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Universal

by Domashita Romero (地下ロメロ)

I woke up to find the other half of the bed empty and let out a small sigh. I’d made all sorts of attempts to get Augustine to turn into the kind of man who’d linger in bed for a cuddle, from sleeping on top of him to asking politely to adjusting the ship’s day/night cycle, but he was incurably a morning person. Next step had to be wearing him out a little more before bed. That’d at least be fun trying.

I could smell coffee working its way to me through the recycled air of the ventilation system, making it something fresh for now. I swung my legs out of bed and yawned and stretched and made all kinds of loud bellows that I hoped Augustine could hear from the kitchen. If he did, and I was lucky, maybe he’d have a cup waiting for me. He made it just how I liked it, even if he clucked and shook his head at how much sugar I preferred.

I pulled on a pair of pants and walked out of our quarters, heading towards the good smell and the soft sound of humming I heard. I needed to bathe and brush my teeth and all of those important things, but the real important thing I needed was that cuddle. I swept up behind Augustine and wrapped my arms around his shoulders, and nuzzled my nose into the curl of his hair. He made a soft, happy sound and reached up to rub his knuckles just under the base of one of my horns, right where I liked it.

And then some total nonsense came out of his mouth.

I straightened up and slipped around to where I could look at his face. “What?” I said. This wasn’t nonsense like Augustine usually got up to, babbling out his life’s narration and verbalizing all his half-formed thoughts; this was just sounds that didn’t make sense. His brows drew together as he looked at me and more senseless noises came out of his mouth. “What’s wrong? Why are you talking like that?” He looked just as concerned as I had to, and after a few more moments of his senseless babbling, he put his hand over his mouth. It hit me at the same time.

“Oh, shit,” I said. “The translator is broken, isn’t it?”

He scrunched his eyes shut and put his fingers to his temples, like he always did when stuck on some particularly difficult problem. He was talking, and I kept listening, trying to find some sense anywhere in his words, but I could barely tell where one word stopped and another began. I didn’t know how the translator worked — my scientific specialty involved bigger things, like comets. I left the stuff on the smaller levels to Augustine. I knew it worked with some kind of nanotech and neuro-waves or something like that. Mostly I just knew it worked.

“Things you take for granted until they’re gone, huh?” I said, and Augustine tilted his head, looking up at me with sad eyes. “Oh, I hate this already.”

He was human and I was naqri and we didn’t know a word of each other’s languages other than the homeworld-native things that just didn’t translate. “Coffee?” I said, and Augustine smiled in relief. I knew some others, but I’d need some of the stuff before I could think of any.

“Coffee,” he said, and poured me a cup, spooning sugar in it with no complaints. At least, not any complaints I could understand. Maybe some parts of this weren’t so bad.

“Okay,” I said, as I took a drink. I pointed at him. “Augustine.” He nodded. I pointed at myself. “Raada.” He nodded again.

“Augustine,” he said, pointing at himself, then turned his finger on me. “Raada.”

“We’ve at least got that going for us.” I pointed at my face and nodded exaggeratedly. “Yes.”

Augustine’s brows knit together and then raised as he nodded. “Yes?” It sounded wobblier than he usually said it, the sounds slightly off. That was the sound of him saying it for real, in my language, and not just translated to it for my benefit.

“Yes,” I said, and smiled. Then I scowled and shook my head. “No.”

Augustine shook his head. “No.” He laughed a little and said something I couldn’t understand.

“We’ve got the basics, at least,” I said. “Important fundamentals in a relationship.” I reached over and held his hand, rubbing my larger thumb across his slim, small fingers. He squeezed it a little and I took another sip of coffee. “I think I have some ideas.”

I tapped on the computer screen beside our little dining nook to wake it up. I could still read the menus, so that was at least something going for me. First things first, I checked the ship diagnostics. Everything was in the green there, so that was no help. I kept hold of Augustine’s hand as I tapped through menus, looking for a feature I’d seen once and thought to myself, well, hell, who’d ever use that?

TRANSLATE said the top of the screen, and I shook my head. Machine translation. What the hell century was it, even? Augustine started babbling something, so I hoped he had caught on to what I was doing. I tapped the menu and after some scrolling found my language, naaqlut, and then my finger wavered over the other side, trying to select what Augustine’s native language was. I didn’t even know the word for it. I frowned at the screen until Augustine made an ‘Ah!’ sound and started scrolling at himself, tapping proudly on a selection. English. It just sounded made up.

I took a breath and hit the ‘listen’ icon on the screen. “I have a friend who I think can help us,” I said, speaking slowly and clearly. A slightly stilted voice spat out a translation that Augustine frowned at first, but then nodded. “And she speaks like fourteen languages, maybe she knows yours, too.” Augustine frowned at the voice this time, and I sighed. “Little less casual, maybe, Raada,” I mumbled, and then swatted at the ‘listen’ icon again when it started to translate that, too.

