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About the story:

Luke and Alphonse, that unlikely pair of lovers, are still in a relationship. But Luke wonders if it's just about good sex for high-powered Alfie. They still have conflicts. Alphonse is busy a lot, and sometimes Luke wonders if he actually cares at all. 

Life has a way of testing relationships: when Luke loses his job, when the two disagree about getting a dog, when Luke's life ends up in danger from the heartless use of magic. It's going to matter a lot, knowing whether they can count on each other — whether they love each other. One thing's for sure — with Luke's luck lately, he needs someone he can count on, someone who cares about him more than anything. He really wants it to be Alphonse. 

Length: 34,000 words 

Heat level: spicy 

Takes place after "Through the Window" and contains characters from that story and "Jude's Magic."
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by Hollis Shiloh

"We should get a dog."

We all looked at Jude when he said those wistful words.

The four of us were walking in the park on a Sunday afternoon,  just two cousins and their boyfriends.  Jude and Ferrous, arm in arm, confident and sweet and deferential with each other.  Me and Alphonse, barely looking at each other.

I was almost half a pace behind, dragging along.  There didn't seem to be quite enough room on the path without bumping elbows with Alfie, and neither of us was really in the mood.

It was hard being public for both of us, I think.  I'd never had the shy confidence and happiness in being publicly together that Jude and his boyfriend seemed to have together.  I eyed their backs almost resentfully.  They'd been talking happily the whole walk, while Alfie had barely said a word to me.  He'd barely even looked at me.

I suppose I was no better, shoving my hands in my pockets, lagging behind, trying to look tough and not like I'd rather be anywhere else, even though I would.

"Why's that?" asked Alfie now.  He liked Jude.  He was fond of Jude.  

Everybody liked Jude.  I did too.  He was one of my best friends.  But sometimes I resented how easy he seemed to find it — letting people know how he felt, showing kindness, letting on when he cared about something.  I wasn't good at any of that.

"Oh, I think a dog always makes a place feel more like home, don't you?"

He sounded shy and nervous now.  Had he meant the words for Ferr only?  Despite everything, Jude still got skittish around my boyfriend sometimes.

Alfie, Ferr's cousin, could be pretty fierce.  He was wearing his near-permanent scowl now.  The man was a learned lawyer, a tough guy of the first water, and his glares could wither at thirty paces.  He could be so above it all and disdainful.

He also had the best shoulders I'd ever seen on a non-boxer.  He was tall and strong and commanding and gorgeous, and I couldn't resist him.  He was my catnip — when he wasn't driving me crazy.  And sometimes even when he was.

We'd both been making an effort, learning how to get along and communicate with each other.  Still, I wouldn't go so far as to say either one of us was exactly good at it.  We had good sex, we cared about each other, we were pretty committed.  Hell, I'd moved in permanently and he'd stopped trying to get me to quit boxing.

It was serious, the real deal — I think.  But here, walking nearly a pace behind the other three, I wasn't sure I fit or even wanted to.  I felt itchy inside, the way I did when I really needed to hit something, take it out on a punching bag or go several rounds in the ring.  Or maybe have hot, sweaty sex with my boyfriend bending me over some furniture.  We liked that.  

But this?  Walking, in public?  It was almost too much for me.

And I didn't know why.  I could go into the ring and be all stone-faced and tough while people I didn't know and would never meet called me every name imaginable from the sidelines — not a few about my sexual preferences and rich boyfriend — but this was almost harder.

I caught the eye of a passing man in a hat — wealthier than I was, not as rich as Alfie and Ferr — and gave him a hard look.  He glanced away quickly, but not before he'd read the situation as more than friendship between at least some of us.  And that made me feel so itchy and exposed and raw and embarrassed.

I shouldn't care.  But I did.  I just wanted out of this park and away from staring eyes, public displays of affection, and fucking pleasant Sunday walks.

A girl in a fluttery white dress and delicate lacy hat walked past, holding her hat on with one hand.  She was walking a dog with fluffy hair, a golden retriever.  We all looked.  She turned slightly pink in the face, her movements slightly more elegant and refined as she grew aware of our eyes; she didn't exactly mind the attention.  Most of us were pretty good-looking — Ferrous with his strong, practical, handsome features, Jude with his more delicate, dreamy good looks, and my boyfriend, with his titan frame and perfect face.

Once again, I didn't quite fit.  I wasn't really anything to write home about.  A boxer, and not even a big one at that.  

"A dog like that," said Jude softly after she left.  "It looked so sweet."

