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Everything’s Easy, Side B

by Domashita Romero (地下ロメロ)
another round of Everything’s Easy

“Are you even listening?” Zev said, shortly before snapping his fingers close enough to Angel’s face to make him swat them away.

“Nope, absolutely wasn’t,” Angel said, and Zev just rolled his eyes. Not like they were talking about anything important, anyway; it was a night out and drinks were flowing. Angel gave a nod to the other end of the bar to what he had been paying attention to, instead of his dear friend’s extended complaint about a coworker. “I think that’s one of my regulars over there.”

“Who, blue hair?” Kalina leaned in a little to follow Angel’s line of sight, though at the wrong angle, so she was looking at a woman with a mermaid’s head of hair. Knowing her, she’d been looking at her anyway.

Angel gave another, firmer nod, not wanting to be crass and just point. “No, the guy by the window.”

“Ooh, silver fox,” Kalina said as her eyes settled on the correct table and its inhabitant.

“Oh, that regular,” Zev said, and Angel didn’t have to look at him to know his grin was absolutely shit-eating. “Yima,” he said, in a breathless imitation of Angel.

“He is hot,” Kalina said. “Yima,” she echoed. Her impression was better.

Angel snorted indignantly and picked up his drink. “Do you think I’d exaggerate about someone’s hotness? Who do you even take me for?” He stood up from their table. “Think I’m gonna go say hi.”

His friends were booing this decision, but Angel was already making his way across the bar.

“Oh, boss, is that you?” he said, casual as could be as he approached Yima’s table.

Yima looked like he was coming back from another world, blinking through an adjustment to the atmosphere as he turned to look at Angel. He looked Angel over, and Angel just kept grinning through the spurt of oh don’t tell me he doesn’t recognize me when I’m not at work that made his mouth taste sour. When Yima met his eyes and gave him that soft smile, though, everything was sweet again.

“Didn’t expect to see you here,” Angel said as he slid right into the seat across from Yima. He hadn’t, really. He’d served Yima dinner and occasionally lunch at his restaurant, Heaven, several times a week for more than a year, but had never caught a sniff of him outside of his own working hours. Angel sometimes toyed with the idea that Yima might be some kind of sexy ghost, but he didn’t think any ghost could be as fond of ginger dumplings as Yima was.

“Didn’t expect to see you, either,” Yima said. His voice was low and soft, and just hard enough to hear over the bar’s soundtrack of lo-fi electro whatever that Angel had a great excuse to lean in closer.

“Lucky us, then, seeing each other!” Angel said, and got a little more of that smile. “I heard this place was pretty good.” Zev hadn’t shut up about it for weeks, and honestly, he’d been overselling it. Or, at least that had been what Angel was going to spend the next whatever weeks busting his chops about, before he saw the kind of patrons it attracted. “Can’t knock the view, for certain.” Angel’s eyes were focused right on Yima, who turned to look out over the neon of the city below.

“Can’t knock it at all,” Yima said, and Angel sighed over the last few drops of his drink. He wouldn’t say he had a crush on Yima, except he would, because he absolutely had a crush on Yima. Angel’d always had a weakness for older guys, and then a premium slab of aged beef like Yima decided to start taking up a stool at his counter on the reg? Even if Yima wasn’t a sweetheart (which he was), Angel would still be nearly drooling onto his apron every time he stopped by.

“So, you come here often?” Angel had to say, then, even if he had to laugh at himself when he did. Like he could miss this chance.

Yima took a beat before answering, like even a simple question like that was worth mulling over. Angel found it beyond charming, enough to nearly successfully ignore how Zev was flipping him off back at their table, and Kalina was, bless her, obscenely waggling her tongue between her spread fingers. Yima followed Angel’s gaze, and his two idiot friends did manage to look less crass before he saw them.

“Don’t let me keep you from your friends,” Yima said kindly, and Angel just flicked his hand in their direction, casting them off.

“Ah, of course I will, boss, but I always like seeing a regular when I’m not in the kitchen,” Angel said, and he really did, for as rare as it happened. The hours he kept meant he didn’t get out too much, save for rare occasions like this. He really liked seeing this regular in particular, soft eyed and cast in the shifting colors of the city below them.

But, of course, of course he had to keep in mind that sometimes things were different, when the table was shared instead of divided. “Unless you’d like to be left alone,” Angel said. “Looked like you were getting some deep thinking done before I sat down.”

He’d looked like he was hearing different music. Angel’d thought the first time he’d laid eyes on Yima, too, even though at that moment he’d been struggling with the wireless speakers strung up around his restaurant. He wasn’t hearing shit, but Yima was still hearing something else. And he looked like that now — like past the generic vibes playing over the bar speakers, he might be hearing some unknown symphony. Angel wanted to hear it, too.

But he couldn’t help himself from playing a little, first. “Or unless you’re waiting for someone…” he said, leaning in a little further.

“Oh!” Yima said, and Angel grinned at him not taking that beat. “Oh, no, I’m not.”

“Thinking, or waiting for someone?”

“Neither,” Yima said with a little sigh, and Angel’s heart fluttered. “No, I could use the company.”

Angel grinned big enough to make his glasses scoot up on his nose. “And you could use another drink, looks like,” he said, tapping his own mostly empty glass against Yima’s, which was nothing but meltwater. “Let me buy you a drink, boss.”

“No, you shouldn’t,” Yima said, and Angel just waved him away.

“Of course I should! Consider it a return on investment, what with all the money you’ve put in my pocket over the years.” Angel got up from the table and tapped on Yima’s glass again. “Another of the same?”

“Please,” Yima said, and dipped his head in a way that made the warm light of the bar catch the top of his cheekbones. Angel wanted to eat him. “And thank you.”

“My pleasure as always, boss,” Angel said, and while he waited for the bartender’s attention, he snuck out his phone for a quick text to his friends.

Shooting my shot, he wrote. If I don’t I’m gonna die. 

He got an immediate response of a line of eggplant emojis interspersed with grandpa emojis, and he put his phone away with a smile as the bartender came over to him. “Another of the same for me, and also one for the handsome fella over there,” Angel said, pointing back to Yima. “Oh wait, hang on, let me not be a dick,” he said, and scurried back over to their table, picking up their empty glasses with a “yoink!” and returning them to the bar.

“Thanks,” the bartender said as she began mixing their drinks. She gave Angel a second glance and he knew that one, the ‘yeah, you’re in the industry’ glance. “Wanna be barback? Because mine had better be dead from how long he’s been on break.”

“Nah,” Angel said. “But if I find his corpse I’ll see if I can do some necromancy so he can finish his shift.”

The bartender had a good laugh at that, and Angel was bouncing when he returned to their table, drinks in hand. He had a good bit of practice putting a glass in front of Yima, but never anything alcoholic. A license to serve would make him more money, but it’d also make more trouble than it was worth, so Yima always got jasmine tea. The drink Yima had ordered at the bar had whiskey and some sort of mildly floral syrup in it; the man clearly had his tastes. “Good choice,” Angel said as he raised his glass for an actual toast, not a rattling of old ice cubes together. Yima looked right at him, with those deep brown eyes that made Angel’s little heart feel absolutely teenaged. “I might have to get one of those next. Or maybe I’ll just steal a sip or two from you.” Angel let his own glass rest a few extra moments against the bottom of his lip, and it was possible, it was just possible that a little bit of a blush rose to Yima’s cheeks.

“Maybe,” Yima said, and Angel’s cheeks were feeling warm, too. Before he could bounce that little ball of flirt back to him, though, Yima said, “Nice shoes.”

Angel let out a delighted laugh and stretched out his leg, wiggling his foot to really show off the shoes that Zev had once described as looking like if clown shoes got really into industrial music. “Aren’t they? Ugly as sin but they’re like walking on clouds,” Angel said. “These are the going out version, too. I’ll show you the work versions next time you’re dining with me. They’d make the hardest-working nurse go ‘damn!'”

Yima’d told him, over a few visits, that he’d been a nurse once, and had told him over even more visits how much that career had burned him out. “Maybe,” he said, with a sweet little smile on his lips. “They’re hard to impress.” Oh, that wasn’t a smile, it was a smirk.

Angel tapped the toe of his shoe against Yima’s calf. “Well, boss, if I can impress you with them, I’ll call it a win.”

