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      It was dark, the distant clouds threatening rain that I knew by now would likely never come. All the rain clouds were trapped on the other side of the mountain range, during the dry season. A fact which we'd be counting on to enact our plan in a month's time.


      I shook my head, pushing some of the long locks of fur that I'd braided and beaded this morning behind one of my ears. The last thing I wanted to think about tonight was my scouting work.


      Even though that's precisely what had brought me out here, to a corner of the settlement I hardly knew, to the residence of the man whose command I was serving under to carry out said scouting missions.


      No, I told myself. I wasn't here for work-related reasons. I had to keep telling myself that, to calm the shrieking parts of my mind that reminded me every hour on the hour that I may have committed an unspeakable wrong by helping to gather the information I had. . . but I still had time to right it. Those were dangerous thoughts.


      Dangerous, dangerous thoughts.


      But they were there, in the back of my mind. They were nipping at the recesses of my thoughts, had been all night, could have in fact been the reason I was here.


      I'd told myself I was here to check up on the man I'd nearly died beside. Told myself I was just being a good soldier, a good person, that I was worried for a comrade. It wasn't as though that was unusual behavior for me. I worried about my comrades all the time. I'd helped out many of them when they were injured, been concerned even for men I hardly knew, enough to ask them how they were recovering. This was no different.


      Except his injuries were minor, and I was very much aware of how well his recovery was going. I'd specifically spoken to Forrest about it, in fact. I can't say I'd been feigning concern at the time. . . but. . . no. Maybe that's exactly what I'd been doing.


      Because the fact of the matter was, if he'd died, my whole moral dilemma would be solved. No difficult decisions necessary. It would be one of those regrettable things that happened in life, but I would secretly give a sigh of relief, because the only other man besides Ransom and I who knew about the nesting grounds would be dead. And there was no chance his Lord would find out, no chance he would use the information to do what I knew he'd do with it.


      But Cuthbert's injuries had been minor, and save some rare, unheard-of, wildly out-of-control infection, I'd known there was no chance he'd die from them, or even come close. No in fact, according to Forrest, he was quite on the mend. Thanks in large part to my field medicine.


      I didn't regret it. Not exactly.


      But I had absolutely no reason to be here, standing near the stone steps of the simple, modest residence. It was like many others in this area of the settlement. . . one story, probably no more than two rooms, more a cottage than anything else, with a very small yard. I saw a few feathers scattered near the back, suggesting he kept chickens, and there was an herb garden outside the front stoop. Remarkably quaint, for such a stern, serious man. He must have come from a family of farmers, or homesteaders.


      My heart hurt. Was I really here, considering what I was considering? I couldn't possibly do this, could I? One life. . . or hundreds of possible lives. It was such a horrible decision to have left in my hands. Such a terrible thing to even consider.


      But I really was considering it. Otherwise, I wouldn't be here.


      I'd had to go out of my way to even find this place. I'd had to tail him, in fact, which hadn't been easy. Even when he wasn't on duty, which wasn't often, the canine was sharp and vigilant. And I wasn't used to cities. It had taken considerable effort and patience to follow him here. And I hadn't even considered how I was going to explain to him how I'd found this place. Maybe tell him I'd spoken to the cattle dog. He could confirm that was a lie afterward, of course, unless. . . .


      . . . unless he was dead.


      There were those thoughts again. I swallowed. This was murder I was considering. There was no question in my mind about that. I knew it was wrong. It would be in cold blood. No grey areas here. I'd be taking advantage of an injured man, and his trust in me, to silence him. Even if it was ultimately for what felt like a good reason-


      I was so caught up in my thoughts, it barely registered when the wooden door a few paces away creaked open. I only noticed when light bathed down over the doorstep and a black silhouette stepped into view. And then I was well and truly caught.


      More than I'd realized.


      “I thought I was being followed,” the tall Otherwolf murmured. My heart skipped, my feet frozen in place. But he didn't sound alarmed, or angry.


      “I. . . .” I paused. In my mind, I hadn't gotten to planning out this part. Now that I was thinking about it, it all seemed so irrational. I hadn't intended on him realizing I'd tailed him, of course, but even still, what had I planned to say, standing on his doorstep in the middle of the night?


      I was worried about you?


      “I-I was worried. . . about you,” I said, cursing myself inwardly for not being able to come up with anything better. “About your injuries,” I added, as though it somehow bolstered the lie.


      The man's expression was maddeningly hard to read, as ever, but after a few moments of silence, he simply stepped back from the doorway and gestured with a hand. “Come in,” he said, in that quiet, heavily-accented baritone voice I'd found comforting almost since the first time I'd met him. Something about the way the man spoke just seemed utterly unpretentious, unlike his colleagues.


      I set my jaw and convinced my body to stop quivering as I headed towards the doorway. My paws itched, like they often did when I was on a hunt, and that mere realization sickened me.


      This was the very same man I'd saved not days earlier. What had I even been thinking, coming here like this?


      The tall, wiry-furred, grey canine stood in the doorway and waited for me. He seemed dressed-down, or at least dressed-down by his people's standards. He was without his coat, his cravat and spats, and even his dark leather vest, but he still wore his ever-present chest harness over a simple white shirt, which meant, I knew, that he was still armed. No gun, though. No crossbow. . . no sword. Just the knives strapped to his back and chest. I wondered vaguely if he slept in the thing.


      Well, I'd come armed, as well, so I wasn't one to judge. Not with my bow. . . that would have been too obvious. But I always had a knife hidden on a strap on my thigh, right above my knee, and another that was far more visible on my belt.


      Not that any of that mattered, I told myself. I wouldn't be using either. Couldn't. The closer I got to the man's doorstep, the more I was certain of it.


      Hundreds of unborn lives could die, because I couldn't bring myself to kill one man in cold blood. But I just. . . couldn't. It didn't matter what was on the line. This wasn't like Methoa, or Shadow, or even Shadow's men. This man had literally never done anything to harm me, or anyone I knew. I couldn't willfully murder an innocent person.


      It just wasn't in me.


      The man had no way of knowing, of course, that I'd mentally gone through the anguishing contemplation, and then utterly revoked the idea of taking his life, all in the minute or so I'd stood at his doorway. I was silently grateful for that fact as I stepped into the warmly-lit cabin, and he shut the door behind me. . .


      . . . and then, in an instant, the reality of how flawed my would-be assassination plans had been to begin with was made abundantly clear to me.


      Strong hands suddenly clamped around my forearm, where I was weakest against the man's superior strength, and he wrenched me. . . not painfully, but firmly, into a lock I knew with one tug I'd never be able to escape. One of his knees pressed into the back of mine, and he pushed me against the door he'd just shut. Panic flared through me, as years of torment at the hands of a man returned, and that overwhelming fear of being pinned sent adrenaline coursing through my veins.


      “Calm down,” the man said in a soft tone. And he released my wrist, and lessened the pressure he had on the back of my leg. I could feel his presence right behind me, though. It didn't sound like he'd pulled steel, but it would be hard to tell, with those small knives. Even if he'd released me, I dared not move.


      “I just had to be sure you wouldn't pull a weapon as soon as you were inside,” he spoke calmly. “Now. . . kindly put your hands up on the door, and stand still for a moment. You have my sovereign promise that I won't hurt you, and my most sincere apologies if this makes you uncomfortable. I will take care not to be inappropriate.”


      And then his hands moved down to my belt, and removed my knife.


      I would have said something, would have fought him. . . except he wasn't wrong to be doing all of this, and I couldn't tell him he was. I could tell by the fact that the man was only using one arm that his other must still have been splinted. He was injured, and in fear for his life. And he had every right to be.


      The care, and the hesitance with which he searched me where I stood, made me bite at my lip until it nearly bled. But it wasn't indignation causing me to tremble as the man's hands ghosted me, looking for hidden weapons. It was guilt.


      “. . . my hip. . . .” I said at length, softly, swallowing the heaviness in my throat.


      I could feel when his hand settled over where the small knife was, beneath my civilian dress. He'd have to lift the edge of the garment to remove it. I braced myself, but at length, he only let out a soft sigh. I felt him step back from me, without removing the weapon.


      “I'll let you finish disarming yourself,” the man said, when I finally glanced over my shoulder to see why he'd stopped. He was standing a foot or so away from me now, his eyes averted.


      I sniffed softly, and reached down beneath the hem of my dress, deftly tugging the small blade free from its sheath and tossing it on the floor. The man was good enough to keep his head turned the entire while, despite the fact that I could have thrown the blade at any time, and do what I knew he suspected I'd come here to do.


      Well, as I was learning tonight, morality didn't always lead us to make the best decisions.


      “It's fine. . .” I said quietly. He turned his muzzle back to face me again, grey eyes assessing me.


      “It would have made more sense to kill me in the field,” he said after a few moments of silence passed between us, “when you had me outnumbered and injured.”

    


    
      “Ransom probably wouldn't take my side in all of this,” I murmured. “He'd never turn against me, but I wouldn't have wanted to make him a part. . .” I stammered, “. . . and I never wanted to kill you!” I insisted, folding my arms over my chest, unable to look at the man. To have even been caught considering what I'd been considering was mortifying. I felt like a criminal.

    


    
      Well, I would have been, had I done it.


      “I don't doubt that, actually,” the man said, taking a step towards me. I flattened my back to the door, but all he did was reach down and scoop up the two knives I'd abandoned, then walked over to a wooden strongbox he had in the corner of the room, opened it carefully with one hand, and set them inside.


      And then he shocked me by reaching down to his own chest and undoing the straps for his harness, and disarming himself, as well. Or at least, attempting to. I saw him tug at the buckle a few times, managing to loosen it, but his left hand must have been his off-hand, because he was struggling with it. And his right was definitely still splinted. I could see the bindings through the thin white cotton of his shirt.


      “I. . . I can help. . .like I did before. . . .” I offered quietly, uselessly. I knew he'd reject the olive branch, of course. Allowing me to remove the knives from his back was an invitation for me to use them.


      But again, he shocked me.


      “Yes, fine,” he nodded, turning towards me. “If you'd be so kind.”


      I hesitated before I made my way towards the man, confused by his trust in me, considering the situation. But there seemed to be no trick to it at all. He let me move to within a foot of him, and reach for the buckle. His eyes stayed on mine the whole while, but he didn't seem particularly rigid, or concerned.


      But then, this was a man who specialized in gathering information, and that probably meant a lot of people-watching and reading. He'd likely determined by now that any killing intent I'd had was gone.


      To be honest, I'm not certain it was ever there in the first place.


      “I considered it,” I admitted quietly, as I slipped the harness from its loop, and it went slack across his chest, falling open. He began to shift one shoulder and worked his arm from the loop. “But, I-I couldn't have,” I said softly. “I could barely stomach the thought. It's just, I-I couldn't see any other way. . . .”


      “For what it's worth, I understand your position,” the man murmured. “But that doesn't mean you weren't contemplating a crime. I have to take something like that seriously.”


      My ears tipped back. “I didn't do anything, though. You can't-”


      “I don't intend to have you arrested,” he said with a slow whuff of breath. “Although just so you're aware, stalking a Superior Officer is punishable under military law. So don't make a habit of it, please.”


      He was still struggling with getting the harness off his bad side, a fact which I could tell was frustrating his dignity, so without thinking, I reached up and helped him slide the leather straps over his shoulder. He did stiffen this time, but it was different than the reaction I'd gotten when he'd pinned me against the door. That had seemed more like a combat reflex. This felt more like a. . . shudder.


      But then he was pulling away from me, and setting his own harness down into the depths of the strongbox. I could see it must have been where he kept most of his weapons, and some other keepsakes, although most of it looked military. Almost nothing looked like a personal possession of any kind, unless you counted the sword, which did appear unique.


      “You're lucky you chose to follow me, and not Denholme,” he informed me, curtly. “He would have run you through.”


      “Execution without a trial seems a bit harsh,” I muttered.


      “He's had eight attempts against his life since he came here,” the canine stated. “And I three. He believes it's best not to take chances anymore. I can't say I blame him.” He paused, straightening back up and saying thoughtfully, “. . . although I suppose I'm up to four, now. I'll have to tell him I'm catching up.”


      I rolled my eyes, despite myself. “Leave it to men to compete over everything,” I said, dryly. “Are you also keeping track of life-threatening injuries?”


      “No,” the man replied entirely seriously, stepping past me after he closed the chest, and heading towards the corner of the room. “I am well and truly beaten there, so I haven't bothered keeping count. Luther really needs to learn how to dodge.”


      I watched him move towards the pot-belly stove at the corner of the sparsely-furnished room. And saying 'furnished' at all was being generous. This place barely looked like someone was able to live in it. There was a table, if you could call it that. . . more an old door held up by a barrel, a chair near it and another in the corner of the room, a small, tarnished oil lamp and some neatly-organized writing supplies near a stack of papers, and something that may have resembled a sleeping area. It looked more like the bedrolls we used while we traveled, with a worn quilt thrown over it. And no pillow.


      Wasn't this man the second-most high-ranking officer in this settlement? Why was he living in such poverty? Any one of his weapons was probably worth more than all of the other belongings in this room.


      “You call your Admiral by his first name,” I pointed out, deciding to sate one curiosity at a time while the man was allowing me to stay here. “Have. . . you served under him long?'


      “That boy and I have a history that predates his appointment to his current position,” the tall, older canine said as he knelt down in front of the stove, and began pulling something out with a worn mit. A small black pot that smelled like chicken. “Or any position of importance, for that matter,” he grunted, straightening back up and walking the pot over to his 'table', where he set it down.


      He was silent after that for long enough that I knew I'd probably get no more on the Denholme man from him without digging around further. He pulled the lid off the pot, the contents steaming. It smelled simple, like chicken broth, but my stomach growled at the aroma. I'd not eaten yet tonight.


      He glanced over his shoulder at me, then gestured towards the one other door in the room. “I have a few clean bowls in the wash basin in there, and a spoon or two. If you'd like to bring them out here, we can eat.”


      The key word there, 'we', rattled around in my brain. He was going to share his meal with me? Just like that? Like we hadn't just been talking about how I'd been planning to kill him?


      All the same, I did as he asked, mutely. It felt almost worse to reject the baffling kindness. In the back room, I found more possessions than he had in the main area, but again, nothing that looked particularly valuable. A bookshelf, with perhaps a dozen books on it, only one of which looked well-bound and potentially expensive. The symbol on it seemed to be in gold-leaf, at least. Some sort of cross pattern over a silhouette of several phases of the moon. A shelf with neatly-folded shirts and britches, and some other articles of clothing. A bag of feed in the corner that was probably for his chickens, kept inside likely to keep it out of the elements. There were also a few things that I knew must have been sentimental, due chiefly to both what they were, and how they were arranged. A cane, which I'd never seen him have a use for, the man wasn't lame. It also looked old, and far too ornate for the man I knew. Several dried stems of roses, wrapped in a faded ribbon. And a small, worn book with frayed edges. They were arranged on a windowsill, the only window in this room.


      I didn't need to know this man's faith to recognize a shrine when I saw one. My own people had similar rituals. I couldn't know the items' significance, but I recognized the likelihood that. . . this was where he prayed.


      It was also his washroom, or at least, where he kept his wash basin. He hadn't anything as elaborate as a bathing tub, I could only imagine he used the military barracks for that. But there was a small table on which the basin sat, with clean, clear water in it, a block of simple soap beside it, and the extent of his cutlery and plates. He had two of everything. I suspected the only company he ever had was the Admiral.


      I'm not certain why, but I felt a pang in my chest, staring at the cutlery, of all things. Everything about this man's life was truly as meticulous and disciplined as he presented himself, but it was also somehow. . . sad. I could feel a distinct sense of solitude and restrained grief in this place, and I couldn't really say why. It just felt. . .


      . . . familiar.


      I made my way out into the main room, and handed him the bowls and spoons in silence. He doled out an equal portion of the thin soup for the both of us and handed me the steaming bowl. I took it gingerly and, for a moment, wasn't really certain what to do. I was still so confused by the strangely calm and domestic feel this scene had, considering what had led up to it.


      He tugged one of the two chairs he owned over to the 'table', and gestured for me to have a seat, which I did, almost mechanically. He sat across the table from me in the other chair, and began to eat his meal in silence.


      I looked down at the soup. . . the peace offering, because that's what it truly was, and felt unworthy. And it wasn't even as though it was a particularly lavish meal. Quite the opposite, in fact. The soup only had bits of meat in it, it was primarily barley, celery and carrots, peasant's fare. I was hungry enough that it smelled amazing, but the pot had been small, there was barely enough in it for one serving, and he'd split that into two.


      “Why do you live on so little?” I asked aloud, before I even considered my words.


      The man looked up. “I'm sorry. I know. . . it's thin, but. . . the broth is good. I won't be offended if you don't partake, though.”


      “N-no!” I said quickly, mortified. “I didn't mean. . . I didn't intend to say I don't appreciate it. And it does, i-it smells very good.”


