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by Togi Kayako (土宜草子)

Golden evening light gave the quiet streets of Oakside a magical glow and damn near blinded Addie as she hunted desperately for a legible building number. She wasn’t even sure she was even on the right street yet. Even getting to Oakside had been a pain, with a missed exit sending her backtracking off the highway, GPS scolding her at every wrong turn. She caught a glimpse of at least some of the correct digits across a small, empty parking lot but decided to play it safe by following the directions.

Five minutes later, she was on the other side of the parking lot, one block down. Addie didn’t throw her phone out the window, but she thought longingly of the crunch it would make under her car’s tires. Instead, she pulled up the confirmation email which had the address and worryingly vague directions beneath it: My office is upstairs. Knock three times and go in. If a friend hadn’t recommended the place, she would have assumed it was some kind of weird scam.

With only a few lingering worries about organ harvesting at the back of her mind, Addie hopped out of the car and headed toward the address. She’d never been to Oakside before, but it seemed to be one of those smaller towns where everybody closed up shop with the sunset. Just as well, since she was walking slow and dressed weird to boot.

Downstairs turned out to be a tiny coffee shop with a sign over the door labeling it Inky’s Drinks in an elegant script. The space seemed empty but a tidy placard tucked inside the door suggested it was still open. To the left of the storefront was a recessed set of stairs, dimly lit and lacking any indication of where they might go. Without the directions in hand, Addie would have never noticed them at all.

She stopped at the foot of the stairs and smoothed her hands down the front of her second-hand black slacks. Most of her outfit had been bought in a last-minute scramble a few days back, and none of it was a good fit. The pants pinched at the waist and did unflattering things to her broad hips, but with any luck, she wouldn’t be wearing them too much longer.

The thought spurred her up the stairs, oversized shoes slapping against the steps. She didn’t slow down, despite them threatening to trip her more than once. A dark wooden door waited at the top with a minuscule nameplate reading T. Lewis, Broker.

With her heart hammering in her chest, Addie knocked three times and turned the handle.

On the other side was a white-walled room that made her think of a lawyer’s office. The centerpiece of the space was a huge wooden desk with a chair perfectly centered on either side. Most of the wall space was covered in closed cabinets and bookshelves jammed with thick leather books that had gilded titles printed down the spines.

Everything was meticulously clean, organized, and sparse: The desk itself held only a small lamp with an amber shade and a manila folder with a very nice pen sitting on top. Addie froze with the doorknob still in hand. She’d felt a bit frumpy in her guy costume before but now was hyper-aware of every stray piece of lint on her person that might contaminate the space.

Her discomfort tripled as a door behind the desk opened and someone, presumably the mysterious T. Lewis, stepped through. He was short and heavyset, but sharply dressed in a charcoal suit that had obviously been tailored to fit. Even his dark hair was flawless, slicked back in a way that reminded Addie of a black-and-white movie star.

Addie caught a flash of silver cufflinks as he pulled the other door closed behind himself. “You must be Adam Orcott,” he said. “I trust you haven’t been waiting long? Please come in and close the door, if you would.” The voice was higher pitched and a lot warmer than she would have expected. Any warmth at all was a surprise, with the way she was gaping like an idiot and standing in the open doorway.

“Right, of course, what am I thinking?” She stumbled over the words and caught the toe of her shoe on the door as she rushed to close it. “You’re Mr. Lewis? Ms. Lewis? God, I am so sorry, I’m a wreck today.”

“Theo, please, and no apologies necessary. Come have a seat.” When Addie steeled herself and looked up, all she found on Theo’s face was a sympathetic smile. He — or maybe it was she? — practically radiated calm.

Addie tried to settle gingerly onto the edge of the chair and let out an undignified squeak when she sank in. What had looked like a stiff brown leather surface was in fact thickly cushioned. Theo took her own seat, an almost identical chair save for a higher back, with far more grace. She had the kind of flawless posture Addie had tried to learn from online tutorials and failed to maintain for more than five minutes at a stretch.

“There are two things I need you to sign. This privacy agreement is the first.” Theo opened the folder and slid the top sheet inside over to Addie. The signature at the bottom was a series of sharp, unreadable loops that had Addie flipping her guess on gender all over again. “It’s the same as the sample form I emailed you, but do feel free to read it over if you prefer.”

Addie’s hand was on the pen before Theo even finished speaking. “I think I’d lose my nerve if I did.” She tried to plaster on a smile and make it sound like a joke. Given how tight her voice sounded to her own ears, she could only imagine the horrible squeak it must have been to Theo’s.

“Is there anything I can do to help set you at ease?” Theo asked. Addie found herself pinned down by some of the gentlest brown eyes she’d ever seen. Everything in Theo’s voice and expression suggested the offer was sincere. Addie set the pen back down with a small, defeated shrug.

“I don’t really know?” She winced at the way her voice swung up into a question. “Right now, I feel like a kid wearing her brother’s hand-me-downs. No one’s going to look at this”—she gestured to her baggy white button-down that was nowhere near loose enough to hide the curve of her chest—”and even remotely think I’m a guy.”

Addie thought she’d done everything she could to tip the scales in her favor. No makeup, a heavy sports bra to make her chest flatter, and men’s clothes right down to the underwear with a pair of rolled-up socks in it. She’d even picked out a guy’s name that was close enough to her real name that she wouldn’t forget it. One look in the mirror had crushed what little confidence she’d built up, and yet for some fucking reason she’d gone out anyway.

Theo nodded thoughtfully after she spoke. “You don’t need to convince anyone of that tonight, Adam. Both myself and my associates are here first and foremost to make sure that you enjoy yourself. I think you’ll find it much easier to settle into your role once you get into the swing of things.”

While the words were neutral enough, the faint smile Theo followed them with made Addie’s face start to prickle with heat. “I guess you wouldn’t be professionals if you weren’t good at playing pretend,” she said.

“I think of it less as playing pretend and more as accepting that reality can be flexible.” Theo leaned in, resting one hand on the edge of the desk as he met Addie’s eyes. “For tonight you are Adam, as long as you wish to be.”

There was an intensity to the words that rattled her, despite the soft delivery. For one moment, in the stillness of the office, she felt a strange certainty that it would be made true purely because Theo willed it so. She shook off the chill with a roll of her shoulders and scribbled out her signature on the form.

“Now to the contract itself.” Theo smoothly swapped out the pages in front of her. “Also the same as the one I sent you before, but again, read it over if you would like to. Please make sure to initial the section on safewords, and then sign at the bottom of the page.”

The sparse, direct wording of the contract was even weirder now that she’d seen the office it had been written in. “That’s really it?” she asked, turning the paper over as if it would somehow continue after the space for their signatures.

“Your contract is as straightforward as I can make it,” Theo said. “The one for my associates is somewhat more detailed and of course it includes much of the information you provided in your application.”

Addie’s hand froze with the pen hovering over the page. The application hadn’t been a short form and had included a huge section for her to write out what she wanted. Which she had done, at length. In the privacy of her own bedroom, typing up all the answers had left her warm and excited. “Guess I should have expected that,” she said weakly.

“I promise that all the information you gave us is kept in the strictest confidence between myself and my associates.” Theo’s smile was steady. He’d been through this exact conversation before, Addie could tell. “I wouldn’t remain in business if I made a habit of publicly sharing anything about my clients.”

Addie forced her shoulders down from where they had been creeping toward her ears. “No, I guess not,” she agreed. Given that the place was invitation-only, Theo probably didn’t want it to be too public for his own sake too. She jotted down her name again with newfound resolve, then pushed the pen and paper back to Theo. He tucked everything away into the folder and placed the pen on top, leaving the desk visibly unchanged from when she had walked in.

“Wonderful,” Theo said, getting to his feet. Addie hurried to follow, both from nerves and from the way her belt was digging into the curve of her stomach. “Right this way, please.”

Theo walked across the room and opened a third door that had apparently been right behind her the whole time. It was the exact same white as the walls, which was probably why she’d missed it, and opened onto a blank hallway with recessed lighting. “Down the hall and take a left,” Theo said, with a small gesture forward. He gave no sign of moving from their station at the door.

“Oh, you’re not a—” Addie cut herself off from whatever inappropriate noun her mouth had been hurtling toward and regrouped to try again: “I mean, I didn’t want to assume but I thought—”

“I only deal with the office side of things,” Theo said, smoothly cutting her off, “but I assure you that you will be in very competent hands.” If Addie had offended him, he showed no sign of it.

Rather than open her mouth again and risk jamming her foot further in, Addie nodded and beat a hasty retreat down the hallway. She heard the door click shut behind her and then total silence. Her own footsteps sounded muffled despite the empty space and thin office carpeting underfoot.