Augustine hit the ‘switch’ icon. He spoke something, and a moment later the computer translated into something I understood. “I think good talk to your friend idea.” I sighed. How anyone understood each other before neurology got involved, I could never know for sure. Augustine spoke again. “We’ll be okay.” That was clear. That was good. I leaned over the table to give him a brief kiss.

“Yes,” I said.

“Yes,” he said, and squeezed my hand.

I let go of him to turn to the larger communication screen, leaving the awkward translation behind me for now. “Comm, connect me to Mearad Nulan.” It showed a zip through my contacts and settled on the right one. The ship still understood me. That was good. That was fairly vital.

I lucked out, and it seemed to be a reasonable hour of the day for Mearad. I could see sunlight streaming in behind her desk and one of her kids knocking over a tower of blocks in the background. “Hey! Raada!” she said as she settled fully into view, though her horns didn’t quite fit in the camera’s range. “Been a while, friend. What’s the special occasion?”

It was weird how I already felt such relief at hearing real, intelligible speech. “It’s not much of a social call, I’m afraid.”

“Boo,” she said, and tilted her head and waved. “Oh, Augustine’s there.” She said something I didn’t understand then, some nonsense that was starting to get a familiar rhythm, with Augustine’s name at the end.

Augustine let out a huge sigh and spoke back to her, and her eyes went between us as she started to frown. “Something’s weird,” she said. “Something’s off.”

“Something’s very off,” I said. “Our translator’s stopped working.”

“Oh, no,” she said. “That’s not good.” She looked to Augustine and said something directed to him. He responded in kind; I could manage to pick out my name, at least. “He says that you checked the diagnostics and everything was normal?”

“Completely,” I said, and shifted so my hand could rest at the small of Augustine’s back. I felt him lean into it. “Everything’s fully operational, we just woke up and…” I looked at Augustine and shook my head. “No.”

He sighed and scooted closer to me, pressing his smaller frame against my side. “No,” he said.

“What are you two doing out… wherever you are?” Mearad said. “Still chasing comets?”

“It’s what we do,” I said. Augustine sighed again. He had to feel helpless, like being a child again and having your parents speak over your head in words you couldn’t understand.

Mearad chewed on her bottom lip for a bit. “Send me your coordinates and flight plan, would you? I have an idea.” She spoke Augustine’s name again and I felt him raise and relax under my arm. I turned to the control console and did as she asked while the two of them had what sounded like a light chat. I hoped she was keeping him abreast of the conversation.

“Sent,” I said, and I could see her lean back, the tell-tale posture of someone looking at something on their screen that wasn’t you. “Wow, you guys are out there.”

I laughed a little ruefully. “It was a nice way to get some alone time.” Just the night before I’d fallen asleep with Augustine in my arms, listening to him talk about some time when he’d been a child, on a beach with his parents, glittering white sand and pure blue water. I’d told him I’d like to see it someday, such fantastic colors, and that I’d protect him from any more vicious crabs. He’d pinched at my bicep with his fingers and I’d smiled as I drifted off.

Mearad tapped her teeth together, an old nervous habit of hers. “You did ship diagnostics, right? But did you do any exterior scans?” She repeated herself in english for Augustine, or at least, I assumed she did.

“No, not yet, that would have been part of today’s work, but…” I frowned. “Is something outside causing this?”

“I think I’ve seen this before,” she said. “I mean, things like this are what keep people like me employed.” Ships with a crew of greater than two people always had at least one linguist on board, in case of disaster or simple cultural misunderstanding. “You’re probably moving through some sort of anomaly that’s causing interference on the nano-level. Nothing you’d feel or would cause you harm, except for, well.” She started in on a translation for Augustine, and I sighed. Deep space research was rewarding and exciting, except for the damn anomalies.

“So, what do we do?” I said.

“Do some scans and I’ll bet you’ll find you’re deep in something. Then it’s just a matter of figuring out where it ends and how long it’ll take to get out of it.” Her smile went soft and she tilted her head a little. “Until then… I guess you just have to learn to communicate in other ways.”

She repeated herself for Augustine as I slipped my hand around his hip and pulled him closer. Machine translation could get us part of the way. As for the rest…

“Mearad,” I said. “Tell him we’ll be okay. We can make it work.”

Mearad smiled, bowed her head slightly, and spoke in Augustine’s language. He leaned into me and tilted his head up to smile at me, the way that made the little lines around his dark eyes crinkle up. He said something to me.

“He says…” Mearad said, but I shook my head.

“I think I got it,” I said.

—

Scans showed Mearad’s theory to be absolutely right; we were deep in a cloud, and in absence of any other evidence, we had to assume that was what was causing the nano-interference. We could change course to get out of it in a day or so. It would be a setback to our research, but not being able to communicate with each other other than in exaggerated gestures was a much more significant setback.

I got our new course set and through some pointing at the screen and nodding, got that Augustine knew what was going on. “Well, now we just… wait,” I said to him. He tilted his head and said something to me. “We’ll have to find other ways to communicate.”

