	shaky	grin.	“Interest	pay ment?”

*

Zen	laughed,	and	rolled	back	on	his	back.	Keith	was	propped	up	on	one	elbow
on	his	other	side,	looking	decidedly	amused.	The	basitin	raised	an	eyebrow	at
him.	“And	what	about	me?”
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Zen	gave	him	a	brief	kiss,	and	a	lick	on	the	nose.	“You,	I	have	some	credit
with.”

Keith	 re turned	 the	 lick,	 then	 settled	down	against	 him,	with	his	 head	on
Zen’s	shoulder	and	one	arm	around	his	neck.	After	a	mo ment,	Nick	did	 like-
wise	on	his	other	side,	and	as	the	two	ba sitins	jostled,	try ing	to	both	get	com-
fort able	at	the	same	time,	Zen	won dered	if	this	was	what	it	was	like	for	Keith,
between	him	and	Natani.

He	could	get	used	to	it.
“…	wait,	what	happened	to	the	ceiling?”

***
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After	a	nap,	a	spot	of	cleaning,	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	exclude	Zen,	of	course.	So	why	not	have	them	sit	to gether?

“Okay,	that	looks	good.	Are	you	comfortable?”
He’d	put	 them	in	the	 love-seat.	Zen	had	one	arm	across	 the	backrest	and

his	 feet	planted	on	 the	 ground.	Nick	had	his	 feet	up	 and	was	 leaning	 lightly
against	Zen,	cradling	a	mug	of	coffee.	Keith	was	seated	oppo site,	at	one	end	of
the	couch.

Nick	 raised	 an	 eye brow	 at	 him.	 “Quite.	 And	 it	 abso lutely	 has	 to	 be	 like
this?”

“It’s	to	do	with	the	light.”
Nick	took	a	sip	of	his	coffee	and	made	a	show	of	considering	the	room,	then

tilted	his	head	to	address	Zen.	“Blatant	lie?”
Zen	nodded	gravely.	“Completely	shame less.”
Keith	just	grinned	at	them.	He	loved	how	comfortable	they	were	with	each

other	now.	He	be gan	his	sketch,	 starting	with	 the	 fram ing	de tails,	giving	 the
pair	some	more	time	to	settle.

*

Nick	 took	 another	 sip,	 letting	 the	 mug	 linger	 near	 his	 nose.	 The	 smell,	 the
taste,	it	was	all	wonderful.	He	re turned	the	cup	to	his	lap,	and	the	scent	of	the
wolf	mingled	with	the	smell	of	the	coffee.	He	smiled.	All	wonderful.	He	shifted
a	little	closer.	Important	to	have	a	comfortable	po sition…	ah,	the	hell	with	it.
He	 leaned	 his	 head	 against	 Zen’s	 shoul der,	 letting	 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	wolven	style	of	sticking	out	one’s
tongue.	Judging	by	the	re action,	yes.

He	couldn’t	re member	the	last	time	he’d	felt	so	at	peace.	There	was	no…
“Zen?”
“Hm?”
“Is	it	always	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 sponsibilities.	But	you	always	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 member	the	last	time	I	wasn’t	do -
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ing	any thing.”
“Feeling	restless?”
He	thought	he’d	heard	concern	in	Zen’s	voice.	The	wolf	was…	Nick	flicked

his	ear	against	Zen’s	throat,	and	the	wolf	chuckled.	Nick	let	out	another	sigh,
making	it	more	clearly	content.	“Just	the	oppo site.”

Zen	turned	his	head	to	do…	some thing,	but	Nick	was	too	distracted	by	the
sensation	of	 the	wolf’s	neck	 rubbing	against	his	ear	 to	 catch	what.	But	 then,
maybe	that	was	 the	 point.	 Sneaky.	A	 smile	 came	 to	 his	 face,	 unbidden.	 The
wolf	was…	a	surprise.	He	looked	across	at	Keith,	busily	sketching,	occasionally
glancing	up	at	them.	Their	eyes	met,	and	Keith’s	smile	mirrored	his.	A	day	of
surprises.

*

Keith	 had	 caught	 Zen’s	 little	 gesture	 and	 committed	 it	 to	 paper,	 along	with
both	their	expressions.	It	was	turning	 into	a	good	picture	 indeed.	He	quickly
got	all	of	 the	essential	de tails	down,	 then	pro ceeded	 to	mostly	 just	kill	 time.
Why	break	up	a	good	thing?	He	took	the	opportunity	to	do	some	quick	expres-
sion	studies	of	both	of	them—he’d	finally	found	what	it	took	to	get	Zen	to	stop
making	faces,	after	all.

Eventually,	Natani	 and	Maddie	 entered.	Natani	 had	 forsaken	 the	 gender
war	gear	for	a	more	typical	robe,	and	Maddie	was	in	her	uniform.	Both	were
smiling,	but	Maddie	got	her	poker	face	on	when	she	saw	Keith	looking.	Keith
nodded	at	her,	amused,	then	smiled	at	Natani.	“So,	how	was	it?”

Natani	leaned	over	to	give	him	a	kiss	on	the	cheek.	“A	gentle—	a	lady	never
tells.”	And	she	laid	down	on	the	couch,	putting	her	head	in	Keith’s	lap.	He	was
astonished;	this	was	be yond	rare.	He	freed	up	one	hand	to	scratch	her	under
the	chin,	and	she	almost	purred.

He	turned	to	Maddie,	who	had	settled	into	one	of	the	chairs	with	a	very	sat-
isfied	expression.	“What	did	you	do	to	her?”

Maddie	grinned.	“A	lady	never	tells,	sir.”
Keith	shook	his	head	in	wonder.

*

Natani	 felt	 some thing	 crumple	 in	 the	 couch,	 and	 dug	 up	 a	 slightly	 battered
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play ing	card.	“What’s	this	do ing	here?”
Zen	shrugged.	“I	had	a	bad	hand.”
“What	were	you	play ing?”
“Solitaire.”
Ah.	Natani	 flicked	 the	card	at	him,	missing	completely.	There	was	a	 loud

twang	as	it	careened	into	the	banjo	in	the	corner.
Zen	grinned	at	her.	“Aren’t	you	dressed	a	little	plainly,	sis?”
Natani	 stuck	 her	 tongue	 out.	 “Think	 about	 it.	 I’m	 just	 quitting	while	 I’m

ahead.”	She	eyed	Zen	and	Alaric,	seated	oppo site	from	her,	Zen	looking	rather
satisfied	with	himself,	Alaric	some what…	unnerved.	Hmm!	This	was	worth	re -
joining	the	link.	She	did,	and	gave	Zen	a	poke.	Oh-ho?	What’d	I	miss?

Zen	 radiated	 serenity.	 Can	 we	 keep	 him?	 On	 see ing	 Alaric’s	 expression
through	the	link,	he	slid	his	arm	around	the	basitin.	That	seemed	to	help,	but
Alaric	still	looked	a	little	on	edge.

Natani	managed	to	get	a	good	 look	at	 the	sketch	Keith	had	been	working
on.	The	basitin	had	a	certain	way	of	showing	others	what	he	saw…

Natani	smiled,	in	the	link	and	out.	It	seemed	to	put	Alaric	at	ease,	and	that
made	Zen	palpably	happy.

Are	you	in	love,	brother?
Zen	re turned	the	smile.	Not	yet,	sister.	You?
He	felt…	hope ful,	almost?	Natani	was	surprised.	You’d	be	okay	with	it?
I	got	over	myself,	somewhere	in	there.	It	was	obviously	good.	For	both	of

you.	He	considered	for	a	mo ment.	I	think	Keith	called	that,	too.
It	was…	too	good	an	opportunity.	No	pity,	no	mercy.	She	has	a	big	ask	for

you.	Natani	passed	Maddie’s	body-swap	question	to	Zen,	making	sure	to	con-
vey	this	wasn’t	some thing	she	was	pushing	for	personally.	His	re action	was…
complicated.	It	was	fascinating	to	watch.

Well.	I	have	that	in	my	head,	now.
Natani	stuck	her	tongue	out.	That’s	for	some	of	your	sister	gags.
Zen	grinned	back.	Still	worth	it.
Natani	 sent	 Zen	 her	 love.	But	 to	 answer	 your	 question…	 She	 looked	 at

Maddie,	who	managed	to	find	that	mo ment	to	look	back	and	stick	her	tongue
out.	Natani	grinned	back.	Still	friends.	Though…	I…	certainly	wouldn’t	mind	if
that	hap pened	again.

Zen	was	a	little	dry.	Including	that	bit	at	the	end?
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…	we	may	need	to	do	some	scheduling.	She	re-centered	their	perceptions
on	Alaric.	Especially	if	Keith	isn’t	always	going	to	be	on	hand	like	that.

So	we	can	keep	him?	Zen	wagged	his	tail	in	the	link,	making	Natani	laugh.
Do	you	trust	him?
Zen	was	amused.	 I	have	a	good	 feeling	about	him,	but	 that’s	 too	hard	a

question	for	this	old	wolf	to	answer.	I’ll	leave	it	to	Keith	to	figure	out.
Natani	considered.	I	think	he’s	for	us,	because	we’re	for	Keith.	She	smiled.

Or	because	Keith	is	for	us.	But	beyond	that…	he’s	absolutely	up	to	something,
and	there’s	no	way	it	doesn’t	involve	Keith.