She took a left and found another long stretch of hallway, this one with a door at the end identical to the one she had entered through. For one brief, dizzy moment, Addie was sure she had somehow gotten turned around. It had to be impossible — there hadn’t been any turns or openings or anything, so there was no way she could have doubled back in such a short distance.

Standing in front of the door, she let out a shaky breath and tried to square up her shoulders. This was supposed to be fun for her. She was paying for it and had signed a contract explicitly stating that her satisfaction was key. Even if she probably wouldn’t be convinced she was a guy, it would be fine.

Before Addie could decide if she was supposed to knock or not, the door swung inward. She had a split second to take in the sparse apartment living room before the person who opened the door stole her attention.

The woman was so stunning that Addie couldn’t even manage a greeting. Towering black heels brought her a few inches taller than Addie, and the endless stretch of pale leg between them and the hem of her very little black dress was mesmerizing. Her eyeliner was sharp at the corners of her dark brown eyes, and her bright red lipstick gave her smile a sultry, almost dangerous edge.

“There you are, Adam!” She took Addie’s arm in one big, soft hand and tugged her inside. “I hope you still feel up to going out tonight, because this took me ages.” Her vividly blue curls bounced as she spun in place. “Worth every minute, don’t you think?”

Addie rallied enough brain cells to croak out, “Yeah, it must have taken ages to get everything this perfect.” Her throat felt rough as she spoke and she tried to subtly clear it. “You look amazing.” It was easier to speak a little lower than usual than to push through the weird tightness in her throat, so Addie tried to roll with it.

The compliment, no matter how pathetic the delivery, got her a very friendly wink. “You know I’m happy to let you look. And none of that ‘I’m just being polite, Jenna’ nonsense, please. My ego couldn’t take it.”

Addie had only done a rough outline of the scenario and had forgotten most of it as soon as she’d sent off the form, but it was starting to come back to her. Jenna and her boyfriend John had been friends with Adam since high school, where he’d had a crush on both of them but never said anything. It was based on a true story, names and all, though Addie’s actual crushes had gotten married and popped out a few kids.

Also, neither of them had been nearly as hot as this Jenna.

“I don’t think your boyfriend would appreciate me looking too much,” Addie — no, Adam — said. The words weren’t quite confident yet, but at least they didn’t come out scratchy now that she had settled into a deeper register.

“Aw, he would never get jealous over someone checking me out.” Jenna laughed and rested a hand against Adam’s chest. The sports bra seemed to have loosened up, or at least it wasn’t digging in as badly as it had earlier. “Besides, he trusts me — and he knows you’re more into guys anyway.”

Adam managed a nod, but wasn’t sure what else to say. It turned out a vague fantasy had a lot of gaps in it that he wasn’t sure how to smooth over. “Is he coming along tonight?” he asked, more or less at random.

“Yep! He’s getting dressed and then you’ll get all the eye candy you’re after.” Jenna took a step back and looked Adam over with a critical eye. “Did you bring something else to change into, hon? This is a bit drab for a party, honestly.”

“I don’t really have party clothes,” Adam said, speaking honestly for both sides of himself. “Like, why bother? Nothing looks that good on me.” He’d buy a fun outfit, wear it once or twice and then one day he’d put it on and it was all wrong for no reason he could place. The back of his closet was a graveyard of outfits he was scared to try on again.

The bright red lipstick weaponized Jenna’s pout. “Aw, sweetheart, don’t be so hard on yourself! I bet I could pretty you up no problem if you’d just give me a chance to.” Jenna scooped up one of his hands and swung it playfully between them.

“Still want to put me in a dress, huh?” Adam asked, rolling his eyes like the long-suffering best friend he was playing. “I don’t know why you’re so obsessed with that.” Did the woman playing Jenna secretly think his longtime fantasy was dumb? Adam scanned her face for any hint of disdain, but she was smiling back exactly like he’d expect from a close friend.

“Because I know you could rock the right dress.” Jenna fluttered her probably-fake eyelashes at him in a move so devastatingly cute that Adam’s worries melted away. “You know, I bet John would help me if I asked him to. There’s no way you could win if it was two on one.”

A broad-shouldered man a few inches shorter than Adam stepped into the room. “What am I being roped into helping you with now?” John asked. He had a tidy brown beard and looked strong enough to pin Adam down with one muscular arm. Having had the thought, Adam suddenly couldn’t think of anything but the way it would feel.

“Babe, don’t you think Adam would be super-cute all dolled up in a dress?” Jenna pressed her palm over Adam’s lips before he could even think to protest. “Don’t just say yes to humor me, either. Be honest.”

John raked his eyes over Adam with a slow, heated smile. “Yeah, he could be pretty in the right outfit.” With a thoughtful hum, he added, “How do we feel about a change of plans? That sounds more fun than going to the party.”

Adam tried to shake his head a little, but his heart wasn’t in it. Jenna’s hand slid from his mouth to the top button of his shirt. She tapped her nail against it idly as she watched his face. “Pretty please, Adam? I promise I won’t bring it up again if you hate it.”

“What’s in it for me?” Adam asked. He meant to be bold, flirtatious, but the question came out soft and wanting.

Jenna let out a wicked giggle and trailed her hand lower, running a little slalom between his buttons until she reached his belt buckle. “Do you need anything more? I think you’re already enjoying the idea a lot.” She cupped her hand over the front of his pants and Adam let out a sound like he’d been punched in the gut.

He was half hard and had been so distracted by Jenna’s flirting that he hadn’t even noticed. Something was wrong with that, but his confusion melted away as Jenna gave him another friendly squeeze.

“May as well give in,” John said. “Unless you’d rather we make you cooperate?” His skin-tight black pants made his thick thighs impossible to look away from as he walked over to join them. It was even enough to shift Adam’s attention off of Jenna for a split second despite the gentle pressure of her palm on his dick.

Adam’s hips bucked forward into Jenna’s hand even as he tried to protest: “C’mon, guys, I think the joke’s gone far enough.” From the look Jenna and John exchanged, he was convincing no one, himself included.

“Hold him still for me if he gets feisty, babe.” Jenna started in on his buttons, getting three undone before Adam remembered to gently try to bat her hands away.

John grabbed Adam’s wrists a second later, twisting his arms behind his back with no difficulty. Jenna gave John a quick thumbs up before she went back to undoing Adam’s shirt, tugging it free from his pants so she could get to the final buttons.

Adam had another layer on, so it wasn’t like he was suddenly exposed, but the hungry way Jenna was looking at him made it feel like he was. She hooked a finger beneath the edge of his undershirt and even that tiny touch of skin on skin was so electric it made Adam’s breath catch. When Jenna started inching it up, Adam shivered.

They laughed at him in stereo, Jenna’s pretty smile in front of him and John’s bass chuckle a hot rush of breath against his neck. “So eager!” Jenna teased, pushing his undershirt up in earnest now. “I think he can’t wait to get into some nicer clothes.” She stopped when his shirt was rolled up to his collarbones and stepped back to admire her handiwork.

“We should take this to the bedroom before we strip him entirely.” John pressed a brief, warm kiss to the nape of Adam’s neck. “Wouldn’t want you to get cold, beautiful,” he murmured.

Adam let himself be marched along with John behind him and Jenna in front, pulling him forward by his shirt tails. Their bedroom was dominated by a huge bed with a rich burgundy quilt and a small mountain of coordinating throw pillows. The overhead light was off, but two stand lamps on either side of the bed filled the room with a warm glow.

“Let me go grab a few things for you.” Jenna pressed a quick kiss to Adam’s forehead and twirled off into a walk-in closet. “Hmm, what do you think, babe, is purple his color?”

John switched his grip on Adam’s arms to one hand, stroking the other through Adam’s sparse patch of chest hair. His nails were painted a deep pink with flecks of glitter mixed in. “Maybe,” John said. “Got anything purple that’s slutty enough for him?” Adam let out a wordless protest that turned into a moan as John pinched one of his nipples.

“Yes, and too many good dress options,” Jenna said as she reemerged with a huge armful of clothes. She tossed the bulk of it onto the bed, hanging on to only a small tangle of sheer, bright purple fabric that she untwisted to reveal a matching set of lingerie.

Adam’s vision narrowed down to nothing but the sparse bands of purple. “There’s no way that will fit, and I mean even if, I’m not—” He stammered to a stop, breathing hard. There were too many options for what he wasn’t, or wasn’t enough of: hot, pretty, cool, sexy. He didn’t want to say them. He didn’t even want to think them, but that was unavoidable.