I had something of a headache forming. I pinched the bridge of my nose, and Augustine made an ‘ah!’ sound as he held up one finger. I watched him expectantly as he poured me another cup of coffee and spooned my preferred amount of sugar into it. He put it into my hands with some words that sounded kind.

“Yes,” I said. “Thank you.” Nothing did the trick for my headaches like coffee, and Augustine knew it. I bowed my head a little over the cup and said it again. “Thank you.”

Augustine’s brows raised and he looked pleased. “Thank you,” he said, vowels still a little strange. He put a hand on his chest and looked grateful, then said something that sounded like a lot of mush. It had to be ‘you’re welcome.’ I smiled and repeated it as best as I could.

“See, we’re learning,” I said, and drank my coffee. I could feel the pinch in my head start to recede at the first sip. I held out my arm and Augustine slid in underneath it, fitting himself up against my side. “I guess we really should have learned these things earlier.” He turned his head towards my armpit and mumbled something against my skin. “I think we’re both due for some studying once this is fixed.”

I drank a little more and stroked my fingers through the loose curls of his hair. “Of course it’s now that I can think of so many things I want to say to you,” I said. “I love your hair. I love the way it feels between my fingers. I love that face you make when I do that, the one you’re making right now, happy like a cat. I love the way it looks in the morning, the rare times I wake up before you. I love… everything about you, and I don’t say it enough.”

Augustine tilted his head up towards me. “I love?” he asked. I supposed I was repeating it a lot.

I set my cup of coffee down and put a hand over my heart. “I love.” I moved my hand to his chest. “I love you.”

Augustine closed his eyes and put his hand on top of mine. “I love you,” he said, and I even loved his strange vowels. He put his small hand on my jaw and urged me downward to put his lips to mine. When he drew back he said a word, hard at its front and hissing at the end. Kiss, that had to be. I said it back to him, and he smiled. Then he grabbed on to the end curve of one of my horns and pulled me down for a deeper kiss. Some methods of communication didn’t need translation.

I would have happily kept kissing Augustine and more, but I heard his stomach growl. I laughed and put my hand on it. “I understand that. You need breakfast.” He put his hand on top of mine and chomped his teeth a few times while looking abashed. I kissed his forehead and stood up to set about feeding us. He always woke up before I did, but consumed nothing but coffee until I’d joined him in the conscious world. It was another thing I loved about him.

Augustine had a habit of talking with his mouth full, and it was one that wasn’t hampered by his dining companion not being able to understand a word of what he was saying. It wasn’t much different than normal, though; I usually just let him talk while I focused on chewing. He pointed his fork at me to emphasize something and I just had to laugh.

“I hope you remember all of this later,” I said. “It seems like you’re making some good points.”

I reached over to take a piece of carrot off his plate. Augustine looked confused — I didn’t care for them raw myself, too much snap in the teeth for me — but then I looked at him and opened my mouth. “Say ‘aah.'” I said.

Augustine laughed and said, “Aah.” I popped the carrot into his mouth and he kissed my fingers before eating it up.

“See, such a fast learner,” I said, and Augustine started up his mealtime monologue again. I just smiled and listened, like always.

The day went by slowly after that. A lot of both of our work was very solitary and quiet, and I’d taken for granted just how much I relied on having Augustine to talk to make the hours of data analysis go by. I’d look up from my screens to see his face, brow knit in concentration, and wanted to ask him what he was seeing, what he’d discovered, what had him looking so serious. Augustine did better work when he could think out loud, usually at me, but now he was just mumbling under his breath.

“It doesn’t bother me,” I said, softly. “I love your voice.”

Augustine looked up. “I love?”

I put my hand on my throat and brought my hand up and out beneath my mouth. “I love your voice.”

Augustine chewed on his lower lip for a moment, and with a sly grin burst into song. I leaned my head back and laughed. I loved listening to him talk, but he was an awful singer. For once, though, I didn’t cover my ears.

—

By nighttime I could see that it had worn on him. Augustine had called himself a butterfly once, and once I’d looked up what one of those was, I’d agreed that he was certainly just pretty to look at, but the comparison was lost on me. He’d told me it meant he was flighty, that he always flit between one focus and the next, one subject or another, one person or another… and then he’d taken one of my hands between both of his and told me that I could keep his whole attention. It was why he could be out alone so deep in space with no one but me.

His eyes looked tired. His whole body looked like it felt heavy, his slim shoulders drawn inward. I took his hand and led him to sit on our bed. I put my hands on his shoulders as I sat down next to him and let my thumbs press along the column of the back of his neck. Augustine let out a long, pleased moan. That needed no translation.

I rubbed his neck for a while, soothing out the tension with my strong thumbs. I tugged on the collar of his shirt. “Off?” I said, then tugged again.

“Off,” Augustine echoed, and then pulled it over his head. I dropped a kiss onto the back of his neck and he stretched out on his stomach on the bed. This was habit enough that it didn’t need discussion.

