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All This Damn Gravity

by shukyou (主教)

illustrated by 2013

The date had been marked on Zoey’s calendar for … well, it’d been a while, actually; orbits were predictable like that. But for the last seventeen trips around the moon, she’d been counting down with bated breath, going to bed every night with the quiet excitement of knowing that every sleep brought her one cycle closer to the date.

Not that dates really meant anything out here, nor calendars, at least not in the Earth sense. A display above her workstation kept a Universal Time Clock running, which she could use to calculate what time it was right now on any city on Earth, in case she desperately needed to know. She didn’t. Bravo Orbital Research 15 (abbreviated BOR15, which Zoey insisted on pronouncing like “Boris” even when her supervisors emphatically did not) circled quietly around Lamassu IV’s seventh moon, which itself rotated and revolved at speeds that had nothing to do with traditional Sol-based measurements of time. Thus, Zoey had acclimated herself almost completely to a schedule that literally no one else in the universe kept.

“You going to be good while I’m gone?” she asked the rows of plants growing quietly along what sometimes seemed like every inch of flat surface. They didn’t respond, but it didn’t matter. It was still nice to know something living was going to be holding down the fort. And anyway, she was fairly certain the plants liked her, even if they didn’t have the clearest ways of showing it. She believed that they grew better when she sang to them, and she unrelatedly also refused to stop singing so she could have some control against which to measure this assertion.

She sang to them now as she prepared to leave, in fact — a snippet of a pop song that had come in with the last news/culture data packet. She’d barely paid attention to the words at the time, but the beat was stuck in her head, so she made up her own words as she pruned some dead leaves and tried to kill fourteen minutes and seventeen seconds: “Oh, all my greens are turnip greens, baby… You wanna touch my radishes but you can’t handle ’em… Hello, I’m your sexy potato…“

Okay, so her singing wasn’t that good. But the plants appreciated it, she knew. They had refined tastes, and also no ears.

She checked for the approximately eighty millionth time, just to make sure all BOR15’s autosystems were in place and running smoothly. Not that anyone would notice her absence — Lamassu IV was far enough out from the nearest broadcast point that the lag made synchronous communication with Earth impossible, so it wasn’t like anyone was going to call and expect an immediate response. But BOR15 was still both her workplace and her home, and she didn’t want anything happening to it while she stepped out.

Absently, Zoey let her fingers trace the small pouch strapped to her thigh. The material was thin enough that she could feel through it to its contents: a leather-bound paper journal and a pair of knit socks. They were Zoey’s first attempt at a pair of socks, and they were appropriately hideous, but it was the thought that counted.

At last, the computer sent out a little warning ping: five minutes to launch window. Zoey all but bolted for the capsule airlock, heaving herself with such enthusiasm that she overcorrected in the zero-gravity environment and went flailing toward the far wall. Thank heavens she caught herself before the spinach could suffer the ill effects of her poor aim. She righted herself and floated right back to the airlock, then slipped right through.

BOR15 wasn’t huge, but at least the dozen separate compartments that formed its structure gave a sense of space and distinction. The capsule was tiny, barely big enough for a single seat and four cargo chests. Three of the ones loaded into place at the moment were empty; the fourth contained some of Zoey’s harvest, packed tight so it didn’t bruise in transit. Zoey took a deep breath as she strapped herself in. “Computer, time to launch,” she said.

“Time to launch, one minute nineteen seconds,” read back a tinny voice. Zoey actually didn’t like talking to the computer, but sometimes it was faster than figuring out which of the hundred screens around her had the relevant information.

“Update and confirm synchro window,” Zoey said.

“Synchro window, seventy-four minutes.”

Ten minutes there, ten minutes back — that left less than an hour total that they’d be together. It was different every time, depending on about a dozen different apogees and perigees and altitudes and aptitudes and other calculations Zoey left to computers. Most times it was longer. Once it had been decadently long — twenty-seven Sol hours, long enough that Zoey had actually slept over on Amphivena. She’d brought a toothbrush and everything.

“Commencing launch in ten, nine…” As the computer made its countdown, Zoey took a deep breath and held it in. The force of ignition pushed it right back out of her, shoving her back against the chair. She couldn’t even see Amphivena ahead of her yet, nor did any of the capsule windows give a view of BOR15 behind her. She might as well have been adrift in the deep dark.

That was fine. She was used to being alone. She’d been on BOR15 for nearly four Sol years now, and two different one-year deep-space postings before that. Before anyone would send someone out to a solo post, they made that candidate take a week’s worth of psychological tests about everything from traumatic incidents to pet peeves. Zoey had passed them all with flying colors, hitting the Goldilocks window of someone who liked people enough not to be a misanthropic recluse, but could get along without them for long stretches between contact.

The latest of those stretches was about to end. As the light of the Lamassan sun caught its panels, Amphivena sparkled in the night like a star. Its rotational motion made Zoey think of little ballerinas in old-fashioned music boxes, turning with impossible — and impossibly slow — precision. The computer automatically set the capsule’s rotation to match the larger ship’s as Zoey came in for docking. Zoey kept her eyes shut during that transition; she couldn’t feel the difference, but to see the ship stop approaching and start spinning sideways? That was Nausea City, population Zoey.

There was a locking sound of metal clamps on metal slots, followed by a depressurization hiss that whooshed her shaggy hair into her face. She stood up — and immediately felt yanked right back down into her seat. Fucking centripetal force. Amphivena‘s slow spin kept things just shy of Earth conditions on the ship’s outer ring, but even here in the relatively weightless docking core, Zoey could feel her own mass dragging her down. She tried again, feeling like a newborn foal. Her legs shook, but they held.