“I think you’ll find a way to impress me no matter what.” It was another reply that didn’t take Yima a beat, and Angel couldn’t help put put his hand to his chest, a pleased swoon that wasn’t at all feigned. “I do come here somewhat often. Not as often as I come to see you, though.” Angel’s hand hadn’t left his chest, and he could feel his own heart racing. Yima sipped his drink, and Angel thought about how long his eyelashes were. “I live not too far from here.”

“Well, look at that!” Angel said. “All this time I didn’t know we were neighbors. I’m not far from here, either.” He let his hand fall from holding on to his racing heart to take that thrumming energy to his fingers tapping across the table, gradually, just gradually getting nearer to Yima’s own hand. “I’m not surprised I haven’t seen you around before now. I’m so lazy on my days off usually. Can’t pry me out the door.”

It had taken Zev and Kalina significant prying tonight, and he absolutely owed them one, or two, or three. “I’m not surprised, with how hard you work,” Yima said, and Angel could hear his soft voice say praise to him for approximately forever. “What pried you out tonight? Were you doing something with your friends over there?”

“Nothing particular,” Angel said, and spared a glance over to his abandoned friends, who seemed to have gotten on with their night without him, though he still saw the occasional sidelong look coming from their direction. “Actually, I got called out for being fussy like I get when I haven’t been doing anything but work for a while. They’re all going to roast me so hard for finding a way to hang out with someone from Heaven.”

“Sorry?”

“Nah, it’s a favor for them,” Angel said. “Who am I to deny my friends a chance to roast?” No matter how the rest of the night went, he’d given them ample fuel for weeks of fire.

“Who, indeed,” Yima said, and there was that little thought in him, that Angel could see, those moments where he was hearing some other beat. He leaned in a little. “Why don’t you tell me about it?”

He made Angel giggle. Angel was the kind of guy who usually could find something to laugh about in anything, but that was different from how Yima got him tittering like a schoolgirl. “Boss!” he said, grinning from ear to ear. “It sounds like you’re asking to hear my life story.”

Yima shrugged one shoulder, his lips just slightly curved up. “Maybe,” he said. “Return on investment, like you said.” The top few buttons of his shirt were undone, giving Angel a tantalizing peek of his chest, of collarbones that he wanted to chew on. “How about telling me about your friends, to start?”

“Oh, well, that’s Zev and Kalina,” Angel said, happy to open up to any eager listener, but especially this one. “Like basically everyone I’m friends with, I know them through work. Hmm, sound familiar?” Yima dipped his head a little, smiling. “Kalina was a waitress when I was a line cook back at this place I worked at in my twenties. Real generic burgers and beers kinda stuff, the owner had his head way up his ass, but it wasn’t the worst place I ever worked.”

“Where was that?” Yima said.

“Oof, we’re having too nice of a time here, boss, for me to get into that one just yet,” Angel said, drinking up Yima’s smile. He tapped his fingertip on his glass. “I need way more of these and for you to put on a seatbelt if you want to hear the horror stories.”

“Some other time, then,” Yima said, and Angel liked the sound of that.

“Now Zev, he was another bartender at a dive I worked at when I first moved to the city,” Angel spread his fingers out like sparklers. “Absolute neon shithole, it was heaven.” He kept smiling more the more he watched Yima listening. “Well, not Heaven, of course, you know that one, and it’s no shithole.”

“Not even close,” Yima said, and that was something Angel knew deep in his bones, but it still felt good to hear it from a regular. From a favorite.

“You wanna hear the life story, how about I tell you the ridiculous hoops I had to jump through to snag that sweet location…” Yima nodded, eagerly, and let Angel talk in ways that he didn’t get to when he was on the clock. He had to keep too many plates spinning during work hours to really let much of himself loose, no matter how much he’d like to. It was easy to listen to his customers — it was one of his favorite parts of the job, in fact — but they were there for the food, not for the chef.

“It’s nice,” Yima said while Angel paused to take a sip of his drink. “It’s nice talking to you like this. It feels like I’ve been missing out.”

“Ah, boss, you’re going to make me blush,” Angel said, like he wasn’t already. “It is nice. I’d love to get into it like this with you at Heaven, but I’d just end up forgetting everyone else. The place would burn down around me. I’ve gotta behave myself when I’m on the job.” Here, though, he was on a different kind of job. He let his fingertips dance across the table again, until they were resting on the back of Yima’s knuckles.

“This is misbehaving?” Yima said, his voice low enough to make Angel’s toes curl inside of his comfortable shoes.

“Nah,” Angel said, just a breath, and then let his fingers move a little further, resting on the back of Yima’s palm. Yima’s eyes were fixed there, where Angel touched him. “I mean, not yet.” Yima made a sound at that, something warm humming out of the back of his throat, and Angel really had no choice after hearing that. “Ah, all this good booze and good conversation has made me hungry. How about you, boss? Why don’t you come back to my place and I can feed you something.” Angel had been waiting so long to lay out a line line that.

“Oh, really?” Yima said. “You really don’t have to.”

Angel leaned back in his chair, breaking contact from where he’d had his fingers tracing little lines on Yima’s hand. “Neither do you, boss,” he said, letting his own voice go low as he looked into Yima’s eyes. “Only if you’re hungry.”

Those beats of Yima’s had never taken so long. Angel held his breath as he watched whatever unknowable considerations were rolling through Yima’s mind simmer in the depths of his eyes. Did he just want to flirt and nothing more? Did he not trust Angel enough to go home with him? Did he think Angel was just playing with him? “Sure, yeah. I’d love to.”

Angel let out his breath and popped up out of his seat like fireworks. “I was hoping you’d say that,” he said, laying his hand on top of Yima’s for another moment, letting his fingertips brush on the soft skin inside his wrist. “Sit tight, I’ll be right back.”

Angel closed his bar tab, leaving a tip that might cover some of the barback’s funeral services, and took a quick swing by where Zev and Kalina were still drinking. “I’m out. Don’t have too much fun without me.”

“You’re out?” Kalina said. “Is he coming with you?”

Angel tried to keep an aloof expression on his face, and didn’t particularly care if he was succeeding. “Hmm, could be. I guess you’ll just have to watch and see.”

“Asshole,” Zev said, but he was grinning. “You suck so much.”

“Ideally!” Angel said, and dodged as Zev took a kitten swipe at him. “I owe you. I’ll give you the dirt tomorrow.”

Yima was waiting for him by the door when he left his friends behind. “Such a gentleman!” he said as Yima opened the door for him.

“Lead the way,” Yima said.

“Love to,” Angel said, and stayed close to Yima as he guided him towards his apartment. Their arms and the backs of their hands brushed now and then as they walked together, mostly quiet now after all the talk at the bar. Angel had the giddy little idea of threading his fingers through Yima’s, holding hands like real sweethearts and not just two guys going to hook up. It wasn’t too crazy a thought, was it? Not with the way Yima smiled when he glanced over, and not with the way Angel’s heart sang at that smile. Not too crazy at all.

Angel opened the door to his apartment for Yima and gestured for him to go in first. It had been a while, way too long, in fact, since Angel had brought anyone home. His friends were entirely right about him; if he wasn’t working, he wasn’t doing anything. What luck he had, luck that had his blood singing, that he could find a way to bring this little bit of work home.

He put a hand on Yima’s shoulder, biting his lower lip at how broad and strong it felt under his touch. Angel was not going to be able to be cool about any of this, and because it was Yima, steady, sturdy, strong Yima, he didn’t care even a little. He got both of his hands on Yima and turned him, crowding him into the wall.

“Dunno about you, boss,” he said, leaning up just a bit on his toes to close their height difference and breathe in Yima’s breath. “But I’m starving.”

There was that beat again, that extra unheard line playing out, before Yima started to kiss him back. Before the flash of oh shit did I read this completely wrong could work its way to Angel’s toes from where it’d struck his forehead, though, Yima’s hands were settling warm and heavy on Angel’s waist.

Yima kissed like honey, slow and sweet, and Angel just wanted to eat him up, nibble on every inch of him until he knew what it all tasted like. Yima’s fingers found the lines of the tattoo on his back, and Angel laughed into Yima’s mouth with the thrill of it as he wriggled out of his jacket, letting it drop to the floor.