      Just to show him I was being earnest, I dipped my spoon in and took my first taste of the broth. I know my eyes must have widened, because I saw him give a faint smile at me from across the table.


      “Good, yes?”


      “That's being extremely modest,” I said.


      “It's all in preparing the stock,” the canine winked at me. “Family recipe from the old country. You can have all the meat in a butcher's shop, but if you can't coax out the best flavor, it means little.”


      I nodded. “Puck taught me a thing or two about stretching broth. . . using the same hare to make soup for days,” I chuckled. “But ours didn't taste like this.”


      “I can give you the recipe if you want,” the man offered, leaning back in his chair and wiping his muzzle with a cloth napkin, even though he really didn't need to. Just more of his meticulous manners.


      I looked down at the soup again, and realized suddenly that my hand was shaking. I slowly set the spoon down, and bent at the waist, laying my forehead in my palms.


      I heard the man sitting across from me shift. “Are you alright?” he asked.


      I shook my head. “I feel. . . terrible,” I said softly. “You should be angry at me, not. . . .”


      The canine was silent just long enough that I felt my breath hitch in my throat. I both wanted and didn't want him to respond to me. . . because I suspected whatever he said, it would be meant to make me feel better. And that just made me feel worse.


      “. . . nothing came of it, in the end. So it's fine.” he said at length, and the response was so surprisingly neutral, I opened my eyes and was able to look at him.


      He seemed calm, with perhaps a hint of melancholy beneath it all, but he was masking it well. He averted his eyes from mine at that point, something I'd rarely seen him do, so it concerned me. He turned his whole body to lean sideways against his chair, looking out the window and elevating his bad arm, before running his hand over his wrist, and the splint beneath.


      “. . . if anything,” he sighed, “I'm just a bit disappointed in my own judgment. After the incident at the nesting grounds, I took it too much for granted that you were a trusted comrade, when in reality, I've not taken the time to get to know you, yet. My assumptions were preemptive.”


      “What?” I asked, confused and somewhat shocked by what he was implying.


      He looked down. “I never assumed you might take action to prevent the information we gathered from being used. I knew you were opposed to the thought of using it, but never considered. . . that you might employ any and all means to conceal it. I let down my guard.”


      “No!” I said suddenly, horrified. “N-no. . . I want you to trust me!”


      His grey eyes flicked over to mine, and he gave a wry smile. “Don't mind my saying so then, miss, but you're off to a rough start.”


      “Please, I know I'm asking the impossible,” I said, softly but with emphasis, “but. . . don't hold the actions I considered against my character. I didn't act on them-”


      “You did stalk me to my home. . . .”


      My ears flushed. “I honestly,” now it was my turn to avert my gaze, “I honestly did want to talk to you first, though,” I insisted. “Plead with you.”


      His gaze softened somewhat at that.


      “Just because I contemplated something terrible doesn't mean you can't trust me. I know that sounds incredibly self-serving, but. . .” I stammered, “. . . everyone considers the complete extent of what they'd do, including the worst possible things, once in awhile. Especially when it's to ensure something terrible doesn't happen.”


      The man ran his good hand up over the wiry grey fur along his neck, blowing out a soft breath through his nose. “I understand that more than you realize.”


      “Then please,” I begged, knowing I was sounding like I was begging, and not caring, “if you felt as though you could trust me then, trust me now.”


      “I. . . .” he paused, then brought his eyes back to mine again. “I would like to,” he admitted. “I really would. There aren't many people left amongst my circle of trust who are both competent and. . . alive. My line of work is dangerous. I've lost a lot of friends, and it is hard to replace the voids they've left.”


      “I understand that,” I said softly, echoing his comment from a few moments ago, “more than you realize.”


      The man looked to me, sympathetically. And it didn't feel patronizing, coming from him. He didn't, couldn't, know the extent of my personal history, save the broad strokes, but I still somehow felt he empathized.


      I was beginning to suspect the two of us had a lot in common. I can't even precisely say why, I too knew very little about the man's personal life, except that he'd had a wife he'd lost, and was keeping it from his best friend in the world. That in and of itself spoke volumes. . . .


      But it was more than that. There was something in his eyes I'd seen sometimes in my own reflection. A quiet, solemn sort of muted pain, like the darkness on the outside edge of a storm. I'd felt it near his shrine. . . had felt it myself in the most lonely hours of the night, when I remembered what it had once been like to nestle my son to my chest, or be held by Grant.


      It was the knowledge that the happiest moments in our lives may have passed, but we had to continue on, despite that.


      Because. . . because. . . .


      Sometimes, I wasn't sure. Those days were the worst.


      “Please, miss,” the man's voice cut through my dark thoughts, plaintive in its inflection. I looked up, into concerned eyes. “Don't look like that,” he pleaded. “I'm not angry. We can forget this happened.”


      “No, I. . .” I dragged a breath through my nose, and blinked furiously, realizing he'd been seeing the pain on my face as clear as day. I wouldn't cry in front of this man, but that might mean beating a hasty retreat, at this rate. This was looking to be another of those nights. Too many dark thoughts. “I was being ridiculous,” I said, swallowing. “I'm sorry. Of course you won't trust me, after this. I-I'm sorry.”


      I stood quickly, the chair squawking on the floor as I pushed it back. “I shouldn't trouble you any more tonight,” I said.


      “Miss Shivah. . . .” the man said, holding up a hand.


      “Please don't call me that!” I snapped, more than I'd intended to. I balled my fists at my side, clenching them until my fingers ached. I couldn't explain to him why, of course. I couldn't tell him. . .


      . . . he used to call me that.


      “No 'miss', either,” I said in a fierce whisper. “Just Shivah. Please.”


      I stared intently at the floor for a time, trying to keep myself from trembling. I was aware, to an extent, how terrible it all must have looked from an outsider's perspective. This unhinged woman, following him home like an assassin, with about the same intent in mind. Even if I hadn't, really. Even if I was too cowardly, or too moral, or whatever had ultimately made me recoil from the notion.


      Gods, I sounded insane even in my own inner thoughts, these days.


      And now I was standing here in his house, rejecting his uniformly good will, using my perceptions of his solitary, sad lifestyle to dredge up my own emotional circus. Awkward, to say the least. Embarrassing, even.


      No, definitely embarrassing.


      I'd expected when I turned to leave, he might have a few parting words for me. Uncomfortable, but well-wishing, perhaps. Or just silence.


      What I hadn't expected was that he'd suddenly be standing in front of me, tugging me into his arms. When had he even gotten up? Had I been so lost in my thoughts I hadn't even noticed him approaching me?


      I was so short in comparison to the tall canine, my head barely came up to his collarbone. So his arms more wrapped around my shoulders than anything else, and lightly, at that. Chastely, I realized. This was like when he'd had me against the door. He was trying to keep his hands away from my midsection, and my chest.


      I gave a huff of a laugh against his shirt, biting my lip to keep from letting any more bubble up.


      “You even hug like a priest,” I said quietly, my voice muffled by his shirt.


      “I'm not,” he reminded me, again. He'd told me as much in the forest, when I'd asked him about his religious beliefs. But he wasn't just any worshiper, either. This man's faith ran deep. Deep enough that he believed in demons and evil spirits, deep enough that he'd believed my tales of C`row.


      He was the first person who'd ever believed.


      “I know,” I murmured, pressing my muzzle against his shirt and, for the first time, trying not to over-think the offer of kindness. He smelled good, like the cedar his house was made from, and the wood stove in the corner of the room. It had permeated his clothing, and his fur.


      I stood there for some time, and let myself be held. Like everything else from this man, it didn't feel patronizing. It just felt like like he genuinely wanted to make me feel better. A fact which he confirmed a few moments later, when he spoke.


      “I can't promise anything just yet,” he said, “but. . . I think you're a good woman. I still believe that, and. . . we all have moments where we slip from our path. Nothing was hurt. . . .”


      I wanted to say 'except your trust in me', but he seemed to anticipate me.


      “I want to continue to work with you,” he said. “And eventually, I think I'll regain that trust. Please don't despair.”


      “My allies are also few and far between, these days,” I said softly. “I'd like to count you amongst them. I'm-”


      He shook his head, stepping back from me. “You needn't apologize again. I think that's been a dozen times since you came here.” He smiled down at me. “Do you remember what I told you. . . about forgiveness?”


      How could I have forgotten? The words had remained affixed to my every waking thought since he'd spoken them. Perhaps because they were so profound. Or perhaps because they were so simple.


      Or maybe it was both.


      “It is our only true escape from evil,” I said softly.


      The man nodded. “God,” he paused, “or. . . spirits. . . whatever force beyond this one you choose to believe in. . . gave us the ability to surpass feral instinct. And that means we are capable of both great evil, and great selflessness. But it also means that we have the ability to forgive the wrongs done against us. For the beasts of the world, that's a foreign concept. Which means they never have that second chance. . . to understand someone.” He looked down at me, his hands squeezing my shoulders softly. They had yet to part from me. “And it also means those people whom we have wronged may give us a second chance.”


      He sighed, softly, although it didn't sound like a sigh of sadness. “Throughout my life, many people I have wronged have given me a second chance. In the end, I've come to treasure some of those relationships most of all. A bond forged in adversity is like armor forged in great heat. More often than not, it will withstand the test of time far better than those easy relationships you find in happy times.”


      “I find it hard to believe you've wronged as many people as you profess,” I said softly.


      “On the contrary,” the canine stated, “I'm a man of strong convictions. Those convictions often get in the way of accepting people into my life that. . . I really should. Prejudices, and ideology I've clung to throughout the years, that. . .” he looked down, shaking his head. At length, he raised it again, and slipped his hand away from my shoulder. I found myself missing the warmth.


      He headed back towards the small stove, kneeling down beside it to stoke it. “It behooves us,” he said, in a voice laced with regret, “not to make moral judgments upon others before we truly know them, just because they don't choose to live their lives the way we believe they should.”


      I crossed my arms over my chest, my brows knitting. “I don't understand,” I said. “What people do with their lives? That covers just about everything.”


      “What I mean, miss,” the man said, leaning back, “is that morality is not as black and white as our teachings and. . . some holy books. . . may have lead us to believe. What one man deems sinful shouldn't dictate how the world must live. People are different.” He looked down into the fire. “It took me half a lifetime, and having my opinions and beliefs challenged and proven wrong, to accept that. It was gut-wrenching. But I'm a better man for it, I hope.”


      “Certain things are absolutes,” I said stubbornly. “Murder and abuse of the innocent, warmongering, rape. . . .”


      “If you'd gone through with it,” he said, standing slowly and suppressing a pant as he backed away from the fire, “would your intentions for me not have been murder of an innocent?”


      “Well I wouldn't-” I stammered, then glared somewhat at the teasing hint I caught in his expression. He was being cheeky. “In any case,” I muttered, arching an eyebrow and keeping my arms crossed over my chest, “I'm not even entirely certain you're an 'innocent', given your line of work.”


      The man laughed. “Touche! And right you are,” he confirmed. “My hands are hardly clean. I've made my necessary repentance to the Lord, but I'm not so arrogant as to assume that is enough. This life I've chosen will kill me eventually. And I won't even say it's undeserved, when the time comes. I'm a soldier. By career necessity, I've taken more from this world than I've given. The scales always balance, in the end.”


      My tone softened. “I didn't mean anything that severe. I'm sure you've only done what's necessary-”


      “What's necessary and what's right don't always coincide,” the man said meaningfully, looking my way. “That's the whole reason you're here, isn't it? Because doing what's necessary for this colony is so hideous to you, you want to put a stop to it?”


      I was silent at that. And the silence lasted between us for quite some time following, save the soft popping of the fire and the distant trill of night insects.


      “. . . I'm not going to tell him,” the man said at length, quietly.


      My ears shot up, and I looked him in the eyes, uncertain I'd heard what I'd thought I'd heard.


      The man just shook his head, sighing. “I've been agonizing over it since we found those grounds. This is a hard decision for me, miss. . . harder than it is for you, no offense meant. I'm promised to protect the people here. I have to look into their eyes every day,” he ground his teeth inside his muzzle, hard enough that I heard it, “and know I didn't do everything I could have, to save their lives.”


      “Sometimes the good you intend to do is outweighed by the cost of what you did to accomplish it,” I said, letting enough of my emotion slip into my voice that he'd hear it, but trying not to let my passions overwhelm me. Some day, perhaps I could tell him why my convictions on this matter were so strong. Tell him. . .


      . . . about burnt villages, charred bodies. . . desperate measures taken to prevent the spread of a plague.


      “It's hard to tell that to a mother who's lost her children to the Cathazra raids,” Johannes said, pain evident in his voice. “To a soldier who is frightened he'll never return to his homeland.”


      “There is always a better way,” I said, stalwart.


      The man gave an odd, small smile at that. “You sound like a good friend of mine. But the fact is, there isn't always a better way. In this case, we'll simply need to take the more difficult route, and hope it works. The other sites we found were farther, and won't burn as well. . . and likely aren't as valuable to the Cathazra, but. . .”


      “Burning the nesting grounds is wrong,” I said, firmly. “So wrong. Even if they're not people as we know them, they are people. . . babies. Potential young. They're literally defenseless.”


      The man nodded. “You're right, of course. And I couldn't live with myself, knowing that.”


      I narrowed my eyes. “But your Lord won't care.”


      “He's not as hollow as you seem to think,” the canine said. “He cares for his family, for his people, and his men. He would die for any of them. But he's also a highly logical man, and he'd see this as a chance too risky to take. He'll do the checks and balances in his head, and his own people's lives will weigh more, in the end. He's probably even right. The fact is, we can't really know until the day of the raid how the Cathazra will react to our plan. It could be that the site we choose won't be important enough to serve as much distraction. But. . . the nesting grounds are the sure bet. And that man only bets with his own life. Not the lives of the people in this colony.”


      “Don't make it sound that way,” I murmured.


      “But that's how it is, unfortunately,” the man sighed. “We're letting our sympathy for the enemy affect our judgment, and it means the people of this colony could potentially suffer. No one knows but us. Which means we are taking their lives in our hands. . . and only our hands. . . by keeping this between us.”


      I swallowed, but I was firm in this decision, and he looked to be, as well.


      “Right, then,” he said with a curt nod, clearing his throat in a decidedly disquieted manner. “So long as we're both agreed.”


      “It feels somewhat better not to have to shoulder that burden alone, though,” I offered.


      “Aye,” he agreed, a bit of the tension leaving his shoulders. “There is that.”


      That silence threatened to descend again, and I searched the small room for anything to break it, before it became as oppressive as it had been before.


      It ended up being my stomach that interrupted us, a pang of hunger making itself so audibly known, that even the wolfhound noticed.


      One corner of his muzzle twitched up. “Our dinner is getting cold,” he said pointedly.


      “O-oh!” I blinked. “The soup! I'd. . . hate to waste it. It should have cooled down somewhat by now.”


      I headed over to the table, and he followed me with his eyes first, then slowly paced over towards me as I took a seat. I began to eat the soup, not rushing through it exactly, because I didn't want to offend the man, but the air between us had grown. . . strange. . . over the last few minutes, and I knew it was probably best if I ate and got out of the older canine's hair-


      “Don't rush,” his words interrupted my harried thoughts. He pulled out his own chair and took a seat again, giving me a gentle smile as he picked up his spoon. “Please. Honestly. . . I don't mind you being here. I don't get company often.”


      The admission caught me off-guard, somehow. I'd suspected the man was the lone sort, but I hadn't expected he'd confirm it so bluntly.


      I gestured around the room, trying to make light of the moment. We'd had enough heavy dialogue for one night. “Well, maybe if you did more with the place,” I teased, “a little color. . . a few more places to sit. A. . . table not made from a door,” I said, eying the surface we were eating on.


      He chuckled. “Aye, I'll admit, I don't take much stock of my living environment's aesthetics. It might need a woman's touch.”


      “What you need is a pay raise,” I said wryly. “You should be worth more to your Lord than. . . this.”


      “It's an intentional choice,” he assured me. “My career provides me with a good living. It always has. My Lord, and his father-in-law before him, always saw to that.”


      “Then, why-” I blinked.


      “I send almost my entire commission home to my family,” he said, waving a hand. “Or rather, I arranged to have my Lord's Seneschal handle that at home, before I left. It means my children are well-provided-for, which is all I ever truly wanted from my service to the Denholme family. Lord Denholme is aware of the arrangement, but he still tries to pay me out-of-pocket while we're here. He isn't a stingy man, I assure you. I've just chosen to live as I do.”


      “Why?” I asked, perplexed.


      “After my wife died,” he said, and my expression instantly fell, although his remained neutral, “I found that I. . . was. . . trapped. . . in mourning her. I couldn't pull myself from the mire of my own grief. It began to affect my duties, and I sought a remedy. One of the Priests I spoke to in our homeland suggested I embrace my ascetic roots again. . . force myself into a more orderly routine, and clear my environment of all distraction, so I might focus more on prayer. Honestly. . . I was looking for any way to patch the wound at the time. . . but it actually has worked, to an extent. Living with less, going about the necessary chores to live as I do, without real resources, accoutrements or the hired help I'd grown accustomed to living in Pedigree society has cleared my mind. It gives me peace.”


