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Voice

Crossing Nüwa, Book Three

Sean Ian O’Meidhir

Connal Braginsky


To the Aeons that keep watch and listen.

Connal

This is our fourth published novel and so it only makes sense in my mind to follow in my co-author's footsteps.  He dedicates it to the Aeons, I dedicate it to the Aeons that live in every one of our readers.  We are all tied together - through the collective, through the divine, through whatever it is that connects. And it is to That that I dedicate this, and all of our writing.  May we continue to thrum each other's paradigms through eternity.

Sean


Chapter One

Robbie

“Oh shit!” I cursed, spitting out the flavor of another man’s unwanted lips on mine and chafing my lips as I fervently wiped my mouth on my sleeve. 

With small bony hands, he grabbed both of my arms. “Robbie,” Brent said. His high-pitched nasally voice, which had always annoyed me a little, now grated on every nerve. “You know you want me as much as I want you. Stop playing hard to get.” 

I couldn’t believe this was happening. At school! I glanced around the empty college hallway for anyone to potentially save me, but classes were in session. I felt more than saw Brent lunge in for another kiss, and my lua training kicked in. Thrusting into his solar plexus with one palm, I snatched his wrist and wrenched. As he fell, I twisted him, catching his chin in my left hand, and by stretching him out I was able to face him away from me.

“Oooo,” Brent cooed, kneeling from the ground. “You like it rough. Robbie, I never knew.” 

Disgusted, I dropped him and tripped back into the wall. “I thought we were friends,” I managed pathetically. Confusion swirled around me. We were supposed to be on the way to class. We were supposed to be working on a project for class. We were supposed to be studying for finals. We were supposed to be doing anything but what he had just done. Brent had been my closest friend since I started college. While he had asked me out that first week, he backed off when I told him I had a boyfriend. 

Brent pulled his small frame up, standing and looking up at me with a twisted smile that made me cringe. “You know we’re more than that. I don’t know what you see in that fat dude you call a boyfriend. You’re so much hotter than that. Deserve someone like me. Come on; let’s cut biology and get out of here? They know we’re working on that project anyway.” 

I caught him as he moved in again. The scent of his sauerkraut-covered hot dog lunch wafted from his breath, making me shudder in revulsion. “Just stop!” I shouted, not caring if someone overheard, and pushed him back with all my strength. 

He hit the other wall looking stunned and then slumped to the ground. 

“Oh,” I exhaled. Nüwa are stronger than humans. What if I…? 

Bending down, I gingerly pushed him, almost expecting a horror film scene of him grappling me down. He just rolled over, looking peacefully asleep. 

Scrambling, I stumbled away. And then ran.


Chapter Two

Robbie

Compartmentalize, compartmentalize, compartmentalize, I chanted to myself. Brent was okay. I had just knocked him out. Someone would come along and find him passed out in the hall. Or he’d wake up and…and what? Call me? I glanced apprehensively at the phone mounted to the overly cheerful artichoke-shaped charging station in our kitchen. 

I had thrown myself into cooking the moment I got home. Ms. Gomez, our live-in housekeeper and cook, kindly let me use the kitchen while she took off to the store. The new pasta maker I got online dominated my attention until it started slipping back to Brent. Maggie’s voice rung out in my mind, reminding me to compartmentalize—to put this experience in another box in my mind. And shut it. Lock it. Learning to tuck away the memories from childhood that left me feeling vulnerable had kept me sane this past year. 

The memory of holding my mother’s lifeless body after she had sacrificed herself to save me came unbidden to my mind, and once again, I was awash with that guilt. The deep cleansing breath helped to center me, and I imagined settling the top on that box again. 

As I thought more about it, it seemed like I was compartmentalizing other things too. The time we spent in San Diego lived in one box and my time spent in the oasis of my home with Theo in yet another. I found that I was a different person in each context. With Theo I was most at ease. He knew me better than anyone, even Maggie, though I had spared him the sordid details about my childhood. There was never any guesswork with Theo. He loved me unconditionally and was always there for me. I could be myself with Maggie and Abi, too, but felt a wall with them. I know it’s because they’re women and Nüwa, and Mother and my aunt instilled in me a fear of both and an internal need to be deferential. So, I knew what the wall was; I just didn’t see a way of getting past it. And part of me didn’t want to. They were both amazing, and loving, and kind. And nothing at all like Mother and my aunt. So, they deserved my respect and deference. 