“You think I haven’t wanted to do this since the first time you sat down at my place?” Angel said into the faint stubble at the underside of Yima’s jaw. He smelled so good, the scent of some cologne that he’d probably been wearing for twenty years clinging to his skin.

“Yes. No,” Yima said, and laughed at himself. Angel couldn’t help but laugh, too. He was cute like this, somehow out of rhythm but still moving in sync with Angel. “I didn’t know.”

He didn’t know? Angel pouted a little before contenting himself with a few nibbles of Yima’s ear. He had to know. “And here I thought I was being such a big flirt,” he sighed, getting a gorgeous shudder out of Yima as the breath heated his ear. Angel was practically drawing hearts in chili sauce on everything Yima ordered. Maybe he should have actually been.

“I thought…” Angel bit his earlobe a little harder and oh, that was a sound, he needed to make Yima make more sounds. “Maybe you were like that with everyone.”

“Maybe a little,” Angel said, mouth against Yima’s jaw. That was part of the business, or at least the way he did it. It was part of the fun part of it, getting to lay out a little charm with every meal. “But I always meant it with you.”

Every day when Yima didn’t come to his restaurant was a day Angel spent waiting, vibrating with anticipation, wondering when Yima might next walk through the door. Even on nights when it was too busy for them to really talk, it was still better than any other night just to have him there, that presence at the end of the counter, watching him with those soft eyes and hearing that different music. Yima being there made Angel feel like he was dancing. He always meant it with him.

Yima put a hand in Angel’s hair and bent him back with another kiss, really letting Angel enjoy those few inches of difference in their heights. Angel wanted Yima to kiss him for every second of the rest of his life, and also he needed to fuck him so bad he was going to die if he didn’t. He went for Yima’s belt.

“You’re stupid sexy, you know that, boss?” Angel said as he got a gasp out of Yima with a little scrape of his nails over his abdomen.

“No,” Yima said, clearly dazed, and Angel couldn’t help but laugh. He could believe Yima didn’t actually know how gorgeous he was, with how sweet he acted all the time. Men who knew how good looking they were could be real shitheads. “Yes. You are.”

Angel, frequently a shithead himself, had no doubt about that one. He reached up to put his hand on Yima’s cheek, stroking his thumb over his cheekbones. “You’ve got such soft eyes,” Angel said as he looked up into them. “So pretty. Always wanted to see them up close.” This close he could see himself reflected in them, but more heartstoppingly, he could see what they looked like when Angel was the only thing in the world Yima wanted to look at. He was going to absolutely burst. He put his hand on Yima’s cock and watched those gorgeous eyes flutter shut. “Now that I have, I wanna suck your cock, too.”

“Please,” Yima groaned, and Angel needed so much more of that. Not the begging, not necessarily, but that need, that desperation running through Yima’s voice. Angel wanted to satisfy it more than anything. He dropped to his knees and pulled Yima’s cock out.

“Oh, look what treat you’ve got for me,” he sighed as he brushed the backs of his fingers along the underside of it, grinning with satisfaction as it jerked at the touch. Yima was big and broad all over, and Angel had had high hopes for his cock that were not disappointed in the least. He was long and thick, the head of his cock flushed nearly purple where it emerged from under his foreskin. Boyfriend dick, Angel let himself think before looking up to get one utterly dazzling dose of those soft eyes of Yima’s watching him swallow his cock.

Angel loved sucking cock. The first things he really understood about himself, really understood to be the keys to who he was as a person, back when he was a younger man, were that he loved to cook, he loved to make people happy, and he loved to have a mouth full of dick. Yima’s dick was made in heaven, just for him. He’d tell him that, when he wasn’t focused on how good it felt to run his tongue over every inch of it, on how soft his foreskin felt under his lips, on how easy Yima’s cock fit deep in his throat. The taste of Yima, the feel of him in his mouth, was satisfaction. He needed more of it, and might never get enough.

Yima’s large, lovely hands slipped into Angel’s hair, making a shiver run down Angel’s spine. “Angel,” he said, low and hungry, and fuck, he’d never heard his name said like that. “Angel,” he said again, and Angel pinned Yima’s hips to the wall to suck him as hard as that note in his voice said he needed.

He smelled so good. He tasted divine, and every little salt-bitter drop that leaked onto Angel’s tongue made his cock throb in his pants. There wasn’t enough time or energy in the world for him to do everything he wanted to do to this man. “Angel…” Yima moaned, and Angel knew what that tone meant before he even said it. “I’m going to come.”

It was both bravery and greed that got Angel to pull off of his cock right then. Yima’s cock, shiny with his spit, jerked against nothing as Yima hung right on the edge. “You want to in my mouth, or on my cock?” he asked, his voice rough.

“Cock,” Yima said, without a single beat, and it knocked Angel breathless. Either answer would have been good, any answer would have been good, but this was perfect.

“Thank god,” he said, and got up off his knees. “I’ve wanted to fuck you so bad it’s made me stupid.”

“You’re not stupid,” Yima said, and what could Angel do but laugh and grab him for a kiss, hoping he liked the taste of his own cock.

“How are you so fucking sweet?” Angel said, and couldn’t stop kissing him. He wanted to suck his cock forever, he wanted to kiss him forever, he wanted to devour him entirely and still have leftovers. Angel had to get a hold of himself so he could at least fuck him if he couldn’t do all of those other things. He pulled out of the kiss with a tender little peck. “Strip, sweet thing.”

Yima looked a little like he was moving through water, but that made for a good show. He’d admitted once, with a charming sheepishness, that yes, he did work out, it was important for a man his age to keep active. And fine, maybe he hadn’t realized then that Angel had been hitting on him, but it didn’t matter now, as Angel was getting to look at the broad muscles of his shoulders and chest, the sturdy thickness of his waist. He looked like he could throw Angel across the room no problem, but those honey eyes of his said he never would.

Angel realized that Yima had stopped with his shirt still dangling off of one arm. Oh, right, he’d been taking his clothes off, too, and had been so damn thirsty he’d almost missed one of his favorite parts of first times. “Never gets old,” he said, and moved close so Yima could put his hands on his tattoos.

It was funny, having the name he had, when he’d never been religious, and didn’t have strong feelings about god, one way or the other. His mother had just liked the name. But he’d never turn down the opportunity for a good theme, and that’s why he got to shiver and sigh while Yima stroked his fingers along the ink lines of the angel wings on his back. He bent down to kiss where the tattooed feathers curled over Angel’s shoulders, and Angel felt his knees go weak. “You’ve got me swooning,” he said, and to keep himself from dissolving into a puddle, he pulled Yima’s pants and underwear down to his knees. “C’mon, boss, let’s go to bed.”

They were both naked by the time Angel gently pushed Yima back on his bed. He had to take a moment to just savor the sight. Yima was maybe the most handsome man Angel had ever had the pleasure to see in real life. He was absolutely the most handsome man who had ever been in his bed, painted in the glow of city lights coming through the window, spreading his thighs just ever so slowly.

Angel brushed his fingers down the insides of Yima’s thighs, and oh, he didn’t need much more encouragement than that to open himself wide to Angel. He would have bottomed, if that was what Yima was into, he would have, gladly, really, but… “Your ass has been driving me crazy,” he sighed, because it had, every single time Yima had turned his back on him while he was at work. He had at least one tiny stupid burn from just how distracted it got him. Plump like a ripe peach, and now he finally had his hands on it.

Angel sucked his thumb into his mouth for a moment, then traced it around the rim of Yima’s ass. When that made Yima shiver and his back arch, he dipped his thumb into him, just to tease a little, just to play with him a bit. “I’d eat it now but I can’t wait to get in it,” Angel said, and Yima’s face was bright red when he moaned. “Next time, hm?”

“Next time,” Yima said, no beat at all. Angel sighed with satisfaction at feeling how Yima stretched out around his thumb, but it was just a few seconds before Yima groaned, “Fuck me, please.”

Angel was in love. That was all there was to it. He laughed a little at the realization, and at how dizzy it all made him, affection and arousal all at once. “Don’t have to ask me twice,” he managed to say, and gave Yima just what he asked for.