I thought of something.  Every day when I went for boxing practice in the mornings, in the wee hours before it was even light . . .   Well, almost every day... 

"There's a dog I see sometimes," I said before my brain could catch up with my big mouth.  "He howls something lonesome when I walk past."

They all cast me quick glances.  

"We could get him free, and—"  I stopped talking as my brain caught up.

Oh.  These weren't the kind of guys who took dogs that seemed lonesome and neglected by their owners.  I had imagined myself slipping past the fence, tugging the rope off the guard dog, and smuggling him out and home for Jude to coddle and feed.  

"What kind of dog?" asked Alphonse, making an effort.  I could see the stress lines on his forehead; he was as done with this walk as I was.

"Um."  I tried to think.  "Probably boxer."  And a lot of other stuff.  "Boxer, maybe."

I could imagine Alfie's nostril flare of disdain when he saw the dog.  I regretted mentioning it now.  I felt sorry for the mutt.  I slipped him a chunk of my lunch sometimes.  He wasn't getting fed enough.  He was one of those half-grown, hangdog, long-legged and clumsy things that hadn't yet grown into his paw size — a dog of indeterminate heritage, wanting very much for someone to take pity on him and love him instead of making him guard a home.

I felt disloyal being like this, ready to change the subject already.  Jude was looking at me like he saw more than I liked.  "Do you think you could buy it?" he asked me gently, giving me an encouraging smile.  "I'm sure we have room.  He could sleep in the kitchen, don't you think, Ferr?"

He turned to look up at his boyfriend, confident of encouragement and support.

I didn't look at Alfie.

"We don't need a dog," said Alphonse firmly, cutting in before Ferr could speak.

"It's a big house," said Ferr mildly, but he wasn't invested either way at the moment.  He didn't really care, although he wouldn't mind if Jude wanted a dog.

And Jude only wanted one because he'd seen a pretty thing in the park.  He wouldn't want my scrawny, sad boxer-mix when he saw it, too awkward and ungainly and uncertain.  He was only jumping on it because he wanted to protect me.

Odd that the delicate, shy magician wanted to protect the tough, scruffy boxer, but that was Jude for you.  A gentle guy and a good one.  Sometimes I wished I was half as good and kind, and half as in tune with my feelings or other people's.

Instead, I did stupid things, waited till I was desperate to make any changes, and made my living punching things and people for others' amusement.

And I liked my job.  It was the only thing I had ever excelled at, the one place I couldn't be bested — because even when I lost, just fighting my hardest proved something.  And, love me or hate me, I was the center of attention for many, many people for at least a brief time.  

When I did win?  That was the biggest rush.  Nobody's words meant a damn thing then.  Where I began or where I ended, or who I loved — I was the winner, the best at that moment in time, and nobody could take it away from me.

It didn't matter if I had a lesser education, a rich boyfriend that everybody thought I lived off, or had grown up dirt poor and in many ways still was.  I was the winner, and with my gloved hand in the air, I knew they all just had to take it.  I was better than any of them, for one moment at least.

Ferr cast me a mild look as Jude clasped his arm.  I didn't know what Jude had seen in my face, and I don't think Ferr did either.  He glanced at Jude, not understanding.

Now Alfie looked at me for the first time.  "We don't need a dog," he said, sounding incensed.  His eyebrows — powerful things, strong and good-looking and extremely expressive — seemed to quirk in just the way that demanded I agree with him and not be ridiculous.

"Nope," I said with a sigh.  "After all, you've got me."

Alfie gave an irritated sigh.  "Don't be foolish."

Jude's lips parted, and then he shut his mouth again, looking torn and troubled.  

"Come on, let's finish this walk," said Alfie.  In that I agreed with him wholeheartedly.  He probably just wanted to get back and finish some work he had on his desk, and not just get away from this public display of . . . whatever it was, the way I did.

After all, he fit here, whoever he was and whatever he did.  I never had, or would.

We walked back the rest of the way in silence, or nearly.  Jude and Ferr talked a little, rather low.  I didn't tune my ears to listen, just paid attention to the green trees and the birds in them, bored and fed up.  

"Why don't you just go home?" asked Alfie.

I looked at him, shocked.  Did he mean — he wouldn't break up with me like that, surely?  Surely not.

He gave me an irritated look, but an honest one, almost humble-looking — for him.  "You could jog," he said.  "I can see you don't want to be here."

Oh.  Imagine that; he was being generous, not trying to break up with me.  I should have expected better of him.  That jump of fear was disloyal of me.  Still, my heart pounded erratically from the fright.  I nodded and began to jog in place.  