“It’s going to look amazing on you,” John growled in his ear. “Look at what even the thought’s doing to me.” He rolled his hips forward, letting Adam feel how hard he’d gotten. “Okay, Jen, strip him. I don’t want to wait any longer.”

“With pleasure!” Jenna set the bra on a corner of the bed, making sure to keep it where Adam could see. She tugged at her bottom lip with her teeth as she came back to stand in front of him. “You’re going to be so hot when I’m through,” she promised, twirling the panties around one finger with a grin.

Adam nodded, and didn’t even squirm as Jenna reached for his pants. She had his belt, button and zip undone in no time at all and dropped to her knees to slide his pants down. “Oh, fuck,” Adam muttered as she winked up at him with her face level with his dick.

“Not yet, but hold onto that thought,” Jenna said. She got his socks and shoes out of the way so she could pull his pants off. Adam continued to hang limp — well, most of him, anyway — and cooperative in John’s grip. “You ready to let us see everything, Adam?”

“Be good for me for just a minute, beautiful,” John said. He let go of Adam’s arms, dragging his blunt pink nails up Adam’s chest to catch the band of his undershirt. Adam tipped his head back to give John an easy line to pull it free and shrugged the button-down off his shoulders to get it off too.

Jenna walked her fingertips up his thighs and toyed with the hem of his boxer-briefs. Adam let out a choked whimper as she leaned in and pressed a soft kiss over the line of his cock. His hands twitched but stayed locked behind him, right where John had left them.

All three of them let out a pleased sigh in unison when Jenna finally pulled Adam’s underwear off. “Oh, that’s going to fill out these tiny panties for sure,” Jenna said. She licked her lips inches away from his dick and Adam clenched his hands so hard he could feel the sting of his nails biting into his palms.

He tensed as she slid the silky purple material up his legs, but it stretched without any trouble over his thighs and hips. It was softer than anything he’d ever bought for himself and much, much more transparent. The back wasn’t even solid fabric, just a series of crisscrossing straps, and Jenna took her sweet time settling each one into place just so.

“Toss me the top,” John said. He caught the bra with one hand and Adam let him slip it into place without a fuss. There was almost nothing to it beyond two sheer triangles over his nipples and soft ribbons tying everything together. The delicate scraps of fabric were the only thing covering him, and Jenna and John’s hands were the only thing keeping him together.

“You want to see how good this looks on you?” Jenna asked, toying with the delicate stitching along his hip. “Come on, beautiful, you’ll love it.” She led him into a small en suite bathroom that made for some very close quarters once all three of them piled in.

Adam caught a glimpse of his own brown skin and purple mesh before he clenched his eyes shut. “I’m gonna look stupid,” he whispered. The magic would slip away if he had to actually see his body, he knew it.

“Neither of us think you look stupid,” Jenna said, twining her fingers with his and giving his hand a comforting squeeze. “But if you don’t want to look, you don’t have to. All you need to do is stay put and let us make you feel good, okay?”

“We can enjoy the view enough for all of us,” John said, pressing himself against Adam’s back again. He reached around to cup Adam’s chest with both hands, stroking his thumbs down to Adam’s nipples. “You want us to be gentle or rough with you, gorgeous?”

A shudder wracked Adam’s body. It could have been the way the mesh dragged across his skin, or it could have been the way every pet name they called him soaked in a little deeper. At this rate, he was eventually going to start believing it himself. “You can be a little rough there,” he whispered.

John shifted from a teasing glide to a firm, rolling pinch. “Whatever you want, princess,” he said. Adam melted back against John’s strong chest, face hot and body fizzing with flustered enjoyment.

“Oh, I like that one,” Jenna said with a giggle. She turned around so she could grind her ass against Adam’s dick, and her skirt was so short he could feel her bare thighs against his. “What do you think, Adam? Want to be our pretty little princess tonight?”

Adam wanted to say something, but Jenna rolled her hips and John flicked his fingers and every word Adam had ever known evaporated off his tongue. He nodded, probably, because he could feel the soft friction of John’s beard against his skin. Jenna pulled away, and Adam tried to grab for her blindly.

She caught him by the wrists before he could do more than brush the curve of her hip. “Naughty! If you want to touch back, you’re gonna have to open your eyes for us.” Jenna dropped a quick peck on each of Adam’s cheeks and then the tip of his nose. “You can focus on me and John, so you can see how we feel about your new look.”

It was enough of a compromise to erode the last of Adam’s crumbling resolve. He gritted his teeth and cracked open one eye. There were John’s broad hands, nails sparkling as he pinched Adam’s nipples through the gauzy bra. Adam let his eyes drift down. The purple fabric hid exactly nothing where his cock was straining against the panties. There was a damp spot near the tip and in the mirror Adam saw John staring at it too with his lips parted.

“See how good you look?” Jenna murmured, tucking herself against Adam’s side and resting her chin on his shoulder. “Either one of us would suck you off like this, if you wanted, or we could go ahead and dress you up more.”

“Both is good,” John said. One of his hands started teasing along the edges of Adam’s panties. The feather-light touch could have tickled, but Adam was too busy willing John’s hand to move even an inch further in. “Let me suck you off and lick you clean, and then we’ll let Jenna dress you up as our beautiful princess.”

The idea appealed so much that Adam forced himself to dredge up a few functional words from the depths of his brain. “I want that, fuck, please,” he said. It was a low rasp, barely a sentence, but both Jenna and John beamed at him once he got it out.

“Your wish is my command,” John said cheerfully. He slid out from behind Adam, turning his hand to curl it around Adam’s hip. In one smooth motion, John pushed Adam back against the wall and dropped to his knees. “I’d better not make too much of a mess of these, if you’re going to keep wearing them.”

Adam froze in place as John winked and rolled the waistband of his panties down just far enough to free Adam’s dick. Even having such a fit, strong guy at his feet was thrill enough to make him feel more like a warrior queen than a princess. The moment rolled forward in stop motion highlights: John’s hot breath on Adam’s thigh, John’s eyes flicking up, John’s gorgeous smile, and John’s mouth opening wide.

From there it was one fast-forward blur of sensation as the slick warmth of John’s lips and tongue slid all the way down Adam’s cock. The feeling went from good to amazing to incredible in the space of seconds. Adam tried to weasel one hand up to cover his mouth, but Jenna pinned his wrists at his sides with surprising strength.

“Let us hear you, sweetheart,” she said. “You’re so pretty like this and we don’t want to miss a thing.” She leaned in close, pressing her lips to his ear and filling one corner of his vision with blue curls. “Besides, you want John to know what a good job he’s doing, don’t you?”

Adam was in no position to argue; his thighs were already shaking. Jenna had his hands, John had his hips, and Adam had nowhere to go even if he’d wanted to — not that he did. John’s mouth on his dick was like nothing he’d ever felt before and Adam wanted as much of it he could get.

It was a matter of seconds until Adam came with one short, sharp burst of pleasure that hollowed him out entirely. His voice echoed off the bathroom walls and as he caught his breath, he hoped vaguely that Jenna and John’s neighbors weren’t big on noise complaints.

John eased back to let Adam’s cock rest against the tip of his tongue. One last thick drop of come oozed out as Adam started to go soft and John let it pool on his tongue for a moment before he swallowed it down. Adam stared, not blinking nor breathing, and did his best to will the memory to be burned into his brain forever.

“I think normally people pay good money for a show like that,” Jenna said. Her laugh was breathy and pleased against Adam’s neck. She followed it up with a kiss as she carded a hand through Adam’s hair and he leaned his whole head into the touch. “So, do I get to put you in a pretty dress now?”

John had apparently stolen all Adam’s energy straight through the dick, because he could barely keep his eyes open and was leaning most of his weight against the wall. “Whatever you want,” Adam said sleepily. Jenna cooed at him, but he could forgive it because she also pulled him tighter against her chest at the same time.

“Be careful about giving her that much power, man,” John said. He straightened out Adam’s panties with a gentle touch and pressed a kiss to each of Adam’s thighs. “She’ll use it against you for sure.”

“Rude,” Jenna said, batting John on the shoulder as he got to his feet. “Anyway, I know you both want to see it at least as much as I do, so clearly I am using my power for good.” She peeled Adam up off the wall and John helped her support him for the brief walk back to the bedroom. Once there, Jenna ducked away to start pulling apart the pile of clothing, leaving Adam in John’s strong and capable arms.

Adam would have sworn that all of the dresses were skimpy, but Jenna pulled out a full-length one that ran the gradient from rosy sunset pink down to a deep blue. “This one says princess to me. What do you boys think?” Jenna asked. The bottom of the skirt flared out as she turned around to show it off to them.