Yima knew how to be fucked, and it was absolutely beautiful. He spread himself out for Angel just the way he needed to be, lifted his hips and slung his legs over Angel’s shoulders without prompting, telling Angel with his entire body how badly he wanted this. Angel felt like his heart was going to pop. He pushed his slicked-up cock into Yima slowly, so slowly. His ass was so hot, and so tight, and he took Angel’s cock like he’d needed it his entire life.

Yima had never looked more gorgeous, flushed and sweating, those perfect eyes of his looking dick-drunk already. When Angel had him filled up to the hilt, he just let out a sigh of utter bliss. “Oh, I could live here,” he murmured, and laughed a little at himself. He’d never felt so romantic about having his cock in someone’s ass, but Yima was different. In so many ways, Yima was different. He squeezed a little at one of Yima’s pecs before letting his hand rest over his heart, feeling the thrum of his pulse all around him. “You feel incredible, boss, just incredible.”

“Angel,” he said, and his name sounded better every time Yima said it. His breath hitched a little, then, and he said, “Say my name. Please?”

Angel looked into Yima’s eyes, and ah, there was a tiny little spark of guilt that Angel had seen more than once in his life. Oh, you think I don’t know your name, huh? It didn’t hurt his feelings, though; he leaned on nicknames for a lot of patrons, because sometimes he just couldn’t keep names in his head with everything else about them. But not Yima.

“Yima,” Angel breathed out as he began to slowly roll his hips. When he said the name it felt like he was enunciating it straight from his cock, every time. “Yima, Yima, Yima.” Pretty little moans came out of Yima in each echo of his name, at the bottom of each of Angel’s thrusts. “See? Can’t say it without panting for you. That’s why you’ve got to be the boss.”

“Oh,” was the only sweet sound that came out of Yima’s mouth before he wrapped fingers around the back of Angel’s neck to pull him down to kiss him. Angel kept him like that when they broke apart, bent nearly in half while he drilled him steadily into the mattress.

“Yima,” he said, again and again. He got dizzy watching his cock slip in and out of Yima’s ass, and even dizzier watching the way pleasure played its way out over Yima’s face. “You’re so good. Yima, you’re so good at this, you feel so good.” Angel was disconnected from whatever words were coming out of his mouth; he just had to tell him. He had to make sure Yima knew. “No one’s ever felt as good as you do.”

Angel hiked Yima’s hips up a little and found an angle that made Yima claw at the bed and shout his name. “Please, please, please don’t stop,” he spilled out, that low soft voice of his getting lost in the squeaking of the bed and the sounds of their bodies.

“Never,” Angel said. “Not a chance.” Some chance, though, a slight chance, since Angel could only fuck the perfect ass of the most perfect man for so long before he couldn’t take it anymore. He wrapped his hand around Yima’s beautiful cock, and let the motion of his hips thrust him right into his grip. “Said you wanted to come on my cock, yeah? Let me see it, Yima.” He was so close, so close, but he had to give Yima what he wanted. He had to. “Yima, please.”

That was what Yima wanted. He came beautifully, tossing his head back to shout Angel’s name as come spattered over his stomach. A noise like a teakettle was coming out of Angel as he railed Yima through it, just a little more, just a little longer… “You too,” Yima said, voice rough and shaky, as he tenderly stroked back Angel’s hair. “Come on.”

“Ah, fuck, boss,” Angel said, and buried himself deep enough in Yima that he felt like he might just become part of him. Yima, Yima, Yima, he couldn’t even say anymore, but heard his heart repeating in his ears as he came.

He fuzzed out for a little, there, between Yima’s warm hands petting over his tattoos, and the sound of Yima’s heartbeat where his head rested on his chest gradually slowing and steadying. He knew Yima couldn’t be the most comfortable, so Angel pulled his skeleton back in working order and sat up. He let out a deeply satisfied breath and let his glasses, which were so smudged and steamy as to be basically useless, fall off his face onto Yima’s chest. He gently pulled out of Yima and discarded his condom. Fuck, he wanted to come in Yima so bad. Next time. Next hundred times.

“Now I’m really hungry,” Angel said, pushing his sweaty hair back out of his face and reclaiming his glasses and a cloth to wipe them off. “And you’d better be too.” He gave Yima’s thigh a good squeeze before he got up to go to the kitchen, wash his hands, and put on an apron.

He wanted to make Yima a twelve course feast to his every possible craving, but right now, with what he had in the fridge and pantry, he supposed he’d make do with some stir fry. Angel felt like he was floating a foot off the ground, as though the wings on his back were real, as he started cooking with a recently thoroughly fucked Yima watching him from his bed. He’d had this fantasy.

“You really do live up to your name,” Yima said, and Angel just beamed at him and held his hands together over his head in the shape of a halo. Yima laughed, and he looked the most precious that a naked, post-coital man in his mid-fifties could possibly look.

Angel was most of the way through slicing up some peppers, happy to just work while Yima watched him, like he was so many nights at Heaven, when Yima said, “You really like me?”

Angel stopped still, and put down his knife. “Augh!” he cried out, putting a hand over his heart like he’d been wounded. “You have no right being that cute! That sweet!” He pointed accusatorily at Yima, who had gotten adorably wide-eyed. “Yeah, I like you a lot. First, the obvious: you’re so hot it’s disgusting. Just nasty. But you’re also charming, and good to talk to. And I said it before and I’m saying it again: you’re sweet. C’mon, the time that girl was crying at the counter and you just paid for her dinner? You do shit like that all the time, do you not realize how stupid dreamy it is?”

That took more than just one of Yima’s beats. It took a few. Did he really not know? Did he seriously not know any of that? Angel was going to have to remind him every day for the rest of his life. There was nothing else for it. “Oh,” Yima said, at last.

Angel walked back to the bed to sit down again. “Here’s what really got me. Rainy days.”

“Rainy days,” Yima said, with clearly no idea what Angel meant.

“I always get less business when it’s raining, but you’d come in like clockwork no matter what,” Angel said. “You’d walk there in the rain — and you told me you didn’t work or live close — and then use the rain as an excuse why you couldn’t leave when the place was just the two of us. If I wasn’t extremely professional I would have sucked your dick right then and there. Every single rainy day.” Angel really cursed his own dedication to his work sometimes. “I mean, I also told myself it was just possibly you really liked my food, because that can explain a lot. My food is very good.”

“It’s so good,” Yima said, and that sounded even better coming out of a man Angel’d just fucked senseless.

“But I always hoped it was something more,” Angel said, grinning again. “Looks like I was right, huh?”

Yima got that look again, that different music playing somewhere. And then he took one of Angel’s hands in his, and brought it up to his lips to kiss his knuckles. “It looks like you were.”

“Oh my god, what the fuck,” Angel said in a breathless giggle, because he had to say that instead of, I love you, oh my god, I am so fucking in love with you. He could say that later. Not yet. He felt himself wanting to say it again, so he kissed Yima instead, his turn to be sweet like honey. “Alright, boss. Yima,” he said, and enjoyed the way Yima’s breath caught when he said that now. “Come watch me cook. Don’t get dressed, though. You’ll be fulfilling a fantasy.”

Yima got up to join him without missing a beat.


Arctic butterflies

by Someone Else
another round of Sunrise over ice

Hrun leaned in to nuzzle the curls framing Ara’s now-hard dick. They breathed in Ara’s scent, luxuriating there, face-to-dick. Ara twitched at Hrun’s breath on their skin, Hrun responding with a firmer nuzzle and slight giggle. They ran their tongue up the seam of Ara’s dick, starting at the intricate interface where the inner lips of their pussy merged into the base of their shaft. At the small encouraging noise out of Ara they did it again, teasing until Ara could hardly help but move under them, asking for more.

They took Ara’s dick into their mouth. First just the head, running their tongue under Ara’s foreskin before taking them deeper. Ara gave only a breathy, cut-off moan and threw their head back over the bed’s white pillow, their legs still spilling off the bed with Hrun crouched between. Hrun sucked, moving up and down, drawing out little whimpers from Ara who opened their legs wider and couldn’t restrain some small thrusts.

Hrun took a hand to run their fingers over the lips of Ara’s pussy in time with their mouth on Ara’s dick. They knew how responsive Ara’s pussy was. They slipped in a finger, then another, thrusting into Ara’s pussy, keeping the rhythm, Ara panting along.