      I nodded. That actually made some sense to me. Sort of like how I'd begun to find peace and enough time to sort through my feelings while I'd been doing labor aboard the Manoratha.


      “And it's nostalgic,” he said, thoughtfully. “It reminds me of the time I spent training with the church, as a boy. Which was a more peaceful, less complex time for me.”


      “You don't have the same airs as the rich Otherwolves do,” I agreed. I'd long suspected this man had humble roots. “You're nothing like your Lord, in any case.”


      Johannes actually barked a laugh at that, surprising me. “I'm sorry,” he said, holding up a hand, “it's just- you don't realize the irony. Lord Denholme was. . . hardly born into money, either. I'm sure we all must seem quite foreign to you, but trust me. Were you from Pedigree society, you'd be able to tell. He doesn't fit in well, even now.”


      “He's hardly humble,” I argued.


      “He certainly isn't that,” the man agreed. “Not even when I first met him, and he literally hadn't even a shirt on his back, then. But that's a very. . . very long story. Probably best left for another time.”


      I shrugged. “I don't really care enough about that man to hear it, honestly,” I admitted. “He makes my fur stand on end. Keep your story.”


      “Luther has never been particularly good with women,” the wolfhound muttered. “Well, save one. But she's a saint.”


      “She must be.”


      He arched an eyebrow, setting his spoon down in his now-empty bowl. I was still working on mine. “He is still a friend of mine, you realize,” he pointed out.


      I shrugged, swallowing a big chunk of carrot. “I have some shitty friends too. You have my sympathy.”


      The man gave a throaty chuckle at that, his arms crossed loosely over his chest. “. . . thank you. . . thank you for that,” he said between laughter. “I don't get the chance to laugh often, these days.”


      “That's a shame,” I said with a smile.


      “Lifelong condition, I'm afraid,” he admitted. “Although I won't deny it's gotten worse, of late. But. . . no. I'm just a dour man, in general. You could blame it on church raising, I suppose, but I think it's simply my natural state. Even when I was young, I was told- fairly often, in fact- that I had no sense of humor.”


      “That's alright,” I said, waving a hand, “I've been told I'm terrifying more often than I can remember, in various shades. I suppose I do come off more intense than I realize, sometimes.”


      “Perhaps it's our eyes,” the man offered. “Grey is such a neutral, depressing shade. I've always envied those with a little color to their gaze.”


      I nodded, giving a half-smile. “Could be. If I look half as intimidating as you do when you glare, that would certainly explain a few things.”


      “My family could make me laugh sometimes. . . my children.” the man mused, staring off towards the window at the far end of the room.


      I watched him for a few moments, before dropping my voice. “Why did you leave them behind? I mean. . . ” I paused, when he looked my way, “I don't mean why didn't you bring them here. That's obvious. I can't believe anyone would bring their children to this place.”


      “Most of the children in Serwich were born here, actually.”


      “That makes a bit more sense,” I said. “But. . . still. I-I don't mean to judge,” I said quickly, “and that's not what I'm saying, but. . . i-it just doesn't seem right for you to be here, to me. No matter how compelling your duty to your Lord. Maybe. . .” I sighed, but it needed to be said, “. . . maybe especially because your wife is gone? Doesn't your family need you even more, now?”


      The man swept his gaze back towards the window, and I feared for a second or two that I'd crossed a line. Said something that hadn't been my place to say.


      “I haven't been a real part of my childrens' lives for many years,” the man said, quietly. “Since before my wife passed. It became more and more clear to me, over time, that I had no place in my own home.”


      “Your. . . 'demons'?” I asked, softly.


      The man nodded. “I wanted my family home to be a safe, peaceful place for them to grow up, and feel loved. Not a stage where the most important people in my life could bear witness to my moments of weakness, and violence. I never wanted to bring those demons home. I wanted something. . .” he swallowed, “something in my life to remain. . . untainted.”


      “I have trouble believing you'd ever be violent to your family,” I said.


      “It isn't intentional,” the man said, his voice neutral, clipped. “But sometimes, I have. . . moments of panic. Reflexes. I've hurt my wife in my sleep, more than once. And then I. . .” he bowed his head, clearing his throat, “. . . I hurt my daughter, once. Nearly broke her arm. To her, it was just hide-and-go-seek. But she surprised me, in a darkened hallway, and. . . .”


      He shook his head. “The Kadrush, the jungles of the Dark Continent. . . they've all stayed with me. Wherever I go. I've simply never been able to bear it as my Lords have. I'm not certain why. I'd always thought I was a strong man.”


      “Maybe it's the sort of work you do, or the amount of time you've spent in the field,” I offered, wanting desperately to help the man in his moment of doubt, somehow.


      “Perhaps,” the wolfhound said hesitantly, like he wanted to believe it. “But regardless. It is what it is. No amount of prayer can chase these demons away. They're a part of me, now. I've learned to contend with them personally, but it's too much of a risk to inflict them on the ones I love. For some time, I just limited the time I spent with my family. It wasn't hard, with my charge being the protection of another family. They still lived near, I still spent nights at home. I was hardly a stranger to them. But. . . .”


      He cleared his throat again, dipping his head for a moment. “After I lost her,” he said, his muzzle twitching. “The composure I'd fought to maintain for so long while I was home. . . began to fall apart. And I know I'm not the only one who noticed. My two eldest daughters began to insist something had taken a-hold of me, inside. I cannot even say they were wrong. These malignant spirits feed on our weakness. And I was very weak, then. Very weak.”


      It hurt me to hear his words. His own family had told him he was possessed?


      “My eldest daughters are grown, now,” he said. “They're both. . . very capable, wise young women. And they've a staff of four to tend to the house. For some time, I thought it was my responsibility to be there for the family, after my wife passed. That I would be negligent if I abandoned my family at a time when they were already grieving, and we had two young pups to tend to. I wanted to be with them. I even went so far as to consider quitting the service of my Lord.”


      “What changed your mind?” I asked, softly.


      “My daughters,” he said, eyes slipping closed for a moment, “were good enough to. . . be honest. . . with me. My own children had grown afraid of me. I was a dark presence in that house. Even when I tried to show them my love, it was tainted. I was a hollow, aching man, and even young children can sense that in a parent. It was impossible for them to say. . .” he hesitated, then sighed. “No child says outright that they're happier when their parent isn't with them. But, it was obvious. When Luther announced he'd be taking the journey to the Dark Continent, to this settlement, to finish what the elder Lord Denholme had begun, so long ago, it was like staring down the mouth of Hell, all over again. I have never in my life known such dread.”


      “Then why come here?” I repeated.


      “Because my daughters didn't tell me not to,” the man replied simply, and it took me a few moments for what he'd said to really sink in.


      My chest hurt, when I realized what he was saying.


      “I told them that my Lord had called upon me for service,” he said. “They were old enough to understand. They'd lived through my first journey there. They knew what I'd potentially be returning to. And they. . . wished me well.”


      I ran a paw slowly up over my neck, through my braids and locks of fur, my eyes on the table. I hardly knew what to say to such a horrible, painful confession. Anything I offered would be placating and hollow, and I knew it. I'd lost my family, but. . . .


      To be rejected by them?


      “They had the best interests of my younger children in mind,” the man said, his voice rough. “And I hear from them, as often as letters are able to get through to this place. They say they are praying for me, and I know they are. They never stopped. . .” he closed his eyes a moment, “. . . loving me. But sometimes, we simply aren't fit to fulfill certain roles in our lives, anymore. I make a better father at a distance. They know I serve God and Country, and provide for them. They are proud of me. Most of them will never even remember the bad times, and that is for the best.”


      “Johannes. . . .” I said quietly, feeling helpless.


      I'm not certain why, but something ever-so-slight, but not so beyond notice that my sharp eyes hadn't picked it out, shifted in the man's expression at that.


      “What?” I blinked, leaning forward. “What is it?”


      The canine gave me a long look, like he was only now seeing me in some way he hadn't, before. “Nothing,” he said at length. “I just. . .” he glanced aside, “. . . it's been four years since a woman's said my name.”


      I smiled softly. “I'm sorry I kept forgetting it, when we first met.”


      He just waved the comment off.


      “But, why?” I asked, confused. “You don't seem hung up on titles, and you keep insisting you're not a priest-”


      “I'm a Knight Templar,” the man said, with a tired sigh. “It's hardly a secret at this point in my life, and I know the Privateer already told you, so you may as well know what to call it. That is the. . . 'official' title I was given by the Church. Although I don't consider myself worthy of it any longer.”


      I rolled my eyes, not because I thought his comment was self-deprecating, but because I knew he really believed it, and that just made me want to slap the man even harder. “That's. . .” I sighed, “. . . whatever. But that doesn't explain what you said. You can't honestly live this monk-like existence and have no acquaintances or friends. No one was meant to live like that. It's self-inflicted isolation.”


      “My life is on its downward slope, miss-” he paused, “. . . Shivah. You may not be able to understand it yet, because you're young. But, I'm actually quite capable of going about my days like this. My time is spent either working, or in prayer, as it was while I was in training in my youth. It's given me some much-needed time for contemplation, reflection, and easing the demons inside me-”


      “That's bunk,” I interrupted him, and he looked surprised. He opened his mouth to say something, but I interrupted him. “And I'd know,” I said, firmly. “Trust me. There was a period of time in my life when I thought isolating myself from the people around me and cutting off all chance of future happiness while I,” I gestured uselessly with my hands in the air, “tortured myself with my own thoughts every waking night, was the only way I could live. It didn't give me peace. All it did was keep me stranded in grief. I was miserable. And so are you.”


      I stared the man in the eyes, daring him to contest my words. But he didn't. He just shut his mouth, and remained silent. For a long time.


      “. . . I know,” he said at length.


      “Then why do that to yourself?” I pleaded. “You're clearly a more clever person than I, if you've realized it.”


      “I've just had more time,” the man murmured, “to realize it doesn't ease the ache. Nothing does. Nothing ever will.”


      “ 'So why try?',” I said, giving voice to his unspoken sentiment. He looked up, again surprised, and I nodded, “It took me traveling halfway across the world, having fever visions with a vengeful bird spirit, and some kindly-meant tough love from a few very good friends. . . to realize that I'd given up on living anymore. And to realize how foolish that was.”


      “I've hardly given up,” the man insisted. “I wake each morning and perform my duties. Zealously. I still provide for my family, I keep myself healthy-”


      “That isn't living, that's. . . surviving,” I said with a sigh, then gestured around the room. “This, Johannes. This isn't living.”


      The man made an uncertain face at that. “Well,” I clarified, “I don't necessarily mean the vow of poverty. I mean, I don't have a coin to my name, and I honestly prefer sleeping on the floor. Better for my back. And I don't particularly care about the. . . 'aesthetics'. . . of my living space either.”


      The man gave a huff and a slight smile at that. “You have to be the first woman I've met who feels that way.”


      “But my point is,” I said, “the isolation. Living alone, spending so many years without anything but the necessary company, with people who won't even use your name-”


      “I said women,” he pointed out. “I have several male companions who know me well enough to be on a first-name basis.”


      “The Denholme man,” I said. “And. . . what? Other military men?”


      The man seemed to think for a moment, then sighed. “. . . aye, two of the other Captains of our fleet. . . and the. . . Privateer, I suppose. Although he seems to prefer 'old man', these days.”


      “Don't despair there,” I muttered, “I don't know your age, but I'm fairly certain you're in better health than he is. And likely to live longer.”


      “Forty-seven years,” the man replied, sounding tired as he said it. Then, a moment later, in a quieter voice, “She would have been just turning forty, this winter.”


      I took a long breath, letting it out slowly, before murmuring, “He would have been two.”


      The canine's eyebrows dropped in sympathy. “I'm so sorry,” he said, and he sounded it. “I can't even imagine. I've never lost a child.”


      I lifted my shoulders, straightening my back and shaking my head. “I will see him again. And. . . I will see Grant again, as well. In the next life. We can all. . . we can all be together, there.”


      The man nodded silently, his own eyes gone distant.


      “. . . and it is they who are at peace, you know,” I said, swallowing. “We're the ones who still have to. . . struggle through this difficult place. They're happy. Their struggles are over.” I looked down at the table, my fingers tracing circles in the wood. “That's the thought that gets me through the hardest nights.” I glanced up at him, at that. “I'm sure it helps you, too. I saw your shrine.”


      The man only nodded, somberly.


      “Are those. . .” I paused momentarily, but he seemed relaxed, like he wanted to talk. And this was honestly exactly what he needed. What I'd needed. “Are those all belongings of people you've lost?”


      “All but one,” he said. “The flowers were a gift from the young lady of my Lord's house, before I left. She and I planted that rose bush when she was barely up to my knees. She is still alive and well, thank God. But I do miss her. She's like a daughter to me. The diary was my wife's. She was artistically inclined. . . used to sketch with charcoal and graphite. It's full of pictures of our children.”


      “And the cane?” I asked, curiously.


      The man's expression darkened somewhat at that, and he averted his eyes. “It belonged,” he said in a low tone, “to a man I failed to protect. My late Lord.” He leaned back in his chair, letting out a long, ragged breath. “The man I was charged to protect, as a Knight.”


      “Oh,” I said softly, “that's why-”


      “Yes, that's why,” the man said, an edge in his voice. It wasn't anger, exactly. More. . . self-loathing. He let his arm drop, suddenly, and stood in one quick motion, tugging at the hem of his shirt until he'd freed it from where it was tucked into his britches, letting the length of it fall loose, and unbuttoning the top button as he headed for the fire. I was simultaneously glad the man was more comfortable with finally being a bit less formal around me, and aware of the fact that he was probably hot because he was upset.


      “I'm going to make some tea,” he announced. “Do you want any? I don't have sugar or cream, I'm afraid.”


      “I prefer it strong, anyway,” I said, then yawned slightly. “Especially at this hour.”


      “You could head home, if you wish,” the man said, his back still turned to me. “Or to whatever barracks or inn you call home. I'm sure it's a more comfortable place to spend your evenings than here.”


      I stood, my arms crossed over my chest as I lazily made my way across the room. I stretched the arches of my feet as I walked, sore from my ill-fated shadowing of the man here. I'd had to scale a few roofs, and that meant shingles underfoot. Harsh on pawpads.


      “You wouldn't say that if you knew where I was staying,” I muttered.


      “Oh?” the man replied, with some evident curiosity there I honestly hadn't expected. Did he actually care where I slept at night? Why?


      I arched an eyebrow, and wandered a little closer to him. “I stay aboard the Manoratha,” I said, and his shoulders tensed. “With Admiral Reed.”


      He turned to face me at that, letting the kettle fall into place above the fire in the stove with a heavy clatter. His brows were drawn low, and now I was certain of it. He was upset.


      “I thought you said you and the Privateer weren't involved-” he began, in a fierce tone.


      “First off,” I responded, just as fiercely, “we aren't. The man and I have an arrangement, that's all.”


      “An 'arrangement',” the canine repeated the words, with visible disgust.


      “Yes,” I said, narrowing my eyes. “And secondly, I don't like your tone. I thought you said you'd been working on not judging people for how they live their lives. Seems to me you haven't actually made a lot of progress there, if something so wholly unconnected with you can make you this angry.”


      “I'm not angry,” the canine growled, his very tone proving the statement a lie. He gave a frustrated huff, and put an arm out to nudge my shoulder aside enough that he could move past, back towards the table. Apparently so that he could go about clearing our bowls, as if that was suddenly a priority.


      “You knew I was working with the man before, and none of this hostility,” I said, eying him critically. “Why the sudden hackles?”


      The man stacked the bowls and dropped both of our spoons in unceremoniously, and loudly. “. . . I didn't realize you were sleeping with the bastard,” he said at length.


      And that marked a first. I had never heard the canine curse before. Not even when he'd first been injured.


      “I'm not!” I reiterated, then glanced aside. “Well. . . if you meant that literally, then yes. I do sleep in his cabin. But I've never let him touch me. Not like that.”


      The man strode past me at that, on his way to the back room. I could feel he was ignoring me now, and that infuriated me somewhat. I didn't like it when people thought I was lying.


      “It's the only way I could stay on his ship!” I called after him, as he disappeared into the back. “He gets to. . . boast to his men, and all I required was that he keep his paws off of me, for real. I don't care what he brags about. The fact of the matter is, he's actually fairly well-behaved provided his ego is being taken care of. He's yet to breech our agreement.”


      “We can't be talking about the same man,” the wolfhound's voice carried over from the back room. I could hear him washing the dishes.