When Jenna brought the dress closer, Adam reached out and smoothed a hand down one of the long, draping sleeves. He didn’t know enough about fabric to even guess at what it was made of, but the smooth material felt heavier than it looked as he let it slide over his fingers. The colors were eye-catching, in total opposition to every muted piece of clothing he owned.

“It’s so beautiful,” Adam said, voice hushed. The rich purples in the middle of the dress did amazing things to his skin, making it glow in the warm light of the bedroom. “Are you sure...?” Adam trailed off before he could try to give them an out that they weren’t going to take. If it didn’t fit, it didn’t fit — what was the harm in trying it on?

“I will cry if you don’t let me put you in this dress,” Jenna said firmly. Her words would have been solemn, but there was a smile crinkling the corners of her eyes. “Now put your arms up and let me work.”

Adam took one deep breath to steady himself, then lifted his arms with a smile.

“Good boy,” John said, and those two little words were so good that Adam swore he’d do anything to earn them again. “Now I need to get out of the way before we both wind up in a dress.” His hands squeezed at Adam’s waist before he let go, and he pressed a quick kiss between Adam’s shoulders that eased the sting of losing the touch.

“Don’t tempt me,” Jenna muttered. She worked her hands through the mass of skirt and underskirt, draping the fabric in waves along her arms before she unceremoniously dropped the whole thing over Adam’s head.

He shivered a little as the cool material settled against his skin. The dress was heavier than he’d expected, not quite as much as a weighted blanket but almost as comforting. Rather than slouch, Adam squared his shoulders against the pull.

Jenna moved around him like a bird fixing a nest, plucking at spots that weren’t sitting quite right one after the other. When it was all behaving to her satisfaction, she zipped up the back of the dress one careful inch at a time, her fingertips a ticklish drag against Adam’s back. It fit better than any other clothing he’d ever owned, wrapping around him like a second skin yet somehow not constricting anywhere.

“Go on, give us a twirl,” Jenna said, stepping back to give him room. Adam did, tentative on the first turn, then faster and faster until he made the skirt and sleeves flare all the way out. By the time a wave of dizziness forced him to stop, he was laughing with pure joy. Jenna and John leapt forward when he wobbled, each grabbing one arm to prop him up.

“I think he likes it,” John said in a stage whisper. Adam nodded his enthusiastic agreement, still breathless and lightheaded. He smoothed his hands down his chest, marveling at the play of different colors as the sleeves crossed the front of the dress. Not every shade worked with every other, but Adam found even the clashing colors oddly compelling.

Jenna pressed a kiss on his cheek and Adam caught a hint of her dark, spicy perfume. “You look absolutely stunning, Adam,” she said.

“The dress isn’t too shabby either,” John added as he mirrored Jenna’s kiss on the opposite cheek. “What do you want to do now, beautiful? We’ve got you all dressed up with nowhere to go.”

Adam tugged them both in as close as they could get, bracketing himself with his friends. The three of them made a neat set: Jenna taller and more slender, John shorter and broader, and Adam slotted perfectly in the middle. Dolled up in the dress and lingerie, he could even imagine himself halfway between them another way too, a little bit man and a little bit woman.

“I want you both,” Adam said. He turned and caught Jenna by the hips to pull her against him. John obligingly pressed against his back, warm and solid. Both of them took it as an invitation to get their hands on him, stroking him all over through the silky fabric of his dress. Jenna rocked her hips forward, rubbing against Adam’s rapidly hardening dick and pushing him back far enough to feel John’s cock pressing against his ass.

“Both of us, huh?” Jenna asked. She twirled one finger in slow loops over Adam’s shoulder, moving from dress to skin and back. “We could put you right in the middle, have you fuck me while John fucks you.”

Adam’s groan was almost drowned out by John’s as his hands clenched tight on two handfuls of fabric near Adam’s hips. “Gonna let me fuck you in your pretty dress, princess?” John asked. He snaked a hand between Jenna and Adam so he could stroke Adam’s cock through a loose handful of the skirt. “I’m more than ready for you.”

Jenna took Adam’s face in both hands, tipping it up so she could look him in the eyes. “Same here,” Jenna said. “I’m so soaked that you’ll be able to slide right in with no trouble at all.” She giggled when Adam’s hips bucked up against her. “Oh, that feels like a yes to me.”

“Very yes,” Adam said. He let out a sad little whine when Jenna pulled away. She turned her back to him and bent forward, revealing a cute pair of blue shorts with a layer of lace at the edges and a dark wet spot between her legs. When she pulled them down, Adam could see she’d been serious about how wet she was. The blue fabric peeled away to reveal dark hair that glistened faintly as she wiggled her ass at them.

John and Adam watched in perfect silence besides their heavy breathing as Jenna crawled to the head of the bed. Her tiny dress rucked up to her waist with each slow, mesmerizing swing of her hips. Jenna rolled over, spreading her legs wide and planting her black heels on the bed.

Adam stared, even as John gave him an encouraging nudge forward and said, “Go on, she’s more than ready for you, beautiful.”Jenna trailed two fingers between her legs and then brought them to her lips to suck them clean while she kept her eyes locked with Adam’s. When she crooked the same fingers, whatever spell Adam had been under broke and he stumbled forward to the bed.

It took some doing to get his dress out of the way so he didn’t trip on it, but Adam was motivated and had it bunched up over his thighs in no time. Jenna sat up long enough to sneak a hand under the pile of fabric and pull his panties to the side. Adam’s cock slipped free, and Jenna kept a guiding hand on him as she eased back onto the pillows.

She arched her hips up and slipped the head of Adam’s cock inside herself with no resistance at all. At the feel of her body around him, Adam let out a broken cry and thrust forward, not stopping until he was as deep as he could go. He stayed braced over her, one hand on the bed and one holding his dress out of the way, shuddering and trying desperately to not to come.

“Don’t fight it, Adam.” Jenna stroked a hand down his cheek and started moving her hips in a slow roll. “We’ll keep you in our bed as long as you want. Just let yourself go and come inside me like a good girl.” The words alone almost did the trick, but Adam gritted his teeth and shook his head. Jenna only laughed at him and said, “John, make him fuck me.”

“With pleasure,” John said. He trailed his hands down Adam’s back and grabbed him by the hips. “Be good now,” John said, pulling Adam back until his cock almost slipped out of Jenna, then pushing him all the way back inside her. “Once you fill her up, I’ll start getting you ready to take me.”

Adam could barely breathe and he didn’t have a chance in hell of holding still even without John urging him on. He bucked his hips faster and faster, letting his head drop forward when the sight of Jenna’s intense smile became too much. Panting, helpless, and desperate, he came.

Jenna hooked one of her legs around him to keep him close. “Stay right there for me, beautiful,” she said. “Wouldn’t want anything to spill out and ruin your pretty dress.” Adam gave her a ragged nod and put the rest of his energy into crucial tasks like remembering how to breathe normally.

John eased the back of Adam’s dress up, rolling it neatly and tucking it under Jenna’s leg to keep it out of the way. His hands were almost reverent as they cupped Adam’s ass and rubbed it in slow circles, gently spreading him wider. John’s thumbs slid inward from the meat of Adam’s ass all the way to the edges of his hole and John let out a low, shaky groan.

“Such a cute little hole you have, princess,” John said, pressing one thumb not quite inside. “Can’t wait to see it wrapped around my dick.” With a quick kiss to Adam’s shoulder, John let go of him and walked over to one of the nightstands. When John bent down to get at a bottom drawer, Adam saw a tiny flash of pink fabric in the gap between John’s shirt and pants.

John glanced back, caught him looking, and broke into a slow, lazy grin. “Only fair you get a chance to see the goods too,” he said. He scooped up a small pump bottle of lube and set it on the nightstand, then undid his pants. As tight as they were, getting out of them was a process, but it was one Adam was all too happy to have a front-row seat for.

The pink turned out to be a thong that looked comically small stretched between both halves of John’s muscular ass. John peeled off his shirt and flexed. From his grin, it was meant to be silly, but Adam was too busy drooling over the play of his muscles under his dark body hair. John lost the thong too and gave himself a couple slow strokes.

Jenna hummed appreciatively and then glanced up at Adam with a smile. “Isn’t he gorgeous? His cock looks so good, but it feels even nicer in you,” she said. “I know that one from experience.” Jenna worked a hand between their bodies and from the way she clenched around him, Adam would have bet money she was touching herself.