They backed off from Ara’s dick in order to see them better, replacing their mouth with their other hand while continuing to to work Ara’s pussy. Ara had their head back, their eyes closed, and was making little incoherent sounds of pleasure.

Hrun loved seeing Ara this way: completely overtaken with pleasure, the heavy weight of the aftermath of whatever massacre had left them alone in their battle-ravaged village lifted for a time. Hrun always found Ara beautiful. They loved Ara’s tall, slim form, the sharp line of their jaw, the poetry of their words and their movement. But Hrun found Ara especially beautiful when they were like this, on the one hand lost in the moment and yet all the more fully present, grounded in time and place by the raw physicality.

Hrun shifted up and forward a little bit. Their dick, eagerly awaiting its own turn, took a bit of solace at now being pressed onto one of Ara’s legs. Hrun leaned over Ara, sandwiching Ara’s dick between between their chest and Ara’s belly. As they thrust their fingers into Ara’s pussy, they said, “It could be my dick.”

Ara tensed and came all over Hrun’s face. Hrun laughed happily, but even as Ara’s orgasm passed over, Hrun saw the peace was already gone from the corners of their eyes.

Hrun wiped their face and climbed up. Ara slid over to make space, draping one of their arms over their eyes. Hrun laid next to Ara, snuggled close, but on their back.

After a moment Ara said, “Never more than a fantasy.”

Hrun didn’t answer.

“Don’t ask in the moment,” Ara continued. “I don’t know that I’d have the strength for that no.”

Hrun nodded. They were laying close enough that Ara could feel the movement. Ara took their arm off their face and stared at the ceiling. Then they turned to look at Hrun and waited until Hrun looked back at them.

“I mustn’t bear; you see this.”

Hrun thought of all the times they’d seen Ara frozen, oddly vacant, in the middle of what should have been a simple task, and the toll it took on them, body and mind.

“Were it otherwise, it would fulfil a longstanding dream, but as bad as my trances are now, they were much worse when I was moving from childhood into adulthood. I’d be gone longer, my body having taken fits while I was not in residence. I’d wake sore, grateful if that time I hadn’t bitten through my tongue or broken a bone, and awakening itself was an exhausting journey across distorted space and time. The stronger changes of pregnancy could only be expected to be worse.”

Hrun saw written on the muscles of Ara’s face how important this was to them. Hrun, on the other hand, didn’t find the idea of bearing had such a personal appeal. They had always expected some day to parent, but they had only just been getting established in their old village when they’d been brought here, so the expectation had remained vague.

Ara went back to looking at the ceiling. “Even in an ideal world, no is the only answer available to me, and ours is far from an ideal world.”

At that thought, the emptiness of their half-rebuilt village and the depravations of their situation seemed to press in on Hrun: their aloneness where once children had run and other adults had conversed; the extensive labour in front of them; the meagre, battle-scarred garden feeding them; the ragged state Ara had been in when Hrun first arrived.

“We’re probably neither of us sufficiently well-fed to conceive,” said Hrun.

Ara drew in a breath and took a moment to steady themself. “Had you said that in the moment, we would have a problem now should you be wrong.”

* * *

Hrun spent the next morning in their library as usual. They took down the atlas once again and traced the coast running east yet another time. This must have been the way the whistler that kidnapped them had taken them. Like every other time they’d looked, it didn’t match their memory of the event, but the whole trip had been surreal. Trying to reconstruct it logically, too much was still unclear. The atlas showed where the last portions of their trip over water must have been, but with the extent of the ice always shifting, Hrun couldn’t identify with any certainty where they’d glided over the ice.

Sighing, Hrun put the atlas away. They no longer knew what they wanted. They missed their old home, its busy, life-filled paths, and their place in it. Yet, they had something very special here now too. To go home is what you were supposed to want when you’ve been kidnapped. It seemed disrespectful of their old comrades to feel otherwise. But they weren’t sure that Ara would want to come, abandoning their empty village with all it meant to them. Hrun couldn’t leave anyone alone in such desolation and more importantly, they couldn’t leave Ara.

Turning back to their books, Hrun looked up at the section on sailing and boatbuilding. They’d learned many interesting things, but with more than labour enough to do in this village and no clear destination, these things remained theoretical. They’d read about whistlers, but uncovered nothing that shed light on the why or the where of their kidnapping. They’d looked at traders’ records, deliberately obscured to uselessness by the traders’ code. Traders no longer seemed to come to this village since its destruction. Hrun had considered books on botany, geology, and others, and those might yet contain useful hints, but it would be a project of years to learn the preliminaries first.

Perhaps what they wanted was not even what mattered most here. The search had been fruitless; wanting or not wanting didn’t change that. Perhaps the time had come to put it aside. They wandered around lost in thought until they ended up at the section on ritual and mythology. They took down a book and began to read.

When the sun was high in the sky, Hrun went out to the garden. Ara was there. They had done some digging, spilling fresh dirt out of the raised beds but without any effective change to the plants.

“Afternoon, Poet Ara,” said Hrun.

“Scho—” said Ara, and then they froze, one dirt-covered hand stalled in the air. Hrun reached over to gently hold their hand with equal parts affection and concern, and waited.

A few moments later, Ara blinked and sighed, slumping slightly.

“Rough morning?” asked Hrun.

“Nowhere has a strong pull on me today,” said Ara.

“Maybe it isn’t a day for work,” said Hrun. They pulled two turnips, the spiciness turned sweet by the frost. “Come sit with me on the hillside?”

Sitting side by side, they both looked over the village. By the light of day, the sun shining brightly on the snow, dotted here and there in recent sawdust, there seemed more hope than ruin. Together they had rebuilt over half the buildings from whatever disaster had befallen the village and left Ara here alone.

“It’s really looking better,” said Hrun.

In answer Ara brought an arm around Hrun’s shoulders and turned to look at Hrun. “An honour to their lives,” they said.

Hrun had been reluctant to burden Ara by asking, but with things now more repaired than not, perhaps it was the right time.

“Poet Ara, would you tell me what happened?”

Ara sat a moment, looking over the village, and then began to tell their story.

* * *

I lived, at that time, along with my comrades, under the perpetual shadow of whistler uncertainty. Chaos incarnate, riches and discord alike grew from the whisler’s footprints. Unexpectedly they’d appear, doting on Fisherman Ewo while our other two fishermen seethed at the special treatment and harassing our old librarian Scholar Haroa. Then they would disappear again, following alien obsessions through rock and sky.

Usually, I might have called the whistler happy, clanking after new mountains, oblivious to the marks they left. Only that one day was there terror in their movements and desperation on their face. They came running into the village pursued by a squad of raiders, losing ground to them at every step.

Scholar Haroa rang the bell as the raiders swarmed in. We were panicked ants, newly exposed to the light of danger, the raiders’ arrival having pulled away the false cover of safety that had sheltered us. Unable to outrun or outmaneuver these attackers, the whistler turned in the central square to make a stand. Our twin guardian spirits tossed raiders like children tossing dry leaves, leaving the snow banks spattered in red, but there seemed to be no end, the raiders weathering the spirits with each wave.

Turning a corner, I saw a mess of whistler things all over the ground. All their pack-rat hoardings splayed out chaotically, for reasons only a whistler could know. Kneeling down amid the debris, I found a knife and considered how to make use of it.

“Great idea, Comrade Ara!” yelled Fisherman Ewo, running over. “Look what Comrade Ara has found!” they called to the others. Awkwardly, Fisherman Ewo grabbed a whistler sword. “Die, villains!”

Others joined us. I picked up the knife and time shattered.

When time restarted for me, I was still separated from the world by a heavy veil of grey. I was inside, lying on a bed, with people all around. They must have carried me in there; I must have been gone much longer than usual. Twisted through the veil, their words made no sense.

People were touching me, trying to get me sitting. That was the wrong action! I knew this feeling, though I hadn’t felt it in years. Soon things would be worse, best to be on the floor where there’s nothing to fall from. Moreover, they needed to stop wasting time on me. There were more important concerns.

The door opened, the light cutting through writhing greyness. There stood Fisherman Ewo, blood-soaked shirt and half-mangled face glistening wetly. “Look!” I yelled. “Fisherman Ewo needs you!”, but I must have made as little sense to them as they made to me. I tried to push them off. “Go! Nothing can be done for me!”