"See you later?" I asked him, our code for, "Do you want to have sex tonight?"

He made an irritated grimace, his excuse face.  "I have a lot to finish up."

So maybe next time you should do it instead of agreeing to a walk you don't want anyway.  I didn't say it, just nodded and bit my lip, then took off, heading straight through the park, scattering pigeons as I jogged off.

Things to do.  I could get in some training.

I thought of that dog again.  I'd had no clear plan before Jude spoke, and I had none now either.  A person didn't just go stealing dogs, not if you were an adult.  Feeding him once in a while, scratching his ears — those were okay.  But now I felt guilty, like that wasn't enough.  And sort of raw inside, like I'd taken a kidney blow.

It hurt, and I didn't know why.  I tried not to think about it as I ran.  But that imagined, miserable howl of the dog being left behind echoed in my brain, distressing and too real.

My feet pounded the ground, a comforting reality even when it hurt my soles.  I huffed air as I ran, pacing myself, enjoying the ability to do something finally instead of just tailing along.  And if anybody stared at me now, it was for good reasons, I figured.

I got back to their home — the place Ferr and Alfie had inherited from their grandfather.  They shared it, because the old man's will had said they had to until one of them got married.  They weren't allowed to just sell it and divide the proceeds.  The one who married got everything.

Instead of inspiring the competition he'd hoped for, they'd stayed true to themselves and each other, setting up home in the old mansion.  It was far too big for their needs, even when they kept on the people who'd worked there for their grandfather and were now getting older.  

I thought that was good of them.  Work is hard enough to find when you're young.

With the windows open and the sun shining, it was a nice place.  Kind of too fancy, but nice.  The warm wooden walls, rich rugs, huge windows, and hushed air could be comfortable.  Other times, it wasn't: looking at old paintings on the wall (not worth anything, just ancestors), or the silverware that was so old it was beginning to wear away and was still worth more than I'd earn in a month or more.  It could be intimidating.

The huge rooms lay silent and empty most of the year.  I got the heebie-jeebies walking past empty parts of the house.  It's not so much that I got turned around — I never truly got lost — it was just a feeling that I had, a sudden constriction of the throat and a rising panic in my chest, like I was trapped here in this dead place, like a moth behind glass.

I much preferred to be in the library or kitchen.  The library was where Alfie worked.  It had a nice couch for stretching out in front of the fire, reading or napping — or doing other things together.  I was quite content to laze on the couch or the thick rug while he finished up some work and then joined me.  It was more my size of room, still rich and handsome, but with slightly worn furniture, a window out onto the street, and a cozy fireplace.

The kitchen was great, too, with its heavy, scarred old wooden table, the icebox, the huge sink, the quiet comfort of food and the clean great space of the scarred wooden floor.

Now, I went there first thing.  The people who worked for Alfie and Ferr always had Sunday off, so I didn't have to worry about answering to anybody or getting help.  I moved straight to the icebox and got myself some buttermilk.  It was refreshing after my run.  I washed it down with a little water from the sink, rinsed my glass, and left it along the sideboard.

The door opened and someone walked in.  Heavy footsteps, but not my Alfie's.  In the dimness of the kitchen, where everything always seemed quieter and more thoughtful to me — and where I hadn't bothered turning a light on — they sounded more important somehow, as if heavy with meaning.

I turned to see Joe Roshe entering the room.  He was the policeman who worked with Jude.  Jude's subtle, sensitive magic was able to detect things like intent to harm, technical stuff that helped the police out.

I gave the man a nod, and he returned it.  "They're on a walk," I said, in case he'd come to see Jude.

He just nodded and pulled out a chair, sat down.  

"Buttermilk?" I offered.  I felt like a fraud playing host in this home, and Joe had been in their lives longer than I had, after all, but it seemed like the polite thing to do.

"I'd rather have some coffee," he said.  "But don't worry, I'll make it."

I nodded and started to leave the room.  Not that I had anything to do, particularly.  I hated quiet Sunday afternoons when there was nothing interesting happening and you felt like you should be glad for the rest, but somehow never could be unless you were doing something — even if that was just reading or sleeping.  I hated nothingness.  I needed to do something.

I wished Alfie had wanted to have sex.  It always made the day more interesting — something to look forward to, something we'd both enjoy and that would leave us feeling connected, bonded more closely.

Though he made his living as a lawyer, and a damned good one at that, Alphonse had magic in him.  Pretty strong stuff.  He'd never used it in the magical boxing circuit as his cousin had done, but he'd used it to protect and guard his family and friends, keep the house secure, and who knew what else,  He seemed
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