And college was another box. I groaned loudly, channeling my fury into my whisk, hitting the sides of the bowl in a frenzy. The cream sauce I was making from scratch for the Italian sausage lasagna spun around in a vortex inside the bowl. How could I go back if Brent was there? The idea of confronting him… But the idea of not going back to college left me with a sense of dread. 

“Hey ya, sugar.” 

I let out a yelp and spun around to see Theo casually leaning on the counter. How long had he been there? 

“What’s up?” His question had a cautious tone. 

“Cooking,” I muttered, turning my back to him and focusing on pouring the sauce into the pan that I had already layered with pasta, meat, and cheese. Heat stained my cheeks with just the thought of telling Theo about the kiss. 

The weight of his stare on my back was a tangible thing, and I was relieved when his phone sounded. He let it ring longer than he normally would, but then answered and left. Relief slumped my shoulders. I would put this whole thing in a box. The Brent box. It belonged on a shelf with all the other bad memories and mistakes. Tonight, I was going to have dinner with my family: Kat and Theo. But first, I would need to meditate and get calm. All this rumination was getting me absolutely nowhere.


Chapter Three

Theo

There was something up with Robbie, and normally I’d pry it out of him, but the job that I was doing for some pretty dangerous people had been taking my attention. I spoke softly into the phone, knowing that my magically created translation and voice alteration software would disguise me. The fact that the signal pinged off a thousand random towers around the world made me confident that the Yakuza could never track who their expert was. 

“Yes, honorable oyabun, I have identified your problem,” I explained to the man who had hired me. He had only given his title of “boss” instead of his actual name, Yamato Sato, though I’m certain he likely believed I didn’t know that. Of the Yamaguchi-gami syndicate, Mr. Sato was a lower-level computer geek. A hacker in his own right. He was also my gaming buddy on World of Warcraft. 

“You have?” Incredulity coated his tone. 

I chuckled. Of course I had. Yamato, AKA “RedTiger” on WoW, and I had been gaming together for years. Just a year prior, he’d admitted that he was a hacker, and so we had engaged in a few minor criminal endeavors. I’d already known that he worked for the Yakuza at that time. And perhaps “work” was too strong a word. His family’s import business was being made to cooperate, and his skills had been drafted to keep them safe. Of course, he never would have admitted any of this openly, but I investigate anyone I spend any amount of time with. About a month ago he’d mentioned something in passing about hiring a “consultant,” and I had directed him to a message board in the deep web where he posted a help wanted ad that I, of course, answered. 

“Indeed, honorable oyabun.” I kept up the pretense. “The problem you are seeing in your company’s closed network is that it is not closed.” 

He sputtered and I felt a little bad. Yamato was good, but not great. And I knew the implications of what I was telling him. I went on. “You hired me to identify what has been happening to the monthly exports, correct? Why each month the numbers are off a bit? Well, the reason why is because someone has been using a back door to not only monitor but change data.” 

I heard the sharp intake of breath. “Who?” he asked. I had already dismissed the tech that was meant to disguise his voice. He sounded younger than his twenty years and the tremble in his voice tugged at my heart. 

Who indeed? I muted and sighed heavily. How to tell a kid that the criminals who would just as soon annihilate him and his entire family if they fell out of line were the ones that were in there fucking with export reports? The question wasn’t actually who, but why? I weighed the pros and cons of telling him and opted for, “Honorable oyabun, please extend me the courtesy of one more week. The patterns you are seeing have not changed substantially in the last few months. The trajectory of change is likely to remain the same in that time. It is better that I come to you with a full picture than one that is incomplete. I ask for one week and ask that you take no action in that time. Is this agreeable?” 

I hoped I had the cultural request honorifics down. That’s what too much online gaming does to a person—gives them a false sense of cultural competence. But it seemed to work. “Yes. Yes of course. Thank you, Honorable Serpent. You have greatly humbled me.” 

With that I clicked off and went to work. If it had been just any schmo whose message board ad I’d answered, I’d have accepted bitcoin payment held in escrow for the answers they had sought and gone on my merry way. But RedTiger was a good kid, even if he was now mixed up with one of the older criminal empires. He didn’t deserve yubitsume. I mean, computer dudes kinda need all their digits to make magic. At least, most of us do. 