John was behind him again, now rubbing one slicked-up thumb gently back and forth over Adam’s hole. At the tiniest jump of Adam’s hips, the tip of John’s thumb slid inside him. “Oh, you’re gonna handle me just fine,” John said. “Pretty thing like you is made to take a dick, aren’t you, beautiful?” He teased his thumb a little further forward, and Adam’s body welcomed him right in.

Their combined touch hovered just below too much, leaving Adam tense and shivering. Jenna was getting tighter and tighter around his still mostly soft cock, and John was working so much lube into him that drips of it were rolling down Adam’s balls. Adam was pressed into both of them in turn as he balanced on the knife’s edge between pleasure and overstimulation.

“Tell me when he starts getting hard again, Jenna, and then I’ll fuck him,” John said. He gave Adam’s ass a little slap to make it bounce, which pushed him into Jenna. Her moan was the last link in the chain reaction, and then she arched her hips up against him to reverse the process. A few rounds more with Jenna’s fingers working in steady circles and she came, moaning as her leg gripped Adam tight.

The slick ripple of Jenna’s cunt had Adam driving forward to feel as much of it as he could. By the time she started to relax around him, Adam’s dick was filling out again and he was rubbing eagerly back into John’s touch.

“I think he’s about ready,” Jenna said, squeezing down on Adam’s cock while Adam moaned his agreement. John’s hands left him, and Adam heard the wet sounds of John coating himself with more lube.

When the thick head of John’s cock pressed against his hole, Adam’s breath caught. “Don’t worry, beautiful, you can take it,” John said. When he rocked his hips, his dick popped in with barely a hitch. “Oh, fuck, you’re almost pulling me in.”

“You look so pretty like this,” Jenna said. She cupped Adam’s face and pulled him in for a slow, tender kiss. “Now be a good girl and relax so John can fuck you.”She slid her leg down, getting it out of the way so John could press forward.

Adam did his best to obey as John started stretching him wide, inch by slicked-up inch. There was no friction — couldn’t be with that much lube — so it was just one infinitely long glide until John’s hips hit Adam’s ass. John wrapped an arm around Adam’s waist and held him close, letting him sit with the glorious feeling of being filled.

“Look at that,” John said. His beard scraped softly on Adam’s shoulder. “You took every last inch of me, beautiful. Good boy.” His voice was a low growl in Adam’s ear and his hips hitched forward like he wanted to somehow, impossibly, go even deeper. Jenna rocked up against him too, and between the two of them, Adam could barely wiggle an inch in any direction.

It was good, it was almost everything he wanted. Adam could have stayed right there and let them both do all the work, but— “Let me move,” he said. The words came out faint, so he took a deep breath and repeated them, louder this time. “Let me move.”

Jenna relaxed back onto the bed, and John let go of Adam’s waist. Adam was suddenly too far from both of them, but that was a problem he could fix. He rolled his hips forward to slide into Jenna, then back to take in all of John’s cock again. Within a few strokes, it was perfect: Filling and being filled by turns, moving whichever way he wanted moment to moment.

John was breathing hard behind him, Jenna was touching herself again underneath him, and Adam was doing that, he was making them hot. He gave up on holding the dress out of the way and the fabric rustled in waves as he picked up the pace. With one hand on Jenna’s shoulder and the other on John’s arm, Adam urged them both to move with him.

Jenna’s hair was turning into a tangle of blue on the pillows as she writhed and worked herself toward a second climax. She was slick and getting tighter around Adam’s cock by the second, her eyes clenched shut and her mouth open to let out short, sharp gasps of pleasure. A little whimper was the only noise she made as she came again, grinding hard against both Adam and her own hand.

The feeling alone was almost enough to take Adam over with her, but he wanted more. “Fuck me,” Adam panted. He leaned forward, bracing his hands on the bed and arching his back. John caught Adam’s hip with one hand and a handful of dress with the other, and did as he was told.

John pulled almost all the way out and snapped his hips forward, filling Adam up again all at once. He stayed deep, fucking Adam with fast strokes, balls slapping against him with every thrust. Each time Adam was driven forward into Jenna it wrenched a little moan out of her throat. She wasn’t touching herself, but her cunt clenched around his cock whenever Adam pulled back even an inch so he had to assume she didn’t mind.

“Gonna come for us, princess?” John asked and Adam lost it a little. He gave up on any kind of rhythm, on working with either of them, and just fucked himself stupid in a clumsy, desperate rush. A feral noise clawed its way out of Adam as he came, curling forward and draining himself dry inside Jenna. John was seconds behind him, coming with a few stuttering thrusts and a visceral, satisfied groan.

The wet sounds of their bodies moving against each other quieted as they all came to a stop. Adam distantly felt John pull out. All the energy had left his body and he half collapsed, barely managing to roll over far enough to miss Jenna. She smiled at him and reached up to stroke his hair. “That was wonderful, sweetheart,” she said. “How about you close your eyes now and rest for a little bit, hm?”

It was going to happen with or without her encouragement, but Adam appreciated the offer all the same. His breathing slowly evened out as he wrapped his arms around a pillow and Jenna draped a blanket over his shoulders. John was working a warm towel up his legs, wiping up the worst of the mess.

“Yeah, take it nice and easy,” John said. His hands were gentle as he finished cleaning Adam up. He left for a moment, then returned and the bed dipped as he settled behind Adam. “Don’t worry about staying awake, beautiful, we’ve got you. You were such a good boy for us.”

Jenna cradled his head against her shoulder as Adam started to drift off. “You were a very good girl,” she agreed. “Sweet dreams, princess.” She pressed a tiny, soft kiss to the center of his forehead, and Adam was out like a light.

* * *

[image: ]


A soft knock on the door brought Addie back to her senses. “Come in?” she asked. The words came out as more of a croak at the bottom of her vocal range, so she cleared her throat and tried again: “Come in!”

As the door swung open, her brain woke up enough for a split second of panic about whether or not she was decent. A quick glance down showed the beautiful dress fanned out across the bed, covering everything except her bare feet and ankles. She could feel the skimpy purple lingerie underneath, but there was no way it would show under the thick fabric.

Theo walked in, pushing a small wheeled bar cart with a copper inlay along the edges. Addie took Theo in for a second time, and now the details that had struck her as odd started to fit together. The suit was a masculine cut, but was in no way attempting to hide the curve of Theo’s chest. Theo had shrugged off the gendered options she’d offered in favor of simply Theo.

“Hello again,” Theo said, voice exactly as warm as it had been earlier. “How are you feeling?” They brought the cart next to the bed and pulled a cover off the tray on top to reveal a steaming mug and a plate of small pastries.

Addie looked up to meet their eyes and felt her face break into an incredulous smile. “I’m... good,” she said slowly. “Really good, actually.” Theo turned the handle of the mug toward her and Addie picked it up, letting the soothing scent of mint tea wash over her. “Um, where did my clothes end up?” she asked between sips. “I should probably change.”

“We took the liberty of packing them up for you.” Theo pulled up a brown paper bag from the bottom of the cart and tipped it so she could see her clothing folded neatly inside. “My associates were quite insistent that you should keep the dress, and I have to agree with their judgment. It looks lovely on you.”

Rather than duck her head at the compliment, Addie straightened up and murmured, “Thank you. Are you sure, though? About the dress?”

“Positive,” Theo said. They nudged the tray of pastries toward her. “Please, try a scone.” The closest one to her was topped with a curl of candied orange peel and a thick, beautiful glaze. It made for an effective distraction.

“Thank you,” Addie repeated, and she picked up the pastry.

* * *
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After a brief chat, Theo left her to eat and put herself back together. Addie immediately swapped the purple panties for the boxer briefs she’d come in with, rolled up socks and all. The bump wasn’t obvious unless she pulled the skirt back, but knowing it was there put a little extra swagger in her step.

No one was out on the street when Addie went back outside, though the cafe seemed to be having some kind of performance. A few heads turned as Addie walked by the windows, but she squared her shoulders and breezed on by without a backward glance. Getting into her car took a little doing in the full skirts, but once she got settled in it was still remarkably comfortable.

It took her a minute to get the directions back home on her phone, and of course the very first step wanted her to drive in the opposite way from where she was facing. She looked both ways. The street was empty enough she could do it, but... the empty lot was right there.

Addie swung into the parking lot and drove straight through the empty space to the street on the other side. The GPS started to fuss at her and recalculate the route, so Addie clicked the screen off and tossed her phone into the passenger seat. People made road signs for a reason. If she got lost or it took longer than she expected, who cared? She’d find her way home eventually.

Nothing They Can Do About It

by Kit Miller

‘Oh, that’s lovely, congratulations,’ Sebastian says after a brief, shocked pause. What he really wants to say is Are you fucking kidding me?