      “You know,” I said, annoyed, “I know you hate the man, but I fail to see how he's really any different than your friend, the Admiral. They're both strutting, arrogant peacocks with reckless habits and a complete disregard for acting decent towards the few people who actually put up with their bullshit. They should both probably be more grateful for their friends, especially when we're defending them like this, to the point of arguing over it. But they never will be, so why the hell are we getting ourselves upset over it? That bloody ass would probably laugh if he knew he got you in a tiff. And your Admiral seems the sort who'd just assume if you had a woman over, it was for inappropriate reasons.”


      The back room was silent for awhile after that, and eventually, I heard the clink of a bowl being set down. “He knows me better than that,” the man said at length, although his tone was subdued. “He knows that's impossible.”


      I finally crossed the room, and leaned against the doorway with my hip, looking inside to the canine as he dried his paws. “That's depressing,” I said, dryly.


      “What?” the canine replied in an annoyed tone, with a sigh.


      “That your best friend assumes you couldn't possibly win over a woman,” I stated, bluntly.


      The man literally rolled his eyes at that, glaring over at me. “I'm a poor church man. And I'm forty-seven.”


      I shrugged. “So? You're an older man, not dead.”


      “I am well past my courting years, is the point,” the man muttered, shaking his hands dry and walking past me back into the main room.


      I arched an eyebrow at him as he went. “. . . well, I don't know what that means, but I'm fairly certain it's an excuse for unwillingness, not inability.”


      “In this circumstance,” the man said as he removed the kettle, “willingness is what matters. So your point is moot.”


      “Why choose to live alone?” I asked, quietly.


      “I didn't choose to live alone,” the man snapped, regarding me for a moment with a quick flick of his eyes. “I wanted to live out my life with the woman I loved. She died. God. . . took her from me.” His voice faded somewhat on the last few words, and I winced at the pain I heard in it.


      He sat down heavily in his chair, his elbows draping over his knees, posture slumping. He didn't bother to pour the tea. “She should be the one who is still. . . here. Not me.”


      Again, I fell into a reservoir of my own memories. It was like watching a mirror image of myself, just months ago. At the height of my most self-destructive thoughts about Grant. I remembered every single one of these feelings. And how terrible enduring them had been.


      “What about me?” I asked quietly.


      The man's eyes shot up at that, and even though the misdirection had been intentional, I felt a brief pang of guilt for having caused it. “I mean,” I clarified, softly, “should I. . . bother trying to move on? Find love again?”


      The man blinked a few times, then his expression seemed to calm. “. . . of course,” he said at length. “You're a young woman with a lot of potential in your future. You shouldn't dismiss the thought of finding happiness with someone again-”


      “Why not?” I interrupted, my voice monotone. I kept my arms crossed over my chest, hip still cocked against the doorway, and gave him the best placid expression I could. “What does any of that matter? I loved Grant. I loved my son. I'm never going to find anyone who can replace either of them in my heart. So. . . am I just. . . done?”


      “No,” the man insisted. “It's not a matter of replacing them. You'll never find someone you love the same way. That doesn't mean you can't. . . .” He paused, seeming to realize my game, then blew out a long breath. He closed his eyes a few moments, then just shook his head, running a palm down his muzzle. “You don't understand,” he muttered. “It isn't the same, for me.”


      “Because of your age?” I questioned. “What does that matter? You're still fit enough to be a soldier. I think that means you're capable of friendly interaction with the opposite sex. Or, hell, maybe just a few friends who aren't in the military? I'm not saying you have to go out looking for a new wife, just-”


      “It isn't,” he said, cutting a hand through the air and looking up at me, “isn't. . . the same. I was married. . . for almost twenty years. We had nine children together. I can't just. . . forget that.”


      “You said yourself it isn't about replacing them in your heart-”


      “Maybe for you!” he said, raising his voice just slightly. “But you can't. . . you can't compare young love to the kind of commitment my wife and I had-”


      “Oh, I can, and I will,” I said, with the hint of a growl in my voice. “I'm sorry, sir, but you didn't know my lover, and you didn't know what we had. And you have never been a mother. So do not for a second go telling me your love meant more to you than mine did to me, just because you put more time in.”


      The canine dropped his muzzle. “I didn't mean to infer-”


      “Yes, you did,” I snapped, then let my gaze soften slightly. “But you're hurting. . . so I'll let it go. You didn't. . . you didn't know Grant. Or what he did for me. I was a different person when I met him. He did something for me no one, not even my closest friends, could do for me. He showed me how to trust again. He showed me there was real, honest good in the world. And even now, even after losing him. . . I don't regret giving my heart to him, even if it meant sparing myself a lot of pain. I got through everything, through a second loss of a loved one in my life, and still came out better for it in the end. And I realize I will probably never love anyone as much as I did that man. . .” I took a deep breath, “. . . but he wouldn't have wanted me to stop trying. Would your wife have wanted to see you like this?”


      The man was silent, a shadow cast over his eyes so that I couldn't see them, his bedraggled fur twitching along the draping tips of his ears.


      “Someday,” I said quietly, “I will love again. Maybe. . . a lover, I don't know. I'll be honest, I'm not certain I want to be romantically in love, again. Maybe I'll have another child. I. . . I don't know.” I gave a soft sigh, then, forcing a chuckle through a suddenly dense throat, murmured, “I promise you this much. It won't be Grayson. That man is, at his best moments, amusing. But that's all, I promise you. He's too in love with his boat. . . and himself. . . to love anyone else, anyway.”


      “I'm glad at least you have that much sense about you,” the man murmured, his voice barely above a rumble. He lifted his muzzle, rubbing two fingers over the bridge of his nose. “You're a wise young woman, Shivah. You deserve better.”


      “So do you,” I said softly. I didn't miss that he'd said 'wise'. “So,” I pressed, “is any of this sinking in?”


      “I'm a stubborn old fool,” the wolfhound muttered, then sighed. “But. . . yes. There's too much logic in your words for me to ignore completely. Although I'm not really certain what you expect of me. Luther's tried something similar in the past, and I was no better a study, then.”


      I scrunched up my muzzle at that, trying hard not to laugh. “. . . the Admiral's talked to you about moving on from your wife? Because, considering his 'preferences'-”


      “No! God,” the man groaned. “Nothing like that!” He didn't miss as I put a hand over my mouth to stifle a chuckle, and then he looked even more concerned. “God,” he repeated, “how did you even find out about that?”


      “I have a friend who's of the same persuasion, and he's very good at concealing the fact,” I said. “Your friend is. . . not. My friend caught on pretty quick. Also I'm fairly certain the Admiral's trying to woo him, or something of the like, and I have to tell you. . . he's spoken for, by a man with a terrible temper, and that's going to end badly. Like, 'bloody, dislodged teeth on the ground' badly.”


      “Lord. . . .” the wolfhound ground out, then just cut his hand through the air. “You know what? I don't even want to know. I don't need to know about any of this. That man can solve his own disasters. I want nothing to do with this one.”


      “You and me both.”


      The canine shook his head. “But that's all besides the point. The fact is, I'm not a lone wolf entirely because I wish to be. The nature of my work alone means there aren't many people I can trust to be on a personal level with. Never mind that I'm a salty old codger. . . there's a reason I only tend to keep company with other military men.”


      “And me, now,” I pointed out. “This whole night's kind of a step in the right direction.”


      “Minus the intended assassination bit,” the wolfhound said, dryly.


      “Are you still on about that?” I mock-whined.


      The man gave a chuckle almost despite himself. “It is nice to have the company. . .” he admitted.


      “Even though we seem to bring out the worst in each other,” I commented quietly, making sure he heard the apologetic tone in my voice.


      “Perhaps especially because of that,” the man said, just above a whisper. “I know I don't. . . I haven't. . . even told Luther. . . about my wife, yet.”


      “I gathered,” I murmured. “How long has it been?”


      “Four years, ten months,” the man sighed, his hand rubbing at his knee.


      “Johannes,” I said with a bedraggled edge to my voice. “That's. . . half a decade. Your wife is waiting for you, but. . . there's no need to fill that gap with misery. She won't mind if you find a little happiness between now and then. A few pleasant diversions, at least.”


      “Oh?” the canine snuffed. “Is that what the wolf is to you? A 'pleasant diversion'?”


      I shook my head, blatantly ignoring the aggitation in his tone. “Not as of yet. But have I considered it? Maybe. Do you think me less of a person for wanting to be close to someone like that again? It's a natural desire. There's children, friendships, and. . . that sort of companionship, and I'm only lacking for two of those, and only really wanting for one. At least for the moment. You have two of three.”


      “I'm an old man,” he repeated, as though he was getting tired of reminding me. “I don't want for the third any longer. You can't understand because you're still young. I can get by fine without. . .” he gestured at nothingness, in the air, “. . . that. . . form of companionship. . . these days.”


      “You're a terrible liar,” I muttered.


      “I'm not lying,” the canine insisted. “Not everyone has the same needs.”


      “That's true,” I agreed, “but you're still lying.”


      “The only woman I have ever been attracted to was my wife,” the man said, vehemently.


      “You're attracted to me,” I countered.


      “Excuse me?” he nearly choked on the words, leaning back in his chair.


      “Oh, please,” I muttered, letting my arms fall at my sides. “The too-chaste way you handled me at the door? The way you bristle every time I bring up Reed? Lying doesn't suit you.”

    

  


  “I beg your pardon,” the wolfhound coughed. “But that was. . . chivalry. A lost art, to be sure, but- and I hate Reed for entirely separate reasons.”


  “Fine, then,” I said, with a sigh. I hadn't wanted to bring this up. “But that doesn't explain the scent on you I catch whenever I get close.”


  The man stiffened visibly at that, and didn't seem to have a response. He looked like a child caught stealing from the pantry. At length, he managed something.


  “You're not accustomed to canines as well as your own people,” he insisted. “You're misinterpreting-”


  “Grant was canine,” I countered, and the admission seemed to shock him. That's right. I'd never told him much about the husky. I strode forward, reaching down through the V neck of my simple cotton dress to pull something out. I didn't miss the way the man nearly flinched when I dug around in my chest fur.


  “Calm down,” I muttered, tugging free the locket. “Gods. The way you stiffen up around women, it's a wonder you haven't burst yet.”


  The man opened his muzzle to object, but at that point I popped open the locket, and hung it in front of his face. He peered at the small trinket, hesitantly reaching up to take it in a paw and look at it.


  “That's a drawing one of his sisters did. Of her and him. It's the only likeness I have any more,” I said quietly. “And. . . it was drawn by a seven-year-old. But. I don't know. When I look at it, I can still see him, clear as day. The love she had for him is there, and that's the best way to really capture someone, I think.”


  The man's gaze softened a bit as he slowly released the locket, and gave it back to me. I shut it, and tucked it back beneath my dress.


  “I always assumed he was one of your own people. . . .” the man murmured.


  “No. I was married, once,” I said. “But, he was a terrible man. I'm not too ashamed to admit, he may have soured me on my own kind. He nearly ruined my trust in people, entirely. But. . . Grant reawakened that in me.” I looked down at the wolfhound, tugging at the edge of my dress, perhaps a bit self-consciously. “Does it bother you?” I asked. “Grant. . . always thought it probably would. Bother his own people. My being with him, I mean.”


  “No,” the canine said, in a gentle one. “I've. . . I wanted children, so I married canine. But the Pedigree doctrine has never been one I've believed to be God's word. I've met too many people, good people, who were non-canine, to believe they shouldn't all have an equal chance in life.”


  He cleared his throat, and glanced aside. “That being said,” he mumbled, “I've mostly just never. . . met many felines who found companionship outside their own species. Your kind tend to keep to your own. Mine are honestly more known for 'wandering'.”


  “Is that a more polite way of saying your men like exotic women?” I asked, mostly keeping the teasing tone from my voice. Mostly.


  The man just grunted an assent to that, and busied himself with leaning over the table to begin pouring the tea.


  “. . . do you like exotic women?” I asked, because it had to be asked. And he seemed to have expected it was coming.


  “Don't play coy,” he muttered, in an irritated tone. “You know very well how stunning you are, I shouldn't have to flatter you.”


  I actually laughed, at that. “Oh-ho. . . 'stunning'? That's quite the admission.”


  The man's ears twitched, and I knew he must have been flushing in them, I just couldn't see it.


  “But I was actually talking about other women,” I said, leaning over the table. “I'm not trying to promote myself. Besides, like I said. I already know you're attracted to me. I don't really need any more confirmation. Your kind get a particular scent about you when-”


  “Why are we having this conversation?” the man asked sharply, cutting me off and handing the cup of tea to me. I set it down for now, it was still piping hot. “All of this is better left unsaid.”


  “I disagree.”


  “Why?” he questioned. “You're spoken for, and even if you weren't, even if I was willing to foster an acquaintance with a woman my age, more suited to me. . . I'd want to continue an acquaintance with you, which any woman would probably be suspect of.”


  “I'm not spoken for,” I muttered, “but go on. I'm liking this whole 'acquaintance' idea. Do you want to meet more often? Tonight's been. . . interesting.”


  “I don't see why not,” he shrugged. “We work together, you're intelligent, dangerous in a way that's useful to my own ends. . . but my point is, why make that awkward?”


  “I guess I just don't see how any of this is awkward,” I shrugged. I barely hid a smile. “It's sort of refreshing, actually? You're a really decent man. I'm used to. . . less than decent men. I'm kind of enjoying this.”


  “Enjoying what?” the man asked off-handedly, as he stirred his tea.


  “I don't know,” I admitted, thinking for a moment. “Watching you? You're so. . . I don't know, dignified. I'm not even intending to, and I'm making you uncomfortable. I've never made a man. . . squirm.”


  “I am not 'squirming',” the canine growled. “And if you're going to keep toying with me, we're not going to be meeting like this again. We should get back to conversing about faith, or-”


  “Dead loves ones? No thanks,” I said, standing. “And for me to be 'toying' with you, you'd have to be admitting there's something there to toy with. So, there you have it. Got you.”


  The man let his spoon clatter against the edge of his cup, releasing it and glaring at me from across the table. I didn't resist the chuckle.


  “What's so wrong with being in good humor every once in awhile?” I asked, openly. “It's rare even for me. Enjoy it.”


  “I think you're the only one getting any amusement out of this,” the man muttered.


  “Why are you even so ashamed?” I huffed a laugh. “It's out in the open, so just. . . take the teasing, and get over it. Laugh at yourself every once in awhile. It doesn't hurt. I swear.”


  “I'm not ashamed, I'm indignant,” the man insisted, with an arched eyebrow. “That you'd assume I have ill intent for you in mind. I'm still denying that, by the way. No matter what it is you think you. . . smell.”


  “See, but I wouldn't call it 'ill intent',” I said with a slight laugh. “That's the attitude I'm talking about.”


  “You shouldn't regard physical. . . affection. . . so lightly,” the man muttered.


  “It took a long, hard struggle for me to regard it as lightly as I do,” I said, meaningfully. “To not see it as terrible, and sinful. Like you seem to.”


  “It isn't that affection is sinful,” the man stated. “It's. . . the desire for it is inappropriate, in certain situations. I would say most situations. Like this one, right here.”


  “Why?” I asked, blinking at him. “I'm not offended that you think I'm attractive. It's not as though either of us actually has intentions in mind, and I don't for a moment think you'd be inappropriate to me against my wishes. If it doesn't bother me, why should it bother you?”


  “Because you're half my a-” he paused, then glared at me. I was smiling, triumphantly. “It doesn't,” he corrected himself. “Because I don't.”


  “Think I'm attractive? Oh. Well now I'm insulted.”


  “You are impossible,” he grated out. “And every bit a woman in mind as any other, regardless of how masculine your other pursuits might be. Stop twisting my words.”


  “I'm just trying to make a point,” I said.


  “To what end?” he asked, the irritation sharp in his voice, now. It didn't sound angry, exactly, but I could tell I was wearing on the man in some other way. It was interesting, hearing him lose his composure.


  But he did have a point, I had to admit. Why was I keeping this going? Was I antagonizing the man for the sheer sake of antagonizing him, at this point? I did have a tendency to get too argumentative at times, just because I got caught up in things. It didn't really matter if I was right, in this case.


  It's just. . . I really wanted to be, for some reason.


  That brought me to a jarring halt in my train of thought. Is. . . was I. . . ?


  I stood, suddenly, catching him off-guard. He watched me warily as I made my way around the table towards him, obviously wondering what my intentions might be. To be honest, I was wondering that, myself. What would I do if I was wrong? What would I do if I was right?


  “I need to even the scales,” I stated, flatly. “From earlier.”


  “What?” the man questioned, confused.


  “Stand up,” I said. “I'm going to search you.”


  The man stood, slowly – I hadn't expected him to, at least not without further prodding. “I'm not armed any further,” he insisted. “I already removed my weapons. I wanted us to be on equal terms.” He arched an eyebrow down at me. “You don't believe me?”


  “It doesn't matter what I believe,” I said. “The fact is, you had your hands on me, and that was an intrusion on my decency.”