As the capsule doors open, Zoey was greeted with the sight of the loaders. The metal arms clamped the four cargo boxes and hauled them out of the ship with mechanical efficiency. They pulled away like a curtain, revealing a slight, dark-haired woman in a jumpsuit. She nudged her glasses up her nose; her eyes were slightly unfocused in the way she got when she was reading the display information projected inside. “There’s a weakness in the capsule fuel line,” Tia said with a frown. “This synchro window won’t be long enough to do anything about it. I can have repairs ready next time, but don’t overburn in the interim.”

“Wasn’t planning to,” Zoey said, focusing on putting one foot in front of the other as she walked from the capsule to the dock. Around her the loaders were humming and whirling in their own strange ballet, a precision dance that would have her loaded up with enough supplies to last the months-long stretch until BOR15 and Amphivena spun respectively into their next synchro window.

Tia nodded, still scanning readouts Zoey couldn’t see. “Upload steady at … eight percent?” She peered over the tops of her lenses. “Why’s the data packet three times its usual size?”

“The bok choy had a lot to say!” Zoey quipped, in a way she chose to believe made Tia smile on the inside. “Also, it’s got a full systems scan. CO2 reclamation has been giving me all kinds of fits. Figure I’ll need a full maintenance crew visit somewhere in the next eighty-something orbits.” Zoey wasn’t so much looking forward to having a bunch of people and machines poking through her space and disturbing the seedlings, but when it came to breathing, you had to do what you had to do.

Tia’s dark eyes widened in concern. “You going to be okay out there?” she asked, her voice losing some of its mechanically efficient edges.

“Hey, you know me and the green stuff. We’re tough. We’ll be fine.” Zoey shot her the most charming grin she had in her arsenal; she was rewarded by the way Tia pressed her lips together and averted her gaze, her cheeks a little pink. Tia had taken those same psychological tests and had come out with similar scores, though not along identical axes. People did well on their own for all kinds of reasons. “Oh, speaking of the green stuff, don’t let them restack those containers until you check them. One’s got at least a couple salads for you.”

Of course the loaders wouldn’t have treated full containers like empty ones, but Zoey still wanted some credit for the gift. “That’s very thoughtful,” Tia said without taking her eyes off the console in front of her, though the corners of her mouth turned up in her sweet little smile.

Gratified, Zoey shrugged as she leaned against the far wall, trying to play cool despite her shaky legs. “It’s the least I can do, you know? Can’t get all your calories from bars. Except no peas this time. I tried! Something about this new hybrid doesn’t take well to solar radiation, so we’ll have to try again after we urk–“

Her sentence was abruptly truncated by a sudden yank, courtesy of Tia’s hand fisted in the front of Zoey’s jumpsuit. Zoey barely had time to register Tia’s movement before Zoey was moving right along with her, dragged down the walkway to the lift. If Tia hadn’t been holding her up, Zoey might have pitched ass-over-nose-cone and wound up sprawled across the metal grate beneath her. For as slight as she looked in her loose-fitting jumpsuit, Tia was a powerhouse who had more than once gotten Zoey completely off her feet, even in near-full gravity. As though Zoey needed more things to make her knees weak.

For all Amphivena‘s size, relatively little of it was made for humans. Where Zoey had her plants for company, Tia had cargo and machines. Zoey knew Tia didn’t sing to them. Tia barely liked to talk when there was someone listening.

As soon as they were inside the small lift, Zoey was promptly sandwiched between the metal grate of the carriage’s walls and Tia’s strong body. Tia’s mouth was on hers, kissing her as Tia grabbed Zoey’s suit now with both fists. As shaky as Zoey felt beneath the growing G-forces, it was Tia who was holding on like she was afraid of what would happen if she let go.

“Miss me?” Zoey asked, smirking into the kiss.

“Forty-six minutes,” Tia said as the doors of the lift hissed open, revealing her small quarters. She stepped out and hauled Zoey along right after her.

Zoey wasn’t inclined to argue with Tia about any number of things, but especially not on this front. She wondered sometimes what Tia’s family and acquaintances would think if they could see her like this: hungry, bossy, adorably bent on taking charge of the situation. With absolute determination, Tia marched right past the small bed and straight to the bathroom. “What, do I smell?” Zoey laughed.

Tia didn’t answer, which Zoey supposed counted as a yes. Well, that was one — two, actually — of the hazards of zero-G horticulture: Every drop of water was vital to the plants, and there really wasn’t any way to make a shower spray fall without gravity.

Amphivena, however, had both water and gravity to spare. Kissing Zoey’s neck, Tia pushed open Zoey’s jumpsuit, then nudged it back off her shoulders and arms. Tia brought her arms back up Zoey’s middle, hooking her fingers underneath the elastic band of Zoey’s bra. Zoey reached obediently for the ceiling, letting Tia pull the soft cloth off of her. With a little shimmy, Zoey let the jumpsuit fall the rest of the way to the bathroom floor. She kicked off her boots and stepped out of her shorts, until she was completely naked. “Stinky girl, reporting for duty,” Zoey said with a wink, firing off a playful little salute.

Tia rolled her eyes and shoved Zoey backward, right into the shower stall. The water fired up immediately, hitting Zoey’s skin at a heavenly temperature. Zoey indulged for a moment, sticking her face right under the spray. The sanitation procedures she followed on BOR15 worked well enough, but there was something about real-life water that couldn’t be beat for just feeling clean.

Zoey raked her fingers through her sodden hair and slicked it back from her eyes. She needed a trim, but she also hated chasing little stray hairs around the compartment for days after. Maybe Tia could cut it this time for her, if they had time.