*

Keith	 happened	 to	 choose	 that	 mo ment	 to	 scratch	 Natani	 under	 the	 chin
again.	 To	 Zen’s	 amuse ment,	 his	 brother	was	very	 distracted	 by	 this.	 Natani
might	 have	 been	 using	 this	 opportunity	 to	 act	 unlike	 himself,	 but	 Zen	 sus-
pected	some	real	changes	might	come	out	of	it,	too.	Curious,	he	let	himself	feel
the	sensations	as	well.	It…	was…	quite…	good.

The	basitin	let	up,	and	Natani	re turned	to	co herence.	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	Maddie	be fore	they	set	off	for
Karnak.	You’ve	changed	your	mind	again.	But	that	also	meant…

Natani	sighed.	I	sup pose	I	have.	She	looked	at	Nick,	who	was	looking	back
at	her	and	Keith	curiously.	And	yes,	 that	means	we	can	keep	him,	now	that
you	mention	it.	If	he	wants	to	be	kept.

That	was	what	he’d	 thought.	The	me mento,	 though…	Well,	 it	was	mostly
Natani’s	de cision	to	make.	Leaning	the	other	way,	to	let	her	hone	her	thinking,
came	easily	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	imagine?	He	couldn’t.	Not	re ally.	Natani	continued.	We	can’t	make	him
carry	that.	Not	if	there’s	a	bet ter	hope.

Nick	again.	Zen	smiled.	So	he’s	hope,	now?
Natani	arched	an	eye brow.	What	would	you	say?
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He	looked	at	Keith,	and	let	his	mind	settle	on	the	two	basitins,	painting	a
picture	of	his	perceptions	for	Natani.

Certainty.

*

Keith	 scratched	 Natani	 un der	 the	 chin	 again.	 That	 she	 was	 enjoy ing	 it	 was
doubly	 obvious,	 once	 from	 her	 re actions,	 again	 from	 Zen’s	 expression.	 The
room	was	overtly	quiet,	de spite	the	chatter	undoubtedly	go ing	on	be tween	the
wolves.	Nick	 had	 seemed	 uncertain,	 for	 a	mo ment,	 after	 the	 girls—ha!—had
entered,	but	had	settled	back	down.	Maddie,	too,	seemed	content	to	sit	 in	si-
lence.	She	looked	happier	than	she	had	in	a	long,	long	time,	and	Keith	had	to
smile.	He	wondered	if	they	could	ever	re ally	talk	about	this…	and	re alized	that
Maddie	would	occasionally	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,	giving	it	a
little	tug.	They	shared	a	mo ment	of	understanding	be fore	looking	away,	smil-
ing.	Perhaps	they	could.

*

Nick	had	had	to	fight	the	urge	to	sit	up	straight	when	Natani	had	entered.	He
actually	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	impulse	be cause	he	had	a	very	distinct	feeling
that	the	wolves	really	didn’t	put	a	lot	of	stock	in	hierarchy.	Still,	his	instincts
were	his	 instincts,	and	 it	 took	Natani	 smiling	at	him	 to	 re ally	make	him	 feel
comfortable	with	his	current	dispo sition	again.	This…	might	take	some	work.
At	least	he’d	stopped	calling	her	sir	and/or	ma’am…	but,	of	course,	he’d	done
that	be cause	she’d	told	him	to.	The	humor	of	that	might	be	lost	on	the	wolves,
but	he	was	sure	Keith	would	find	it	hilarious.	Maddie	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 exist	at	the	mo ment—not	that	it	had
any thing	to	do	with	him.

Natani.	He	 found	himself	very	curious	about	 the	wolf,	de spite	 the	gap	he
perceived	be tween	them,	and	found	himself	searching	for	things	he	could	talk
with	her	about.	Keith	was	an	obvious	topic,	but	seemed	like	it	could	be	a	dan-
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gerous	one.	Magic.	That	was	 it.	She	seemed…	unusually	pro ficient,	as	he	un-
derstood	these	things.	It	would	make	for	a	safe	venue	to	de fer	to	her,	too.	And
maybe	conversation	would	bring	familiarity…

He	startled,	re alizing	he	was	thinking	of	having	a	place	here.	Of…	be long-
ing,	in	this	lawless	place	where	he’d	scarcely	spent	a	day.	Well.	The	basitin	who
had	once	fallen	off	a	bridge	for	all	the	wrong	reasons	had	certainly	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	separate	ways	tomorrow—but	what	if	it	wasn’t	just	to -
day?	And	what	if	he	had	the	option	to	go	with	them,	instead	of	go ing	back?

Would	 it	 be	 worth	 it,	 to	 keep	 working	 for	 some thing	 he’d	 probably	 be
cursed	for?	Against	this?	He	re alized	he	didn’t	know.	And	the	price	of	free dom
was	that	you	had	to	make	your	own	de cisions.

What	was	it	that	Natani	had	said?
He	drew	a	deep	breath,	 then	exhaled.	 “Keith…	I	need	 to	 talk	 to	you	 for	a

bit.”

**

Zen	was	sitting	on	the	back	porch,	watching	the	two	basitins	 in	the	distance.
Clear	night,	 full	moon	up	and	out.	Easy	enough	 to	see.	After	Nick	and	Keith
had	 peeled	 off,	Natani	 and	Maddie	 had	 de cided	 to	 take	 a	 bath,	 leaving	 him
alone.	Natani	had	pinpointed	the	two	for	him,	possibly	to	curb	any	arbo real	in-
clinations.

Not	that	he	would	have.
Well,	maybe	for	a	gag.
There	were	some	lovely	trees	here abouts.
The	 basitins	 were	 far	 enough	 away	 to	 not	 be	 overheard—even	 by	 ears

keener	than	his,	he	suspected—but	he	could	get	some	idea.	Nick	seemed	to	be
do ing	most	of	the	talking,	and	he	was	pretty	animated…	but	it	didn’t	look	like
an	argument.	Explaining	some thing,	was	the	feel	of	it.	He	leaned	against	a	pil-
lar	and	waited,	watching.

	

Zen	woke	up	with	Keith	rubbing	his	cheek.	He	grabbed	the	basitin	and	pulled
him	down	to	the—wait,	this	wasn’t	bed.	He’d	nodded	off.	Keith	was	laughing,
so	he	gave	him	another	hug	be fore	letting	him	go	and	sitting	back	up.	Nick	was
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nowhere	to	be	seen.	“Nick?”
“He’s	 inside.”	Keith	 sat	 up	next	 to	 him	 and	 smiled,	 patting	 his	 lap.	 “You

know	it	looked	comfy.”
Zen	smiled	back,	giving	his	head	a	little	shake.	“I	guess	it’s	been	that	kind

of	day,	huh?”	And	he	laid	down	next	to	Keith,	with	his	head	in	the	basitin’s	lap.
It	was	comfy.	He	sighed	happily.	“Just	don’t	call	me	a	good	wolf	again.”

Keith	grinned,	and	scratched	him	under	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	scratching,
and	the	growl	transformed	into	a	rumbling.	Eventually,	Keith	stopped.	“Thank
you	for	be ing	so…	you…	to day.”

“You	too.”	Zen	smiled.	“That	sketch	bit?	And…	earlier.”
“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	nibbled	on	it.	He…	might	have	been	thinking	about	things	to	do
if	he	ended	up	in	this	po sition.	He	smiled	at	the	basitin’s	amused	expression.
“That’s…	not	an	easy	question.”

*

“Good	 answer.”	 Keith	 scratched	 him	 again.	 The	 wolf	 closed	 his	 eyes	 and
turned	his	head,	rubbing	against	his	thigh.	Keith	lost	his	train	of	thought	for	a
mo ment,	 smiling	down	at	 the	wolf.	Natani	and	Zen.	He	 let	up,	 and	 the	wolf
opened	his	 eyes,	 looking	 a	 silent	 complaint	 at	 him.	 “Were	 there…	 complica-
tions?”

Zen	burst	out	laughing.	“That	was	almost	a	very	weird	situation.	Gods,	the
timing.	But…	you	were	there.”

Keith	thought	back	to	the	kiss,	and	his	mouth	went	dry.	“Very	there.”
Zen	grinned	at	him.	“Any	questions	about	how	we	feel	about	you?”
“…	no.”	He	stroked	the	wolf’s	cheek	slowly.	“None	at	all.”
“That’s…	good…”
“Some	questions	how	you	feel	about	Nick,	though.”
“Smooth	segue,	ambassador.	I	 think	you	can	tell.	And…	speaking	person-

ally…”	He	grew	more	se rious.	“I	wouldn’t	have	done	what	I	did	if	I	hadn’t	had
a…	feeling…	about	Nick.”

Keith	grinned.	“I	thought	you	were	just	re ally	horny.”
Zen	stuck	his	tongue	out.
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Keith	 thought	 back	 to	 the	 kiss	 the	 two	 of	 them	 had	 shared.	 How	 they’d
looked,	afterwards.	How	they’d	been	be having,	since.	He	smiled.	“You	two	had
a	bit	of	mo ment	there,	huh?”

Zen	just	nodded.
“It	matters	that	he	told	you	to	call	him	Nick,	you	know.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah.”

*

It	had	felt	like	it	mattered,	too.	Zen	got	lost	in	thought,	and	when	he	found	his
way	back	to	the	present	Keith	had	a	faraway	look	in	his	eyes.	And	the	basitin
had	left	off	scratching	him,	which	was	clearly	objectionable.	“Was	that	him	ex-
plaining	his	master	plan	just	now?”

Keith	sighed.	“Yeah.	He	actually	came	clean	 for	once.	 I’m	try ing	 to	 figure
out	if	I	wish	he	hadn’t.”