I settled myself just astride his thighs as I brushed my fingers down his back. I could splay out the fingers of one hand and nearly span him from shoulder to shoulder. I didn’t think of him as small, even though he was in the literal fashion of it, he was much smaller than me. He was always so bright and full of life that he filled up a room more than I did when I had to duck my head to get through a doorway. He seemed small now, though. I’d just have to make him feel big again.

He loved my hands. I worked my fingers into his muscles, keeping my touch soft until he moaned, then working deeper. He felt so tense, just after such a short time. I bent down to kiss the back of his neck. “When this is over,” I said, as my thumbs drew circles on his lower back. “I’m going to become fluent. Going to learn every word of your weird language. And I’ll pronounce it wrong, and have a funny accent, and you’ll smile every time I speak. And that will make me so happy.”

Augustine let out a sigh into the pillow. “Raada,” he said, and that was all. He stretched his arms up so his fingers brushed the head of the bed, the whole gesture making his body seem even longer, even more lean.

I kissed my way down his spine. “Augustine,” I said, and I could feel his smile inside the warm sound he made under my lips. We always had that. We still knew each other.

My hands slipped down to the waist of his pants and I slipped my fingers underneath. “Yes?” I asked.

Augustine turned his head a little and I could see him nod. “Yes,” he said, sounding content. I gently tugged off the rest of his clothing, leaving him stretched out on the bed beneath us. His skin looked faintly golden in the dim evening ship’s lighting, and even more so against the dusky grey of my own hands as I continued the massage, rubbing his thighs, his calves, and on down to his feet.

I never could resist. I could touch the soles and tops of his feet for hours, but the minute I traveled out of bounds… I tugged a little at one of his toes and Augustine let out a yelp, followed by a clear, “No!” I laughed and bent over to kiss the base of his spine. We’d played exactly this out dozens of times before.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “No.” My hands came up to his hips, fingers settling to curve around them.

Augustine made an indignant little snort, but I could see him smiling. “No,” he said, and then I kissed along his back some more. “Mm, yes.”

“Yes,” I said. We could get a long way with just those two words. I kissed along Augustine’s waist, over where his ribs expanded and fell with each easy breath. His skin still smelled like the lemon soap he used, fresh and sharp in my nose. He woke early but bathed just after supper, one of the many strange little things about him I’d grown to love so much.

I slid my hands up Augustine’s thighs to cup his ass and he made a good sound, pleased and eager. No mistaking that. He murmured something as he shifted on the bed, squirming a little, raising up his hips to meet my hands. I gave him a squeeze and he laughed, soft and throaty, and gave me another, “Yes.”

“Yes,” I said, as my lips skimmed over the curve of his ass. He had a gorgeous ass, I never hesitated to tell him, at length, until he put a hand over my face and told me to stop. I nipped at the curve of his rump with my teeth to hear him yelp and laugh again, and then brushed my thumbs between his cheeks. “Yes?” I asked.

“Yes,” he groaned, and drew his legs up to spread himself out for me. I dropped my head down, so my nose nudged at the underside of Augustine’s balls and the tips of my horns pressed into the back of his thighs, and then I held on to his hips and ran my tongue slowly upward.

Augustine made a high sound as I slowly traced my tongue around the edge of his hole. He loved this, loved it so much I couldn’t do it every time, because it was just too much. I licked at him slowly, first long strokes of the flat of my tongue while he shivered, and then a tease of the tip of my tongue just inside of him until he started to keen. I groaned against him as I felt him writhe with each touch, each twist.

He said something again, stammered and breathless, and I couldn’t understand, until he came out with a shaky, “No.” I drew back immediately and looked up to his face. He was gasping and gorgeous, his cheeks flushed dark. He’d said ‘no,’ but he smiled. He shakily rolled over onto his back.

“Too much?” I said. I still had all my clothes on, which seemed stupid, with how his cock was straining upwards and mine was aching in my pants. “Not enough?”

He babbled something quick and breathy as he sat up to tug at my shirt. I slipped out of the buttons as quickly as I could to shrug it off, and he dropped kisses across my collar bones and chest the moment they were exposed. My eyelids fluttered shut as he reached down with those little clever fingers of his to rub my cock through my pants, giving me a squeeze enough to make me dampen the fabric. All it took was the suggestion of his fingers slipping beneath my waistband and I had them off before he could even take another breath.

Augustine was spread out beneath me, skin flushed and breathing hard. “You’re beautiful,” I said. I leaned down to kiss him. He smiled as he brushed his fingers back around the curves of my horns to grab hold of the ends of them. He mumbled something that felt soft and pretty against my lips. I smiled underneath his kisses as I reached for a bottle at our bedside. “Let’s make you speak something we both understand.”

He let go of my horns and smiled eagerly as I slicked up my fingers. “Yes,” he said, and his hands were wandering over his own body, stroking over his chest to tease fingers against one of his nipples. I bit my lip and let out a little grunt; it drove me crazy to see him do that, and he knew it. I grabbed him by the hip and pulled him up until his ass was off the bed and his thighs rested atop mine.