Any thoughts of asking, though, were cut off by the sight of Tia as she stepped naked into the spray. With her glasses gone and her hair down from its usual ponytail, her face looked softer, younger. She was lean but muscled, her body toned by the weight-lifting most deep-space travelers did for exercise. Zoey could see her a hundred times like this, she thought, and she’d never stop being gobsmacked by Tia’s beauty. “Hey, gorgeous,” Zoey said, trying to sound as suave as one could while also dripping wet and having recently been accused of being smelly.

Tia said nothing in response, but stepped inside the shower and pushed Zoey up against the back wall. Zoey happily let her — she would have let Tia do damn near anything, in fact, and loved every minute of it. Tia’s hands cupped Zoey’s breasts, catching her nipples between her thumbs and forefingers. She kissed Zoey as the water from the spray rolled down their faces.

It was a wonder to Zoey that the most beautiful woman she’d ever met treated Zoey like she was some sort of irresistible object. Maybe that was why they made such a good pair — Tia was something of an immovable force, after all. Quiet and stern, Tia burned inside in a way Zoey was certain by now only she got to see, and even that only when they could come together like this. “You’re so beautiful,” Zoey said right up against Tia’s mouth. “How are you so beautiful?”

Tia seemed to have no answer to this question. Instead, she drew her hands down Zoey’s body again, tracing the curves of Zoey’s flesh. One of Tia’s legs pressed up between Zoey’s, nudging them apart. Zoey was glad for the solid wall behind her, because otherwise, she would probably have fallen over. Holding her in place, Tia kissed down Zoey’s neck to her collarbone, then bent to take one of Zoey’s nipples into her mouth. Zoey squeaked as Tia first ran her tongue around the sensitive bud, then caught it lightly in her sharp little teeth. Zoey squirmed and squeezed her thighs tighter around Tia’s knee between them. It was a good thing they were already in the shower, because Zoey was going to need to be hosed down after this.

“I miss your mouth,” Zoey murmured, her words half-hidden beneath the sound of falling water. She stroked Tia’s wet hair as she talked, letting the dark strands curl between her fingers. “This is what I think about when you’re away. Your pretty little mouth and that pretty little tongue.”

Tia flicked that pretty little tongue right over the top of Zoey’s nipple, making Zoey moan. One of the benefits of being the only sentient beings on a ship was that noise was not a concern in moments like these. Neither machines nor vegetables were easily scandalized.

There was a vertical safety bar in the shower — presumably in case the ship’s rotation somehow stopped and down suddenly became a lot more arbitrary — that Zoey gripped, twining her forearm around it. She didn’t think of herself as an aggressive person, but she did tend to be a bit enthusiastic about … well, most things, really. And the thing about enthusiasm was, if you had it, most people just sort of let you take the lead wherever, including in bed.

Sex with Tia was a completely different experience for Zoey. Most of the time, she just held on tight and went wherever Tia wanted her. Often, Tia’s own pleasure was a complete afterthought; her gratification was in how she could make Zoey moan and writhe. She made Zoey think of giant undersea waves, deep things rolling whole kilometers high while the surface barely shifted. Her face was like that now, her eyes shut, droplets of water suspended in her thick lashes. The casual observer might have thought she was meditating, or even sleeping, were they somehow able to ignore the frankly obscene movements of her mouth against Zoey’s breast.

Then her fingers pressed between Zoey’s legs, sliding in where the wetness changed from water to the slick juices of Zoey’s pussy. “Oh, fuck, fuck me,” Zoey moaned as Tia’s fingers teased at her clit. “Fuck, don’t make me beg, we don’t have time…”

[image: ]

Tia made a quiet little noise, one that sounded resigned to the fact that Zoey was right. Slowly, she sank to her knees in the shower, dragging her tongue down along the curves of Zoey’s belly and hip. She put her hands between Zoey’s thighs and eased her into a wider stance. Zoey let herself sink into it as Tia leaned forward, nuzzling her nose into the wet, dark patch of Zoey’s pubic hair.

“Come on, come on.” Zoey’s breathing sounded like she’d just finished a race. Of all the thoughts racing through her head at the moment, one had to be the countdown: They had to be coming up on the thirty-five minute mark, maybe closer to thirty. If they cut it too close, Zoey would have to wind up bolting for the capsule half-dressed and dripping, to say nothing of potentially needing to stop before she even got off.

Of course, this was an unfounded background worry, and she knew it. Tia probably knew exactly how many minutes they had left and had a ten-point plan for getting Zoey off with at least ninety seconds to spare, because that was the kind of person she was. As close as they’d cut it before, Zoey had never gone back to BOR15 either late or unsatisfied. Tia had seen to that, as she was seeing to it now. She looked up at Zoey with dark eyes not meditative or sleepy, but outright smug. She knew exactly what she was doing and she was going to be a total monster about it.

When she leaned in and pressed her tongue to Zoey’s clit, the touch wasn’t dainty or hesitant. Her mouth there had the same tender roughness as it had shown circling Zoey’s nipple. “Fuck!” Zoey exhaled hard and held on to that safety bar for dear life as the water coursed down over both of them. “Please, I need it, I need you to fuck me.”

Under other circumstances, Tia might have held out a bit more — might even have made Zoey describe, in detail, just what she wanted and how she wanted it. As pressed as they were for time, though, Tia slid her fingertips up the inside of Zoey’s thigh. Zoey felt the push of Tia’s fingers against her pussy. With her lips still around Zoey’s clit, Tia started to press inside of Zoey, opening her wide.

At first, Zoey felt the pleasant stretch of two of Tia’s fingers, followed by a third. Then her eyes snapped open as she realized that wasn’t the end of it. What followed was no a less pleasant, but certainly more intense, sensation as Zoey felt all four of Tia’s fingers slip inside her to the knuckle, and then keep going.