Someone was then getting me on the floor. “No! My cracked head isn’t worth a massacre!” I yelled uselessly. It might have been Scholar Haora with me then, or that might just have been an old memory superimposed. They’d seen me through some of the first of these. The world swirled with sparkling colours and I knew nothing more.

Reality returned, fuzzy and heavy. The door opened and a raider’s voice called, “Just a dead one in here.”

I got up on my elbows and spat out some blood. The fuzziness pressed in and I laid back down.

Later I woke in the blood-streaked gloom. Outside the slush of blood-drenched snow had refrozen to red ice, bumpy with lingering footprints. Bodies, raider and comrade alike, lay strewn around. Twisted shreds of guardian-flesh jutted out of the ice in the central square. No one had lived but me.

Then the colour of the world changed and the clouds began to speak to me. They told me to take all the bodies, raider and comrade both, across to the plateau on the far side of the bay and bury them in stones: Two cairns, one for the raiders and one for my comrades. As I brought the bodies over, the stones also spoke. The larger stones refused to be involved with the raiders and the small stones were frozen down, unusable. Their protestations kept the night creatures away. I covered my comrades with larger stones while they argued with the clouds. Taking pity on me, the clouds rained, melting the ground enough that I could shovel up dirt and small stones to cover the raiders. The dirt laughed and said, “We’ll fill in the gaps and trap their souls,” but the rain washed away the rude dirt until just the gravel remained. The task done, I lay over my comrades’ cairn, little more than a pile of wet rags, waiting for the chill to take me.

With the dawn the sun flashed angrily at me, pulsing the world until the colours were too loud to bear. Finally, I dragged myself up, back to the village and a dry and relatively undamaged bed. With one last burst the sun re-yellowed, the world’s colours reset, and neither stones nor clouds spoke to me again.

* * *

“Oh, Poet Ara!” said Hrun, reaching over to hug them.

Ara leaned their head on Hrun’s chest and the two of them breathed together for a time.

“Poet Ara, you had a wonderful village,” said Hrun.

“They tolerated my weakness.”

“They cared for you.”

Ara looked up at Hrun. “If they hadn’t needed to care for me, they might not have needed to die.”

Hrun gathered Ara tighter in their arms. “If two guardian spirits and a whistler couldn’t handle it, what hope could any of us have? You’re not to blame.”

Ara closed their eyes while Hrun rubbed their back gently. They sat like that until the last of the sunset colours were fading to black and the first stars came out.

A few days later the sound of heavy footsteps and rattling gear approached from over the hill.

“Never are we long free from chaos,” lamented Ara. Soon the whistler appeared over the crest of the hill.

Hrun wanted nothing to do with their kidnapper now returned. They backed away to slip behind the nearest building, but the whistler had seen them and headed straight for them. Hrun tried to lose the whistler by darting through the narrow spaces between buildings and staying away from the paths. The whistler followed. Hrun ran to their library and closed the door, but this was a mistake. Whistlers knew how to use doors and now they were trapped.

The whistler quickly tracked Hrun down in the library and shoved blank books into their hands. After a confusing sequence of clicks and gestures from the whistler Hrun traded some books with them and the whistler left them alone to stomp around outside. Hrun hid in the library until the stomping had stopped.

Emerging, Hrun found a tidy pile of crates in the village’s central square and Ara curled into a ball beside the door of their hut.

“Poet Ara!” Hrun ran up to them. “I think the whistler is gone.”

“Butterflies cannot fight a storm,” Ara sobbed.

Hrun sat next to them and they sat together for a while.

It turned out the crates were full of food.

“This makes no sense!” Hrun exclaimed in frustration. “Why did the whistler leave these? What do they want?”

“Who can understand chaos?” Ara asked.

Hrun and Ara stored the crates in one of the huts they’d repaired and ate well for the first time. There was enough food here to last months.

With the satisfaction of a full belly upon them, a thought occurred to Hrun. Putting it into words they said, “The whistler wants to breed back this village and brought me here to that end.”

The food soured in their belly and they shrank away from Ara. Their relationship felt tainted by the idea that they were unwittingly fulfilling the whistler’s aims. Unable to face Ara, Hrun got up and escaped back to their library, contrary to their usual daily routine, and returned to their fruitless search.

Shortly before sunset Ara knocked on the library door. “Scholar Hrun?”

Hrun reluctantly opened the door and stepped well back.

“Scholar Hrun, you owe nothing to chaos,” said Ara, staying in the doorway. “I never expected you would stay,” Ara finished, their voice cracking in the final sentence.

A parade of emotions passed over Hrun’s face. They tried to speak but they could find no words for their own internal chaos. Eventually they turned away. Ara left, closing the door. Hrun slept in the library that night.

Hrun woke early to the sound of splashing in the bay. They’d slept poorly on the hard floor of the library, alone with their thoughts. What could that splashing be? They didn’t think they knew anything that sounded quite like that.

Blearily they stepped out into the pink light of the sunrise. Something was out there in the bay. It poked out from the water, and then it was gone. Hrun walked over to the shore nearest where they had last seen the splashing, the crisp morning air and brightening light refreshing them somewhat.

Looking down into the water, Hrun was surprised to see a guardian spirit looking mournfully up at them from the depths, trapped underwater by its stone-like density. The whistler, not gone after all, was slowly building a scaffold to raise the spirit, step by step, and surfacing with a splash to breathe.

Hrun ran to the hut they usually shared with Ara. “Poet Ara! Poet Ara!” they burst in yelling.

Ara sat up, wide-eyed at this frantic version of Hrun.

“One of your guardian spirits was sunken at the bottom of the bay but the whistler is raising it!”

Ara gasped, then quickly got dressed and they both hurried out. They clung to each other as slowly the guardian spirit got closer to the surface.

Once its head was above water, it took a giant step up to the land and rushed over to the village square. It was heavily cracked, and among the cracks were great gouges down from its eyes like streams of tears.

Ara ran over to meet it. Standing right at its feet, Ara looked up and stared into its eyes, while it stared down likewise at Ara. With their eyes locked, Ara knelt down to be closer to the height of a child and the guardian spirit covered Ara’s sides with its two giant hands like it would a very young child in distress. Ara reached their arms over its burly arms, barely reaching past its wrists, their mutual gaze still unbroken.

They stared at each other a long time, and slowly Ara’s shoulders relaxed and the spirit’s face seemed less as though it were crying. Finally, Ara let go of the spirit’s arms and it took its hands off Ara and produced a flower. Ara took the flower like a child, held the guardian spirit’s gaze one moment more, then bowed their head. The spirit touched the top of Ara’s head with two huge fingers and then stepped away.

Later, Hrun walked up to the guardian spirit with a rust-laden stone for it to eat. Hrun saw in its eyes the weight of its lost mate and lost wards, but it looked down at Hrun with the same promise it offered to any ward, and Hrun finally made their decision.

That evening, Hrun found Ara standing on the dock, looking out at the bay.

“Poet Ara,” Hrun began, standing a polite distance away with eyes cast downwards, “I still hope that someday we can send word to my old village, or perhaps visit, but if you’ll have me, my home is here.”

“Gladly,” said Ara, stepping closer and raising Hrun’s face gently until their gazes met.

Keeping Ara’s eyes Hrun continued, “I’d like to make a ceremonial farewell to them.” Hrun took Ara’s hand. “Would you help create something appropriate?”

“I will. Beyond that, I fear that you want more than my broken self can be.”

“I want you, Poet Ara. The future we can face together.”

* * *

A few days later, they both stood out some distance from the current village, facing in the direction that Hrun’s best reckoning said was towards their old village. Together they said some words which Ara had composed and released a small flock of arctic butterflies they had caught, one for each of Hrun’s old villagemates.

Walking back, Hrun said, “Poet Ara, recently you told me two wise things: that this is far from an ideal world and that I — or we — owe nothing to chaos.”

Ara nodded as they walked a few more steps in silence.

“These two things point in the same direction,” said Hrun. “It’s our village; what matters is not what some whistler may or may not want, but what we want. Furthermore, while circumstances remain far from ideal, the direction of change is positive: the structures of the village are more than half repaired, we have a guardian spirit, and a reasonable store of food.”