I lounged back onto the couch, allowing my mind to expand into the Interface. 

The Interface is my own conceptualization for a separate reality of technology that exists parallel to what most people experience. My mind shifts quickly past the simple devices which others are familiar with when they think of the internet; routers, firewalls, and central nodes quickly fade into the background as my mind creates an interactive map of servers, relationships, and the thick veins of electricity and connectivity which unite them. The veins glow blue as traffic flows in multiple directions, and the intensity of that glow helps to distinguish central nodes from more isolated points. From there, any machine—whether connected by power or the internet—is accessible to me, and my mind helps normalize the magnitude of the scope therein. Then I layer onto it the cellular and wireless bands, and all the devices which move through the world. The active devices appear green, the regular pulses of connectivity acting like sonar that makes them visible to my mind’s eye. Finally, I overlay those with the restricted and isolated wavelengths which are reserved for governments, and the rare technomage who understands how to find them. These red transmitters are like cones on the highway which has formed in my mind—warning signs of potential danger, a reminder to be cautious when interfering there.

The Interface was my term for both what I do and how I do it—technomagic. Mentally connecting to the internet via magic, which allows me to transverse an almost infinite number of worlds in the cyberverse. All of the ones that were simple for me were man made, though humans were becoming more adept, which was sometimes a fun challenge. The areas that were obviously fae run, I skirted completely. 

I relished hunting after pieces of a puzzle, mentally breaking into various secreted vaults and leaving without a trace, and finally being able to solve mysteries that I was sometimes hired for. Why did these people want to mess with my friend? They weren’t taking money. And their changes had been seemingly random and messy…meant to be discovered? But why would someone from the Yakuza be messing with someone else from their own organization? 

I followed trail after trail until Kat gently shook my foot and instructed me it was dinner time.


Chapter Four

Robbie

“What…what do you mean I’m in charge of the bachelorette party?” I asked. A jolt of anxiety swept through me and pulled me totally away from the tinge of Brent thoughts. Meditation had helped.

Theo fell forward, barely missing his plate when he dramatically rested his head on the table. He grabbed hold of his sides and rolled with laughter. 

“Honey,” Kat said softly, sparing a small smile for Theo while at the same time succeeding in comforting me. “You’re the man of honor. You’re standing up for Abi, right? It’s tradition, unless there have been other arrangements. Do you know what has been planned?” 

I had barely been participating in the discussion of Abi’s upcoming wedding but found myself needing to focus. “Just that she wanted us to come up a week ahead of time and help with the last-minute stuff. That should be fine. Since finals are next week, that will give me  all of June off until the summer quarter starts up again. Though it’s not like she hasn’t kept me updated on everything. We talk almost every day. But she hasn’t said a word about a bachelorette party.” 

“She may be expecting you to make it a surprise. The others in the bridal party—you could start with them and find out what their thoughts are. If any of them has decided to do something?” While maintaining eye contact with me, she reached out and smacked Theo with the back of her hand in a way only a great-great-great-grandmother could. I was still impressed that Kat looked like she was our age: one of the benefits of being a Blood Mage. 

“Hey!” he protested, still laughing. “It’s funny! He’s going to have those stupid girly games and maybe even get a male stripper!” 

I sat up straight and gave my most innocent wide-eyed smile. In the nine months that Theo and I had been living together, I had learned many things, sarcastic joking among them. “Kat! Is that true? Male strippers? I hadn’t realized… Will you be there too? Just us girls, right? No boys allowed?” I shot a grin at Theo who sat back. A warmth spread through me at his nod and respectful smirk. 

Kat giggled behind her hand.

“I love you, sugar.” Theo patted my hand affectionately. 

Kat said, “I’ll help you plan the best party ever. But I do suggest that we check with her friends and see if they have something else planned.” 

“And on that grueling note, great job on the lasagna, sugar. Loved the white sauce.” Theo kissed my cheek before abandoning his plate in the kitchen. 