“I love you,” I said, as I teased a slick fingertip around the rim of his hole. I felt him shiver around me as I nudged into him, nice and slow. He’d want fast later, but he liked the build, the burn, the anticipation.

“Mm, I love,” Augustine said again as he stretched his arms up over his head, circling his hips to urge me deeper. I fucked him slowly with just one finger, listening to him breath. Some nights I could do this forever, just this, driving him over the edge. The longer I just toyed with him like this, the more he started to babble, telling me how good I felt, how good he felt, how much he wanted me, how much he loved me. He was just whispering now. I slipped a second finger inside of him.

“Go on,” I said, and had to give my cock a quick stroke just to take the edge off as Augustine arched and gasped and curled his body to get more. “Let me hear you.” I reached up with my other hand to stroke underneath his chin, and brushed my thumb over his lips. He kissed it as it passed and spoke louder. “Good.”

Three fingers had him speechless again, biting his lip while he fucked himself onto my hand, doing all the work for me. His fingers still teased over one of his nipples, just a flick now and then to make himself squirm. I leaned down to follow their touch, to give one a little bite just to hear him gasp my name.

“Raada,” he groaned, and then, as he still ground his hips down on my fingers, let out a frustrated groan and said, “No.”

I went still and started to pull my hand away. “No?”

Augustine was breathless, his eyes wild and a few whorls of his hair stuck to his forehead with sweat. He reached up to rest his fingers on my wrist. “No,” he said, and then stretched further to wrap his fingers around my cock. “Yes.”

I closed my eyes and shivered. I could understand those instructions, perfectly clear. Augustine shuddered as I drew my fingers out of him and grabbed him around the hips, easily lifting him to switch our positions on the bed. He rest his palms flat on my chest and rubbed himself a little against my cock, just enough to make me bite my lip and gasp. Just a tease, though, until I slicked up my cock and held it steady for Augustine to slide himself down on it.

He liked that I was big. He liked everything about how big I was, but especially liked that I was big. He’d teased me that he’d had bigger, a human man, even, but I’d always thought that was just to get me to huff and growl and fuck him harder. I kept my hands on his hips to steady him, but Augustine was in control, groaning and gasping as he took me in by slow inches. He felt so hot around my cock, so good and tight, but the best of all was his face, the look of satisfaction, that cat expression again when his thighs touched to mine.

“Beautiful,” I said, and he smiled. Tone of voice could be enough sometimes. “I love you.”

“I love,” he groaned out through bitten lips as he started to rock his hips, still keeping my cock deep in him as he fucked himself on it. He rode me so well, his own cock twitching as he started to move more. He didn’t lay a hand on it, though, and neither did I. Not yet. I knew how he liked this, even if he couldn’t say.

He leaned down and stretched himself out over my chest, and that meant it was my time. I held on to his hips as I worked mine off the bed, fucking him faster and harder than he could manage on his own. His fingers curled up around my shoulders first as his mouth skimmed my chest. I could feel him talking more than I could hear, and I wanted those words. I wanted at least one word.

I gripped his hips hard and arched up my own to slam deep inside him. That got Augustine to toss his head back and shout out a “Yes!” loud and clear. “Yes, yes yes yes,” he said again and again, just what I wanted as I made our bed squeak and groan with each hard thrust. I’d be sore in the morning, and I’d love it. I grinned as I thought of fucking Augustine so well he’d sleep in with me.

Augustine’s hands left my shoulders and wrapped around the ends of my horns for purchase, and that was a sign I knew well. He was whimpering and going so tight around me, so hot that it made me see red, made me want to forget everything but fucking him. Not yet, though, not yet. I let go of one hip to put my hand between us and wrap around Augustine’s cock. I gripped him tight and he cried out another “Yes!” as he thrust into it, moving perfectly between sliding himself down onto my cock and forward into my hand. He held me just as strong, hands wrapped tight around my horns as he said my name, again and again.

“Raada, Raada, Raada, yes!” The last was followed by a sharp cry and the hot splash of come between our bodies, over my hand. I felt every shiver, every gasp, every shudder of tension along my cock as I kept fucking him through his orgasm. It was too much, it was just enough, and he’d barely begun to still before I was gone, too, my cock pulsing deep into him as I felt every inch of me, every nerve in my body alight on that yes.

Augustine’s fingers slowly loosened their grip around my horns and I gathered up one hand and then the other, kissing his fingertips while my breath still came hard. He was boneless on top of me, warm and sighing happily. “I love you,” I said.

“I love you,” he said in response. His pronunciation was perfect, and I laughed.

“Oh, you figured out the rest of it,” I said.

“I did,” he said, and then we both went still.

“You understood me?” I said.

“I did!” he said, and wrapped his arms around my neck to kiss me hard. “I really did say it, I really did have it figured out, but…”

“It’s fixed,” I said, and stroked my hands down his back.

“All better,” he said, and stroked his hand over my cheek. “I missed you.”

“So did I,” I said, and took his hand up to kiss it again. “Beautiful. Wonderful. I can’t stand not to hear you running your mouth all the time.”