“Huh.	That	big?”
Keith	nodded.	“Well,	it	is,	but…”	He	gave	Zen	another	scratch,	but	quickly

seemed	to	get	lost	in	thought	and	stopped.	Zen	could	feel	Keith's	hand	travel
down	to	his	chest	and	settle	there.	Well,	that	was	nice	too.

Zen	stuck	his	tongue	out.	“I	see	how	it	is.	Keep	your	basitin	se crets,	then.”
Keith	grinned.	“Sorry.	He	didn’t	swear	me	to	se crecy	or	any thing.	It’s	just…

I’m	surprised	he	even	told	me.	And	it’s	nothing	to	do	with	us	here.	But	that’s
not	what	I’m	having	trouble	with.”

Zen	nodded	slowly.	“Then	what	is?”
Keith	 just	 stroked	 his	 chest	 absent-mindedly	 and	 didn’t	 answer.	 After	 a

while	of	this,	Zen	took	the	basitin’s	hand	in	his	own	and	gave	it	a	little	squeeze.
Keith	startled,	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	silence,	Zen	nibbling	on	Keith’s	tail	whenever	the

basitin	got	too	distracted	to	re member	to	pet	him.

*
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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	looking	at	the	basitin,
then	put	her	arms	around	him	and	kissed	him	on	the	cheek.	“What’s	up?”

“The	future.”
Natani	smiled.	“Ah.”
Keith	sighed.	“He	told	me	what	he’s	up	to.	And	it’s…	I	should	be	cheering

him	on,	offering	to	help	him.	But…”
“But?”
Keith	smiled	wryly.	“I	want	to	tell	him	that	he’s	welcome	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	completely.”
Natani	nodded.	“He’s	welcome.	And	I	think	he’s	clever	enough	to	stay	wel -

come,	whatever	it	is	he’s	scheming.”

*

Keith	 looked	at	 the	both	of	 them.	Zen	was	 grinning,	 full	 of	mischief.	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	simple?”
“That	simple.”
Of	course	 it	was.	Keith	 leaned	his	head	against	Natani’s	 chest,	 smiling	 to

himself,	enveloped	in	the	wolf’s	clean	scent.	That	was	the	matter	of	Nick	dealt
with—so	of	course,	that	left	Maddie.	What	had	been	the	words?	Ah,	yes.	Keith
pulled	back,	grinning.	“So,	how	do	you	feel	about	Maddie?”

Natani	 rolled	 her	 eyes.	 “About	 the	 same.	 Though…”	 She	 smiled	 almost
wistfully.	“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.”
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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	impression.”
“Lady-killer.”
“I	am,	aren’t	I.”
He	could	have	gone	 for	 jealousy,	of	course,	but…	never.	Not	with	Natani.

Different	 strokes.	De voted,	not	petulant.	He	 smiled	at	her	with	all	his	heart.
“Are	you	go ing	to	go	on	a	string	of	conquests	now?	Will	you	still	make	time	for
me	some times?”

Natani	kissed	him,	very	gently.	“Don’t	worry.	You	still	have	the	girliest	hips
I’ve	ever	seen.”

“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 rious	than	she	knew.
He	had	no	words,	so	he	kissed	her	again.	With	intent.

Natani	laughed.	“Still	not	satisfied?”
“Without	you?”

*

Keith’s	tone	spoke	of	plain	impossibility,	and	Zen	laughed	quietly	to	himself.
The	basitin	had	gotten	to	Natani.	Of	course	he	had.	Zen	sat	up,	stretching.	This
had	all	 the	hallmarks	of	a	Keith/Natani	mo ment,	and	it	would	fall	on	him	to
entertain	the	guests.	Keep	them	out	of	hearing	distance.

Or	not,	at	this	point.
Hold,	came	the	word	from	Natani.	And	to	Keith,	“To morrow.”	Keith	looked

at	her,	and	it	seemed	a	wonder	that	Natani	per se vered,	but	she	did.	“Tomor-
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	 basitin	 closed	 his	 eyes,	 trembling
slightly.

One	ear	free,	brother.
This	wasn’t	in	any	of	the	books.	How	do	I	do	this?
Very	carefully.	When	you	really	need	to	get	his	at tention.
“To morrow”,	 Zen	 echoed.	He	 felt	 that	was	 called	 for.	He	 nuzzled	Keith’s

free	 ear,	 hesitating,	 and	 it	 rose	 against	 his	mouth	 in	 invitation.	 Ah	well.	He
replicated	what	Natani	was	do ing,	erring	on	the	side	of	caution,	and	could	feel
the	basitin	trembling.	It	felt	like	a	dangerous	thing	to	do.
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Keith	let	out	a	long	sigh.	“To morrow.”
Natani	re leased	her	hold	and	started	licking	her	teeth	marks	out	of	the	ba-

sitin’s	fur.	Zen	followed	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,	catching	on.	“And	there’ll	be	all	that	walking,	too.”

*

Keith	was	exactly	where	wanted	to	be.	He	leaned	against	Natani’s	chest.	“…	to -
morrow.”	 He	 could	 hardly	 wait.	 Though…	 he	 pulled	 back,	 looked	 at	 both
wolves.	 “What	 if	 Nick	 wants	 to	 come	 too?	 If	 he’s	 welcome…	 he’s	 welcome,
right?”

Zen	looked	thoughtful.	“Could	always	use	more	arm	candy.”
Natani	 grinned	 at	 him,	 then	 looked	 back	 at	 Keith.	 “Mm…	he’s	 welcome.

And	who	knows…	maybe	all	three	of	us	can	agree	on	something	that	needs	to
be	done	to	you.”

Now	there	was	a	thought.	“…	are	you	sure	it	has	to	be	to morrow?”	Natani
made	a	move,	and	Keith	grabbed	his	ears	pro tectively.	“Kidding,	kidding!”

Natani	kissed	him	instead.	“Be have,	you.”
“…	I	will.”	Keith	nuzzled	Natani’s	cheek,	and	she	re sponded	in	kind.	They

nudged	at	each	other	play fully,	rubbing	their	cheeks	to gether,	quietly	reaffirm-
ing	their	feelings.

*

Zen	didn’t	need	the	link	to	feel	the	love	in	the	air.	He	didn’t	normally	go	for	the
mushy	stuff,	but	he	had	his	limits.	With	an	exaggerated	sigh,	he	put	his	arms
around	the	both	of	them.

**

Nick	was	leaning	against	the	doorframe	in	the	kitchen,	nominally	watching	the
pro ceedings	 outside	 through	 the	 window.	 He	 couldn’t	 re ally	 see	 any thing,
mostly	the	tips	of	the	wolves’	ears,	occasionally	a	bit	more	if	they	straightened
up.	 The	 view	 wasn’t	 the	 point—this	 was	 a	 de fensive	 move.	 He	 didn’t	 know
where	Maddie	was,	and	he	didn’t	know	what	they	were	talking	about	outside—
and	 that	was	 a	 dangerous	 combination.	He	 figured	 if	 he	 stood	 here	 just	 so,
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he’d	present	a	more	tempting	target.
“Don’t	ever	mess	with	that.”
He	still	hadn’t	heard	her	sneaking	up	on	him.	Nick	 turned	 to	 face	her.	 “I

wasn’t	planning	to.”	He	smiled.	“If	any thing,	they’ve	been	messing	with	me.”
To	 his	 surprise,	 Maddie	 smiled	 back.	 “They	 do	 that.”	 The	 smile	 disap-

peared.	“I	don’t	trust	you.”
This…	was	 probably	 for	 real.	 But…	 could	 also	 have	 been	Maddie	 testing

him	in	some	way.	Or,	of	course,	both.	“And	yet,	you’ve	been	helping	me.”	She
looked	likely	to	object,	so	he	went	on.	“Or,	at	 least,	you	haven’t	been	hurting
me.	I’m	sure	you	could	have.”

A	grudging	nod.
It	wasn’t	 that	Maddie’s	 apparent	 dislike	 of	 him	wasn’t	genuine.	 It	might

have	 been.	 It	 was	 that	 it	 was	 ap parent.	 If	 she	 re ally	 had	 it	 in	 for	 him,	 she
wouldn’t	be	blatant	about	it;	certainly	not	in	a	way	that	was	tantamount	to	lob-
by ing	for	him.	Of	course,	it	didn’t	necessarily	follow	that	she	was	acting	for	his
benefit,	 either.	 Just	 that	 there	 was	 some	 overriding	 concern.	 If	 he	 assumed
this	was	 the	outcome	Maddie	wanted…	well,	even	 if	he	wasn’t	 sure	what	her
mo tives	were,	he	was	pretty	sure	he	liked	them.	Thanking	her	would,	probably,
be	missing	the	point;	apolo gizing	for	dy ing	on	her,	patronizing.	Maybe	the	best
compliment	he	could	give	would	be	to	let	her	know	he	didn’t	have	her	figured
out.

He	was	in	danger	of	de veloping	a	habit	of	be ing	honest.	“I	don’t	know	what
you’re	do ing,	exactly,	but	I	don’t	think	you	have	any thing	to	worry	about	from
me.”

It	was	the	most	cynical	pair	of	ears	he’d	ever	seen.	“I’m	just	supposed	to	be -
lieve	you’re	play ing	fair?”

Ah.	He	 looked	back	outside.	How	to	 tackle	 this?	Even	 if	he	explained	ex-
actly	 how	 he	 felt	 about	 the	 wolves,	 he	 doubted	Maddie	 would	 be lieve	 him.
What	would	she	be lieve?	“Oh,	but	I’m	not.	I’m	planning	on	still	be ing	around
in	 five	 years.”	 He	 glanced	 back	 at	 Maddie.	 “There	 isn’t	 any thing	 fair	 about
that.”	No	tells.	He	hesitated.	Say ing	‘Natani’	would	feel	like	an	accusation.	“Do
you	love	them?”