Millie, his younger sister, is laughing at the other end of the line. ‘Thank you!’

‘When did he ask you?’ he asks, resting his forehead against the windowpane in despair, watching autumn leaves twirl as they fall. How is the world so unfair?

‘Just the other day. He did the whole thing – fancy dinner, down on one knee, diamond ring.’ She sighs dreamily.

‘That’s wonderful,’ he gets out. God, he’s choking on envy. ‘Do you already have plans for the wedding?’

He immediately wishes he hadn’t asked, as Millie launches into the very extensive plans she indeed has for the wedding. From the venue to the menu, she apparently has it all laid out already. And the proposal has only been three days ago, Christ.

He lets her talk and putters about his flat. Occasionally, he asks a question or makes a comment if required, but he mostly tunes her out. After an hour of incessant wedding chatter, though, he is seriously considering ringing his own doorbell to have an excuse to hang up on her, but then, someone else mercifully calls her, and they say their goodbyes.

It isn’t that he wants the same wedding Millie is planning, or even one a fraction as opulent. It isn’t even that he isn’t genuinely happy for her. He is. She’s always dreamed of a white wedding, and her boyfriend – fiancé, now – is a great guy. They have a true, equal partnership, and make an unstoppable team. Everyone in the family has known he would propose sooner or later, and has just been waiting for him to gather up his courage.

Sebastian falls down on his sofa and throws one arm over his face. Fuck. That’s ruined his whole day. Sebastian has always been the odd one out in his family. He’s the only son, the only one who’s queer, and the only one who’s gone into the arts and not the sciences. His parents are both pharmacists, and his three sisters likewise all have careers in STEM.

It gnaws on him, like a persistent rat, that now, he’s the only one to not have got hitched yet, too.

Same-sex marriage was legalised only last year, and a host of distant relatives had poured in a year’s worth of phonecalls into just three days to excitedly ask him when his own wedding would be. Having to repeat, again and again, that he was single – yes, still – had not exactly been uplifting. He’s already struggled to get over Lucy and Sophie, his other sisters, getting married while he didn’t even have a plus-one to take to the wedding. And be hounded again by relatives about when he’ll take his turn. And now he has to do it a third time? He’d rather eat his own hands.

He wants to get married. But if Sebastian is deeply honest with himself, he’s given up. He’s just left his twenties behind, and he still hasn’t found a man he considers husband material who also...

His phone rings again and he has half a mind to defenestrate it. Instead, he checks who’s calling; it’s his agent, Liz, and he picks up his phone and himself off the sofa. ‘Yes, hi.’

‘You sound happy.’ There’s background noise at Liz’s end. There’s always background noise at Liz’s end. She turns her nose up at offices and prefers to work in outdoor cafés on crowded streets and parks filled with dogs and children. Why, she’s never said, and Sebastian’s never asked. ‘What’s got your goat?’

‘My sister’s getting married.’

‘What, another one? How many do you have?’

‘Three. She’s the youngest.’

‘So that leaves only you? Oh, I see.’

‘Yes.’ Sebastian puts her on speaker and goes into the kitchen. He wants a tea; tea always makes things better.

‘Weren’t you seeing a guy last month?’

‘Didn’t work out,’ Sebastian grunts. That guy had been a right cavalier at first, but then had got all pushy in all the wrong ways, and when he began to get pushy outside the bedroom, Sebastian had noped out of it. ‘If we’re done examining the sorry state of my relationship status...?’

‘Yes, of course, sorry. How do you feel about Latin poetry?’

Sebastian pauses halfway in the process of selecting a teabag. ‘Latin poetry?’

‘Classical Latin, to be precise.’ She pauses. ‘Romantic classical Latin poetry, to be preciser. Erotic classical Latin poetry, to be precisest.’

He resumes the ritual of tea brewing. ‘I don’t think I have any feelings either way towards classical Latin romantic-slash-erotic poetry. Why do you ask?’

‘Well,’ says Liz.

*
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When Marcus first submitted the project proposal to the university administration, he put Sebastian down as his first and only choice for a collaborator. He was beyond thrilled when Sebastian agreed to a meeting. Sebastian is a poet, and Marcus has read all three of his collections. He’s got the newest one out on his desk. He wonders if he could ask Sebastian to sign it, or if that would be a bit much.

Sebastian insisted Marcus call him by his first name. When they shook hands and Marcus greeted him with his last name, he’d given a pained laugh and a ‘don’t make me feel old.’ He’s one to talk; Marcus is twelve years his senior, but he kept that to himself.

They sit, and Marcus fights the urge to fiddle with the pride flag he’s got sticking in his pencil cup. He knows Sebastian is gay, too – or at the very least, that he likes writing sensual-bordering-on-erotic poetry about handsome men – and he’s worried if he draws attention to it, Sebastian could mistake it as crude flirtation. ‘I’m very glad you took up my invitation,’ he says instead.

‘To be frank, it’s mostly curiosity,’ Sebastian replies. ‘When Liz – my agent – phoned me, she was very cagey.’ He smiles. And what a charming smile it is. He’s the kind of man who can make jeans and a T-shirt look like an outfit appropriate for the red carpet. His leather jacket has a gorgeous patina. His eyes are blue, and his hair is light brown, leaning towards copper. A few silver piercings glitter in his ears. There’s a handful of moles on his face, and Marcus finally understands why those are called beauty marks. ‘I think deliberately, so I couldn’t turn it down.’

Oh, that doesn’t sound good. ‘Do you turn down many proposals like this, then?’

‘No. I’d have to get any in the first place. Nah, Liz is just naturally manipulative, to be honest. Which makes her a fantastic agent, I wouldn’t have got my first book deal without her.’

‘That does sound like she is well-suited for her job. So she didn’t tell you much?’

‘She said something about poetry in Classical Latin that’s either romantic or erotic, but that’s it, really.’

‘Right. So.’ Marcus clears his throat and begins explaining, trying very hard not to just regurgitate the project proposal. People can tell when one follows a script, and he doesn’t like the impression it gives off. ‘As part of a digitisation effort of our libraries, a manuscript was discovered containing heretofore unknown Latin texts. Among these texts is a collection of poems, probably all by the same author, as they’re very similar to each other – all love poems, and most have homoerotic themes. Since Latin poetry is my field of expertise, I decided I would transcribe, edit, and translate the collection. But as I read the poems, I felt that a simple, dry prose translation – as is customary – would simply not do them justice.’

‘Oh, I see,’ says Sebastian. ‘So you’d like me to do a verse translation.’

Quick on the uptake. Marcus likes that. ‘You got it.’

‘Why me? I don’t know anything about Latin poetry.’

‘But you are a poet, with three wonderful poetry collections. And the subjects you write about are quite similar to the ones in the Latin poems.’ Marcus coughs politely. ‘Though the Latin poems are a little more... explicit at times.’

‘I see. Oh. Uh. Does that mean... you’ve read...?’

‘All three collections, yes.’ Marcus hesitates. ‘The most recent one is my favourite.’ It’s also the one in which most poems are about pining after unattainable men. Which Marcus can relate to very much.

Sebastian begins to blush and makes dismissive hand gestures. ‘It’s not that good, surely. And I’m afraid you overlooked a thing.’

‘And what’s that?’

‘The last contact I had with Latin was when I failed my exams and subsequently dropped it.’

Marcus chuckles. ‘Oh, that’s not a problem. I’ll translate the poems literally, and your task will be to turn this prose version into poetry.’

‘Ah.’ Sebastian sits back and thinks. ‘I’ve never done that before, working from prose.’ He grins. ‘Good thing I like a challenge.’

Marcus grins back. ‘Let’s look at the manuscript then, shall we? To see what we’re working with.’ Sebastian’s eyes go wide, and Marcus adds, ‘But it’s just a digitised version.’ Marcus has to bite his lip so he doesn’t laugh; Sebastian’s face is a picture of childlike disappointment. ‘Sorry,’ Marcus says. ‘The manuscript is under lock, key, and specially regulated climate conditions so it doesn’t crumble to dust under the merest touch.’ He wakes his computer up. The file is already open.