“Never again,” he said. “I’m starting language lessons right away.”

“Same here,” I said. “Maybe should have done it a while ago.”

“Maybe,” Augustine said. “I got rather distracted from that sort of intellectual pursuit by falling madly in love with you, that’s all.”

“Funny,” I said. “Same thing happened to me.” I kissed him again for a long while, before he let out a soft sigh and rolled off of me to curl at my side. I tucked my arm around him, keeping him close. “So, should I tell Mearad that I made you come so hard it cleared out a deep space anomaly?”

Augustine groaned into my armpit, before laughing and saying, “Yes.” That one was one of mine, I could tell. But they all were.

–
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That Feeling, You Can Only Say What It Is In Greek

by Hiwaru Kibi (火悪 木美)

“Amo, amas, amat, amamus, amatis, amant.”

Bailey snorted and kicked a loose bit of stone down the cobbled road. “Is that supposed to impress the girls?”

“It’s not supposed to depress them, which is more what you’re known for.” Higgins elbowed him in the side, causing Bailey to lose his footing and grab at Higgins’ school jacket for support. Higgins was sturdy, though, and far more so since the year had started; thus he did not so much as falter under Bailey’s added feather-weight. “Amabam, amabas, amabat, amabamus, amabatis, amabant,” he recited.

Bailey hated Higgins. He absolutely loathed him with every fiber of his being. He rationalized spending so much time around such a mortal enemy by reminding himself that it just meant he’d have a better chance at smothering the bastard in his sleep someday. He’d been saying that for years, as it happened, and the fact of their having become roommates at the start of term did not lessen the repetition, even it the smarter part of his brain reminded him that he’d had ample opportunities and not once yet taken one. Bailey was a practiced expert at telling the smarter part of his brain to stuff it.

“Amabo, amabis, amabit, amabimus, amabitis, amabunt,” Higgins continued, this time softening his delivery to make it sound like more of a delicious secret. His voice had deepened since the start of the year, in fact, and his shoulders broadened considerably, and his jaw squared out such that though he shaved every morning, as per dorm regulations, by the early afternoon he had a shadowy stubble come to shade his cheeks. And yes, all the girls in town, and the ones from St. Marian’s, on the rare occasions they had shared events, all the girls thought John Royceston Higgins was just a dream and a delight. He didn’t even need the Latin. It was just showing off.

“Perfect. So you can talk of love. Well done, you.” John Martin Bailey, on the other hand, was still a slip of a thing, even a month away from his seventeenth birthday. His continued small stature was something of a disgrace to his family, he’d gathered, as his father had mentioned it no less than a half-dozen times during the last parents’ weekend. None of the other boys were still so slight at that age, eh, Martha? and his mousy mother had nodded and agreed that, yes, all three of the elder Bailey brothers had been tall, strapping lads by the end of their sixth years. They said it as though it might somehow be his own fault that he hadn’t shot up like a weed, as though something about his temperament was holding back his physical progress just to spite them.

Higgins grinned at him and elbowed him again, though this time more gently. “What else do girls want to talk about?”

“And if they are insufficiently enraptured by your elementary conjugations?”

“Poetry,” said Higgins with a wry smirk. “I believe that every young man should know no fewer than three dozen poems by heart, in a number of languages, which he can then call upon for recitation at appropriate moments. It is a vital piece of advice. I shall include it in my book.”

That Higgins was writing a book of advice for young men on wooing women seemed improbable, considering that Bailey knew Higgins’ entire experiential history with women had been a few sticky fumblings with various St. Marian’s girls while the chaperones had their backs turned. But Higgins was not a man to let something as pedantic as reality stand in his way.

Bailey turned from the road toward the path down to the old mill, and Higgins followed close behind. The late spring was still cool, but they’d had enough sun of late that the countryside wasn’t paved with chalky mud, as it sometimes could be. It was actually quite pleasant out, in fact, enough that Bailey loosened his tie as they strolled, letting the air hit his bared throat. Between the iron rule of Mr. Jay, headmaster of St. Stephen’s, and the oppressive weather, Bailey had spent much of the past few months feeling as though he were living in a prison. To be allowed out on a day like this was equal to having the bars of a cell thrown wide.

“That Margaret was quite interested in you, you know,” said Higgins as they passed over an old stone bridge.

With a sigh, Bailey turned to look over its side. There were fish in the creek below, little minnows that disturbed the surface as they flitted about with their minnowy lives. They didn’t have to learn Latin or memorize poetry or deal with a constant desire to murder another boy. “She was interested in all the boys there — no, I don’t mean like that, I mean she was friendly. She was congenial and personable to everyone. That’s all.”

Higgins shook his head in slow amazement. “Willful blindness is no way to get a girl.”

“Well, she talked to you far more than she did to me!” Though he hadn’t meant to, Bailey snapped the words at Higgins, whose perpetually sunny expression actually faltered at the barb. Good, though the mean part of his brain, even as he found himself opening his mouth and saying, “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that.” He was never going to smother Higgins in his sleep at this rate. “But it’s true. She did. So why didn’t you ‘get’ her?”