No	obvious	re action.	“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.”
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Maddie	 just	 raised	 an	 eye brow	at	 him.	He	 sighed.	 “Any	oath	 you	 care	 to
name.	I’m	on	their	side.”

After	a	while,	she	snorted.	“And	what	would	I	have	you	swear	by?	Your	life?
You’ve	already	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	extended	his	arm.	“I’ll	never	be tray	you.	About	this.”
Maddie	 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	apparently	married?”
“…	we	are?”
“Uh-huh.”
“Wait…	all	of	us?”
“Well,	not	me	and	Zen…	I	think.	We’re	a	little	unclear	on	the	de tails.”
Keith	looked	at	Natani.	“Husband?”	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,	gently.	Caressed	his	cheeks,	gently.	Looked
at	him,	de voted.	“Husband.”

Zen	blushed	adorably,	then	cleared	his	throat.	“Husband.”
Keith	leaned	into	him,	and	it	was	Natani’s	turn	to	put	her	arms	around	the

two	of	them.

**

They	leaned	on	oppo site	sides	of	the	doorframe,	waiting	for	the	others	to	come
back	inside.	The	silence	hardly	felt	barbed	at	all.	Alaric	found	himself	touched
by	Maddie’s	words.	The	lieutenant	had	be come	formidable.	That	he	could	no
longer	read	her…	he	hadn’t	re alized	that	was	some thing	he’d	given	up,	when
he’d	cho sen	to	die.	It	was	still	worth	it,	but…	a	little	less	so.	He	caught	sight	of
Keith	as	he	stood	up,	and	Zen,	tousling	his	hair.	Less,	and	less,	and	less.
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He	felt	it	would	be	discourte ous	to	leave	Maddie	wholly	without	cause	for
offense,	so	he	waited	until	the	timing	was	just	right;	the	last	opportunity	to	get
a	word	in	be fore	the	others	opened	the	door.	“Nice	ankles,	lieutenant.”

*

Maddie	 let	 herself	 bristle	 at	 the	 comment,	 narrowing	 her	 eyes	 at	 Alaric’s
amused	expression.	Of	course	he’d	no ticed.	It	had	been	too	much	to	hope	for
that	he	hadn’t.

It	shouldn’t	have	mattered,	espe cially	now.
It	still	did.
After	the	others	had	entered,	and	Alaric	turned	to	face	them,	she	let	herself

cool.	Keith	flashed	Alaric	a	smile	and	took	him	by	the	hand,	leading	him	away.
Maddie	watched	as	Alaric’s	 expression	 changed,	his	 tail	 giving	 a	happy	 little
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	basitins
disappeared	into	the	guest	room,	closing	the	door	be hind	them,	she	stalked	off
and	made	a	show	of	muttering	under	her	breath	about	sleeping	with	the	en-
emy.

*

Zen	watched	her	go.	Speaking	of	which…
Natani	rolled	her	eyes	and	gave	him	a	nudge.	Go	get	her.
He	 started	 after	 the	 basitin.	 Tell	 me	 again	 why	 I’m	 not	 just	 taking	 the

couch?
I’m	just	doing	my	own	version	of	what	she’s	been	doing.
And	what	is	that,	exactly?
Natani	just	laughed,	and	Zen	shook	his	head.

**

Zen	found	Maddie	sitting	on	the	edge	of	the	porch,	looking	up	at	the	sky.	He
sat	down	next	to	her.	“Hey,	princess.”

No	re action.
He	 scratched	 the	 back	 of	 his	 head	 and	 tried	 to	 figure	 out	where	 she	was

looking.	The	moon?
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“Awoo?”
Maddie	 laughed	and	glanced	at	him,	but	quickly	 grew	quiet	 again.	There

was	a	melancholic	cast	to	her	ears.
“What’s	wrong?”
She	sighed.	“He	saw	my	ankles.”
Zen	 scratched	 at	 his	 chin.	 “I	 could	 hold	 him	 down	 for	 you	 to	 unwrap.”

Maddie	looked	at	him,	incredulous.	“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	giving	it	a	shot.”
She	stuck	her	tongue	out.	It	suited	her.	“I	think	you’re	just	looking	for	an

excuse.”
“Maaaaaaaybe.	 You	 should	 probably	 know…	we	 de cided	 he’s	wel come	 to

stay.”
Maddie	nodded.	“I	figured	you	would.”
She	didn’t	seem	displeased.	“No	complaints?”
“No.	I	hope	it’s	right.”	She	was	quiet	for	a	mo ment.	“I	just	wish	I	had	some -

thing	better	than	hope.”
Ah.	“Used	to	having	peo ple	figured	out,	are	we?”
Maddie	shrugged.	“I’m	good	at	what	I	do.	But…	he’s	bet ter.	Hells,	he	was	a

general	at	nineteen.	Master	General,	even.”
“Keith	was	a	general	at	nine teen.”
“Yeah.	Be cause	Alaric	made	him	one.	From	beyond	the	grave.”
“…	you	may	have	a—”
“That’s…	 that’s	 it!	 He’s	 dead!”	Maddie	 rolled	 her	 eyes	 at	 his	 expression.

“Legally	dead.	He	was	de clared	dead,	so	he	 is	dead,	as	 far	as	 the	 law	 is	con-
cerned.	I	assumed	he	was	working	under	an	alias—there’s	ways—but	with	the
way	the	laws	are	written…”	She	looked	intent.	“I’ll	have	to	check,	but	I	think	I
see	the	loopholes.	He’ll	be	able	to	do	so	much.	But	I	might	be	able	to	figure	out
what	his	po sition	entails…”

Zen	let	her	disappear	 into	her	own	world	for	a	while,	but	comedic	timing
waits	for	no	wolf.	“So	that’s	a	no	on	holding	him	down,	then?”

Maddie	laughed	once	more	and	looked	at	him,	all	grins	and	mischief.	“I’ll
let	you	know.	And…	don’t	ever	change,	Zen.”

He	 re sisted	 the	 urge	 to	 tousle	 her	 hair,	 then	 did	 it	 any way.	 Gently,	 and
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mindful	of	her	ears.	She	didn’t	seem	to	mind.	“I	won’t,	princess.”

*

Maddie	 reveled	 in	 the	 wolf’s	 affection,	 encouraging	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	matter?	She	wasn’t	re ally	basitin	any more,	and	didn’t
have	 to	 pursue	 the	matter,	 even	 if	 Keith	 didn’t	 countermand	 her.	 But…	 she
looked	 at	 Zen,	 endearingly	 confused	 by	 her	 be havior.	 She	was	 still	Made lyn
Ade laide,	and	it	couldn’t	hurt	to	have	one	over	on	Nickolai	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	herself,	leaning	against	the	wolf.	“I’m	not	a	basitin	any more.”

That	didn’t	seem	to	help	the	confusion.	“…	okay?”
She	laughed	again,	and	that	seemed	to	satisfy	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	always	be	welcome	here.”
Maybe	he	did	get	it.	But	to	choose	that	word?	“‘Always’?”
“Always	isn’t	the	same	as	forever.”
“Was	that	supposed	to	sound	wise?”
“Did	it?”
“…	a	little.”
“Then	yes.”
They	sat	and	watched	the	moon	together,	in	companionable	silence.
Well,	mostly.
Maddie	tried	it	out.	“Awoo?”
Zen	laughed.	“Awoo.”
After	 a	while,	Maddie	 de cided	 that	 no,	 she	wasn’t	 go ing	 to	 be	 doing	 any

bolting	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	gingerly.	He	re ally	did	let	her	get	away	with	too	much.	The	sounds	of
the	summer	night,	the	steady	beating	of	Zen’s	heart,	the	once	again	welcome
warmth	 of	 the	wolf’s	 embrace…	 she	 yawned.	Wolves	were	 very	 comfortable,
and	it	was	getting	late.

*
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Zen	couldn’t	stop	smiling.	She	hadn’t	seen	Maddie	like	this	in	a	long	time.	But
she	was	already	about	to	nod	off,	and	he	couldn’t	stay	like	this	all	night.

…	though	he	was	a	little	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.”	Maddie	shifted	away	to	 look	at	him,	and
Zen	covered	his	chest	pro tectively.	“I’m	very	particular	about	my	chastity.”

Maddie	 rolled	 her	 eyes,	 then	 put	 on	 her	 best	 doe-eyed	 expression.
“Couldn’t	you	take	the	couch?”

Zen	 laughed.	 “Turn	 that	 off.	 I’m	 not	 go ing	 to	 get	 kicked	 out	 of	my	 own
bed.”

Maddie	 stuck	 out	 her	 tongue,	 the	 basitin	 way,	 and	 Zen	 tousled	 her	 hair
again.	He	hesitated	for	a	mo ment.	He’d	never	quite	de cided	to	do	this,	but…
“Y’know,	 that	 thing	 you	 asked	 Natani	 about?”	 He	 hesitated	 again.	 What	 a
topic.	“If	you	were	just	messing	with	me?	Well	done.	But	if	you	were	seriously
asking…	I	think	I’d	agree	to	it.”

Maddie	looked	surprised,	then	smiled.	“I	was	just	messing	with	you.”	Zen
breathed	a	sigh	of	re lief.	Too	soon.	Maddie’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
every	map	in	the	house	spread	out	on	the	floor—even	the	one	of	the	Basidian
Islands.	In	front	of	her	was	one	show ing	the	western	part	of	the	continent,	and
she	was	do ing	some thing	with	a	piece	of	paper	on	top	of	it.