  The man balked at that, seemingly caught between disbelief and shame. I momentarily felt a pang of regret for making him feel guilty about anything he'd done, he'd been in the right, after all. But I pressed forward, despite my reservations.


  “Arms up,” I demanded, in an echo of the position he'd had me in. I was manipulating the man's dense moral fiber, and I knew it. But he could still turn me down. He'd be well within his rights to do so, in fact.


  He didn't. Silently, and without a visible change in expression, he lifted his arms.


  I felt a heaviness at the back of my throat as I closed the distance between us. His eyes followed mine as I stepped up to him, and I could sense in the way he looked at me. . . a wandering, halting train of thought. I knew what was going through his head, I realized. Because I'd been here, at this juncture, before. He was convincing himself he'd had no choice in allowing the distance between us to close, like this. But he had. And he also knew that, he just didn't want to admit it.


  As I ran my hands slowly down his arms, searching for hidden straps or blades, and of course finding none, my eyes lifted to his again. I wanted to say 'you could have stopped this', and really grind it in, but I didn't feel I had to.


  Some people had to feel they'd been pushed, or they weren't comfortable with their choices. I think that's what he was waiting for, but I didn't actually want to push him, and I didn't want him to feel that I had. Even if it made him more comfortable.


  My breath was a bit uneven, and so was his. And even if he was in denial about why, I wasn't. I wasn't sure when my perception of the man had shifted throughout the course of the night, but I was absolutely certain now of my own mind, and I knew myself too well to lie, even inwardly.


  “I'm attracted to you, too, you know,” I said softly, as my fingers slowly fell away from his wrists.


  He blew out a breath through his nose, his eyes shifting to the ceiling. “God, woman, you certainly don't lack for confidence. I appreciate your candor, but-”


  He stilled when my hands moved to his hips. They were lean and solid beneath his worn cotton shirt. The rigidity wasn't entirely in tone, of course, he was stiff because I was touching him. . . but still, I couldn't help the appreciative thrum in the back of my throat. He wore his clothing loose, lending him an almost scarecrow-like appearance. I'd expected him to be thinner. . . less dense.


  “I was far more decent about this,” the man commented, after gods-knew-how-long I'd spent resting my hands in one spot. I blinked, then smiled, biting at my lower lip and none-too-shyly looking back up at him.


  “I'm a woman,” I said, as though he needed to be reminded. “I'm always decent, and my intentions are always pure. Isn't that why we need to be protected by you big, strong menfolk? We're delicate flowers.”


  “Cunning commentary on my culture there,” the man muttered, dryly. “Although I'll remind you, that's our women. There isn't anything in the scripture about the inherent purity of your women. And I was married too long to believe your sex doesn't get. . . amorous- and you are dragging this out,” he ground out, with a frustrated whuff. “Are you not content yet?'


  “Not done yet,” I said in an almost sing-song tone, still smiling. I slid my palms just a bit further up his chest, and felt him shudder. My eyes rose to his. “Fairly content, though. How are you feeling?”


  “Please,” he said, his voice sounding raw. “Please. . . hurry this along. I don't understand to what end. . . why you're baiting me, but-”


  “If you're being 'baited', it's only in your own mind,” I said. “I've been fairly direct, but I wouldn't say I've done anything indecent. You're fighting yourself, not me.” I moved my hands from his hips to his thighs, to finish the last of the check, with no additional flourish or ceremony. I'd been hoping the attraction was as mutual as I'd been imagining it to be. . . and I was still quite convinced it was, but if the man was honestly unwilling, then that's all there was to it. I'm not even certain what my plans would have been had he relented.


  I had just been hoping he would.


  “No more complaints about your age, by the way,” I said good-naturedly, trying to keep the disappointment out of my voice as I completed my search. “You're very. . . solid. . . for a man at any age.”


  “Physical conditioning is a necessity for my work,” the man sighed, “it isn't for vanity.” After a few moments of silence, he mumbled a “. . . but. . . thank you.”


  “You're welcome,” I said with a soft smile. “See? It's not so hard to take a compliment from a woman every once in awh- oh my gods!” I started, yanking my hand back away from him for a moment, then returning it to his waist just as quickly. He went ramrod straight when my paw settled back over what I'd found, and then he tried to pull away.


  “You slick son-of-a-bitch!” I said, aghast, caught between laughing and honestly being offended. “You thought you could hide this from me?!”


  The man opened his muzzle as if to say something, then just shut it and looked aside, guiltily. At length, he muttered, “Please at least take your hand off of it.”


  “Like hell!” I snorted, and grabbed at the offending protrusion beneath his britches. He resisted only a moment longer, then sighed.


  “I'm guessing by the length of the sheath,” I said, sliding my thumb up the ridge of it, “. . . throwing knife? Like your others?”


  “. . . aye,” he muttered, with another sigh, but this one he cut off, and looked at me accusingly. “Can you really blame me? I'd be a fool to entirely disarm myself at any time, let alone around a would-be assassin.”


  “You're the assassin!” I insisted, still vainly trying to keep myself from smiling.


  “Knight Templar.”


  “Whatever!” I rolled my eyes. “But, really? A knife beneath the hem of your pants? That. . . that seems like it would take too long to pull out to really be useful-”


  Before I'd so much as finished the statement, he tucked two fingers beneath the hem of his britches, came up with the entirely metal blade, and was holding it in front of my face. The movement was so quick, and so fluid, I had trouble following it. I blinked at the small blade for a few seconds, before he flipped it around in his paw and dangled it by one finger. There wasn't really much of a handle to it, nor any sort of guard, so it wouldn't really work for much other than throwing, or shallow stabbing. Where the handle would have been was just a metal loop through which he presumably tugged it out with one finger.


  “. . . that's pretty ingenious,” I had to admit. “Most people check the sleeves. But still. Cheat. I took you for an honest man, and you lied to me.”


  “I can when the occasion suits,” the wolfhound shrugged. “I don't enjoy it, but don't underestimate me.”


  “You underestimated me, too,” I countered.


  “I most certainly did not,” the wolfhound insisted.


  “Oh yes you did,” I crowed victoriously, and dug a hand into my chest fur, beneath the dress to where my breasts were bound.


  When I produced the long, thin needle I always kept hidden there, (a porcupine needle I'd whittled down on one end to fit neatly in that exact spot. . . no good for much other than stabbing someone's eyes if I was cornered, but still a weapon) the wolfhound's muzzle twitched, and he muttered something I didn't catch, looking angry at himself.


  “What was that?” I asked with a smirk, leaning in.


  “. . . I said 'I didn't take you for the type',” the canine groused. “They warned us about that. . . particular hiding spot, on females, when I was in training. I didn't think checking you there was necessary. And it's so indecent-”


  “Wait, why didn't you think it was necessary?” I asked, tipping an eyebrow. When the man didn't answer right away, I huffed out a laugh. “Is it because-”


  “I just didn't think you'd be hiding any weapons. . . there.”


  “It's because I'm small-breasted, isn't it!” I declared, stabbing a finger at my, admittedly, fairly flat chest. The wolfhound's sudden stammer and his inability to look me in the eyes afterward was all the confirmation I needed.


  “It's not as though I take issue with that,” the man said defensively, putting his paws up. “I'm not some crass. . . bar hound. . . ogling women's. . . and my wife was petite as well-”


  “Ah, so it's your preference.”


  “I didn't say that, either!”


  I smirked, “I caught you considering my breasts, and I out-assassined you. Take that.”


  “I was considering your breasts. . . only as they related to my survival,” he insisted.


  I couldn't stop the giggle that bubbled up at that, and the awkward way the man reached up to scratch the back of his neck afterward didn't help. Soon I was outright laughing. . . at the situation, at his comment, at my life. . . and I felt no need to hold back. It felt good.


  It felt so good.


  I was so caught up in the moment, I didn't realize the wolfhound had begun to chuckle alongside me until his shoulders were visibly shaking. His deep-throated laughter, even as subdued as it was, warmed me inside.


  We laughed together for some time, I can't say how long, before I wiped a paw across my eyes, and looked up at him, smiling. “You have a nice laugh,” I said, reaching up instinctively to straighten his collar. It had come askew at some point when I'd been searching him, and it just felt so natural to put it right.


  I didn't realize until after I'd done it that had been an oddly familiar gesture to make, for someone I really didn't have the right to act so personal with. The man stared down at me for a silent span after my hand slipped away, his dark pupils wide and dark in the dim light of the one flickering lantern on the table side.


  “I. . . am attracted to you,” he said, in a tone that was anything but uncertain. The sudden admission shocked me, especially after the topic seemed to have closed.


  I caught my breath. “I. . . I know,” I said at length.


  “I despise lying,” he explained quietly, “especially to a woman. It just occurred to me that I've lied twice to you in one night. I didn't want. . . I needed to correct that.” His hand was hesitant, when it came to mine. I looked down at it, at the prominent claws that canines had, the rough, black paw-pads. . . the way it dwarfed mine.


  It did things to me, I realized. The size difference between us. All the differences between us. It made heat bubble up in my chest, made something twinge in my abdomen.


  It wasn't just that, of course. I'd met many canines since we'd come overseas, and I hadn't felt like this. It didn't seem rational, really. . . the man did have a point about the many logical reasons why this was a bad idea. A ludicrous one, really.


  But at least now I had confirmation it was mutual.


  And now I was at that point where my plans fell short. The uncharted area, the bridge I'd told myself I'd cross when I got to it. What to do now?


  My hand was still in his, I realized. And he was still looking at me. This hadn't been a passing gesture, like my slip-up with his collar had been.


  I swept my eyes back up to his, questioningly. Something had definitely flipped in his gaze. It was impossible to know what the man was thinking, obviously, or what had changed, but I could ask him about it later on. Right now, he looked different. Intense, which was saying something for a man who always looked intense. Decided.


  “No more dancing around,” he murmured, and all I could do was nod. I liked this more assertive side he was showing, and I didn't for a second want to make him question it. I felt something along my cheek ruff and glanced to the side, surprised to see his other palm moving hesitantly along the fringe of fur along my jawline. He seemed more curious of it than anything else, but the touch was deliberately gentle, his thumb sliding up along the ridge of one of my cheekbones. It couldn't have been meant to be anything but sensual, and that was certainly how my body was interpreting it. My breath caught in my throat, warmth spreading through my paws and ears. It had been a long time since anyone had touched me like this, and it was like waking up to a sense that I'd lost.


  I leaned my cheek into his hand, at about the same time he looked ready to say something else. The words stilled in his throat, and his fingers twitched. It occurred to me then that I was purring.


  “. . . I was going to ask if you were. . . certain in your. . . interest. . .” he murmured, “. . . but I suppose that answers that question.”


  “So you won't ask me for permission any more, right?” I said softly, nuzzling my nose into his thick, calloused palm. I could feel the minute ridges of old scars there, could smell the traces of his day, where he'd not managed to scrub it all clean. I could hear his pulse, could feel it against the soft spot on my nose. . . wanted those rough paw pads everywhere, suddenly.


  “No,” the man stated, and I liked the finality in his tone. I liked that he wasn't hesitant now that he'd clearly made up his mind, wasn't wavering in uncertainty even though we'd both accepted our mutual interest. A lot of men. . . even men I'd once held very dear. . . could be maddeningly uncertain when they were being intimate with a woman. And in at least this one area of my life, I didn't want to have to be the one who led the way for the other, or bolstered their confidence throughout. I didn't want to have to give him confirmation every step of the way that yes, this was what I wanted, and please stop asking, because honestly. . . all that did was make me nervous. Made those old flutters of uncertainty come back.


  He gave a soft sigh, and I couldn't see the expression he wore because I was busily burying my muzzle into that big, comfortable paw, but he sounded somewhat tired. “And I won't bother asking why, any more,” he murmured. “I've never entirely understood what pleases women or why, but so long as you accept this is absolutely mad, and likely to end poorly for both of us-”


  “You're thinking too far ahead,” I assured him. “I'm not thinking past tonight.”


  “Clearly,” he said, with a wry edge to his tone, “but I'm a planner. I have trouble reconciling. . . .”


  I purred again, this time intentionally, and that seemed to entirely undo him. He exhaled, the breath sounding labored, before murmuring, “To hell with it. Perhaps I'm drunk on good humor. Or it could be the mission. Near-death experiences often drop mens' inhibitions.”


  One of his hands gently came to rest on my hip as he said that, and I instantly reciprocated the gesture, something leaping inside me. The fact that this was real, that in a few moments' time, I might actually cross this boundary, with this foreign man. . . the unknown element of it was thrilling in a way that felt dangerous, but intoxicating. It was hard to believe the impulse had come from my own mind. This was not the sort of person I knew myself to be. And maybe that, not anything external, was what was making my heart pound. The fact that I had changed from the guarded, terrified woman I'd once been, to transform into someone so daring, so confident.


  “. . . or maybe it's just because I've never met a woman quite like you, before. . .” his voice was a low rumble, and suddenly very near my ear. “But to hell with it,” he repeated, the utterance so low and quiet, it nearly disappeared.


  I leaned up on my hind-paws as much as I could, since he had to stoop a considerable amount to get his muzzle as near my nose as it was now. I felt the first hint of his fur brushing along my cheek, and closed my eyes, breathing in the canine's scent. The scent he'd been hoping to hide. The subtle hint of canine musk, beneath the more mellow, everyday scents of linen, cedar and soap. Even the most clean-cut men had it, and for some reason, ever since I'd first begun to interact with canines, I'd found it appealing.


  His nose was running along the hollow of the nape of my neck now, his muzzle dwarfing mine. The presence of him nuzzling up against me like this felt overwhelming, in the best way. His voice was low, deep, accented with that foreign brogue, and my fur stood on end when he spoke again, nearly against my throat this time.


  “. . . no one can know. . . about this,” he rumbled. “Promise me.”


  I nodded, silently. He circled an arm around my waist, slowly, and I felt our hips meet. Or, more appropriately, my hips met his thighs. My own hands had slipped around his lean waist, my claws worrying at the crisp hem of his britches beneath the edge of his un-tucked shirt. Strange though it sounded. . . I was attracted to the man, but it was hard for me to picture what we'd be doing together. I couldn't imagine how a man like him might behave. Civility and decency didn't equate well to sex in my head, even after the strides I'd made with Grant. After all, I'd only ever shared one night with the man in the end, and what had taken place between us had been good, but frantic with need and hurried along by the somewhat unhinged passion the two of us had been swept up in. Even now I had trouble reflecting on just why it had been so different, so enjoyable, as opposed to every other time in my life. If we'd had more time together, I could have really learned my passions, really explored this part of myself, with his help. But that hadn't been how things had turned out, of course.


  All I really knew was that I'd wanted to be with him, and things had been better. I'd trusted him, and I hadn't been scared, for the first time in my life. I hadn't known at the time that I loved him, but that may have had something to do with it, as well.


  Would it be the same, with another man? Or would it go back to hurting, because we weren't in love? I certainly respected the wolfhound, but this wasn't love for either of us, and it never would be. He'd given his heart away to someone who had passed, and if I was being completely honest with myself. . . so had I. Maybe that was the real reason I was drawn to him like this. Because I'd wanted this, but I hadn't wanted to lead a man astray, to risk them growing too invested, when I couldn't ever really reciprocate. This felt safe. We both wanted exactly the same thing.


  And I trusted Johannes to be civil, and kind. But other than that, I didn't know what to expect. Would trust alone be enough?


  A sudden fear gripped me. I'd taken it for granted that I'd be able to handle this. That I'd conquered my fears from the past. But what if I couldn't go through with this, at the critical moment? Or what if I panicked? Gods, the last thing I wanted to do was mortify a man with his own demons by sharing mine. And he hadn't been with anyone in nearly five years, and this was his first time opening up in this way since his wife had died, and I could ruin a lot more than my own time with him if-


  “Relax,” the man murmured against the nape of my neck, where he'd bent to rest his muzzle. And for some reason, I did. The Otherwolf had so much authority in his voice, even when it was subdued and gentle like this, it was hard to disobey.


  “I'm sorry,” I said, swallowing as I felt the heat of his breath on my collarbone. “I don't want to make you nervous-”


  “You're not,” the man stated, again in that firm, yet calm tone. It set my nerves at ease every time he spoke, like I was being taught something by a far more seasoned instructor. We'd yet to remove even a single article of clothing, but I already felt exposed, heat prickling beneath my skin. I unconsciously bent my head back, baring more of my throat to his muzzle. He was mostly nuzzling me, but I could feel the flat of his teeth from time to time, and the first gentle nip made my tail go rigid with apprehension. Something about being this close to a large canine's teeth felt like dancing with a Dyre. It didn't help that they didn't purr, exactly. . . even their low, pleased groans sounded like growls.


  He'd been silent so far, though. Save the deep, even breaths against my neck, there was little sound in the room, in fact. My hands were still circled around his waist, just beneath his shirt but not in his fur yet. I decided I wanted them to be. Nuzzling was nice, and I was glad he wasn't kissing me. . . it felt somehow inappropriate for this encounter. . . but I was tired of feeling nothing but linen beneath my paw-pads.