As though he’d never for a moment felt anything other than elysian joy, Higgins puffed out his chest and placed a regal hand atop it. “I am still sowing my wild oats.”

A bigger load of cock and bull Bailey had scarcely ever heard. “What would you even do with a girl?” he asked, starting up their constitutional again.

Higgins shrugged. “What does anyone do with a girl? Write her letters! Promise her your undying love in as many acceptable variations as possible, rhapsodize about her matchless beauty, apologize profusely for wrongs actual and perceived, tell her you dream of the day you can hold her in your arms. It’s all in my book. You should read it.”

“The one you haven’t written yet.”

“When it comes out, you should read it.”

Rolling his eyes, Bailey mimed picking a book off a shelf. “Ah, yes,” he chirped with ersatz brightness, “what have we here? Why, an indispensable font of knowledge! Contents: a checklist of one’s minimum necessary hygiene, abridged, and then several pages copied whole from a Latin primer.”

Higgins swooped down to pick a daisy from the side of the path. “But you have to admit, it’d sell,” he said, truncating its stem so the blossom fit neatly on his lapel.

The worst thing was, Bailey figured it probably would. With Higgins’ absurd dumb luck, in no time at all the halls would be swarmed with young would-be lovers convinced that the surest way to a young lady’s heart was through the subjunctive. Choosing not to dignify that with a response, Bailey strode on ahead, knowing even as he did that his shorter limbs were no match for Higgins’ own powerful legs. Higgins ought to go out for rugby, Bailey had thought more than once; he might get clobbered in the head and die and then Bailey would no longer have to deal with him.

They walked in silence a while, listening to the birdsong and the wind through the high grasses. It was a fine day to be out, but no one would be out this way; an inheritance dispute had left the mill unused for years, or so Bailey had been told. Either way, he’d never seen another soul with legitimate business down this way. And yet though the farm spread out for acres down the countryside, the mill house itself was still just within the town’s borders, so technically they weren’t even breaking St. Stephen’s rules regarding students and unsupervised travel.

Not, of course, that Higgins would care, and as such Bailey had never come clean about how the strolls he took really were not so transgressive at all. Higgins would only have made fun of Bailey for being so cowed by authority. But then again, Higgins had some minor royalty in his family, on his mother’s side, and as such his lifelong consequences for not being cowed by authority were not the same as they would have been for anyone else. Just another reason, Bailey thought, for suffocation.

As the dirt path began to show evidence of long-ago paving, Bailey heard from behind him, “Amavero, amaveris, amaverit–”

“Oh, will you shut up?” snapped Bailey, and this time he did mean the bite to his voice.

“Make me,” Higgins teased — and then one arm was around Bailey’s shoulders, except it was more around his neck, and then Bailey was in a headlock, squealing as Higgins mussed his dark pomaded hair. He wanted to say that the joke was on Higgins, getting a palmful of grease, but he knew the joke was on him. It never wasn’t.

At last, Higgins seemed to decide he’d had enough of this good boyish roughhousing; he relented, disengaging from Bailey with a little shove that likely wasn’t meant to send Bailey close to toppling to the ground, but did anyway. Higgins pushed ahead into the old mill house, its rusted hinges giving a loud creak that would surely have given their entry away, had there been anyone in the vicinity to hear. “So this is where the boys come,” Higgins said, looking around its ramshackle interior.

“Yeah,” said Bailey, shutting the door behind them. Boys, plural, often came for all manner of contraband usage, as evidenced by the cigarette butts and empty glass bottles and tattered magazine pictures of half-to-full-naked women. When Bailey came, it was alone, because he had no friends.

No, that was perhaps the most irritating thing about Higgins. They were friends, or at least Higgins was certain of that fact, which made it as good as gospel truth. His having hated Higgins since the first day of their first year, hating him merely for existing, seemed not once in all that time to have penetrated Higgins’ thick, handsome skull, which had only grown thicker and more handsome since their first meeting. If he were being truly honest with Higgins (and he absolutely was not), he would have admitted that he came here not just for peace and quiet, but to have a good solid wank that with embarrassing frequency featured Higgins’ remembered body as primary stimuli.

The reasons to hate John Royceston Higgins numbered that of the stars.

And yet, one more was added to that galaxy as Higgins reached into his coat and produced a chartreuse bottle of cheap gin. “Want some?” he asked, shaking it in Bailey’s direction. Well, that at least explained why Higgins had been so keen to join Bailey on his constitutional.

“Gin’s for girls,” said Bailey, who had no idea whether or not that was true in the slightest. It had just been something he’d once heard someone say, and now it came to mind as the least unmanly thing he might say to refuse.

Higgins rolled his eyes and sat on one of the crates nearest to the window, the room’s once source of light. “It is not. Come on. I bet you’ve never even tried it.”

He would have won that bet, too. Trying to look as cool as possible, Bailey leaned against one of the central pillars. It was a bit rotted, but at least his slight frame wasn’t likely to be the straw that broke this proverbial camel’s back. “‘Course I have. It’s fine.”