Maddie	caught	on	first.	“Oh,	is	that	the	house?”
Natani	didn’t	look	up.	“Yup.”
Zen	 re alized	 it	was	 the	 floor	plan—more	or	 less,	 any way.	Didn’t	 look	 like

she’d	taken	too	much	care	in	making	it	exact.	She	had	it	ro tated	to	match	the
map,	 and	was	marking	 compass	 points	 along	 the	 edge,	muttering	 to	 herself
about	noon.

Zen	 was	 still	 inclined	 to	 use	 his	 mouth	 rather	 than	 the	 link.	 “Thinking
about	expanding?”

Natani	 flashed	him	a	grin.	 “Some thing	 like	 that.”	She	glanced	at	Maddie,
who	had	sat	down	to	watch	her	but	had	imme diately	started	nodding	off	again.
Zen	stood	ready	to	catch	her	if	she	lit erally	fell	asleep.	Natani	smiled	at	them
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but	didn’t	say	any thing	further.
When	she	was	done,	Natani	folded	up	all	the	maps	and	tidied	them	away,

then	folded	up	the	piece	of	paper	she’d	been	scribbling	on	and	stowed	it	in	her
robe.	 She	 stretched	 and	 yawned,	 loudly	 enough	 to	 star tle	Maddie.	 “Maddie?
Are	you	sleeping	with	us?”

“Mm?	Yeah.”
Natani	grinned.	“Do	you	need	to	be	carried?”
Maddie	blinked,	then	looked	at	Zen.	“…	would	you?”
Of	course	he	would.	He	lifted	her	up	into	a	princess	carry.	Obviously.
Maddie	laughed.	“Princess	carry?”
“Obviously.”

***

Nick	awoke,	and	opened	his	eyes	to	find	it	was	already	starting	to	get	light	out.
That	he’d	slept	so	late	was	a	testament	to	yesterday…	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	talking.	He	let	a	few	happy	mo ments	pass,	just
looking	at	the	sleeping	Keith.	Would	have	let	more,	but	nature	was	calling.	As
was	the	smell	of	coffee.	One	or	the	other	might	have	wo ken	him.

He	snuck	out	of	bed,	care ful	not	to	disturb	Keith,	and	dressed	quickly.	He
hesitated	with	the	wrappings,	then,	looking	at	the	sleeping	form,	draped	them
over	a	chair	and	left	them	there.	When	would	he,	if	not	now?

He	hesitated	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	sleeping	basitin	and	kiss	him	on
the	shoulder.	Keith	mumbled	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
little	satisfied	sound.

I	could	be	here	all	morning	at	this	rate.
He	 forced	himself	 away	and	 left	 the	 room,	 closing	 the	door	 softly	be hind

him.

	

After	see ing	to	his	other	matter,	Nick	circled	around	to	the	kitchen	entrance.
He	was	feeling	oddly	elated	from	go ing	bare foot.	The	feel	of	the	dewy	grass	on
his	naked	ankles…	so	de liciously	un-basitinlike.
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It	was	Zen	he	found	inside,	nursing	a	cup	of	coffee.	The	wolf	was	robed.	He
looked	tired.

Zen	smiled	at	him,	then	glanced	pointedly	at	his	ankles.	“Oh?”
Nick	grinned.	“I’m	go ing	native.”
The	wolf	nodded.	“It’s	a	good	look.	Does	that	mean	you’re	stay ing?”
Nick	shook	his	head,	his	mood	faltering	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.

Maddie	is	the	rudest	sleeper	I’ve	ever	seen.”
What	was	go ing	on	with	Maddie	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	having	any

trouble.	It	was	pretty	cute,	honestly.”
Nick	 thought	 of	 and	 discarded	 three	 different	 overtures	 that	might	 have

netted	him	some	more	insight	into	Maddie.	“That	sounds	nice.	Is	there	more
coffee?”

“Sorry,	I	didn’t	think	any one	else	would	be	up.	But…	you	can	have	this?	I’m
actually	feeling	pretty	awake	already.”

He	was,	too,	but…	“…	thanks.”	He	took	a	sip,	letting	his	ears	bristle	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	silence.	The	house	was	quiet,	but	the	dawn

cho rus	was	in	full	force	outside.	Many	of	the	calls	were	unfamiliar	to	him.
“So	you’re	re ally	not	stay ing?”
Nick	smiled	faintly.	“No.	I	have	things	I	need	to	do.”	He	shook	his	head,	be -

mused.	“I’m	offered	every thing	I	thought	I	ever	wanted,	and	I’m	go ing	to	walk
away.	I	didn’t	see	that	coming	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	muzzle.	“It’s

not	like	you’re	re jecting	Keith,	right?	I	don’t	think	I’d	buy	you	do ing	that.”
He	smiled	at	the	wolf.	That	was	something	of	a	vote	of	confidence.	“Right.	I
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don’t	think	I’d	buy	that	either.	But…	it’ll	be	a	while.	And	far.”
“A	keidran	while,	or	a	basitin	while?”
“Basitin.”
“Ah.”	Zen	 took	yet	another	 sip,	 then	 looked	at	him	with	a	 small	 smile.	 “I

think	I	know	what	you’re	up	to.”
Nick	brought	a	finger	to	his	lips,	then	pointed	his	ears	at	the	ceiling	in	what

he	hoped	was	a	credible	Maddie	impression.	Though,	he	needed	to	update	his
thinking	about	her…	at	any	rate,	Zen	seemed	to	get	the	right	idea,	go ing	by	his
smile.

The	wolf	raised	his	eye brows,	clearly	skeptical.	“…	but	no	point	in	speculat-
ing,	I	guess.”

Nick	nodded,	grate ful.	It	was	a	little	suspicious	that	he’d	meet	Zen	like	this,
and	 if	Maddie	heard	about	his	plans,	 it	needed	be	 from	Keith.	He	had	some
more	of	the	coffee.	It	was	almost	out.	“Thank	you.	For…	every 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	 finished	 the	 coffee.	 “Well,

we’ll	probably	come	with	Keith	 if	he	needs	 to	visit	 the	 island.	We	get	a	 little
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,	either.	The	wolf	stood	up	slowly.	“Well,	I

guess	I	might	as	well	get	started	on	travel	preparations.	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	 slipping
away	from	him.

He	was	done	feeling	like	that.
“Zen?”
The	wolf	turned	back,	curious.	“Hm?”
“Weren’t	you	go ing	to	pay	me	back	for	some thing?”

*

Zen	 looked	at	Nick.	The	basitin’s	 expression	was	open,	his	meaning	 clear.	 It
wasn’t	a	joke,	not	even	a	little.

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.
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He	thought	about	Keith;	would	the	basitin	feel	be trayed,	by	either	of	them?
Even	 if	 he	was,	 he’d	 never	make	 an	 issue	 out	 of	 it—but	 that	 just	made	 Zen
think	twice	as	hard.	For	his	part…	he	couldn’t	see	it,	not	with	who	Keith	was,
and	not	after	yesterday.	And	while	he	didn’t	fully	understand	Keith	and	Nick’s
re lationship—he	 doubted	 they	 did,	 at	 the	 moment—he	 thought	 Nick	 asking
was	proof	enough.

He	thought	about	Maddie.	Well,	she	had	kicked	him	out	of	bed…	He	knew
it	wasn’t	to	eavesdrop,	be cause	if	he	re ally	con centrated	he	could	feel	the	ghost
sensation	of	her	still	snuggled	up	against	Natani.	To	interfere	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,	sharing	the	bed	with	both
of	them	had	suited	Mad die—indeed,	the	basitin	hadn’t	se riously	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	Maddie	actually	wanted	 to	do,	 and	yet	 she	 still
kicked	him	out—and	only	come	morning,	at	that…	Too	complicated.	Gut	feel-
ing:	would	do ing	 this	hurt	Maddie?	No.	Annoy,	maybe,	and	 that	he	was	 fine
with.	If	he	was	wrong,	he’d	apolo gize.

He	thought	about	Nick,	and	smiled.	“Are	you	try ing	for	Maddie’s	position,
now?”

Nick	grinned.	 “No,	but	now	 that	you	mention	 it…	maybe	Keith	could	use
more	 help?	He	does	 seem	 to	 have	 an	 awful	 lot	 of	 re sponsibilities.	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	adaptable.”

A	 small	 smile	 flickered	 on	 the	 wolf’s	 face.	 “Well,	 I	 did	 notice	 that	 you
haven’t	had	any	trouble	sitting	down,	and	some how	I	don’t	think	it’s	because
of	a	lack	of	attention.”

Nick’s	mind	 flitted	 to	 the	 pre vious	 time	 Keith	 had	 given	 him	 ‘attention’,
and	he	blushed.	That	had	been	a	surprise.	More	than	one	surprise.	What	were
they	talking	about?	Right.	“He	was	gentle.	Very	gentle.”

Zen	smiled	fondly.	“He’s	always	gentle.	A	huge	tease,	but	always	gentle.”
“He	is,	isn’t	he?	A	tease,	I	mean.	How’d	that	happen?	He	used	to	be	so…”
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“Huh.”
“What?”
The	wolf	was	clearly	amused.	“I	thought	you	were	supposed	to	smart.”
Nick	 could	 imag ine	 either	 or	 both	 of	 the	 wolves	 being	 the	 answer,	 but

didn’t	see	how	it	would	be	obvi ous.	Maddie	definitely	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	effect…	and	it	was	more	than	that.	That	was	how	Keith	was	with
the	wolves.