They’d done this before, a handful (pun mildly intended) of times, but always with a little more warning and a lot more leadup. Now it was all Zoey could do to remain upright as Tia got her whole hand inside of Zoey’s pussy. Zoey felt like she could barely breathe, much less move — she swore she could feel the tips of Tia’s fingers pressing right up against the underside of her lungs. “God, oh fuck, oh fucking fuck,” Zoey babbled. It was too fast, too much, but it was so good, so fucking good. Tia knew just how to take her, just how to bring her to the edge of no and make it firmly and definitively yes. “Oh my god, baby, I fucking love you, fuck me, come on and fill me, I needed this, I fucking need this so bad…”

Whatever expression might have passed Tia’s face at that was completely lost in how buried Tia’s face was between Zoey’s thighs. Her tongue flicked back and forth along Zoey’s clit with eager pressure. Her hand, by contrast, remained stone-still inside Zoey — but it didn’t need go anywhere. Zoey was moving herself around it, feeling her nerves catch fire every time she so much as shifted her weight.

In a way, it was good that they only saw one another a handful of times a year, because if Zoey had the opportunity to have this all the time? She’d be dead. She’d be dead of getting eaten out and fisted in the shower daily by the most beautiful woman in the universe. And it would be a hell of a way to go.

There was something delicious about being that full, pushed so hard that Zoey could hardly believe her body could take it. She could barely breathe; even the slightest expansion of her chest reminded every part of her body of its intrusion. It was hot and tight and shockingly intimate. Zoey was completely vulnerable like this, her tenderest parts at the mercy of someone who could, if she wanted, do a lot of damage. But that was what made it good too, wasn’t it? That edge of danger mixed in with the quiet certainty that Tia would take anyone who wanted to hurt Zoey and rip them apart with the same hands and teeth that now held Zoey with such overwhelming care.

When Zoey came, it was like the pressure of ignition, knocking the air from her lungs. Zoey shouted and gripped at the safety bar while she let her orgasm overtake her. The noises that came from her mouth were not words. She could feel her pussy muscles squeezing around Tia’s fist, caught in the push-pull of wanting the intrusive force gone and wanting to steal it and keep it inside her forever.

Before its presence could become painful, Tia slipped her hand out in a rush that left Zoey shaking, boneless, and feeling like she weighed about eighty tons. Zoey pitched forward and would have hit her head against the shower wall, had Tia not been there to catch her. Her strong arms wrapped around Zoey’s chest, supporting her as she rested Zoey’s sodden head against her shoulder. “I’ve got you,” Tia whispered, the words almost nothing over the fall of the water. “I’ll always catch you.”

Too soon, the shower stopped and a small alarm sound rang throughout the cabin. “Fifteen minutes to end of launch window,” said Amphivena‘s computer, which was more of a surly tenor than BOR15’s bright mezzo. Zoey wondered sometimes if that had been factory-installed, or if it had been Tia’s settings choice. Like with needing a haircut, Zoey never managed to ask until they were out of time. “Fifteen minutes to end of launch window.”

Zoey exhaled in a tired laugh. “I guess…” She weakly lifted her hand and placed it on Tia’s bare hip. “Guess I owe you one?”

She could hear Tia’s quiet chuckle as she bent in to kiss Zoey’s wet hair. “Next time.”

“You’re beautiful,” Zoey murmured, turning her head to return the kiss against Tia’s neck. “The most beautiful woman in the galaxy.”

“You love me for my shower,” Tia said, giving Zoey’s upper arm the gentle little pat of a compliment-skeptic.

Zoey shook her head. “I love you for a lot of reasons.”

There was a slight stiffness in Tia’s body at that, but Zoey didn’t mind. She was used to it by now — hell, even a little proud of her ability to throw the nigh-imperturbable Tia off her game with something so simple as the truth. Maybe one day Tia would say it back; maybe she wouldn’t. The plants didn’t say it back either, but Zoey knew. Some things you just knew.

The bots brought them both clean clothes — Zoey’s being the ones she’d worn over last time, which had by now been laundered and folded and waiting for months for her return. Zoey had to hold tight to Tia’s shoulders as Tia helped her step into both her underwear and the jumpsuit. The tight fabric of her shorts made her wince a little, then laugh. She’d be feeling that for days, in the best possible way.

“There’s, um–” Zoey pointed to the thigh pouch that lay among her discarded clothes. “I got a little bored just watching the potatoes grow, so there’s something extra in there. For you. Since it gets a little cold here.”

“Thank you.” Tia grabbed the zipper of Zoey’s jumpsuit and fastened it up for her from her navel to her neck. Then Tia took an identical-looking pouch from one of the cubbies on the wall and fixed it in the same place the first had gone. Zoey could feel the weight of its contents strapped to her like an anchor, like an anchor she wished could actually hold her still.

Some small, defiant part of her wanted to miss the launch window — not just by a little, so that she had to burn extra fuel resources to catch up with her runaway station, but actually to miss it by so much that her capsule could never hope to catch up with BOR15 on its own. Sure, she’d get colossally fired for it, and probably blacklisted from any other job like it, or even any other position in her entire field, to say nothing of how all the experiments would be ruined, and her reputation, and Amphivena‘s life-support systems weren’t keyed in for double occupancy, so they’d have to break into the supply cargo earmarked for all the other projects on the circuit, which would get Tia fired as well…

Okay, so she didn’t actually want to miss the launch window. She just wished it could be a hundred times as long, so they’d have all the showers and kisses and orgasms and time to talk they wanted.