  I slipped my fingers gingerly up over the boundary they'd been residing behind- the hem of his britches, and spanned them over his lower back. He felt warm, and his fur was softer than I'd imagined it would be. It looked so wiry, so coarse from a distance, I'd been afraid I'd find it unpleasant to touch. But either he groomed himself well, or it was just deceptive in its appearance, because the length actually made it a little smoother to the touch than the choppy fur on a wolf's back. . . or Ransom's.


  Probably best not to think about the coyote right now. But he had been the one to speak to me so openly about intimacy with a man, and crass or no, I'd learned a lot from him. Like, for one. . . .


  The canine had already given a slight shiver when I'd first worked my hand up beneath his shirt, even in a place as chaste as his lower back. . . but when I ran my thumb gently beneath the buttoned edge of his britches at the base of his tail, he pulled his nose up from the crook of my neck to my ear.


  “Mnh. . . you know that spot, do you?” he murmured, his tail sweeping audibly against the backs of his thighs as I circled the sensitive hollow between the base of his spine and the ridge of his tail.


  “I told you I knew canines,” I replied, somewhat emboldened.


  He gave something akin to a low hum at that, and I hid a smile against his collarbone, glad to have finally dragged a pleased noise from the stoic man. I hoped there'd be more to come. I got a small thrill at watching the wolfhound's composure drop, for some reason. Maybe it wasn't exactly mature, but the Otherwolves from across the sea were just so. . . pent-up. I liked seeing them come unbuttoned.


  I was busily nuzzling my own way into the thick fur along his neck ruff when he cleared his throat suddenly, and gave me a gentle push. Surprised, I pulled away, wondering what I'd done wrong.


  “We should get undressed before this goes much further,” he stated, his eyes flicking down to where my own hands had already begun to work up beneath his shirt. “I'm not certain how clothed your people prefer to be. . . any state is acceptable by me,” he said quickly, sounding to his credit only a little awkward as he said that, “but I don't get much thrill from soiling one of the only three pairs of britches I own.”


  When I caught his implication, I blanched, but also smiled a little. Even if it had been politely-worded, he was admitting he was aroused, and that was the first indication I'd had of that. I hadn't yet built up the courage to check his physical condition, either with a glance or a far bolder press of my hips.


  It also meant that even if he was painfully formal and protective of his dignity, he wasn't ashamed of some of the more. . . natural bodily reactions we'd be contending with. Which was good. The second-hand embarrassment of being intimate with someone whose own body made them awkward might have driven me a little crazy.


  Then again, he did have nine children. Presumably he actually had a lot of experience with sex.


  “Uhm,” I paused, not sure what he was waiting for, “alright. Do you. . . want me to help?”


  He gave me an odd look at that, and I again wondered what I'd done wrong, and if we were going to run into roadblocks like this every few minutes. That could get old, fast.


  “Oh. . . I'm capable of removing my own clothes,” he said with dawning realization, although he'd come to the wrong one. He was indicating his arm. “I've dressed and undressed a few times since the injury. I was just going to offer you the main room. The back room is dark, I've no lantern there, but I know my way around well enough not to fall over something.”


  “. . . I am so confused,” I admitted, because it was the only thing I could think to say. “There's some kind of miscommunication going on here, and I don't know if it's the language barrier or something about customs, but. . . .”


  The canine sighed. “Where do you wish to undress?” he spoke plainly. “I can step into the back room to disrobe, if you'd like to do so here.”


  “I. . .” I paused, finally catching on. “You want to undress in separate rooms? Why on earth?” Before he could answer, I prattled on, “I mean, I understand. . . why you'd give me privacy. . . were it not. . . for what we're about to do-”


  “Why should that mean I show you any less decency now?” the wolfhound asked plainly.


  “Because I'm going to be naked and under you in a few minutes?” I said, and it was more a statement than a question. I wasn't offended, and I hoped I didn't sound that way, I was just painfully confused. And wanting.


  And maybe a little impatient.


  For his part, the wolfhound only looked a little embarrassed at my outburst. “That doesn't mean you shouldn't be allowed your privacy for something so personal,” he said.


  “This is just the way your people do things, isn't it?” I queried, frustrated but honestly also a little fascinated. This was strange. His people were strange. But I sort of felt like I was learning something, and it would be ignorant of me not to at least hear him out.


  When the man nodded, I pressed, “Even with your wife? I mean. . .” I hesitated when I saw his eyes drop, “. . .I mean you. . . have seen a woman nude, right? At some point? Or do you. . . cover up while you. . . .”


  The way the man looked at me after that made me feel obscenely foolish. “Good lord,” he said with a heavy sigh, “do I really come off as that much of a stick in the mud?” When I only tipped an eyebrow at the expression, he actually cracked a slight smile. “Yes, I. . . beheld my wife. Many times. In our marriage bed. We had separate, adjoining rooms where we went about grooming and dressing, though. As well as undressing. It's considered decent, where I come from. Not strictly enforced, just. . . decent. Husbands and wives share the most intimate acts, but disrobing puts us at our most vulnerable. Some consider it obscene to watch.”


  “Do you?” I asked, curiously. Despite his formality, the man had never struck me as squeamish.


  He shrugged. “I always just assumed my wife enjoyed having that bit of privacy. It removes some of the pressure, I think. And provided a safe place for her to be on nights when she was not yearning for my presence. . . but. . . didn't strictly wish to say so, lest she offend.”


  I found myself nodding at his words, because in all honesty, even if it still sounded strange to me, the way he'd explained it actually made a lot of sense. I'm not sure it's the way I'd have chosen to live, but I could see how for some women, having that separation between a place to sleep and a place to make love might ease some of the tension that came from an expectant mate. Gods knew, even if my husband had been a better man who'd given me the option, I would have exercised that freedom from time to time. There were just some nights you didn't want to be around a man. Or even have one gawk at you.


  The thing was, tonight wasn't one of those nights for me.


  I stepped forward and put my hands back on his hips, slipping them up beneath the hem of his shirt again. He was still as I did so, not pulling away again, but also not responding. He looked poised, not uncertain exactly, just waiting for me to say something to explain my actions.


  “I don't like to skip this part,” I said softly. “It's. . . actually sort of important to me. . . to strip down barriers, before I. . . do anything like this. I want to see you vulnerable. Is that alright?”


  The man was silent for a heartbeat, then he nodded. “I understand,” he said, and the two simple words were spoken with such empathy, I really believed that he did. “Do you want me to dim the lantern?” he continued, uncertainly.


  “No,” I shook my head. Then smiled. “I can see better than you can in the dark, anyway, so it actually wouldn't make much difference for me.”


  “Right,” the wolfhound said with a mildly amused snuff. “I nearly forgot. You'll have to forgive me if. . . a few things aren't quite the same,” he eased into those last few words, carefully, as he began to unbutton his shirt. “I've never been with a feline before.”


  “I hope it doesn't bother you.”


  “Not on the surface,” he assured me, still radiating calm, although I wasn't certain how much of that was for show and how much of it was genuine any more. I liked that he was trying, though. “And from what little I know, we'll overlap in the most important aspects. I'm actually more concerned for my own. . . differences.”


  There was that careful wording again, and it occurred to me at once what he was probably, with great difficulty, trying to find a less obscene way to indicate.


  I suppressed a smile, if barely. He had his shirt nearly entirely unbuttoned by now, and I was enjoying watching his chest reveal itself. Even though I'd seen it when I'd treated his wounds, I'd been good enough not to really stare, since it seemed to bother him so much.. His fur was slightly lighter there, a dusting of white and silver down the trim line of his torso to his belly.


  I decided I'd just say it.


  “I know about the. . . knot,” I said, and almost laughed when his hands fumbled at and nearly tore off the last button. “Grant was canine, remember?” I reminded him. “And I mean, I can only assume all canines. . . .”


  “Yes,” he said, presumably cutting me off so we could get through the awkwardness of this moment faster. “Well, I'm. . . glad. . . that won't be a surprise, then. You're also a far smaller person than I, though, so. . . I'll take care.”


  “I never doubted you would,” I assured him. But something occurred to me. “You know,” I said, “if it concerns you that much, though, you could just just refrain from. . .um. . . .”


  “Not an option,” he stated, and I was a bit surprised by the finality in the statement. It had sounded less like personal preference, and more resolute, like-


  I sighed. “This is something religious, isn't it?”


  “ 'It is a sin to spill seed anywhere but where it can create life',” the wolfhound recited, with a sigh. “One of the holy edicts.”


  I arched an eyebrow, crossing my arms over my chest. “That sounds to me,” I muttered dryly, “like the sort of 'edict' a man came up with.”


  The canine actually chuckled. “You might be right there.”


  I timidly slipped my fingers up through the thick, soft fur along the canine's chest, as he carefully shouldered out of his shirt, peeling the sleeve down his braced arm. To his credit, he only stilled momentarily when my hands went into his fur. “Isn't this already sinful then?” I asked, looking up at him. “I mean. . . we can't. . . I'm feline. We can't 'make life'.”


  “The wording's a bit vague there,” the wolfhound said, clearing his throat quietly. “And I'm afraid to offend you, if we discuss this much further. . . .”


  “Oh well now I have to know,” I said with a flick of my tail, smirking.


  The wolfhound shouldered off his shirt entirely, and began to fold it, far too neatly considering what we were building up to. Meticulous to a fault, apparently. “Strictly speaking,” the man said, “you and your kin aren't. . . the same sort of people as we are.”


  “Well that goes without saying,” I said, arching an eyebrow.


  The man sighed. “I mean, by the standards of my peoples' faith, your people are. . . lessers. Which means nothing we do is even. . . considered on the same level as lying with another canine.”


  “Which means none of your rules apply?” I asked, whiskers twitching.


  “Essentially.” He flicked his eyes down to mine, “You don't look offended,” he noted.


  I shrugged. “I guess not? I think I already kind of suspected your people were. . . arrogant. A bit specist. Maybe more than a bit.”


  “I'd argue that, but I honestly can't in good faith,” the Otherwolf muttered. “Just please keep in mind. . . we don't all feel that way. I don't. Like I said, there are certain aspects of my faith I've begun to question, the more I've seen of the world. I've seen too many good non-canine men and women to believe there isn't a place for you all in the afterlife. Even if it isn't the same place we go.”


  “Mnhh,” I murmured, too distracted at the moment, running my paws down his torso, to worry myself over his religious beliefs, or specism or. . . whatever it was he was going on about. I'd long ago accepted his people were. . . well. . . like wolves. Very fond of their own. That's just how wolves were. Even if they were 'other' wolves.


  His hands went to his belt, and began to remove it. It occurred to me then that I was still entirely unclothed, but I decided I'd wait until he was finished before I began. It was an odd way to think about it, but it sort of gave me a leg up on him. And that little boost of confidence was just the sort of thing I needed right now.


  When he'd stripped free of his britches, I realized he was wearing those odd underclothes the Otherwolves seemed to prefer. 'Smallclothes', I think Grant had called them. They just looked like short cotton britches he wore beneath his outer clothing, and really only covered him from the waist to mid-thigh. I was still perplexed by the extra layer, but I suppose I could see how it would be useful for riding and protection, especially for a male.


  His anatomy was more obvious now, of course, and I found myself swallowing somewhat as he went about folding his britches as neatly as he had his shirt. I was glad he seemed so calm, because I was becoming increasingly not-so.


  Now was probably long enough to have waited. The room was a bit cold, and I didn't expect he'd strip entirely down until we were in bed, so I began doing so, myself. I gripped the hem of my simple dress and began tugging it up my legs with a slight shimmy of my hips, only taking a moment to undo the tie over the slit in the back where my tail came out, before unceremoniously tugging the whole garment up over my head. I felt no reason to draw this out. . . it was actually a vulnerable moment for me, I realized, reflecting on his earlier words. I was only realizing that awkwardness now. Grant and I had always undressed in the dark, or near-dark, which even if it hadn't made much of a difference for me, had always given me some sense of false bravado, that he couldn't really see me all that well while I disrobed. Even though his eyes weren't much worse in the dark than mine.


  It wasn't until I'd tugged the entire dress up over my head that I realized there haven't been any need for me to be concerned. . . because the wolfhound had been looking away the whole while. And for some reason, even though I knew he was just trying to be a gentleman, that realization made me feel oddly cheated.


  “Hey,” I said softly, “it's alright. I. . . I want you to see me. I'm. . . I'm not ashamed,” I murmured as I undid the simple bindings over my breasts, not bothering to fold any of my clothes. I let them all puddle on the floor. I'd retrieve them later. His floor was immaculate, anyway.


  I'm not certain what he'd been expecting, but when he turned to face me again, he briefly looked surprised, then with a twitch of his ears and a drop of his muzzle, he averted his eyes again. That more than being nude made me feel self-conscious, so I asked, “what's wrong?” My voice sounding less steady than I wanted it to.


  “I assumed you'd be wearing something. . . beneath. . . .” he mumbled.


  “Oh,” I said, relieved. “No. No, I removed my one chest wrap, I only wrap myself more fully when I know I'll be using my bow, and. . . I-I don't wear the sort of undergarments your people do.” I wasn't sure if I should have been apologizing. It seemed an odd thing to apologize for. And I was beginning to hate that he was leaving me feeling this way. It was sort of rude to leave an exposed woman wondering. . . .


  Just as that thought was running through my head, I felt a warm set of paws slip over my bare hips, and I looked up in time to be pulled into the softness of his chest fur, my cheek pressing against the hard planes of his body beneath. His broad paws were encircling my waist, so I reciprocated, slipping them down low over his hips. His muzzle was pressing down into my clavicle again, and he inhaled softly, burying his nose there. I didn't argue. I was taking in his scent as well, dragging my muzzle over his chest, feeling the thudding of his heartbeat beneath my nose. It was somewhat hard to tell because he was canine, but it seemed faster to me than it should have been.


  And this time I did press my thighs into his waist, and there was definitely something there. Something more unyielding than the rest of him.


  
    One of his hands had slipped lower over my rear, to the backs of my thighs, and I purred softly as way of encouragement, but he surprised me when the hand there, and another he'd moved to my back, actually just lifted me straight up. I felt my feet leave the ground and resisted the urge to kick and struggle against his grip. He wasn't restraining me at all, just. . . picking me up, for some reason. I was perplexed, but I let him.


    He carried me over to his 'bed', and again, I was calling it that loosely because it was essentially just a bedroll on the floor, with a thin blanket and no pillows. As he set me down, absurdly gentle about it, I couldn't help but give a somewhat girlish smile. “You're quite the gentleman,” I murmured.


    “Allow me some small measure of chivalry,” the man said as he settled down beside me. “It makes this all feel a bit more normal.”


    “I'm not complaining,” I assured him, rolling onto my side and reaching out to run my palm up his chest again. This time, he didn't stiffen or halt my progress, only gave a long, deep breath, and swept his eyes over my figure. The man's normally grey gaze seemed darker, with his pupils blown wide in the darker corner of the room. The lantern light here was dim, flickering, and cast the two of us in a low orange glow. His silver pelt caught the light when I pressed my fingers through his unusually thick, long fur. It wasn't like a wolf's pelt, or even mine during the winter. It shifted when his body shifted, obscuring much of his shape beneath. But I was getting a feel for that shape, finally. . . and enjoying it.


    The man was tall and lean, but had a stronger, more firm figure than I'd imagined. His body had little give beneath his fur, which made touching him a textural experience. Feeling planes of muscle beneath shifting, soft leaves of fur, especially when he occasionally shuddered at my touch, made me feel strangely empowered. Perhaps because his fur shown the same color as a sword, especially in the dim light. Like steel that was soft to the touch, and pressed back into me, restrained but wantonly. He wasn't a vocal man, but I could tell even from his withheld responses that he hadn't been touched much in a very long time. Let alone intimately.


    His own large, calloused palms had found their way to my hips again, and much to my surprise and pleasure, he was holding to his promise to not be hesitant. His touch moved slowly but certainly up the curve of my spine, his blunt claws pressing just enough into my skin as he dragged them upwards to send a pleasurable shiver through my entire body. He repeated the gesture several times, until I was purring uncontrollably, my tail flicking against the bedspread, arching my spine into the gentle scritching.


    “Ohhhh. . .” I groaned, amazed that something as simple as having my back scratched could feel this. . . intimate. But he seemed to know exactly what he was doing, and gave a deep, quiet chuckle. His strong, skilled fingers worked down my lower back and over the base of my tail, before they began to run tantalizing patterns down the thick, protective fur along the backs of my thighs. I'd always been a little self-conscious, I suppose, of women with sleeker pelts. Even some of the other women from my tribe had finer fur, less thick and coarse. But mine had always been more utilitarian, not as soft or 'feminine', and my time spent in the elements over the last two years certainly hadn't done much to change that.