“Then come have some more,” said Higgins, uncorking it, and there was no way Bailey could have refused. The dorm monitors were crafty in their searches; Bailey had no idea how or where Higgins had managed to conceal it, nor even where he’d managed to acquire it in the first place. Had they been found on campus stinking of the devil’s drink, as it were, Mr. Jay would have given them a what-for not even Higgins’ family connections could have saved him from. Bailey held these thoughts in his head quite clearly as he lifted the bottle to his lips and swallowed.

It was foul. It was as though he’d picked up one of the perfume bottles from his grandmother’s dresser and downed that instead, setting it on fire as he did. He could keep neither the look from his face nor the cough from his chest as the floral elixir dried his throat all the way down. Higgins just laughed and took the bottle back; he drank deeply of it and did not so much as flinch, because of course he didn’t. Bailey wanted to reach over and choke him, but was too busy gasping for air himself.

Hardly one to be outdone by such a pompous, privileged braggart, though, Bailey grabbed the bottle and took another drink, willing himself not to react to its vileness. Indeed, the second draught was easier than the first even without his effort, and by the time he’d swallowed the whole colossal, unwise mouthful down, he found he was beginning to feel … better. Still somewhat put-upon, and without a single doubt that the universe could be improved by accessorizing Higgins’ face with a broken nose, but on the whole, improved. He was no longer, for instance, questioning why he’d let Higgins bully him into showing him the way down here.

“Do they bring girls here?”

Bailey frowned. “Who?”

“The other boys. Is this where they meet girls?”

Resisting the urge to point out that surely someone of Higgins’ purported expertise should have known the answer to that, Bailey shook his head. “We went southwest from the front gates. St. Marian’s is due east of the village, almost a league’s distance as the crow flies. If they are having rendezvous, they’re having them with some very sturdy girls from the hiking club.”

Higgins laughed at that, perhaps a little more than was warranted. “Just as well. Wouldn’t want the place spoiled with the smell of too many fucks, would we?”

A year rooming with Higgins had been a constant exercise in not being scandalized by his foul mouth, and if Bailey ever let his shock at such blue language show, it was only to cover the electric excitement of hearing Higgins say the word fuck. Bailey had heard it before as a verb, of course, but Higgins had a way of making it a noun that sent Bailey’s imagination off in directions he’d rather it not wander. There was such thing as a fuck, something that two people could do. Maybe it was even something he could do, if he ever stopped being such a small, pathetic embarrassment to himself and everyone connected to him. It was a fairly large if.

“How do you fuck in Latin?” someone asked, and some part of Bailey’s mind was scandalized further to realize that that someone had been he, and the mouth that had said that particular word had been his own.

The mouth of the bottle perched at his lips, Higgins grinned. “Take off your toga and stick your prick in her, one supposes.”

“No, I–” That had given Bailey the specific mental image of Higgins’ prick, and try though he might, he could not keep his gaze from landing upon Higgins’ lap. Higgins was reclined against some old crates, his knees spread as though they were magnets of opposite polarities, and there at his legs’ juncture was an ill-lit convergence of fabric and the shapes that might be beneath it. It might have been a wrinkle in his school trousers, or Higgins might have some monstrous appendage hidden there; Bailey had no way to tell. “How do you say fuck in Latin? There’s got to be a way.”

Higgins’ grin just widened. “Futuo, futuis, futuit, futuimus, futuitis, futuunt,” he said, either doing a conjugating exercise or describing a truly versatile orgy. It was almost a logic puzzle: What was the fewest number of people who would need to be present to make that sentence true? Bailey’s throat caught to realize that two of them must, by first- and second-person necessity, be himself and Higgins. “Of course, that’s only one kind of fucking.”

Bailey cursed his terrible mind and the terrible things it got him into. “There are others?”

“Irrumo, irrumas, irrumat, irrumamus, irrumatis, irrumant.” Higgins put the gin bottle toward Bailey’s mouth, and by instinct, Bailey parted his lips obligingly to take its smooth glass lip between his own. “I fuck someone’s mouth with my cock, you fuck someone’s mouth with your cock, he/she/it fucks someone’s–”

“Yes, yes,” Bailey interrupted, and though he’d meant for it to sound exasperated, it came out more of a breathless plea: yes, yes. He supposed the impression wasn’t helped by how he absolutely needed to push that bottle away from his lips and not keep it there while pretending it was Higgins’ prick. He especially needed not to part his lips and let Higgins pour in another mouthful of gin, though that was exactly what he did. Maybe this seemed normal. Maybe this was what boys did together here all the time. He honestly had no clue.

When he was done filling Bailey, Higgins took another deep drink. It was not a large bottle of gin, small enough to have been concealed beneath a jacket, and it was almost gone. When had that happened? “Also: ceveo, ceves, cevet, cevemus, cevetis, cevent. I am fucked, you are fucked, and so on and so forth.”
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