The lift back to the docking bay was much the same as the ride down had been, with Tia’s arms around Zoey and Zoey’s mouth against hers. She could taste herself on Tia’s tongue. That thought alone was nearly enough to send Zoey scrambling for the lift’s emergency override, until it let them fall right back down, thrown out from the center of Amphivena by its constant quiet spin. After all, there was no such thing as the pull of gravity here. There was only the push of everything forever falling into, and thus always away from, everything else.

They were all business again as the lift doors opened. There were now under eight minutes to the end of the window. Zoey scurried over to the back of the capsule to see that all four cargo slots were filled again, the empties exchanged for containers holding everything she’d need for the coming months. “Did they give me any applesauce this time?” Zoey asked as she checked the locks. Didn’t want boxes twice her size floating around her head while she was trying to steer her way back.

Tia shook her head. “‘Berry purée’, whatever that is.”

What it was, was that one of the other BORs had grown too many ugly fruits and needed to offload them on the people who couldn’t be picky. “Tell them applesauce next time,” said Zoey, who knew full well Tia had no control over the cargo contents.

“Six minutes,” was Tia’s diplomatic reply to that. “Data transfer, successful. Refueling, complete. Systems diagnostic and update, complete. Scheduled maintenance request for next compatible synchro window, submitted. Do not overburn the engines either direction.”

“Still wasn’t planning to!” Zoey laughed and stretched her arms above her head, taking in the last moments before she became weightless again. “I’ll take it easy. Cross my heart.” She wasn’t entirely looking forward to sitting down for the trip back, but she figured it was a fair trade. Besides, the ache would make her think of Tia, and what was better than that?

Tia walked over and gave Zoey a gentle but pointed shove toward the capsule. “Then get going.”

Zoey laughed as she caught herself against the door. “Kiss me first,” she said, beckoning Tia with a wink and a grin.

The put-upon expression on Tia’s face was a complete contrast to how quickly she crossed the distance between them, using the room’s low gravity to make it in a single bound. She caught Zoey’s face between her hands and kissed her with an intensity that made Zoey melt. Her lips were soft and pliant, but behind them, the edges of her teeth cut through like a promise. There’d be more of that next time.

As the capsule rocketed off again, Zoey could have turned on the monitors, but she didn’t like looking back. She didn’t like good-byes either, or endings, so she simply chose to believe that nothing actually ended. Everything was always only in the process of becoming something else. Maybe it was a bit of magical thinking, but so what? Her entire life was built on principles of cycles, repetition, intersection, revolution. It was one of the few points where her academic training and her Buddhist grandmother would have found themselves in agreement, and for Zoey, that was enough.

As the capsule guided itself across the long stretch of space back to BOR15, Zoey opened the pouch Tia had strapped to her thigh. In it was another leather-bound journal, the twin of the one she’d left behind on Amphivena. The handwriting traded off every dozen pages or so, alternating between the meticulous, cramped print of being tucked up among machines, and the swooping scrawl of floating past roots and vines.

She flipped it over to where the latest section started: Sunlight looks different filtered through an atmosphere. I’ve been falling asleep lately listening to the sounds of the Pacific Ocean and thinking of how the sunlight sparkles off its surface. I think about how the light would look against your skin, reflected in your eyes. Out here, they’re as dark as the spaces between the stars. I wonder what color they’d be in real daylight.

Smiling, Zoey tucked her knees up to her chest (wincing only slightly) and propped the journal on them. As she changed positions, she felt something press against her thigh. It seemed as though she hadn’t been the only one tossing something extra in this time. She reached into where the journal had been and drew out the unexpected cargo.

A pouch of applesauce. Zoey laughed. It figured.


I know you don’t really mean it

by A. Nellsechs  

The telegram reaches Everson when he’s in his stained glass studio. He wipes the sweat from his brow and then from his hands before he reaches out to take it. It’s an address and nothing more, which would be suspicious to any other recipient, but this isn’t the first time Everson has gotten messages like this. It’s also not the first time he’s gone where they tell him to.

Everson lives in a grand house befitting a baron, which is what he is. However, he doesn’t pay all that much mind to things like titles and riches and propriety and the like. He’s always been more interested in the arts and, being the only child, was able to get away with it. That’s why he has other people to tend to the everyday life of the barony so he can do what he enjoys, which is staining glass and painting canvases. Well, that and going where he’s bid, but only when a certain someone bids him.

He changes out of his “work clothes” and into something casual. He doesn’t want everyone wherever he’s going to know who and what he is. Most of the time he’s able to pass himself off as any other man of decent standing instead of a Lord.

He bids his housekeeper, Maggie, to ask his driver, George, to ready the horse and buggy, then has a quick snack of a softly ripe pear, even if the juice does drip down his chin in a way that Maggie very clearly disapproves of.

“You oughtn’t follow his every beck and call,” she says. Her face is round and friendly, but even so right now it looks tight with unhappiness.

“Probably not,” he says, “but I am such a fan of an adventure.”

He smiles at her, even though they both know he’s lying. There’s no adventure waiting for him, just someone who’s probably in no fit state to take care of themself.

He passes George the address and then they head off. Everson doesn’t particularly love the rocking of the buggy, but it’s luckily not a very long ride, and he can at least look out the window as he goes.

The house, when they reach it, is fairly ordinary and plain, though clearly belonging to someone of decent standing, because it has a fresh layer of paint and a well-tended garden. The gate doesn’t even squeak when he opens it.

A man greets him at the door, and the sight of him fills Everson with an effervescence he’s never felt with anyone else. He’s small and slight — waifish, some might say if they were prone to romanticism, and Everson is. Despite this, there’s still a strength to his jaw and the line of his shoulders, though he’s thin and his dark skin is ashy and pale. His eyes and cheeks are sunken, and his curly dark hair is dry and messier than usual, and despite all of this he’s the most beautiful person Everson has ever laid eyes on. His eyes are a warm brown and long-lashed, and his smile when he sees Everson is just a touch too sharp. His name is Henry, and Everson is most of the way in love with him.