As far as medieval manuscripts go, it’s very simple, if not to say a bit crap. The parchment is brown and the letters are slightly darker brown. When Marcus had first viewed it, he thought the file had some kind of graphic error, causing white dots to appear all over it, before he realised the pages just had lots of tiny holes in it. Most seem to have been already present before the scribe even set his quill to parchment, going by how carefully he wrote around them. The last quarter of the codex even has the corners torn off, but this happened later, after the text was written. The size of the script is not uniform; some pages are covered in tiny writing, the margins narrow, utilising every square inch of the precious material. On others, the letters are larger and the lines spaced further apart. Sometimes, there’s lombardic capitals guiding the reader; at other times, the lines just run on, making it difficult to note where one text begins and where another ends. And every now and then, a block of text is squeezed in the margins, clearly added at a later point; sometimes it’s related to the main text, other times, it’s not. It’s obvious that whoever owned this codex, they frequently consulted it and later even added to it as they did. Marcus is no paleographic expert, but he wouldn’t be surprised if his colleagues currently working on a detailed description of the whole codex came to the conclusion that at least two scribes were involved. He’s glad that he only has to deal with a small portion of the whole thing.

He scrolls to the page he needs and beckons Sebastian over, and he scoots closer. ‘This here –’ Marcus points – ‘is where our collection begins. Here, that’s the first line.’ Marcus circles the cursor around it. It’s about halfway down the page, and mercifully marked with a capital.

Sebastian leans closer and squints at the screen. ‘You can read that?’

Marcus adjusts his glasses, then zooms in a little, then a little more. Slowly, he reads the first few lines, running the cursor along each word. Roughly, the first line translates to, Alas, that I must love you, and then only gets sappier from there. Luckily, there’s no indication that Sebastian has any idea what Marcus is saying.

‘Impressive,’ says Sebastian when Marcus falls silent. ‘So how old is this thing?’

Marcus sucks on a corner of his lip. ‘Again, difficult to say exactly, but from the script – the style of the handwriting – we can tentatively date it to around the twelfth century. Give or take.’

‘Wait, but that’s the Middle Ages, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, that’s when the manuscript was created. But we’re assuming the texts within are much, much older.’ He glances at Sebastian and anticipates his next question. ‘The idea that everything from Antiquity was lost during the Middle Ages is such a broad generalisation as to be a myth.’ Marcus flicks the mouse’s scroll wheel. The manuscript’s digital pages flip by until he finds what he’s looking for. ‘This manuscript actually seems to have collected great works from the “Golden Age” of Classical Latin writing. Our collection is nestled snugly between Vergil’s second Eclogue and Ovid’s Ars Amatoria, and there’s also a few of Catullus’ Carmina further back – which is momentous, by the way, and what all the headlines are about. Our text is similar to them in style and in content; the language itself fits into this period, as well, so we’re working from the assumption that they were composed a long time before this manuscript. This is another point in favour of the twelfth century as its date, as that was the time of the Renaissance of the Twelfth Century.’ Marcus realises he’s been lecturing and takes a breath. ‘Still with me?’

Sebastian has leaned backwards and is chewing on a thumbnail. ‘That’s fascinating,’ he murmurs. He’s quiet for a bit. ‘When can we start?’

*
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A few months later, the world now in the grips of winter, Sebastian is once again on the phone with Liz. ‘How’s the Latin love poetry coming along?’ she is asking him now.

‘Oh, just great, yeah. Marcus is great.’

Liz is silent for a bit. Down the phone, Sebastian can distantly make out a waiter ask someone for their drink order. ‘You know, I can never tell if you’re sarcastic or not.’

‘I’m not, I’m being perfectly sincere.’

‘And yet you still sound so sarcastic.’

‘I swear I’m being sincere!’

And he is. Working with Marcus is a delight.

Neither Liz nor Marcus overplayed the content of the poems. When Sebastian gets the first batch of prose translations from Marcus, he nearly spits out his drink upon reading the lines the ache of your cock inside me paling in comparison to the ache I feel at your parting. 

Marcus was right, too, when he said a prose translation would not do these justice. Sebastian’s Latin begins at veni, vidi, and ends at vici, so he can’t read the originals that Marcus – ever correct and helpful – has also supplied, but even from the translations, Sebastian feels an echo of that tug inside his stomach that all good poetry gives him. The real poetry rings through the translation like a song played faintly in the other room; Sebastian immediately sits down and gets to work turning the volume up.

‘To be honest, I was a little confused at first why you approached me, of all people,’ Sebastian said at one point. ‘But I get it now.’ Much of Sebastian’s poetry, especially the earlier stuff, raised the occasional eyebrow, and one columnist lambasted one particular poem as ‘a gross romanticisation of rape from the perspective of a straight white male,’ which is ironic because it had been first published in a queer magazine and Sebastian has never made any secret of being gay. She’d also missed that the issue had been BDSM-themed. In the end, her review did the rounds, if in ridicule, which only drew more eyes on his work, so he’s got the last laugh.

Marcus clearly knew what Sebastian meant, and nodded enthusiastically. ‘For the Romans, sex, especially homosexual sex, was’ – he paused then, hands frozen in front of him mid-gesticulation; Sebastian could practically see the rotating buffer icon hovering in the air – ‘forceful. It was a matter of dominance, of domination, conquest, even. That is, that was the ideal, that was what philosophers and commentators believed it should be. How the Romans actually did like to have sex is another matter. Of course, that is also not to say that one cannot enjoy such a... yes, well, forceful way of having sex.’ Marcus frowned, leaning back in his chair, with one the second knuckle of his right index finger against his lips; the prototypical image of a thinker thinking, but with Marcus it was completely natural. He gave a single chuckle that actually manifests in little more than a jerk of his shoulders, and he said, ‘If you think about it, the Roman attitudes towards sex – clearly defined roles, differentiating between the one controlled and the one controlling – are echoed in what I would say is the core of BDSM.’

By now, Sebastian is completely unfazed by this world-class professor, who’s studied this stuff for more than half of Sebastian’s lifetime, casually talking about sex, BDSM, and throwing around words like ‘fuck’ and ‘cock’ and ‘cunt.’ The ancient Romans, Sebastian has learned, were wild.

How did they get here? Sebastian is not sure. They initially decided they would communicate primarily via email, and meet in person maybe once a month or so, but then, well, Sebastian just kind of found himself in Marcus’ office every Thursday at two PM, because that’s the only day Marcus isn’t dragged this way and that by classes, lectures, meetings, and office hours. And then, for hours, they drink coffee or tea, and discuss the poems and Sebastian’s translation. Sometimes, they just sit in silence, each working on their own tasks.

Sebastian has grown to love these poems from two thousand years ago. He’s deeply honoured to have been given this opportunity, and he wants to do right by them. Unfortunately, that wish, coupled with his innate perfectionism, means he is rarely satisfied with his output, even though Marcus assures him he’s doing great. It’s Marcus’ approval that buoys him.

He knows Marcus is gay, too, of course – it would be hard to miss, as the man does have a rainbow flag in the cup where he keeps his pens, pencils, and rolls of Polos. But Sebastian has also, in more than one sleepless night or bored commute, scrolled through his impressive bibliography. In Sebastian’s experience, no straight person is ever going to publish two doorstopper monographs and countless articles on queer themes in Latin poetry.

Marcus has Sebastian spellbound. The way he speaks, the way he looks while he speaks, and what he speaks about. He suddenly realises that the schooled tones of Marcus’ Received Pronunciation have given way to a more lax – and, Sebastian feels, natural – Lincolnshire accent. Marcus’ preferred outfits consist of shirts, ties, and either a waistcoat or a jumper, and he wears round, tortoiseshell glasses. He’s got brown eyes and short brown hair, nothing exciting; by all rights, he should look like a hopeless, mousy nerd.

He is a hopeless nerd, of course, but he is far from mousy. Marcus has an easy confidence about him that makes it seem like he is much taller than he actually is; every time, when they stand and shake hands after a long day of hard work, Sebastian is surprised that they’re exactly the same height. He always feels like he’s looking up to him.

And right now, half-listening to Liz laying out the dates and locations for a few book readings, Sebastian admits to himself he has a crush. And there’s nothing he can do about it.

*
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Sebastian is perched on a high stool, a microphone inches away from his mouth, as he reads from his newest anthology. His glasses and his earrings glitter in the spotlight on him whenever he moves his head. Aside from the spotlight, the lighting in the pub is tasteful and low, and the audience listens attentively.

Marcus is in the back of the pub, by a table barely large enough for one pint glass. When Sebastian told him he had a reading tonight in an upscale pub in the good part of town, Marcus had done the polite ‘I might swing by’ that is usually understood one wouldn’t; but then he just couldn’t stay away. And he’s very glad he came. One would think he’d get tired of seeing him; nothing could be further from the truth. If anything, he can’t get enough of him.

He only saw him three hours ago, when they went over this week’s work. ‘This one is my favourite this time, I think.’ Marcus scrolled up and highlighted a short poem, only six lines long.