    But a man with fur like his certainly must have had experience with a thicker pelt, and he showed no aversion to putting his fingers through it to reach my now overly-warm skin. With the care he was showing, one might even think he was enjoying it.


    I'd probably have to accept I'd never really get an inner peek into the secret wants and desires of a man like Johannes. But pondering was amusing.


    He took his time in touching me, and so did I. It was. . . new. Exploring someone this way. Even with Grant, there had always been a fevered desire to hurry things along. Perhaps mostly because I'd been dealing with more nerves, then. But also, just a lot of long-restrained want. When we'd finally decided to give in to our desires, it had been like a bowstring snapping. A lot of relief of tension, not much time spent taking things slow.


    It was an odd thing to realize, but a fact- I had never even considered Johannes as a bed partner until this very night. Maybe there'd been some distant admiration there, and I suppose I'd probably found him attractive, in the way canines were, from the first moment I'd met him. But it hadn't been anything quite so magnetic.


    This felt more. . . casual, I suppose you could say? Two leaves drifting together in a lake by slow currents, rather than rushing down the rapids of a passionate love affair. But, I was getting flowery now.


    To be fair, it was hard not to let my mind drift. The man was good with his hands. The way he was stroking them over the curve of my hip, walking his fingers over the planes of my body, and kneading gently at thighs was turning my body into the consistency of something akin to stew meat. My own ministrations must have paled in comparison. . . they were honestly serving my own enjoyment more than his, I was fairly certain. . . but the occasional twitch or thump of his tail assured me they weren't entirely for naught.


    Still, if this kept up, I'd be completely useless, so I steeled myself to take the next step. One of my paws had been running in lazy circles around the soft trail of thicker fur beneath the man's navel, and I let it slip the final, bold few inches further downwards, to run the tip of one paw-pad over the hard ridge in his smallclothes.


    He might have hissed through his teeth, it was hard to tell. He was a restrained man. But he couldn't hide the way he responded beneath, especially when my touch was only separated from him by a thin layer of fabric. I slid my palm up the length of him, slowly, feeling by the heat where his sheath ended and his shaft began. . . the latter of which seemed to have slipped further free, and was testing the restraints of his only remaining garment. I was still feeling him through it, and trying to wrap my head around how to rid him of it, when I felt his paw come down to mine and grip my wrist.


    Abruptly and without any real chance to resist, he'd turned me onto my back and moved over me. I felt my breathing still, that familiar fear stabbing me at being even partially restrained. But every time I'd felt it with Johannes, it had been quicker to pass. I knew the man meant me no harm.


    Still, it was very clear he was wresting back some of the control of the situation, and I was in no mood to begrudge him that. I'd sensed from the start of things that the wolfhound was, while kind, not one to be lead. His hand had released my wrist once he'd put me beneath him, but only so he could thread his fingers through mine, his braced arm lying above my shoulder, but still effectively pinning me down beneath him. He was supporting his weight above me, but his thigh had slipped up between my legs, and I instinctively parted them. Which had likely been the point.


    For a brief moment, I was worried we were just going to begin, just like this, with no further ado. That felt at odds with the pace we'd been taking before, and I considered saying something, but there apparently wasn't any need.


    His muzzle returned to my clavicle, where I'd so enjoyed it earlier, and this time, the nuzzling did not stop there. The man nosed his way down my chest, his breath warm as it settled into the thick, soft ruff of fur down my breastbone. The hand that had been resting against my hair slowly slipped down my neck to follow the path his muzzle was tracing, and soon his thumb was circling the tip of one of my breasts. He must have been earnest about his preference earlier, because when he cupped the soft mound, he gave the first low, pleased noise I'd really heard from him since we'd gotten in bed. I wasn't able to enjoy it long before the wet warmth of his tongue had found my areola, however. . . and then everything got a little fuzzy.


    A shudder of awakening rippled down through me, pooling in my lower stomach. My whole lower body began to warm like I'd sunk into a hot bath, and I felt my back arch reflexively into him, pressing my chest into the front of his teeth. His only response was to nip softly at me, and the soft breath I'd been holding released at that, along with a rather helpless noise I'd have been embarrassed of at any other time. He seemed able to wrap his large paws entirely around my hips, and did just that as he set himself to making the most of my left breast the same as he had my right. I felt like I was being devoured.


    I stretched my arms up until I felt the wall behind us, my body writhing beneath his, completely beyond my control. He gave a low, rumbling growl against my belly, and then one of his thick, calloused paw-pads was caressing the soft dip beneath my navel. When he finally stroked it down over my mound, I was more than ready for the touch, and anything like my earlier panic was a distant memory.


    He circled my crease with a few lazy circles of his thumb, before rubbing it excessively softly up the center of me, on a very certain path. He found my bud with practiced ease, and unhurriedly set to teasing me. I arched my back against the thin bedspread and felt my foot-paws batting at the air, my tail curling up along my inner thigh. I sucked in a soft gasp, letting it out slowly as he stroked at me for a few moments. . . then lifted the fingers to his muzzle. . . and returned them wet. The texture of his paw-pad was just rough enough to afford an intensely-satisfying friction into the very slight, but purposeful motions, and the slickness made them all the easier.


    I'd been trying until that moment to play-act femininity, I, to be honest, didn't really possess. But that undid me. I gave a throaty, shameless moan, pressing my toes into the sheets and feeling them catch in my claws. I didn't really give a damn about acting demure any more.


    Judging by the way he hummed in his throat and nipped possessively at my hip, the wolfhound didn't mind. He curled his fingers against me, slipped one inside and continued toying at the sensitive nub I'd only just recently discovered I even had. . . which he seemed to understand far better than I. Absurdly, I considered asking him for advice after this was all over.


    “Gods, you need to stop. . . !” I huffed out in a breathless pant, when I felt I could take no longer. My knees cinched inwards towards one another, and I gripped his wrist. He seemed mildly surprised at first, his grey eyes sweeping up to mine questioningly, before I shook my head to dispel his concern. “Just. . . I-I don't want it to be over so fast,” I said, shivering a little bit. And it certainly wasn't because I was cold. I actually felt overheated, even without the thin blanket up over the two of us. His body heat was falling over me, pinned as he had me beneath his far larger frame.


    I felt him shifting up to his knees, likely to finally rid himself of his smallclothes, and acted fast, rolling to my side and catching his hips in my paws, pressing my nose into his abdomen.


    When he again looked down at me uncertainly, I explained, “I want to. Please?”


    “If you wish. . .” he murmured. He slowly got to his feet, and I only followed his ascent as far as my knees would take me, dragging my muzzle down the thicker trail of fur beneath his navel. I could feel his abdominal muscles tense as I blew out a soft puff of warm air into his fur. I didn't bother to cover the deep purr of contentment that bubbled out of me when my nose ran down the satisfying length of the hard ridge below, restrained by little but thin cotton. I could even feel the thicker bulb still hidden beneath his sheath, which I knew from his earlier promise I'd have to contend with soon. Honestly, I was relishing the thought.


    I hooked my fingers beneath the hem of the garment, but before I began to tug it down, I couldn't help but notice the bead of wetness near where his tip was very obviously outlined in the fabric. My tail thrashed against the back of my thighs. . . I hadn't known I'd gotten the man that excited. Hell, I hadn't known the wolfhound could get that excited. His stoic demeanor didn't betray much. It was good to see that having his hands on me had had an effect on him.


    Without really considering why, I leaned forward and closed my mouth over his tip, or rather the shape of it, even still restrained by his undergarments. I dragged my tongue up the small slick spot, pulling the first real 'groan' I think I'd heard out of the man yet, and savoring the subtly musky, salty taste of the bead of precum.


    “Did I not say earlier,” the wolfhound managed between a thick, shuddering breath, “that I wanted to avoid soiling my clothing?”


    I shrugged. “You're the one who left them on,” I teased, with a slight smile.


    “You're perpetuating the problem,” the man grit out, and I fought the urge to stick my tongue out at his grumping. But he was right, so I gave him another lick for good measure before deciding that amusing or no, cotton felt odd on my tongue and I wanted more of him. I finally began tugging the smallclothes off, being mindful not to drag them too roughly over his manhood as I freed it. But honestly, I think no matter how I'd done it, he would have been relieved at that point.


    When his length finally fell free and he helped rid himself of his final garment by kicking it off with one foot, I had to hold back from following the slow bob of motion with my eyes, lest I surrender whatever dignity I had left here. If I wasn't already in heat, this night seemed certain to induce it.


    I captured his length in my paw before he could lower himself back down onto the bed, wanting him just where he was for now. I didn't care that he was towering over me, or however subservient I might appear like this. . . I knew that wasn't what was in either of our minds, anyway. . . but I couldn't deny that this was just a very convenient position for the two of us to be in, height-wise.


    He was watching me with that intense gaze, one of his ears flicking as I slid my palm softly up the ridge of him, urging what had to be the remainder of his length from his sheath with the slow, deliberate motion. It was molten in my hand, pinker than my pawpads and thick with the scent he'd been denying I smelled on him all evening. The unmistakable aroma of canine arousal. It shouldn't have had the effect it did on me, considering we weren't the same species. But if anything, the smell of my own people's men had become anathema to me ever since my husband. I loved that canines smelled so different.


    And Johannes wasn't like the unwashed, poorly-groomed masses of Otherwolves here in this colony, or in the Otherwolf settlements back home. Some dogs could be downright repulsive to my senses, but he clearly took care of himself. He also wasn't exactly as dandy as Grant had been. . . he didn't use any sort of scented soap, groomed himself only as much was necessary to be utilitarian, if the coarser tufts of wiry hair in places were any indication, and there was still dirt beneath the man's chipped, rough nails, from long days spent patrolling and scouting the forests. His musk was stronger than the husky's had been, also. . . likely because he was more mature. But he was just clean enough to not stink of the settlement I didn't want to remember I was in, but not vain enough to care about smoothing out his rough edges. I decided I liked it.


    “What are you doing?” he asked suddenly, as I nuzzled up his inner thigh. I suppose I'd probably been stroking my palm over him for some time now, not establishing any particular rhythm, but still. . . who was he to complain?


    “I'm getting to it,” I said with a mock-offended huff, nosing his length and smirking.


    To my surprise, he actually took a step back at that. “That's not. . .” he paused, and I caught the first sign of hesitation I'd seen in the man yet, “. . . you shouldn't. Do that.”


    I blinked up at him, not retracting my palm from where I was still lazily stroking him. He hadn't yet moved far enough away from me that I couldn't reach him, and I didn't intend to let him. I inched forward on my knees to close the gap he'd made. “Why not?” I asked, leaning forward to confirm he was in fact denying what I thought he was. I gave a timid, gentle lap at his tip, and the tremor that went through him settled it. I smiled at his sudden shyness. “It won't hurt,” I promised. “Are you worried because I'm feline?” Our tongues were rougher than a canine's, but Grant had said he'd actually enjoyed it more.


    “I know that,” the man countered. “It's just. . . dirty.” When I arched my eyebrow, he sighed, “It's not religious this time, I swear. It's just. . . .”


    My eyes widened. “You've never tried this before, have you?”


    His silence was telling.


    “I. . . hadn't either, until this year,” I admitted, trying to keep my tone from sounding at all patronizing. That wasn't my intent. I was just honestly shocked I'd found something I had more experience in than the older man did. But he'd presumably only had the one partner, and Amurescans were so proper. . . I could certainly see why this might not be something quite so common on their shores, even between married couples. “I was a little put off at first, too,” I admitted with a shy smile. “But it's. . . really nice. I-I don't mind. At all. I mean I'd even. . . I sort of enjoy it, I guess? If you. . . but we don't have to. It's okay. I can tell it makes you uncomfortable.” The tumble of words had all come out sort of fast, and I felt embarrassed suddenly, for some reason. Like I was. . . well, as he'd said. . . 'dirty'. I'd never felt that way with a man before. It was a whole different sort of vulnerable feeling.


    I'm not sure if he picked up on my sudden bout of under-confidence, or if his reasons for having a change of heart were less altruistic and more carnal, but he was silent for only a few moments following my outburst, then simply mumbled, “. . . it's fine. You may continue. If you. . . desire to.”


    Turning him down at this point would only make this more awkward, I was certain, so I nodded and leaned forward. And hoped my rather minor amount of experience with this wouldn't disappoint. At least he had no frame of reference.


    I nuzzled up against his length first for a few moments, pressing his tip into the crease of my muzzle and purring softly. He gave an answered rumble of his own, which sounded partially encouraging, and partially intimidating. A sudden realization occurred to me then. What if the real reason he'd been hesitant was because he didn't trust my teeth so near his most vulnerable area?


    Well. . . if that was the case, then. . . after this he'd have to trust me.


    I sucked gently at his tip as I gripped at the base of his shaft and steadied him in my palm. I tasted more of that mildly musky, salty precum, and it encouraged me to take him deeper. . . so I did. I knew there was no chance I'd be able to take the man's entire length, but I also knew from my relatively limited realm of experience that I didn't really need to. My hand could do some of the work.


    When I dragged my muzzle back up to his tip for the first time, I hesitantly glanced up to see any reaction I might have gotten from the man. He looked. . . I don't know. A mixture of mortified, and yet enrapt. He was covering much of his muzzle with a hand, but his eyes were pinned squarely on me. Guilt lanced through his expression when I caught his gaze, but despite that, he still didn't look away.


    My pace was slow at first as I tried to remember how this was essentially done, but once I had a rhythm down, it wasn't too hard. I dragged my tongue up the underside of his length inside my muzzle whenever on an upstroke and made sure to linger near the tip. . . those were the only two particulars I could really remember that had worked before. Apparently they were fairly universal, or at least enjoyable to all canines, because the wolfhound's steady breathing from earlier had grown somewhat labored, and tended to hitch whenever I stopped to suckle and lap specifically at his tip. I gently stroked his base in time with the motions of my muzzle, or as close as I could manage, and I could feel through where my one free hand was stroking up his thigh that his body was quivering ever-so-slightly.


    One of his hands- his good one- had been fidgeting against his hip, the fingers twitching as if readjusting over a ghostly hilt of his sword. I knew the desire was born from want, so I reached up to slip my fingers through his, and guided them to one of my ears. He took the invitation, perhaps just wanting something to hold, but the gentle stroking motions he made against the velvety ridge of my ears were actually very pleasant, and I purred contently to let him know as much.


    I'd nearly forgotten he was inside my mouth, so when he muffled a gasp that trailed off into a low groan, it made me wonder what I'd done different. . . and then I realized it. Emboldened, I tried to take him a little deeper, managed, and then purred again, as I slowly slipped my muzzle up his length again. I swear, his knees went weak.


    “Please. . .” he groaned out an actual word, at last, “I'm. . . in need. Are you ready for me?”


    “More than ready,” I purred, giving one last lick at his tip that might have elicited a whine, but he bit back on it. One of these days I would have to see if I could get the man to stop holding back.


    He dropped to his knees, and I leaned back on my elbows as he moved over me. His movements now were purposeful, and while not aggressive, they certainly felt dominant. Like a Dyre stalking towards me, with intent. He wrapped his paws around my hips and urged me to part my legs with one of his own. Not that I needed much further inducement right now. Everything about him radiated a calm, collected aura, but when he leaned in to nuzzle once more beneath my chin, I could feel him panting hot and quickly against my neck. He was just as on-edge as I was.


    He braced himself with both arms above me, although the one that was still healing shuddered a bit, and eventually he dropped down to his elbows, instead. I pressed up to nuzzle against his neck, wrapping my legs around his waist to let him know I wanted him that close, and he returned the gesture by rubbing his muzzle against my cheek. My hands spanned his lower back and slipped slowly upwards, feeling the hard planes of muscle up along his shoulder-blades. I clung to that warm, solid presence when I felt his tip pressing into me. He was slow about it, thank the Gods, because even if the man was proportionate for a canine, he was still far larger a person than I.


    I won't lie and say it didn't hurt a bit, at first. It had been some time for me, for one, but also, I would never entirely forget the demons of my past, when it came to this. So, some of it was probably residual pain stemming from memories, not the present. It's hard to say.


    But the pain faded to a low, aching, and somewhat satisfying burn before long, and the feeling of being full was something my body had been wanting for too long for it to be unpleasant. I gave a breathless, satisfied sigh as I slowly began to accommodate him, and the vibration of a rumble through the wolfhound's chest answered mine. When he'd filled me all he could, he let himself remain deep inside me for a time and his shoulders loosened from their rigid stance, his head dropping into my clavicle as some of the tension drained from his body. Neither of us said anything, but we basked in a moment of mutual satisfaction that didn't really need words. Just an overwhelming sense of well-being, and a promise of relief to come.


    I stroked my hands slowly up and down his back, threading them through fur and following the arch of his spine, and he reciprocated by tracing the curve of my body from hip to thigh with his good hand. He lifted his head enough for a moment that we caught one another's gaze, and I was glad that we were able to do so without feeling the need to look away. I think that's probably the true test of whether or not you want to be with the person you're being intimate with. . . or if you just wanted intimacy, and it didn't matter who it was with.