“Everson,” he says in a high voice, and Everson hums his assent. “You came.”

“Yes,” Everson says. He doesn’t smile at Henry, but he’s sure the warmth he feels shows through anyway.

“Come in,” Henry says, standing aside so that Everson can do just that.

Henry is wearing only his underthings, a simple white undershirt cut to coat length and knee-length white drawers. It’s inappropriate garb of course, but Henry is as inappropriate as they come, and Everson has known him for too long now to be surprised.

This isn’t Henry’s house, Everson knew that coming into the situation, so Everson is not surprised when they walk into a small sitting room (populated by a little tea table and two couches facing each other) to see another man in the room. He’s half dressed, wearing an undershirt and unbuttoned trousers. His hair is out of place but not tousled like Henry’s is. He’s out of breath, which lets Everson know what they just now finished doing.

“This is Everson,” Henry says, but he doesn’t introduce the other man. He likely doesn’t remember his name, and Everson can’t blame him. Henry has far too many clients to remember all of them, and chances are the name is just John anyway.

“Nice to meet you,” says the man, looking like it’s anything but nice. His eyes rove over Everson hungrily; not for the first time, Everson wonders exactly how Henry convinces the men to allow Everson over. Is he a bodyguard? Another prostitute? Another john? He’s never sure, and he also never asks.

The man gestures for Everson to sit on the couch across from him, which is green. Henry sits with the man on the couch, which is red. The man reaches over and pulls him half into his lap, and Henry slings a casual arm around his shoulder with very practiced nonchalance.

Henry does it just to drive him crazy and Emerson knows it, which at least lessens the hurt of it. It does not, however, make the hurt nonexistent. Everson’s entire body aches like he’s been in a fight and he can’t actually tear his eyes away from where the other man’s hand rests on Henry’s inner thigh, possessive as if he has earned the right. He knows Henry’s m.o., and this guy won’t be around for longer than it takes to deal Everson a mortal wound, but even that knowledge can’t convince his stupid heart not to care.

“You’re so good at that,” Henry purrs when the man’s hand rises higher to rub at his dick through his pants. Henry’s not looking at the man, even though Henry’s got an arm draped over his shoulders and a leg draped over his thighs, revealing the way Henry’s dick is almost blatantly soft. Henry’s eyes don’t leave Everson’s, and they’re full of malicious light, like he knows Everson is suffering and takes pleasure in it.

The man is watching Everson too, in a way that is malicious but not on Henry’s level. The man is thinking, I have him, and he’s beautiful, and I know you want to be where I am, which is true on a surface level, Everson supposes. In this moment, he does want to trade places with the man, but he doesn’t want to be there just for a moment. He wants to have Henry all the time, and not just for sex. He wants to care for him when he’s sick and hold him when he cries and figure out his favorite foods so that he always knows how to make him smile.

“Oh, that feels so good,” Henry says in a high, warbling tone, even though he’s not hard. His eyes aren’t even closed, which means he’s really barely aroused. Henry can’t bear to have his eyes open when he’s really turned on because he doesn’t like the truths they reveal, but he’s revealed them all to Everson anyway, with every stuttered moan and half-spoken word and every tear quickly wiped away.

The man is now mashing Henry’s cock against his stomach through his pants, probably because Henry told him he liked it rough and hard, and Everson doesn’t know how Henry is managing to stop himself from wincing or even crying out. When they’re together, Everson strokes him like he’s petting a rabbit, his fingers so soft they’re barely there, until Henry is overstimulated and trembling and crying and so hard his dick is nearly purple. This guy is practically slapping him.

“Does that feel good?” the man asks, but he’s looking at Everson.

“No,” Everson replies.

“I wasn’t asking you.”

“Then stop looking at me like you want my cock in your throat,” Everson says blandly. Henry hides a smirk behind his hand, but the man growls, tossing Henry to the side like he is unimportant, a blanket to take off. An expression flashes across Henry’s face, anger or annoyance or maybe even hurt, before he arranges his features back into sultry wanton whore.

“I don’t suck cock,” the man says, as if it’s a terrible thing to do.

“How sad for you,” Everson says. “I’m very good at it. I could show you how, if you wanted to learn.”

The man hesitates. There’s only the three of them in the room, and it’s clear from everything about the man that he’s more interested in Everson than in Henry at the moment. He’s been told all his life that real men don’t get on their knees, which means that the only thing he wants is a real man on his knees. And yet he doesn’t want that, because if he fucks a man like Henry, he can say it’s because he’s feminine; Everson is solidly built, muscular, a draft horse of a person, and the man would have to face the fact that he’s undeniably queer if he were to fuck him.

“Boy,” the man says to Henry. “Let him suck your cock.”

Henry is annoyed, but he won’t say anything to show it, so he crosses the room instead, laying down on the couch Everson has been occupying. He starts to tug on his own pants, undoing the buttons, but Everson stops him. They make eye contact then, Henry’s brown eyes heavy-lidded and dark with lust and dread, because he knows what’s coming but can’t let himself say no.

“He’s not a boy,” Everson says first of all, tracing his hands down Henry’s thighs to his ankles, slowly in a way he knows will make Henry tremble. He traces back up again, fingers alighting on Henry’s button fly before moving up to palm at his stomach. “He’s a man, first of all. I’ve never understood how convincing yourself you’re fucking a child makes being queer easier for people. It’s frankly embarrassing.”

The man growls, but it sounds more aroused than anything else.

“Secondly, look at how hard he is now, and I’ve barely touched him.”

Henry makes a noise in the back of his throat, something more grunt than anything else. He tries to make it sound more pretty but that just makes his voice crack.