That	was	how	he	showed	love.
Nick	 looked	 at	 Zen,	 speechless.	 The	wolf	 reached	 out	 to	 softly	 tousle	 his

hair,	and	he	swallowed,	his	eyes	misting	over.	Zen	sat	down	next	to	him,	one
leg	astride	the	bench,	and	pulled	him	into	a	sideways	embrace.	Nick	turned	to
face	Zen,	and	the	wolf’s	arms	shifted	around	him,	holding	him	close.

Zen	gave	him	all	the	time	that	he	needed.
Maybe	the	wolf	got	his	gentle ness	from	Keith.
Eventually,	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	smiling	at	him.	“Finally
fig ured	out	that	you	matter?”

Nick	 laughed.	 “Thank	 you.”	 Smiled.	 “For	 be ing	 you.”	He	 leaned	his	 head
against	the	wolf’s	chest.	He	had	himself	again,	and	a	smile	on	his	lips.	In	his
voice.	“So	you	think	I’m	a	tease?”

Zen	straightened	him	up	by	 the	shoulders,	 then	 tilted	his	head	up	by	 the
chin.	Kissed	him.	Thoroughly.	“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	talking.
It	got	him	another	kiss.
The	wolf	was	a	very	good	kisser.
Nick	 let	 out	 a	 contented	 sigh	 and	opened	his	 eyes.	He	wanted	 to	 look	 at

Zen.	The	wolf	looked	like	he	felt.
Zen’s	voice	had	gotten	a	lit tle	huskier.	“Do	you	know	why	you	tease	some -

one?”
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He	did.	“Why?”
Zen	 took	Nick’s	 hand	 and	brought	 it	 to	 his	 groin.	He	 could	 feel	 the	wolf

through	 the	coarse	 fabric	of	 the	 robe,	 feel	his	heat.	He	wasn’t	 fully	hard	yet.
Nick	looked	for	the	knot	with	his	fingers,	only	to	find	it	when	it	firmed	under
his	touch.	It	 throbbed	in	his	hand,	and	Zen	let	out	a	 long	sigh.	“Be cause	you
want	to	get	a	reaction.”

Yup.	His	own	pants	were	feeling	very	tight.	No	wonder	Keith	was	happy	to
wear	robes…

Zen	stood	up,	pulled	him	up	as	well.	Maneuvered	him	against	 the	end	of
the	table.	Pinned	him	there	for	a	kiss.	Started	undress ing	him,	between	kisses.
The	shirt	came	off	easily,	and	the	wolf	ran	his	hands	across	Nick’s	back,	pulled
him	against	himself.	Nick	could	feel	him,	hard,	against	his	stomach.	Zen	spun
him	around,	and	Nick’s	heart	 leapt,	but	 the	wolf	was	 just	getting	at	his	belt.
Buckle	undone,	Zen	pulled	it	off	the	loops	and	let	it	clat ter	to	the	floor.	He	ran
his	hands	to	where	Nick	was	straining	against	his	but tons,	then	started	undo -
ing	them,	one	by	one.	The	wolf	was	slowly	grinding	against	him,	and	he	longed
to	push	back	but	didn’t	want	to	make	it	harder	for	Zen	to	get	to	him.	Buttons
undone,	the	wolf	slid	one	hand	into	his	pants	to	liberate	him.	Nick	shivered	as
Zen	teased	him	out.	Free,	Nick	pressed	back	against	him.	The	wolf	spun	him
around	 and	 kissed	 him,	 hungrily.	 Nick	 welcomed	 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	stomach;	and	himself,	against	the	wolf’s	thigh.	Zen’s
hands	roamed	Nick’s	back	and	found	the	button	for	his	tail	loop,	leaving	both
his	tail	and	his	pants	free.	The	wolf	stroked	the	base	of	his	tail,	with	short,	sure
mo tions,	and	he	gasped,	leaning	his	head	against	Zen’s	chest.	The	wolf	teased
his	hands	into	Nick’s	pants,	grabbing	his	ass	and	pulling	him	away	from	the	ta-
ble.	The	pants	fell	down	to	his	ankles.	Zen	shifted	his	hands	lower	and	lifted
him	up,	seating	him	on	the	table,	and	the	pants	slipped	his	ankles,	leaving	him
naked.	The	wolf	kicked	them	away,	then	kissed	him	again.	On	the	table,	it	was
easier	to	return	the	kiss,	and	Nick	wrapped	his	arms	around	the	wolf’s	neck,
reaching	for	that	mo ment	they’d	had	on	the	bed.	Zen	obliged	him,	and	again
the	exchange	left	both	of	them	a	little	breathless.	Only	this	time,	it	wasn’t	stop-
ping	there.	Nick	looked	at	the	wolf,	yearning	for	more.

To	his	surprise,	Zen	laughed.	“I’m	not	go ing	to	ask	you	if	you	want	this,	be -
cause	you	want	this.	But…”	He	grew	more	se rious.	“I	don’t	like	hurting	peo ple
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I	care	about.”
Something	 in	 the	 look	 in	Zen’s	 eyes,	 in	 the	way	he	had	 said	 it,	 told	Nick

that	this	mattered.	Needed	a	se rious	reply.	He	kissed	the	wolf,	lingering,	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,	serious-ish.	He	was	in	good	hands.

A	 smile	 flickered	on	Zen’s	 face.	 “I	 don’t	want	 any	 fool	 basitin	 bravery.	 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	retort,	the	wolf	pushed	him	on	his	back.	His	feet	came	up

as	he	went	down,	and	Zen	grabbed	him	by	the	ankles.	Firmly.	But	gently.	The
wolf	guided	Nick’s	 feet,	placing	 them	against	himself,	high	on	his	 chest.	Zen
started	mas saging	his	ankles.

Nick	hadn’t	been	expecting	this.	He	did	nothing	to	hide	his	re action,	splay -
ing	his	toes	against	the	wolf,	letting	his	tail	do	what	it	would,	even	letting	out	a
little	mrow.

“You	like?”
Nick	grinned.	“Lose	the	robe,	and	I’ll	like	it	even	better.”
Zen	 re leased	his	 ankles,	 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	himself,	taking	a	step	back	to	look	at	Nick.	He	grinned.	“Inter-
esting	po sition.”

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,	wondering	 if	 the
wolf	understood	just	how	intimate	that	gesture	had	been.	…maybe	he	did.	Nick
blushed	again.

Zen	dis robed,	and	Nick	caught	the	hood	with	one	foot,	pulling	the	garment
to ward	himself.	The	wolf	let	him	have	it,	and	the	robe	landed	on	him,	covering
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	garment.	He	took	a	sniff	of	it	and	smiled	at	the	wolf.
“It’s	got	your	scent.”

It	was	Zen’s	turn	to	blush,	curiously	enough.	“I	figured	you	wanted	it	for	a
pillow.”
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Good	 idea.	He	 balled	 it	 up	 and	 packed	 it	 under	 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.	 Interesting.	 Thoughts	 of	 pos sible	 mischief	 dispersed	 as
Zen	shifted	his	po sition,	and	Nick	could	feel	him	poking	against	his	balls.	The
wolf	 inched	closer,	 sliding	up	him,	until	he	 could	 feel	 the	heat	of	Zen’s	knot
against	his	sack,	see	the	shaft	alongside	his.	He	tore	his	eyes	away	to	 look	at
the	wolf,	swallowing.	This	was	quickly	be coming	real.

Zen	stepped	away	again,	his	hands	on	Nick’s	ankles,	bring ing	his	feet	down
to	his	wolfhood.	Nick	shivered	as	he	could	feel	the	shaft	with	his	toes,	then	the
knot,	 then	the	whole	 thing	 throbbing	be tween	his	ankles.	He	spread	his	 toes
against	the	wolf’s	stomach,	and	found	his	smile.	“Liked	what	you	saw	yester-
day?”

Zen	 grinned	 at	 him.	 “I	was	 kicking	my self	 for	 not	making	 it	 a	 three-way
duel.”

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	winner?”
Nick	grinned.	“Everyone.”
“I	like	the	way	you	think.”
The	wolf	shifted	Nick’s	legs	again,	sliding	against	them,	and	Nick	felt	some-

thing	sticky	on	his	shin.	“So	I	see.”
“Oops.”	Zen	brought	his	legs	back	up,	stepping	closer,	and	leaned	down	to

lick	the	spot	clean,	looking	at	him.	“Can’t	have	that.”
Nick	shivered.	“Might	have…	missed	a	spot.”
Zen	smiled	knowingly.	“Well	then.”
And	the	wolf	did	a	very	thorough	job	of	cleaning	his	leg,	starting	from	the

top	and	slowly	working	his	way	down.	Zen	did	things	with	his	wonderful,	won-
derful	tongue	that	Nick	had	never	even	considered.	When	the	wolf	popped	up
to	look	at	him,	he	pleaded	silently	for	him	to	continue—and	Zen	started	over
again	with	his	other	leg.

A	 time less	moment	 later,	 the	wolf	 straightened	up	again.	Nick	had	 to	 re -
mind	himself	how	speaking	worked,	reach	for	the	words.	“…	are	you	try ing	to
convince	me	to	stay?”

Zen	grinned	at	him,	licking	his	lips.	“I’m	not	do ing	anything	out	of	the	ordi-
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nary.”
Gods.	“…	I’ll	take	that	as	a	yes.”

*

Zen	gave	Nick	a	nip	on	one	ankle,	eliciting	a	yip.	“Grab	your	legs.”
Nick	did,	this	time	crossing	his	arms	to	grab	himself	by	the	ankles,	and	Zen

stopped	for	a	mo ment	to	admire	the	basitin.	It	might	have	been	an	even	better
position	 than	 the	 earlier	 one.	 He	 noted	 the	 mess	 on	 Nick’s	 stomach,	 then
grinned	at	the	basitin	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	basitin.	He
licked	his	lips	again.	“Missed	some thing.”