Ara’s expression was hard to read. Hrun stopped walking and took Ara’s hands in theirs.

“Poet Ara, would you like to have children with me?”

“Scholar Hrun, I would be very pleased to do so,” said Ara, “but I still mustn’t bear. Sharing the weight with the spirit has helped in carrying the past, but trances have been taking me my whole life; nothing about that has changed.”

Hrun swallowed. They were nervous about the last step. On rational consideration it was simple: they and Ara had different constraints, but there was a way for the overall goal to be met. When they’d considered this plan earlier, Hrun found themself worried they might have difficulty playing the needed role. After all, in previous sexual situations they’d generally felt that fingers were wasted on their pussy and much better applied to their dick. However, right now, with Ara directly in front of them, Ara who they loved deeply, it was a different kind of nervousness than before, an excited, anticipatory nervousness.

“I can bear,” said Hrun, pulling Ara closer. Ara sighed and closed their eyes, pressing their body against Hrun.

“Let’s go home,” said Ara with a special smile.

Now that it had moved from thought to plan, Hrun found themself not only willing, but in fact distractingly aroused by the idea of just how Ara’s dick would feel in their pussy. They were wet and hard in anticipation throughout the walk back.

Soon enough, they found themself in bed with Ara pushing in for the first time. Ara slid their dick slowly and smoothly between the lips of Hrun’s pussy. Hrun lay and breathed at the silky movement. More quickly, Ara pulled all the way out, carefully keeping their angle so the head of their dick just kissed Hrun’s pussy. Teasing, Ara pushed in agonizingly slowly a second time. Hrun moaned at the increasing fullness and the continuous gentle rub on their pussy’s lips.

The next time out, Ara sat up enough to reach between them and grab Hrun’s throbbing dick in one of their hands, supporting themself on their other hand. They pumped Hrun’s dick and, as if driven by a ratchet, pushed their own dick in again in tiny increments with each hand stroke. Hrun whined at the continued teasing and after the second iteration, Ara relented, put their arms back down beside Hrun as anchors, and began to thrust into Hrun in earnest.

Hrun’s dick, pressed tightly between both their bodies, rubbed the line of fur down Ara’s belly, back and forth with Ara’s movements, tension slowly building. Every thrust of Ara’s dick slid against their inner lips intensely and filled them up inside. This was not going to be a problem after all.

At the bottom end of a stroke, Ara paused, breathing heavily, and again lifted their chest to make space for their hand on Hrun’s dick. Firmly and quickly they used their hand along Hrun’s dick, bringing Hrun to the edge. With the final tightening just before orgasm, Hrun found their pussy tensing around the intrusion that was Ara’s dick. In that moment it felt enormous inside Hrun, impossibly filling, and Hrun came, their pussy pulsing around Ara’s dick while their own dick emptied into the space between their bodies.

At that, Ara braced themself, took their final deep thrusts, and came with a cry inside Hrun.

Ara rolled off and snuggled up next to Hrun.

One gestation period later, the next stage of rebuilding Ara and Hrun’s village began.
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Spokehamshire, England. December 1885.

Yawning, David slumped into his chair. He muttered a ‘good morning’ to Ruth, the maid opening the curtains, and another to Jonathan, who was setting out the laden breakfast tray. David was known for having a voracious appetite in the morning, his breakfasts enough to feed two. This was because it was for two.

When Ruth had left, Jonathan fetched his own coffee cup and sat down on the other side of the small table, leaning over for a brief kiss. “Good morning,” he said.

“Good morning, my dear.” David smiled and poured him coffee.

“Your father will probably visit you this morning,” Jonathan said, buttering a slice of toast.

“Thank you.” David didn’t ask how Jonathan knew this. He had more ways of acquiring information than a spiderweb had threads. “Do you know what he wants of me?”

“I cannot say for sure. It’s serious, but he’s in high spirits.”

David sighed and pulled the paper towards himself. “Marriage proposal, I wager.”

Jonathan said nothing, and just shrugged while deliberating between strawberry and blackcurrant jam.

They drank coffee and ate in silence while David browsed the newspaper. One headline caught David’s eye. Daring Art Thief Still At Large! Police Useless! it lamented.

He chuckled. “Have a look at this.” David turned the paper over, but Jonathan only glanced at it.

“I saw that when I prepared it for you.” He bit into his toast — he’d chosen blackcurrant — and, chewing, he stared at David’s hair.

David sighed. “You do not need to cut my hair.”

Jonathan swallowed his toast. “I disagree.”

“Come now, Jonathan, it has barely grown!”

“It should appear to not grow at all,” Jonathan insisted. “It must be cut every fortnight. That is the proper way of things! And why are you laughing at me now!”

David pressed a hand over his mouth but could not stifle his laughter. “Jonathan, Jonathan, my dearest, forgive me — it’s so amusing to see you riled up over such a triviality! You, the notorious leader of an international smuggling operation, infamous throughout the Empire, losing your temper over my hair!”

In defeat, Jonathan sighed and finished his toast, washing it down with coffee. “I only wish you to live your life among your peers as comfortably as possible,” he said, putting the cup down, “without scandal, infamy, or petty grievances — and the only way I can do so is to be the most studious valet you could ever wish for.”

David reached over to put his hand on Jonathan’s. “Jonathan, my love,” he said quietly, “you are leagues better than anything I will ever deserve.”

“So early and already so romantic,” Jonathan murmured with a chuckle. “Does this mean you’ll let me cut your hair?”

David laughed and let go of his hand. “Yes, fine. Can I finish my breakfast first, though?”

“Of course you can.” Jonathan refilled their coffee cups, then he asked, “Have you heard from Sir Worsely yet?”

“I have,” David replied. “Last night. If all goes well, the objects will be on their way to India within hours of our acquiring them. Have you heard from Eóin?”

“He was ‘hired’ as a footman by Lady Featherstonehaugh. His injuries from the summer seem healed well enough. I believe he’ll be playing the part of ‘robber.’”

“Good, that’s good.” David felt himself relax a fraction. He’d known Eóin since the two were students at Oxford — Eóin had still been John Sullivan then — and if there was anyone David could rely on besides Jonathan, it was Eóin.

The auction was next week. To be precise, it was going to be next Monday; today was Tuesday. It was going to be conducted by and take place at the small but highly prestigious Lewis Auction House and Trading Co., and the Earl was going there, with the stolen pieces, in five days. On the way there, a group of armed robbers was going to ambush the procession. They were going to abscond with the valuables. David, riding along the carriages, would give chase, but lose them and would have to return empty-handed.

It was a rather ambitious plan. David would even go so far as to call it foolhardy. But right now, the artefacts were in a secure warehouse, and there was no way to get to them. All of Jonathan’s attempts to infiltrate the guards with his own people had been resounding failures. In the Lewis Auction House, they were only going to be even better guarded. The time they were on the open road was the only feasible opportunity they had. That David had to lead the pursuit went without question. He could claim the robbers turned into purple pigs and flew away, and his father would believe him.

Neat and conscientious Jonathan used the last bit of toast to mop a few blobs of jam from his plate, then he stood, rightened his waistcoat, and cleared his things away. David made to stand, but Jonathan just put his hand on his shoulder. David was happy to take his time finishing his breakfast and the paper. Jonathan fetched the scissors and comb, draped a towel over David’s shoulders, and went to work.

The room went quiet and peaceful. David sipped his coffee; Jonathan snipped away at David’s hair. It lasted for all but five minutes: then, the door opened and the Earl of Spokeham, the Lord Jesse Prevost, strode in. Jonathan bowed and David stood.

“Sit down, boy,” said his father cheerfully. David sat back down.

Jonathan asked, “Would you like a cup of coffee, my lord? Or a cup of tea?”

“No, thank you, Mr…” The Earl trailed off and just stared at Jonathan for a moment.

“Benson, my lord. Jonathan Benson.” Jonathan’s voice was as bland as mashed potatoes.

“Thank you, Mr Benson. You may continue.” The Earl sat down in David’s favourite armchair.

Jonathan bowed and went back to cutting David’s hair.

David’s blood was boiling. Jonathan had been in the Prevosts’ employ since he was nine years old, had been David’s valet for almost a decade, and David’s father still didn’t bother remembering his name.