The rest of the night, Kat and I worked on plans for my favorite cousin’s bachelorette party. We began with contacting the three bridesmaids who were all also in college, two out of state. They were excited to hear I had started the planning, and each chimed in with suggestions, including providing names of a dozen other women who had to be invited. One of the bridesmaids lived in San Diego, and I had met her and her boyfriend a few times when I lived down there last year with Abi and Jason. Though also in the middle of finals, she’d agreed to help in any way we asked. 

In her two centuries, Kat had picked up many skills, and after a little time spent party planning, it was clear that things were in good hands. She agreed to coordinate everything, and I was more than happy to surrender that to her. I had learned in the last seven months of being Abi’s wedding planning sidekick that I had little to no interest in event coordinating. Abi used me as a sounding board, and while I may have given opinions, she always went with her own decisions. Her fiancé, Jason, contributed very little either, though I think it was more out of disinterest rather than not having a clue what it takes to plan a wedding. It was exciting to see all that went into it, and since I was down in San Diego twice a week anyway for therapy, I got to schedule time to hang with Abi. The menu sampling with various caterers, interviewing florists, photographers, and exploring venues together sometimes made my head spin, but I was constantly amazed that Abi just seemed to know what all went into it, even though she had never been married. She claimed it was a “girl-gene.” 

In the end, Abi settled on a resort right on the water that had great views of fireworks because they’d planned an evening ceremony on the Fourth of July. I continued to fill Kat in on what I knew about the wedding and my bold and uninhibited cousin.   

After we were done, I went in search of Theo. I had been going back and forth all night and still hadn’t quite decided if I wanted to tell him yet. Our living room, AKA “Command Central,” was empty. The huge mounted screens that Theo used for Interfacing were dark. Theo being a technomage meant that we were always surrounded by electronics. But the flashing lights of our arcade and pinball machines currently held no appeal. 

Ours was a huge, two-story Spanish-style home in the middle of Santa Rosa, California, and was magically protected to be invisible to anyone without the appropriate clearance. The sweeping stairwell in the middle of the foyer led to a landing on the second floor with a wing to the left that had Kat’s bedroom, a bathroom, and my workout room. The wing to the right led to our master bedroom and bathroom. Both wings looked dark, but I decided to check out the bedroom anyway. 

As soon as I entered, a bright light momentarily blinded me. In the glow of black light behind the flood, I could make out Theo sitting in the shadows. I almost fell over laughing as one of his rather provocative mixes started up, something I remembered him playing for an all-male cabaret at the Snake Pit, San Francisco’s premier gay club. 

Theo whistled loudly and clapped, calling, “Take it off!” 

I glanced over my shoulder to make sure that no one was in the hall and quickly shut the door behind me. “What is this?” I giggled. 

“Well, sugar,” Theo called over the music, “if you’re going to get to enjoy strippers with Kat and Abi, I think it only fair I get my own private show! Now take it off.” He catcalled again. 

“Yeah? All right.” I played along, rolling my hips to the beat and feeling the rhythm of the tracks. If nothing else, dancing had always centered me. 

The energy of the music worked its magic, and I threw my hands in the air, rolling my hips for my man. The rhythm engulfed me, and with one hand I peeled my shirt off, swung it over my head, and let it sail his way, grinning as I reached for my fly.


Chapter Five

Theo

Fuck, but my man had moves. Over the last six months I had watched his body fill out from that of a gorgeous but lean young man with long limbs to that of a toned and muscular, ridiculously hot stud. He wore his thick, dark hair a little longer these days, and he no longer shaved religiously. I liked him in all states of facial hair, and today he had at least three days’ stubble. He still had very little body hair to speak of, just a light dusting around his cock that was super fine and soft. 

He reached his hands above him, his snake-like movements a natural choice considering his breed: Nüwa, snake shifter. He gyrated around and around, running his hands down his sides as he flexed for me. For the last five months we had been taking Kapu Kuʻialua lessons from a private instructor two to three times a week. I had found my own stamina and flexibility improving. May have even lost a few pounds, though I don’t really care about all that. But the reason we had started the martial arts was so that Robbie could get a better sense of inner strength. During Thanksgiving we had been attacked and Robbie had almost died. Having come from an abusive childhood, he was tired of feeling like a victim and had approached me with some solutions. One of them had been learning self-defense, and the discipline had worked to strengthen him in many ways. I had seen his inner confidence begin to shine. I guess it also didn’t hurt that he was getting exposure therapy, where his therapist would turn into a huge weresnake and scare the shit out of him until he wasn’t scared anymore. 