The	basitin	gave	him	a	look	that	badly	made	Zen	want	to	kiss	him.	But	Nick
ges tured,	with	an	inclination	of	his	head.	“Still	got	some thing.”	He	meant	Zen
himself,	 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	 table.	 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	basitin’s	mouth.
Nick	 licked	 it	clean,	making	him	shiver,	 then	 looked	at	him	expectantly.	Zen
shifted	closer,	as	close	as	he	could	without	get ting	on	the	table,	and	the	tip	en-
tered	Nick’s	mouth.	The	basitin	massaged	the	underside	with	his	tongue,	look-
ing	up	at	him,	smiling	with	 the	side	of	his	mouth.	Cheeky	 little…	Zen	pulled
back,	 then	 leaned	down	 to	 kiss	 him,	pushing	Nick’s	 head	 into	his	makeshift
pillow.	The	basitin	egged	him	on,	and	he	answered	in	full.

He	finally	broke	the	kiss,	then	kissed	Nick	on	the	throat	be fore	straight en-
ing	 up.	 Looking	 at	 him,	 he	 almost	went	 back	 for	more.	 Almost.	 Instead,	 he
stepped	to	the	cupboard	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	 survive.	 I’m	 just	 surprised	we	didn’t	 use	 all	 of
them	up	yes terday.”

Zen	grinned.	“Some one	keeps	sending	us	a	bunch.”
The	basitin	stuck	his	tongue	out,	making	the	expres sion	work.	“How	nice	of

them.”
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Zen	stepped	back	up	to	him,	shaking	his	head.	Time	to	get	down	to	busi-
ness—though…	Nick	was	still	holding	his	ankles,	and	the	sight	of	him	enticed
Zen	to	go	for	another	lick.	Or	two.	Or,	as	the	basitin	moaned	again,	three…

*

When	the	wolf	finally	straight ened	up	again,	Nick	saw	him	glance	at	the	fresh
mess	he’d	made,	could	see	him	consider	re peating	that	part	as	well.	He	caught
Zen’s	eye.	Please	just….

The	wolf	nodded,	grinning,	and	started	to	lube	up.	Nick	wasn’t	sure	it	was
even	necessary.	Zen	cracked	one	of	 the	nuts	open,	and	 instead	of	using	 it	on
himself…	 Nick	 gasped	 as	 the	 wolf	 worked	 the	 vis cous	 liquid	 into	 him.	 This
done,	Zen	 cracked	 the	other	one—Two?!—and	coated	himself,	 then	care fully
cleaned	his	hands	on	a	 towel.	Good	call,	 that	 stuff	didn’t	 taste	particularly—
Nick	blushed	at	his	 own	 thought.	But	 surely	 the	wolf	would	be	handling	his
legs,	and…	licking…

The	first	part	of	it	came	immediately	true	as	Zen	grabbed	his	ankles	again,
once	more	posi tioning	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	poking	at	him	again,
hot	against	his	entrance.	The	wolf	looked	at	him,	and	Nick	swallowed.	Well,	he
sure	as	hell	was	lubed.	Zen	pushed,	and	as	the	tip	slid	in	he	remem bered	again
—‘I’m	not	going	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,	almost	laugh—Zen	had	still
put	his	legs	right	where	he	could	kick	the	wolf	off.	Even	by	accident.	Inch	by
inch,	the	wolf	entered	him,	and	he	focused	on	stay ing	relaxed,	his	hands	at	his
sides,	concentrating	on	the	sensations	as	Zen	filled	him.	Until	he	could	feel	the
impos sibility	 of	 the	 wolf’s	 knot	 against	 him,	 pushing,	 spreading	 him—and
withdrawing.	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	withdrew,	leaving
him	whimpering.	So	 it	went,	 the	wolf	making	 long,	de liberate	strokes,	some -
times	 just	 touching	 the	 knot	 against	 him,	 some times	 pushing,	 some times
pushing	until	surely	that	had	to	be	it—only	to	withdraw.	And	with	each	stroke
he	could	 feel	 the	pleasure	build,	his	own	member	 jerking	 in	re sponse,	as	 the
wolf	worked	to	pay	him	back;	gentle,	care ful,	but	re lentless.
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*

Zen	shifted	Nick’s	legs	to	his	shoulders,	and	wasn’t	sure	if	the	basitin	even	no-
ticed.	 Nick	 was	 writhing	 under	 him,	 gasping,	 moaning,	 panting,	 his	 hands
grabbing	the	sides	of	the	table,	holding	on	for	dear	life.	Zen	picked	up	his	pace
a	bit,	then	eased	back	down	when	it	looked	like	it	might	be	too	much.	At	this
rate,	the	basitin	would	not	last	until	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	 another	 big	 push	 and	Nick	 thrashed	 under	 him.	 It	was	 close—very
close—but	again	his	intu ition	told	him	to	pull	back,	and	again	he	did,	leaving
the	basitin	panting,	plead ing	at	him	with	his	eyes.	It	would	happen	if	it	would
happen.	He	wasn’t	go ing	to	force	it,	no	matter	how	much	he	wanted	it,	no	mat-
ter	that	the	basitin	wanted	him	to.

Trick	it,	now…	he	turned	his	head,	nuzzling	one	of	Nick’s	ankles,	giving	it	a
lick,	a	care ful	nip	with	his	teeth.	The	basitin	squirmed	in	a	different	way,	and
he	figured	he	might	be	on	to	some thing.	He	straightened	up	and	caught	Nick’s
ankles	again,	then	went	for	another	push—a	slow	and	steady	one,	barely	lean-
ing	his	weight	into	the	basitin,	his	knot	straining	to	enter.	He	started	caressing
Nick’s	 ankles,	 and	 the	ba sitin	gasped.	As	he	did,	Zen	 shifted	ever	 so	 slightly
deeper	inside	him.	Definitely	on	to	something.	He	nuzzled	one	of	Nick’s	feet,
looking	at	the	basitin.	He’d	liked	this…

Zen	went	to	town,	accompanied	by	one	long	continuous	moan	from	Nick,
only	bro ken	by	gasps	for	breath.	Very,	very	slowly	the	small	pres sure	proved
to	 be	 enough,	 the	 knot	 sliding	 in,	 until—as	 the	 thickest	 point	 passed—Nick
pulled	him	in	the	rest	of	the	way.	They	were	tied.	His	knot	surged,	and	Zen	had
to	 fight	with	 every thing	he	had	 to	not	 immediately	 go	over,	 to	 see	 that	Nick
was	okay,	to	see	that	he’d	get	there.	The	basitin	had	his	mouth	open,	his	ears
were	quivering,	and	Zen	could	feel	his	tail	wrapped	tightly	around	his	leg.	Nick
was	clenched	around	him,	hard,	and	there	was	a	constant	stream	of	pre	from
his	member.

He	was	tee tering	right	on	the	edge,	but	he	still	needed	a	little	push.	So	Zen
began	to	move.	It	was	a	very	tight	business,	and	every	time	he	pulled	back	at
all,	 tugging	on	his	knot,	he	had	 to	 fight	his	every	 instinct.	He	had	maybe	an
inch	of	mo tion,	but…	you	can	do	a	lot	with	an	inch,	if	you’re	de termined.	A	few
of	the	short	thrusts,	and	Nick’s	eyes	rolled	back.	Zen	could	feel	the	be ginning
of	 the	 tell-tale	 spasms,	 and	 let	 himself	 go,	 letting	 the	 feel ing	 of	 completion
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carry	him	away,	bracing	to	stay	standing	as	his	pleasure	caught	up	to	him.	It
wasn’t	like	any thing	else	in	the	world.

*

Nick	found	himself,	then	nearly	lost	himself	again.	The	feeling	was	unreal.	He
fought	 to	 steady	his	breathing,	 to	 get	 control	 of	himself.	 Some how,	he	 accli-
mated	to	the	sensations.

He	opened	his	eyes,	exhaling.	Zen	stood	there	with	his	eyes	closed,	smiling.
He	looked	like	he	could	do	with	some	propping	up.	“Zen?”

The	wolf	opened	his	eyes,	looked	at	him.	Smiled	wider	at	the	sight	of	him.
“Hm?”

Nick	shifted	his	legs,	gingerly,	so	his	feet	rested	against	Zen’s	shoulders.	He
almost	didn’t	know	how	to	move	with	the	wolf	inside	him.	“Come	here?”	He’d
been	about	to	say	some thing	else,	but	couldn’t	remember	what	it	was.

Zen	shrugged	his	legs	off,	let ting	them	slide	under	his	armpits,	and	as	the
wolf	slowly	leaned	forward,	Nick	wrapped	his	legs	around	him.	Zen	shifted	in-
side	him	as	he	moved,	 and	Nick	 gasped	once	more	 at	 the	 impossible	 sensa-
tions,	mrowing.	The	wolf	came	to	rest	with	his	elbows	on	either	side	of	Nick,
and	kissed	him.

It	might	as	well	have	been	Keith,	with	how	gentle	he	was.	Nick	wrapped	his
arms	around	Zen’s	neck	and	re turned	it	in	kind,	letting	all	his	feelings	show.

It	was	a	long	kiss.
Nick	tried	to	look	at	the	wolf,	which	was	difficult	when	at	the	sight	of	him

he	 found	 himself	 kiss ing	 him,	 or	 the	 other	 way	 around.	Eventually	 he	 suc-
ceeded,	only	to	find	he’d	forgotten	what	he	meant	to	say	again.