    We were both aware of who our lover was, and that might have seemed obvious, but sometimes it really wasn't.


    I dug my toes gently into his calves as my body gripped his in every conceivable way, and he let slip a gruff rumble as he began to pull from me for the first time. I half-panted a moan, feeling the same tight pressure he was, if even more acutely. What he may not have realized, judging by the concern that passed over his features, was that I was enjoying it. If I did anything, I never did it halfway. This wouldn't have been enjoyable to me if there wasn't at least some challenge involved.


    Thankfully, the wolfhound was not a man in need of constant reassurance. Rather than asking me if I was alright, or stalling mid-coitus to question whether or not we should be doing this at all, he only slowed his pace some, and took the next stroke a bit slower. The hand that had been stroking running soft circles around my hip moved lower to slip between my legs, and he brushed his thumb lazily over my bud, in time with the easy motions of his hips.


    It was all I could do to keep breathing. Beyond the fact that I hadn't done this in a very long time, I was overwhelmed with both how excited, and how relaxed, this was all making me feel. It was a staggering bevy of mixed body signals. My heart was thudding in my chest from arousal, punctuated by every deliberate, well-placed stroke of his thumb sending occasional jolts through my nerves. But the remaining twinge of pain, and the slow build of pressure inside me from receiving the man's patient, steady thrusts was a more distant promise, and one I very badly wanted to see delivered.


    As if sensing my thoughts, the wolfhound growled a whispered, “Don't hold back,” against my ear.


    I shook my head, gasping. “. . . d-don't want it to be over. . . so soon. . . .” I moaned, an edge of embarrassment in my voice. I was all about equality for women, and I figured that meant I should be held to the same standard a man would be here.


    He only chuckled. “I'll hardly be offended. . . it's actually rather encouraging,” he murmured with a nip at my earlobe, which he couldn't know was such a sensitive spot for me, but it was. I gasped again, this time with a soft whine beneath it.


    “Besides,” the man continued in that same deep, compelling brogue I realized now I'd probably always found enticing, “we have all night.”


    His words sunk into me with all the promise and want they were likely intended to, and I knew with a fluttering in my belly that I'd hit a tipping point. Unwilling to let the inevitable surrender of my body fizzle like popping coals in a futile attempt to stave it off any longer, I instead rode the next wave of pleasure that came, and rolled my hips up into his, encouraging him to take me through it with more fervor. And he didn't disappoint.


    I tipped my head back against the rough sheets and squeezed my eyes shut as his thrusts answered the roll of my hips at an increased pace, and he seemed to know I could take them harder- wanted them harder – so he was outright rutting into me when I came. My body felt like it was winding to a crescendo in those last few seconds, and when the pleasure slammed into me, it was like a wave breaking.


    “Gods-!” I cried out, and then I was gripping at him, in every sense of the word, for dear life. It felt too good to feel ashamed that it had come so fast, too intensely-satisfying to doubt that it had been right to surrender. I was nearly numb in the wake of it, but I could sense at least that he'd begun to slow. Not stop entirely, but his thrusts were leveling out to a much easier pace, now.


    When I looked up, though, he didn't look calm anymore. His eyes were nearly shut to slits, and a breath was barely escaping from between his teeth. He was still looking down at me, but the light was only barely catching in his dark eyes. 'Smoldering' would not be too dramatic a term.


    “Don't stop. . .” I half-panted, half-begged.


    He shook his head. “No intention to. . .” he gave a tense groan, “. . . you're just. . .hard to move in, when you're like this. . . .”


    I opened my muzzle to say something, but he interrupted me with a low chuckle and leaned down to nuzzle me. “I meant that in the best way, I assure you,” he promised me.


    I soft purred against his nose, and I felt him smile. Then he was sheathing himself to the hilt in me again, and my breath caught in my throat. I'd. . . never really gone much further past this point, before, and I'd thought that from here on out, I'd pretty much just be a vessel for him to find his own pleasure in. But that wasn't the message I was getting from my body.


    I experimentally rolled my hips up into his, both to encourage him and to see how well I could do it. I was a proactive woman, but when it came to sex, I'd never really had the chance to do much more than receive. That needed to change, and considering I'd initiated. . . nay, even pushed for. . . this encounter, I couldn't imagine a better time than now.


    He growled into my collarbone, and I shivered. It could be hard to tell the pleasurable growls from the more possessive, dominant ones, when it came to canines. But in this case, it almost felt as though it had been both. Like he was reminding me not to subvert his authority here, but unable to stop himself from enjoying it. It felt strangely empowering.


    So, of course, I did it again.


    This time he nipped at my neck, but I was establishing a rhythm here, and as soon as he began pushing back into it, neither of us could argue it was working for us. His hips met mine in steady, deepening thrusts, as I grew accustomed to answering him with a pace of my own. I almost hate to make the comparison, because it seems so trite, but. . . it really was like riding a horse. I had to match his rhythm with my own, and that meant answering his body's movements.


    Which of course meant I was paying more attention to his body than I had been before. I loved listening to him drag in harsh breaths as his thrusts slowed whenever he pulled out, my body wanting to pull him back in. I loved feeling the slight tremors passing down his spine, usually followed by a hitch in breath, and a harder nuzzle at my neck. I dug my fingers into his hips, both to follow their pace more easily, and as an anchor.


    As his pace began to heighten, to answer my own undulations almost faster than I could follow, he rumbled something against my neck I didn't catch. It didn't sound like Amurescan words I knew, and that wasn't all that common these days. Being as surrounded by it as I'd been over the last few months, I'd gotten a pretty good grip on the language.


    “. . . hmmm?” I purred against his neck, smiling serenely. My body felt easier now. . . not wound-up and tense as it has been when I'd been on the edge of my release. I'd never really felt this way before. . . for better or for worse, all of my past experiences had been far more brief. . . so I was curious what might happen.


    When he didn't answer me, I nuzzled up beneath his throat, purring curiously. He hadn't said much this whole time, so if he was saying anything now, I wanted to know what.


    He nuzzled me back, easing his strokes some, and I was briefly amazed this could feel so casual. . . so relaxing. But then he murmured something again, and again, I didn't catch it, and this time I pressed my nose to his and chuckled breathlessly. “What on earth are you saying?” I asked, almost hiccuping as I caught my breath with a more eager thrust than the rest.


    “. . . it's Amuraic. . . .” he murmured, burying his nose against my clavicle again. “Language of the old scripture. Don't worry. . . .”


    I couldn't hold back the light laugh at that, clutching at his back and squeezing my legs around him. “Are you,” I panted, “talking dirty to me. . . in a holy tongue?”


    He paused enough at that that I highly suspected I'd guessed right.


    When I started giggling, he pulled up and looked down at me for a few moments with an arched eyebrow, as if I'd been the one who'd broken the moment by doing something silly. I was about to point this out to him, when he simply pulled from me, took hold of my hips, and turned me onto my belly. I gave a soft noise of surprise, but then he entered me again, and all I could do was moan and dig my claws into the rough blankets.


    Unsurprisingly, this felt a lot more intense, and I found myself bracing against his thrusts. It was also a whole lot more fulfilling, in a way that felt almost primal. I couldn't stop the sighs escaping me from becoming full-throated moans, but I saw no need to hold back, so I didn't. It must have been encouraging for him, because he began taking me harder. . . but it still wasn't enough. I felt greedy, but I softly begged for more, nonetheless. Shame had no place here.


    I gave a sharp exhale into the blankets beneath me, my nose pressed down hard into the rough cotton. Almost impossibly, I felt. . . .


    My feet dug in against the blankets and I groaned, arching my back and pressing my hips back into him. We were at a feverish pitch now, but I'd never felt this unhinged before, and it felt amazing. I knew, if he could just give me a little bit more. . . .


    “Don't stop-!” I begged through a gasp. I could hear his strained breaths, and knew he had to be poised on the edge, himself, but that selfish desire was still there and I couldn't fight it. I just needed-


    The man gave a deep, guttural growl, and suddenly, I felt him butting up against me with something far thicker. I'd almost forgotten, and I'd told myself I was prepared, but the feel of him pushing his knot slowly into me was – first intimidating – and then all at once, intensely-satisfying. It was so much thicker. . . on the edge of painful, but so fulfilling.


    My heart sped and I toppled into a release so sudden, and so powerful, I momentarily forgot how to breathe. A year ago, I'd never known my body could do this, and now, I'd learned something yet again.


    It was even better the second time around.


    I felt warmth filling me, and his body slumping over mine, muzzle pressing into the back of my neck. He was still a very quiet man, but I could feel the rumble of a groan in his chest, as his body emptied into mine. I purred softly in return, rubbing my hips back against his. I could feel the relief in his body, echoed in mine, but it seemed almost more profound for him. The tension, the rigidity I'd felt in him before, was slowly draining away. I wanted to turn over and wrap my arms around him, but I knew full well we'd be trapped like this for a little while. Still, his muzzle had nuzzled in over my shoulder to press against my cheek, and that was enough.


    “. . . you'd better not fall asleep like that,” I warned him, at length.


    His chest rumbled with a chuckle, and he nosed my cheek. “Of course not. That wouldn't be very gentlemanlike.”


    I smiled. “You actually are a real 'gentleman'. That word translates. . . very literally, but I've always assumed that's not exactly what it meant. I think I have a slightly better idea now.”


    “I'll take that as a compliment,” he murmured.


    “You should,” I said with a soft whuff of laughter, “I didn't even know I could do that twice.”


    “Takes patience,” the man replied. “And. . . experience. Young men rarely possess either, let alone both. Not that I'm boasting. It's just one of the few benefits that comes with age.”


    “Boast if you want,” I muttered, closing my eyes. “I think you've earned it.”


    The man was silent for a little while. Then, at length, he murmured, “I was. You just don't know Amuraic.”


    I elbowed him, and he grunted in mock annoyance, and nuzzled me harder. I laughed and tried to wiggle away from him, and finally, with a release that made me gasp, felt him pop free. The wolfhound gave a soft groan, and slid himself entirely free of me slowly, before pausing for a few moments and giving a concerned, “Ah. . . don't move yet. . . .”


    I peered over my shoulder curiously, and saw him leaning over to reach for the chair where he'd folded his clothing, pausing a moment before choosing his shirt, and handing it to me, looking a bit embarrassed for the first time.


    “. . . I doubt you want to sleep in it,” he said by way of explanation, having trouble meeting my eyes.


    It took me a moment to grasp his meaning, until I felt it, and then I blanched and laughed awkwardly, cleaning myself up some with the sacrificial garment. I felt a little bad, but he had given it to me. And he was sort of responsible for. . . well. . . .


    “Don't worry about it,” he said, as though sensing my thoughts. He took the shirt back from me and threw into the pile of clothing on the chair. “I needed to wash it, anyway.”


    By the time he turned to look back down at me, I was up on my elbows, smiling at him. He slowly smiled back.


    “Thank you,” he murmured.


    “You don't have to thank me,” I replied. “This has been extremely mutual, I promise you.”


    “Thank you. . . for pushing me, then,” he said after a few moments. “I've gotten stubborn in my years. I've. . .” he glanced down for a few moments, his tone dropping. “I've never stopped. . . loving her. But. . . I knew a long time ago that holding on to solitude wasn't strictly the best way to honor her memory. I knew it. But I couldn't push myself past my own barriers.”


    “I have a certain skill for pushing down barriers,” I admitted.


    “I think 'pushing' is too gentle a word for it,” he replied, with an arched eyebrow. “ 'Demolishing'. . . might be more apt.”


    “Nothing needs to change between us,” I said. “I mean it. I'm. . . fine with just this. I don't think I want anything more than occasional comfort from a man right now, anyway. I. . .” I paused, “. . . I have my own. . . memories. . . I'm trying to make peace with. And I'm not certain I'll ever move on from them, to be honest. From him.”


    He looked somewhat sad at that, and leaned down to brush a hand through my mane, gently. “You're young,” he said, “don't say that. You have time.”


    “If your wife had died when you were young, would you have been able to move on from her?” I asked him. It wasn't a challenge. I just honestly wanted an answer.


    He looked painfully uncertain at that. And then less so. “. . . no,” he said after a few moments. “I don't think I would have. I'll always love her. Sometimes two people are meant to be together, and there is quite literally no one else in the world who could fill that void.” He looked down at me. “It saddens me to think you might have had so little time with the man you were destined for, though.”


    I swallowed, and nodded into the blanket. “. . . me, too,” I murmured.


    I lay there for less than a few seconds before I felt the weight of him settling down beside me. He wrapped his arms around me. . . even the one in the brace, and pressed his muzzle against the nape of my neck, tugging me in close against his chest. I eagerly accepted being held, and turned, so I could nestle into him more completely. His fur was warm, and now it smelled like the both of us. I closed my eyes and tried to focus on the feeling of having him there, of being in someone's arms, of not being alone.


    And it really did help. It really did. It wasn't just because we had so much in common. It wasn't just because I knew he understood my pain.


    Mostly, it was because I knew that tonight, I wouldn't be sleeping alone. Wouldn't be dreaming alone. And that small comfort made warmth blossom in my chest, made everything just feel. . . better.


    I fell asleep faster than I had in months.


    


    


    I woke unexpectedly at some point too early in the morning for much light to be entering through the window, the chill of the night's cold still in the air. At some point while we'd been asleep, the small blanket we'd been sharing had shifted, bunching up underneath the sleeping wolfhound's shoulder. I shifted in the near-dark, trying to tug some of it free, when I noticed he was actually moving in his sleep.


    It must have been unconscious, because it wasn't like the easy movements that came with a person waking. He was more. . . twitching, his arm shuddering against the bedspread. I could only imagine that's why the blanket had shifted.


    I slowly reached for him, intending to ease some of the blanket free, or if I accidentally woke him, at least wake him gently. Unfortunately, that's not what happened.


    I knew the second he woke, because his body stiffened before his eyes even opened, and before I could so much as open my mouth to speak, one of those broad, powerful paws I'd been admiring the night before was on my throat, shoving me down forcefully into the bed. I twisted instinctively, before he could pin me, and rolled with his weight, the momentum working against him.


    He had me on strength and I knew he wasn't lucid yet. I maintained my calm enough not to try to breathe yet, because I knew it wouldn't do any good. Right now he was just holding me. . . if I struggled he might squeeze. But I could black out if this got serious, so, before he could turn the tables on me and with a silent apology, I grabbed his injured wrist and twisted.


    The pain brought clarity to his eyes, and I stopped twisting as soon as I saw the blank stare transform to one of horror. He recoiled from me like I was on fire, and stumbled back on his rear, off the edge of the bed. I sat up, watching him stumble through half-asleep apologies, before I narrowed my eyes and launched myself at him, landing with my knees on his chest, and pinning him to the ground, hard.


    “Before you start moaning and groaning out apologies and swearing you'll never touch me again,” I growled, “I would like to remind you,” I punctuated the last two words with a hard shove, “that I can kick your ass now, and every day of the week. I am not afraid of you.” I snarled down at him, to make my point. “Or your demons. So no whining about how you could have hurt me tonight, got it? I can handle you. I can handle this. I am fine.”


    I leaned back up, slowly releasing my hands from his shoulders. He'd fallen silent, looking up at me with wide, shocked eyes.


    “So,” I said a bit more softly, “were you going to apologize to me?”


    The man blinked slowly, and then in a subdued, but quietly amazed tone, murmured, “. . . no?”


    “That's what I thought,”I said with a triumphant smile, my tail thrashing against his stomach. I took a long, deep breath, and blew it out slowly. “My heart's. . . beating really fast,” I admitted with a slight laugh, at length. “Hell of a way to wake up in the morning.”


    “It wouldn't have been my preference,” he admitted.


    I glanced down at the wolfhound, still pinned beneath me. It occurred to me then that we were both still very much nude.


    “Hey,” I said with a sly smile, leaning slowly down over him. “I didn't hurt your wrist too bad, did I?”


    “No, it was just. . . alarming,” he said, flexing it some. “It's mostly healed, anyway. I can probably remove the brace today.”


    “Good,” I smirked, “because that was. . . actually kind of exciting. Do you. . . um. . . .”


    The wolfhound looked at me incredulously. “I. . . was having a fairly vivid nightmare,” he stated. “I don't know-”


    “Can't think of any better way to get your mind off of that,” I countered, and he didn't seem to have an argument for that. When I began nosing my way down his abdomen, he still seemed on the edge of uncertainty, though, so I murmured, “You know, the longer we delay getting out of bed, the longer I can delay returning to the Manoratha.”


    The wolfhound glared at the window, at that, as though he could see the Privateer from here. Then he reached down, took me by the shoulders and rolled me back onto the bed, moving over me.


    “In that case,” he said, matter-of-factly, “you should stay the day.”


    I laughed, and smiled. “That sounds good.”
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