“Some people like it soft,” Everson says, pressing his fingers slow and gentle into Henry’s pants.

“He’s a whore,” the man says, as if whores can’t like soft things.

“You’re a bad fuck,” Everson says, but he times it for when he’s pulling down Henry’s pants, letting his big red dick fly free like a flagpole, so the man barely takes in the words. Everson leans in and breathes against his dick, just breathes, and Henry shifts like he wants to fuck into Everson’s mouth but doesn’t want to admit he likes the attention.

“You’ve got to tease a little,” Everson explains, opening his mouth to trace just the inside of his lower lip against Henry’s foreskin. “It’s about the buildup. The best orgasms take hours to come by, don’t they?”

“Mnnh,” Henry says. “I,” he tries, but his thighs are trembling in Everson’s hands, hitching upward. He likes to put his legs on Everson’s shoulders, squeeze his head between his thighs until Everson can barely breathe. He’s fighting against himself to not fuck against Everson’s face until he finds his mouth. Henry likes it like that, rough and a little cruel and a little too much.

Henry fucks like he’s angry, when he’s given a choice about it. When he’s not given a choice, he fucks like the perfect whore everyone wants him to be, moaning loud and throaty and encouraging but never coming, because that would mean enjoying himself, and Henry never, ever has sex he enjoys if he can help it.

When Everson takes control, he’s soft and kittenish, little mewling noises he hides behind a hand, trembling limbs, weak fingers, teary eyes. He cries when Everson touches him, the only time he feels safe enough to let it out. Everson’s never hurt him once, not even when Henry hurts him. Everson touches him like the stained glass he makes in his workshop, firm but gentle, sure but soft. He pulls down the foreskin and licks, just a little, at the head, and Henry mewls.

“Fuck,” says the man, but Everson barely remembers he’s there. Everson may be a big, strong man, but he loves the taste of cock, and Henry’s in particular is exquisite. Everson could eat his come for days.

“I could lay you out on my bed,” Everson says into Henry’s thigh, just before he bites down. “Keep you there, suck you whenever I feel like it. Feed you and fuck you and feed you again until your belly is warm and full and your limbs are too shaky to move.”

Henry makes another noise, something soft and sweet. His eyes are tightly closed against tears, and Everson almost feels bad for making him cry in front of this random man, but he likes Henry’s tears too much.

When Everson finally takes Henry into his mouth, holding his thighs down so he can’t wrap them around Everson’s head, Henry actually cries out a little – ah-ah oh god – like he wasn’t expecting it. Everson sinks all the way down, opening his throat for Henry, letting him rest there. He moves his head slowly when he drags it up, then sinks down faster, then drags up slow. Henry writhes in his grasp, his hands moving everywhere he can reach before alighting in his own hair and tugging at it.

“Everson,” Henry pants, forgetting for a moment where they are. “Ah,” he moans. “Everson,” he whines.

“Fucking slut,” says the man, as if he doesn’t want to be forgotten, but Everson pays him no mind. He stills when he drags himself up and Henry tenses, then shudders, then tenses again. He’s close, Everson knows, has seen him come enough times that he knows what it looks like. Everson presses down again, then simply holds Henry in his throat, not moving, just watching.

Henry breaks his record for holding out. It must be nearly five minutes before he says, “Oh, please, I need – “

Everson pulls up again to tongue his slit, then sucks hard at the head, his cheeks hollowing. Henry opens his eyes then, to look down at him, his eyes red-rimmed and blurry with tears. He comes when their eyes meet, his back arching, his thighs tensing as if to wrap around Everson’s head to hold him there. Everson lets them go so Henry can grasp onto him with his legs, rolling his hips slow and deep into Everson’s mouth as he pants and babbles out something incoherent. He comes like an angel, as usual, his body perfect in the glittering mid-afternoon sun. Everson wants to paint him like this someday, vulnerable and beautiful. Everson knows it’s sacrilegious, but Henry makes him think about heaven and earth and God when he comes, how soft he finally turns, how unable to keep himself pulled away he is.

Everson slowly unhooks Henry’s legs from his neck, knowing Henry’s too weak-limbed to do it himself. He’s trembling and shaky and his eyes are closed but Everson can see tear tracks going down the sides of his face.

“Whore,” says the man, as if he is going to ask for something from Henry now.

Everson says, “I’ll buy you out for however long you have left of him,” before the man can think to do anything cruel to Henry while he’s in such a fragile state.

“I had him for another two hours,” the man says. When Everson looks over the man is confused, his dick incredibly hard in his pants. “I – “

Everson fishes the correct amount of money from his wallet and throws the bills on the man’s lap, then gets Henry dressed and hoists him carefully into his arms. Henry is boneless, a ragdoll, and it takes a certain amount of strength and care to make sure Everson doesn’t accidentally break his spine when he picks him up. Henry is a dead weight, no help at all, so Everson has to wrap Henry’s legs around Everson’s hips for him, drape his arms over Everson’s shoulders just so he can carry Henry out to the horse and buggy that are waiting outside. George raises an eyebrow when he sees Henry, but otherwise doesn’t comment, which is good because Everson doesn’t know what to say.

Falling in love with a literal prostitute was never exactly in Everson’s plans when he’d mapped out his life. At first he’d assumed there would be a wife, until he realized he didn’t want that. Then he’d assumed an affair with a man of good standing, a confirmed bachelorhood, as it was. Then he’d met Henry at a party, high on cocaine and being used as a fuckhole for every man in attendance. Everson had watched for hours as everyone took turns, then took turns again, fucking into Henry hard and fast and rough, leaving harsh bruises and scratches that drew blood. Henry had moaned like an invitation, but never once had he even gotten hard. At the end of the night, when everyone was done and Henry was used and half-beaten on the floor, Everson had taken him home and cleaned him up and made him come.