When Jonathan turned towards his tools, he briefly put his hand down on David’s shoulder as if to steady himself on account of his bad knee. But David understood the gesture. Be calm. You and I both know who we really are, and that’s all that matters.

David sighed quietly. Jonathan’s hand tightened, then he took it away and went back to cutting David’s hair with precision and without expression.

“What brings you here this morning, Father?” asked David, making his voice much more cheerful than he really felt; to tell the truth, he was annoyed. Even though Jonathan had forewarned him that his father was going to pay him a visit, he had thought he’d have more time alone with his beloved Jonathan. “Is it about the auction?”

“Well, yes and no,” said the Earl. He cleared his throat. “David, I have promised you I would not make you marry anyone against your will,” his father began. He hesitated, fiddling with his tie.

David stiffened. His heart began to race. Was his father going to withdraw this promise? “And I am very grateful for this, Father,” he said cautiously.

Jonathan was thrown, too, but David doubted anyone but him would be able to tell. He himself couldn’t even say how he knew, just that he did.

“Don’t worry, I won’t go back on my word,” his father replied, to David’s surprise. He knew David better than David always assumed. “But I want to remind you that… well, you are twenty-seven years old. Surely you can’t intend to die a bachelor.”

“I don’t, Father,” David replied. And it wasn’t even a lie. He’d never been so delusional as to believe he could shirk his dynastic duties. And besides, lately he’d found himself approaching — like approaching a nervous horse, careful to not make it spook — the idea of himself as a father. He was beginning to suspect he was not averse to this idea at all. In fact, he wondered if he wouldn’t quite like it.

The problem was, of course, his complete lack of interest in the female sex.

He shook himself and turned his attention back to the Earl. “I do intend to marry one day,” David reassured him.

His father was smiling kindly. “I know, I know. And I myself was little younger than you are now when I married your mother, God rest her soul. Now.” He sat back, assuming an air that David knew meant business. “Mr Armand Lewis has three daughters. The elder two have made very good marriages; the youngest will be twenty in February. Mr Lewis has invited us to come to his estate tomorrow, to spend a few days at his house as guests before the hustle and bustle of the auction. A good opportunity for you and the girl to get to know each other, no?”

The rhythmic snip of Jonathan’s scissors had stumbled but was now once again as steady as the purr of a sewing machine. The plan as it stood hinged on multiple people being in exactly the right place at exactly the right time — there was no way he could get everyone together in less than twenty-four hours.

But David couldn’t object to the visit to the Lewis estate. He had no reason to, no business he could claim he had to conduct tomorrow, not even a friendly visitor he was expecting. His father was well aware that there was nothing for David to do at the moment.

So instead, he discreetly reached out for Jonathan in a way that his father wouldn’t see. I’m sorry. “Of course, Father, I’d love that.”

“Wonderful!” The Earl clapped his hands together like a little boy. He stood. “I’m sure you and Miss Lewis will have a grand time.” And he strode off.

*

Jonathan barely needed to consider what clothes to bring. He simply opened a wardrobe, assessed the contents with a glance, and picked out a number of shirts, waistcoats, jackets, and trousers.

David, meanwhile, was writing note after note after note for a footman to take to the post later. On the surface, the notes were perfectly innocuous; thank-yous for gifts and previous hospitality, regretful declinations of invitations, and recommendations for literature, tailors, and even a coachmaker. But encoded within them all was the same message: The plan has changed. Make yourselves ready to come to the Lewis Auction House as early as you can, if you can.

“Have you got everyone?” asked Jonathan, walking over with a pile of shirts over one arm.

David counted the envelopes. “Yes, they’re all here. Unless I’m missing someone?”

Jonathan, frowning, picked up one of the envelopes. “You’re even writing to Lady Tannenbay?”

David shrugged. “We need to cover every possibility.”

“David, she is eighty-two.”

“And thus a perfect distraction. She just needs to pretend to faint in the middle of the auction and it’ll halt all proceedings.”

“I don’t intend to let the auction take place,” Jonathan replied. David was very, very glad that the ire on Jonathan’s face was not directed at him. “I don’t want anyone profiting from selling stolen goods.”

“Neither do I, naturally,” said David, “but what if you can’t find any other way?”

“We will,” Jonathan retorted. He tossed the envelopes back on the desk and went back to packing more clothes for David than he could possibly want to wear in one week.

*

The Lewis Auction House and Trading Co. was not two hours or so away from the Prevost estate by carriage. All three Prevost carriages were used for the journey. The Earl rode in one. Jonathan and the Earl’s valet, Isaac Turner, were in another, and the third was transporting the artefacts, in wooden transportation crates stuffed with wool shavings. David had personally overseen the Dashavatara group be stowed away.

David rode alongside the carriages, just as he would have done had the original plan not fallen through. Oh, well. Duchess, his horse, could use the exercise; he’d rather been neglecting her recently, the weather being too poor for any good riding. Not to mention that taking her to the Lewis estate would provide him with an excellent reason to get out by himself for an hour or two every day. He didn’t like being cooped up, either.

They reached the crossroads where they were supposed to have been ‘robbed.’ It gave David a pang that, after three months of careful planning, they just trotted along and passed it within moments. He glanced up at Abel, the Prevost groom driving the Earl’s carriage. Abel glanced back, gave a brief shrug, and turned his attention back to the horses. Abel was the only other member of Jonathan’s organisation who was accompanying them today. Few Prevost employees were in cahoots with Jonathan, and of those who were, nearly all worked on the estate grounds, and not in the house itself.

Half an hour later, they reached the Lewis estate, a country house nearly as big as the Prevosts’. The carriageway was lined by poplar trees, bare and shivering in the December air. The house itself was flanked by two rhododendron bushes reaching the first floor windows. Crowded on the entrance stairs stood a portly, balding man who repeatedly reached up to mop his shining pate with a handkerchief; next to him stood a young woman, nervously playing with her jewellery; and behind them, over half a dozen serving staff in blue livery. David did his best to memorise their faces. A Lewis groom was immediately by his side and held his horse’s reins while he dismounted.

David gave him a big smile. “Thank you. What’s your name?”

“Oh, uh, Hugo, my lord.” He was clearly taken aback by the question.

“Thank you, Hugo. This is Duchess.” David patted his horse’s neck, and quickly drew up the stirrups so they didn’t bump against her belly. “She can be a little grumpy, please do not hold it against her. But I think right now she’ll just be hungry, and easily placated.” He gave Hugo another bright smile. “I entrust her to you. I’m sure you’ll take admirable care of her.”

“I’ll do my best, my lord,” said Hugo, drawing himself up a little. With just a few words, David had endeared himself to him. He lingered a moment, watching Hugo lead Duchess away until he disappeared behind one of the rhododendrons, then he turned to join the Earl, who was marching up to the assembly.

Everyone bowed and curtsied. “My Lord Prevost,” said the portly man. “Welcome to our humble abode!”

“Mr Armand Lewis,” the Earl greeted him. “We thank you for your hospitality.” He beckoned David closer. “May I introduce my son, David.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Lord David,” said Mr Lewis, bowing again.

“The pleasure is all mine,” said David, smiling. Behind him, he heard the other carriages being unloaded. He resisted the urge to turn and see how Jonathan had fared on the journey; he had no reason to be concerned with a servant.

Mr Lewis put his hands on the young woman’s shoulders. “My daughter,” he said, chest puffed in pride. “Sophia.” He pronounced her name so that the second syllable rhymed with eye.

“How do you do, Miss Lewis.” David bowed and swept her offered hand into his for a kiss. She was pretty enough, and had a deft eye for coordinating her jewellery and her clothing. Her lavender dress was the exact same colour as the amethysts studding her jewellery.

Of course, she could be Aphrodite herself and David would still prefer Apollo. And if Apollo himself came down from Mount Olympus, David would naturally not have eyes for anyone but Jonathan.

“I am well, Lord David,” she said. Her voice was high and girlish, and she stumbled over her words. “Welcome to our home.”

David smiled.

“My men will help yours with your luggage and your goods,” said Mr Lewis. At a wave from him, the gathered footmen, like one man, moved past the Earl and David to the Prevost carriages. He added, “I shall personally see that all your goods are safe and secure.”
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