Ah.	Yes.	That	would	do.	He	tried	for	a	grin.	“Second	interest	payment?”
Zen	laughed.	“Greedy,	aren’t	you?”
He	stroked	the	wolf’s	neck,	smiling.	“People	keep	saying	that,	for	some	rea-

son.”
“I	wonder	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	account.”
“…	might	be	a	bit	longer.”

*
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The	two	went	back	to	looking	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	support	his	chivalry.

And,	well,	he	needed	the	kitchen.
He	cleared	his	throat.	“Good	morning.”
Keith	was	happy	to	see	the	same	smiles	for	him	they’d	had	for	each	other.

He	could	get	used	to	Nick	looking	that	goofy.	“Keith!	Come	here?”
He	did,	and	Zen	made	room	for	him	to	give	Nick	a	kiss.	The	other	basitin

was	almost	bubbly…	Keith	looked	at	him,	then	reached	out	to	touch	his	ears.
It	wasn’t	a	de cision.	That	was	the	point.
Nick	 looked	 even	 goofier.	 Even	 bet ter.	 Keith	 kept	 stroking	 his	 ears	 and

slowly,	his	eyes	slid	closed.	He	was	almost	purring.	Keith	looked	at	Zen,	look-
ing	at	both	of	them,	smiling	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	 spoken

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	Keiths.”

“Are	you	sure	it’s…	right?”
Nick	smiled.	“No.”
Keith	sighed.	“Then	I’m	behind	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	ruffled	the	fur	on	Zen’s	neck.	“I	see	you’ve	been

a	bad	influ ence.”	The	wolf	shifted	to	kiss	him,	and	Keith	let	himself	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	 again,	 and	 indeed,	 there
was	a	reaction	from	Nick.	Hmm…	He	leaned	down	to	get	a	 look	be tween	the
two	of	them.	“O-ho?”	Keith	reached	into	the	space	between	their	bod ies,	run-
ning	a	 finger	down	 the	 side	of	Nick’s	hard	member.	 “What’s	 this?	Not	 satis-
fied?”	Zen	caught	the	game,	shifting	again,	and	Nick	gasped.	Keith	could	feel
him	twitch	against	his	hand.	He	smiled	at	the	wolf,	who	was	looking	specula-
tive.	“Kiss	him?”	Zen	did,	languidly.	That…	might	be	a	good	call.	Keith	reached
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again	for	Nick’s	ears	with	his	free	hand	and	stroked	him,	gently,	while	stroking
him,	gently.	He	kept	it	up	and	leaned	down	to	give	Nick’s	neck	a	lick.	With	in-
tent.

It	was	 a	matter	 of	mo ments.	Nick	 spurted	 into	 his	 hand,	 and	Keith	 kept
massaging	his	tip,	coaxing	out	all	he	had	to	give.	If	Nick	moaned,	it	was	into
Zen’s	mouth.	Finally,	he	went	lax.	All	of	him.	Keith	straightened	up,	but	kept
stroking	Nick’s	ears.	The	basitin’s	eyes	were	closed,	and	how	he	was	 purring.
Keith	 showed	Zen	 the	mess	 in	his	hand,	and	 to	his	 surprise	 the	wolf	 started
licking	it	clean.	He	laughed	quietly,	letting	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,	letting	them	fuel	his	appetite	for…	later.

Zen	had	finished	cleaning	his	hand,	and	was	looking	at	his	crotch	in	a	way
that	Keith	could	only	characterize	as	highly	meaning 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	table,	next	to	Nick’s.	“I	suppose.”
That	he	gave	it	up	that	easily	meant	Keith	was	right.	He	put	his	arm	around

Zen’s	neck	and	 leaned	down	to	give	Nick	a	kiss.	The	basitin	opened	his	eyes
and	smiled	at	him.	Goofier	and	goofier.	Bet ter	and	better.	Keith	grinned.	“It’ll
take	 a	moment	 for	 this	 good	wolf	 here	 to	 get	 out	 of	 you,	 so	would	 you	 like
some thing	to	eat	while	you	wait?	Perhaps	a	fresh	beverage?”

Nick	laughed.	“What,	does	this	come	up	a	lot?”
Keith	smiled.	“In	a	way.”
Zen	groaned	where	he	lay.	“Those	are	usually	my	lines.”
“…	wait,	what?”
The	wolf	 levered	himself	back	up	to	 look	at	Nick.	“Natani.	We	can	switch

bodies	with	each	other.	It’s	a	bit	of	a	secret.”
“Huh.”	Nick	looked	at	the	wolf,	then	at	Keith,	raising	his	eye brows.	“Huh.”
Keith	grinned.	“Zen	doesn’t	usually	get	carried	away	like	this.”
“I	didn’t	get	carried	away!	There	were	no	beds	free!”
Keith	gave	his	ear	a	little	tweak.	“Well,	you	could	have	wo ken	me.”
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Nick	grinned.	“Or	not.”
Keith	laughed.	“Or	not.”
“…	wait,	what?”

	

Eventually,	Zen	got	himself	loose,	and	Keith	saw	them	both	to	bed	in	the	guest
room	before	getting	on	with	breakfast.

And	cleaning.
And	they’d	just	washed	the	windows,	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
neither	could	keep	a	smile	from	his	face.

“You	know,	I	never	called	you	sir.”
“…	please	don’t.”
“Are	you	sure?	I	did	enjoy	serving	under	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	happily,	 looking	 at	 the	wolf.	How	 to	 address	 this
feeling?	“…	you	weren’t	re ally	going	to	pack,	were	you?”

Obliquely,	apparently.
Zen	smiled	at	him.	“Figured	that	out,	huh?”
Another	quiet	moment	passed	with	them	looking	at	each	other.	Eventu ally,

Zen	reached	out,	making	to	touch	his	head.	“Do	you	mind	if	I…?”
Nick	laughed.	“Now	you	ask?”	But	the	wolf	understood.	Of	course	he	did.

Touched,	Nick	reached	out	himself,	to	touch	Zen	on	the	cheek.	He	thought	he
knew	how	 to	 do	 this…	And	 as	 he	 caressed	 the	wolf	 slowly,	 Zen’s	 expres sion
went	from	surprise	to	a	slow	smile	that	threat ened	to	spill	off	his	face.	Yes,	he
knew	how	to	do	this.

Taking	 it	 for	 the	 answer	 it	was,	 Zen	 completed	his	 own	ges ture,	 tousling
Nick’s	 hair	 be fore	 start ing	 to	 slowly	 stroke	 his	 ears.	 The	 wolf	 knew	 exactly
what	he	was	do ing.	Nick	sighed	happily	under	his	care ful	 touch.	He	kept	his
eyes	on	Zen’s,	and	could	see	his	own	feelings	re flected	there.

177Full	House



The	feelings	swelled	until	being	at	arm’s	length	was	no	longer	enough,	and
Nick	 surged	 closer,	 burying	his	 face	 into	Zen’s	 chest	 and	wrapping	his	 arms
around	 the	wolf.	 Zen	 laughed	 softly	 and	 re turned	 the	 embrace,	 stroking	 his
back.

Every thing	 with	 Keith	 was	 complicated,	 so	 com plicated.	 There	 was	 so
much	be tween	them.	At	one	mo ment,	they	were	like	kids	at	play,	at	the	next,
some thing…	 else,	 then	 something	 else	 again.	 And	 he	 loved	 complicated;
thrived	on	it.	That	was	another	reason	he	wouldn’t	stay,	though	it	wasn’t	one
he	 had	 given.	 As	 wonderful	 as	 these	 few	 days	 had	 been,	 he	 wasn’t	 sure	 he
could	 handle	 this	 kind	 of	 peace	 and	 quiet	 in	 his	 life	 on	 a	 permanent	 basis.
Though…

Changing	 tack,	 the	 truth	 was,	 also,	 that	 he	 loved	 his	 home.	 That	 Keith
didn’t—couldn’t—broke	 his	 heart,	 even	 if	 he	 under stood	 well	 why	 that	 was.
Perhaps	it	was	because	he	understood.	It	was	his	secret	hope	to	some how	rec-
oncile	 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	involve	the	mainland.	Yet	another	rea-
son	not	to	stay.

He	needed	all	the	reasons	he	could	get,	to	not	stay.
So	every thing	with	Keith	was	 complicated,	but	 this,	he	 thought,	 lay ing	 in

Zen’s	embrace,	was	simple.	The	wolf	shifted	his	hold,	and	Nick	could	feel	one
of	his	hands	make	its	way	back	to	his	head.	His	ears.	With	another	contented
sigh,	he	let	himself	get	lost	in	the	sensations.	This	was	pure	happiness.	He	re -
alized	he	was	purring.

And	Zen	 only	 had	 a	 handful	 of	 years	 left.	 There	was	 no	way	Nick	would
ever	be	done	in	time.	This	really	could	be	the	last	time	he	ever	saw	the	wolf.

Reasons	not	to	stay,	Nick.	Reasons	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	until	it	was	al ready	too
late.	 Was	 there	 any	 way	 to	 bribe	 Nora,	 get	 more	 favors?	 Nothing	 came	 to
mind.	He'd	have	to	think	on	it.	Later.	He	squeezed	Zen	tighter	and	snaked	one
leg	be tween	the	wolf’s,	anything	to	get	even	closer.	Zen	played	along,	their	legs
mingling	until	both	were	comfort able,	the	wolf	holding	him	close,	all	the	while
stroking	his	ears.

He	didn’t	have	to	go	just	yet.
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