His phone gave a chime. Without missing a beat, he took a beat-up mint tin from his pocket, popped a small tablet into his mouth, and washed it down with a swig of tea. He offered no explanation, and Sebastian asked no questions. ‘I’m especially charmed by this line here,’ Marcus continued, pointing at line four, deliberately not looking at how Sebastian’s shirt stretched over his back as he leans forwards. ‘“I loved you beyond hurting.”’ Marcus looked up and smiled. ‘That’s exactly what that’s supposed to sound like.’

‘Thank you.’ Sebastian smiled back. God, that smile.

‘Here, though, this one.’ Marcus paused and gave a thoughtful hm. ‘I’m not sure that works. It’s departing from the original a bit too far, in my opinion.’

‘In what way?’

‘It’s a little too... clinical. The original is quite rude. That’s on me, though, I should have added a comment or something about that in my notes for you. Maybe use something like “cock”?’

Sebastian tutted thoughtfully. ‘That would throw the entire metre into disarray, though.’

‘Yeah, I agree. It’s a bit tough, isn’t it?’

‘I’ll make it work.’

Marcus smiled. ‘I know you will.’

Sebastian’s renditions of the poems regularly take Marcus’ breath away. They’re haunting and evocative. They aren’t mere translations of the originals, they are their own thing. But the core, the heart and soul of the originals: that remains, and pulses just as strong. It’s beyond impressive. It’s a rare enough thing in prose translations; in poetry, it’s almost unheard of. And yet, Sebastian has done it, and made it look easy, too.

Sebastian finishes his last poem for the night. The fhwap of the closing book punctures the reverent silence of the pub. A moment later, the audience erupts into vigorous applause. Marcus claps until his hands hurt.

Once the applause has waned, Sebastian settles down at a table to do signings. Marcus fidgets, then tells himself to stop being stupid and join the queue – he hasn’t brought his own copy of Sebastian’s poems along for nothing. It’s a sizable queue; Marcus is glad to see it.

Finally, it’s his turn. ‘Hello, Sebastian.’

‘Marcus! Hi!’ He’s clearly surprised to see him, but not displeased.

Marcus smiles. ‘I didn’t know you wore glasses.’

Immediately, Sebastian fingers the frame self-consciously. ‘Yeah, I usually prefer contacts, but, y’know – these make me look more erudite, as it were. Branding, as my agent would say.’

Marcus chuckles. He’s already heard much about that shrewd agent of his. He pauses, then slides his copy of Sebastian’s poems across the table. ‘Would you mind signing this?’

He laughs, and clicks his pen. ‘You could have asked me to sign it dozens of times before.’

‘Well, true, but now it’s a memento of a lovely evening out.’

‘Are you here with anyone?’ asks Sebastian while signing his name on the book’s front page.

‘No, just me.’ Marcus hesitates. ‘That is, unless you’d fancy joining me for a pint or two, once your admirers let you go?’

‘Sure, that’d be great.’ Sebastian hands the book back. ‘Here you go.’

‘Thank you.’ Marcus takes a peek at Sebastian’s signature; it’s sprawling and florid, with a star dotting the i of his first name.

‘Thanks for coming,’ says Sebastian, giving him one of the bright smiles Marcus has come to adore.

Sebastian has Marcus spellbound. He’s self-assured without being arrogant, clever, and endlessly curious. He constantly asks Marcus questions: why Marcus insists on spelling it Vergil rather than Virgil, what the difference is between Classical and Medieval Latin, how widespread homosexuality was at the time. Once, he lamented not finding Latin interesting enough at school.

‘What did you read at school?’ Marcus had asked.

‘Julius Caesar, mostly. And Ovid, naturally.’

‘Oh, Ovid,’ Marcus sneered, which made Sebastian laugh in surprise. ‘Did you know, Ovid was the first homophobe?’ Sebastian laughed harder, and Marcus grinned. It’s not an observation that holds academic water, but it is a good ice breaker at university functions. And seriously, Marcus is pissed off that the one Roman poet people will have heard of or read in school is the one who has been described as ‘aggressively heterosexual’. Vergil and Catullus and Martial are right there. And they’re more fun. Martial, especially, Marcus thinks would be the perfect introduction to Latin for a bunch of giggly teenagers; they don’t want to read the same trite stories about gods and nymphs and metamorphoses over and over again, they want the gossip, the rude stuff, the – as Marcus believes they call it – tea. And Martial, well, he’s all tea. And Catullus, God – his Carmina are to die for. They’re so sensual and loving, they genuinely make him tear up sometimes. He has his first-years read first Catullus, then Martial, those students who learned enough Latin at school – or in university preparatory courses – to get the basic gist but who wouldn’t know what a Roman meant by mentula if he lifted his tunic and showed them.

Marcus muses that by now, Sebastian might have the opposite problem. He knows the rude words, but none of the polite ones. Marcus would never have imagined that he could be such a bad influence.

In the pub, it’s not long before Sebastian joins Marcus, a dark ale in his hand. He settles down opposite him. And then they talk, about poetry, about linguistics – Sebastian’s degree at uni – about the book Sebastian had lent Marcus and that Marcus had absolutely devoured, about nothing in particular and everything they can think of. They talk for such a long time the landlady eventually comes over and tells them they’re closing in five minutes.

And right now, walking home with his coat buttoned up all the way against the swirling snow, Marcus admits to himself he has a crush. And there’s nothing he can do about it.

*
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‘Okay, fuck this,’ Marcus says out loud as another roar shakes the building. The pencils in their cup rattle. One Polo falls from its open wrapper and rolls across the desk. If Marcus has to spend another minute more than necessary in this building, he’s going to fling himself down the stairs. There’s already a headache pounding behind his eyes. Marcus grabs his phone and calls Sebastian; he’s trying not to think about how Sebastian has been on top of his contacts, sorted by most recent, for weeks now. The most recent text from Sebastian is some terrible pun that made Marcus grin for a good hour even though it is objectively unfunny.

Sebastian picks up immediately. Marcus tries not to think about what that means, either. ‘Marcus, hi, what’s up?’

‘Hello, Sebastian. I was wondering –’ Marcus’ voice is drowned out by some ungodly noise that sounds like someone dragging a rusty saw over the strings of an out-of-tune piano. It goes on for almost a minute. When it’s done, Marcus sighs. ‘Did you hear that?’

‘Hard not to. What on earth...?’

‘They’re drilling something or other. God, this bloody building. Constantly under construction. Anyway, it’s been going for the entire day and it makes it impossible to hold a conversation. Would you mind meeting me at my place?’

There’s a pause. ‘At... your place?’

‘If that’s all right with you. I’m sorry it’s so short notice.’

‘No, that’s – that’s all right. How do I get to yours?’

‘Are you on your way already?’

‘Yes, I’m on the tram. The oh-five.’ Sebastian clears his throat.

‘Oh, good. Just stay on that. My house is four stops behind the university’s.’ Marcus gives the exact address and brief, clipped directions. They agree to meet there and hang up.

Marcus breathes out and loosens his tie. He packs up. Has it been this hot all day? He leaves the building and gets on the next tram, but it’s not the oh-five, disappointingly. It’s crowded; Marcus stands and tries not to fidget.

Once he’s reached his stop, he can already see Sebastian lurking awkwardly in front of his house, getting showered on by petals from the magnolia tree. He has his phone out and is glancing around. Marcus calls out his name and he turns. ‘Hi, Marcus.’

‘Hello, Sebastian. Sorry you had to wait.’

‘Oh, no problem, I just arrived.’ Sebastian follows Marcus up the steps to the front door. ‘Nice house,’ he says.

‘It was my aunt’s,’ Marcus replies somewhat non-committedly as he unlocks the door. He’s really not as wealthy as the house would suggest; he’s got a well-paying job, inherited a bit from his parents – after the reconciliation – has no dependents and a predilection to frugality, all of which means his bank account has been steadily growing for a good decade or two. So, yes, all right, maybe he is a little better-off than most other people.

Which isn’t always an advantage. He broke up with his last boyfriend when it turned out the boyfriend had only been in it for Marcus’ money.

And why is he thinking about his shitty ex right now?

‘Excuse the mess,’ Marcus says, stepping aside to let Sebastian in. ‘Let’s go upstairs, into my study.’ He suddenly feels embarrassed he’s calling it that; surely Sebastian is unamused by his attempt at grandeur. Fighting the urge to blather, Marcus leads the way upstairs. As he passes his bedroom, he pulls the door shut. It’s terribly messy in there, even more so than the rest of the house. Spending most of his time at a desk or in a classroom, Marcus rarely has the energy in the evening to tidy, or even put his clothes away more neatly than flinging them on the ground where he stands. Dreadfully embarrassing for a man in his forties.
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