At first it was an experiment. Just to see if he could. He hadn’t touched Henry’s hole, other than to soothe it with ointment that would hopefully keep away infection. He’d laid on the bed and draped Henry on top of him and kissed him until Henry was buttery-soft and warm against him, sighing blissfully into his mouth and slicking Everson’s stomach with precome. Everson had squeezed a hand between their two bodies and stroked Henry so slowly, so gently, that it took half an hour for him to finally come.

He’d thought that would be it, because he hadn’t predicted how perfect Henry would be afterward, how malleable and precious, how boneless and soft. How sweetly confused he would be when Everson fed him from his fingers and put him in a tub of warm water so that he could rest his aching body.

Everson does much the same tonight. He has George go inside ahead of him to tell the servants to prepare a bath and some finger foods, cubed fruit and honey and soft cheese and bread. He lays them both down on his bed, a large four-poster with heavy green curtains embroidered in gold. He busies himself, dipping pieces of pear into honey and pressing them against Henry’s soft mouth until he opens up for it. He likes Henry’s mouth, how warm and wet it is, how plush and soft his lips are, how his teeth are a little sharper than Everson would have expected. He sucks the honey off Henry’s lip, leaving it swollen and red, then feeds him a strawberry and licks him clean from that, too. The honey is sweet with a perfumed aftertaste, and Henry’s mouth is as lush and soft as rose petals.

When the bath is ready he strips Henry down and carries him over and places him gently inside, then washes him with chamomile soap and a soft flannel. He leaves his hair, dark and thick and kinky-curly, alone. Henry is mostly listless, though his eyes are open and dark and watchful. He doesn’t smile or look particularly pleased, but he never does when they’re together. At first, Everson took this to mean Henry disliked him, but with time, he realized Henry didn’t like how Everson made him feel, or that he made him feel at all. Henry normally didn’t feel, not anything. Not hunger or pain, not happiness or comfort, not sadness or anger or lust. He simply existed, trapped inside his body and yet disconnected from it, trapped inside his mind but disconnected from that, too.

Don’t touch me like that! Henry had shouted once, when they were living together and Everson had brushed a curl of hair behind his ear with soft, barely-there fingertips. Why won’t you ever hurt me?

Because I’m soft, Everson had said. I like to be soft. I like when you’re soft.

And then Henry had left, again.

Everson thinks it’s like when you’ve been cold for so long that being warm hurts. Henry had been emotionless for so long that when he has a feeling, it’s all sharp edges and acid burns and coppery breath in the back of his throat.

“I won’t come back this time,” Henry says as Everson tucks him into a nightshirt. It belongs to Everson, which means it’s far too big on him. It makes him look like an orphan on a streetcorner selling matches and begging for moldy bread. “You’d better fuck me hard so I remember you.”

Instead Everson lays down with him, sharing the same pillow, his back pressed to Henry’s front, his ass in the cradle of Henry’s hips. Henry slides a possessive leg up Everson’s thigh, opens his mouth against the back of Everson’s neck so he can feel his teeth. I’m a predator, he is saying, and it makes Everson’s breath catch.

They’ve never fucked. Or rather, neither of them has penetrated the other, not even with fingers. Everson doesn’t care about his own orgasm much – they’re cheap in comparison to Henry’s. Henry refuses to top for supposed professional reasons (though Everson has never bought him), and so Everson refuses too. They both know the real reason why, but they’re both too stubborn to put a stop to it. Henry won’t top because if he did, he would have to be more than a body, a ragdoll, something to fuck and toss away when Emerson was done. Everson doesn’t top because Henry would become a hot, tight hole to stick a dick in, and Everson knew that Henry would be able to label him as just like every other man once he crossed that line.

“I fucking hate you,” Henry whispers into Everson’s ear just as he’s falling asleep.

“Mmh,” Everson mmhs, “but at least you feel something.”

Henry is gone when he wakes up, as is three hundred pounds, but Everson expected that.

* * *

The most important things to remember about Henry is that he is a liar, an actor, and a performer. He is a con artist, he is a salesman, and he is a liar. Liar is on there twice, because Henry is a fucking liar, almost to the point where it crosses into truthful territory. He told Everson he wouldn’t be coming back, but stumbles into his house six weeks later, drunk and high and mostly naked. He’s bleeding from his lip and has a blackened eye and a half-empty bottle of gin in his hand.

“Sir,” says Maggie in obvious distaste.

“Sir,” Henry mocks slurringly. “Everson, sir. Lord. What’s your title, anyway? Aren’t you titled? What a twat.”

“Mh-mm,” Everson agrees easily enough, even though Maggie looks like she might throw Henry out the door if he says another word. “C’mon, let’s get you cleaned up. Maggie, a first aid kit, if you would?”

“Hmph,” says Maggie, but she still fetches it and brings it up to Everson’s rooms, which are where he takes Henry.

Henry has obviously been assaulted. Everson can’t tell if it was in a professional capacity or just in general. Henry either can’t or won’t tell him, probably doesn’t care – or rather, doesn’t think he cares – much either way. He won’t let Everson take the bottle away and tries to pull Everson’s dick out of his pants while Everson’s cleaning his lip. He’s upset when Everson pushes his hands away, and upset when Everson asks if he’s got any other injuries, and upset when Everson says he should get some rest and they’ll talk in the morning. He breaks an expensive lamp and an inexpensive side table, breaks his bottle of gin and pours it on Everson’s bed, then asks Everson to fuck him in the glass shards.

OEBPS/issue96_96-gravity-750x1024.jpg





OEBPS/cover.png