I grinned when Robbie began unbuttoning and unzipping his fly, his eye catching and holding mine as he rocked closer, one step, then the next, pushing his jeans down provocatively. His emerald eyes were veiled with desire and his wicked smile suggested that the shy, demure man I had rescued less than a year before was being replaced by a much stronger version. 

Robbie licked his lips and shimmied out of his jeans, kicking them to the side as he danced around, bending over to give me a beautiful view of his amazing ass, which was framed in the forest-green jockstrap.  

I stroked my cock as I watched him and had every intention of cajoling a lap dance out of him with the plan to stuff that jock with some C-notes. All of those goals went out the window when he bent forward, ass in the air wiggling provocatively at me. I grabbed a condom and lubed myself. He turned, surprised when I was suddenly upon him, pushing him face-first onto the high, steel-reinforced custom bed. I was pretty sure I heard him start to laugh into the bedding and then gasp as I plunged my fingers into him to loosen him up but only just before I replaced them with my own cock, in one long and fast thrust. 

“Theo,” he whimpered, and I paused, wrapping my arms around him and pulling him to my chest. 

“Too much?” I caught his earlobe between my teeth as I ran my hands over the new-formed ripples of his pecs and abs. 

He hummed and twisted, one hand over his shoulder, tangling in my curls as he pressed his lips to mine, opening for my tongue. Almost impulsively, he turned away, grabbed my arm, and drove his fangs in, sucking and pulling his mouth away quickly. The paralyzing and intoxicating result was a shudder of sensation that coursed through me. If he bit me too deeply, I would lose all control. This time, it wasn’t enough to cause me to come. But it was a rare thing that he would bite me without my expressly telling him to do so. He must have been feeling in rare form. 

I pushed him down roughly, and he landed on his palms, casting a sensuously playful look over his shoulder as I began to fuck him. The planes of the defined muscles in his back contracted as he bowed to meet my thrusts. I love filling Robbie’s tight ass, and the sounds he makes are the most enticing. Soon he was pushing back when I plunged forward, his hands balling up the comforter as his forehead rested downward. I smacked that perfect pale globe before I pulled out slowly and snapped off the condom. 

“What?” Robbie asked breathlessly, his tone begging for more. 

“I want to feel your mouth,” I said, sliding onto the bed and watching as he unconsciously licked his lips and repositioned himself between my legs. “Nah, sugar.” I hooked a finger to call his cock toward me, and he grinned, swinging his legs above my head. Without pausing to free himself from his jockstrap for me, he pulled my dick between his lips and swallowed in one long motion before he began to roll his tongue around my hardened shaft. Not wanting to be outdone, I ripped the material out of my way with a satisfying snap of elastic and buried my face in his natural musk—always an aphrodisiac, which summoned a loud moan from me. I was rewarded when he immediately began filling my throat with delicious salty precum. It was one main difference about us: he had a lot to give and I rarely had any. And I knew a way to get more from him. 

I reached over to the bedside table where I had strategically placed a new lubed-up P-spot stimulator I had been saving as a surprise. As he began to gently shove into my throat, I lined up and slid the black shaft of the toy deep within him. I chuckled around his cock when he faltered in both sucking me and fucking my mouth. Jabbing the little button on the end resulted in vibrations that rolled through his cock and across my tongue. Robbie groaned loudly, pushing up onto the heels of his palms and punctuating the symphony of sounds with an exhaled “Not fair.” 

In response, I sucked harder and began to massage his balls. Robbie shuddered and reached between us, trying to grab hold of his dick to prevent himself from coming. “Theo, I can’t…” he complained, and I laughed at his plight as he wrestled his cock away from me. 

“Better get to sucking, then,” I said, thrusting my hips upward. He immediately fell onto me, pulling out all the stops as he swallowed my cock in fast, practiced strokes, his tongue working at my slit, pushing at my V. When the tingling pulled his balls tighter, I grabbed his dick again. “Bite my thigh, sugar,” I instructed. 

By pulling his length between my lips, I was able to roll my tongue along his shaft, enjoying each small squirt, which suddenly became a flood when he lost control. His hand was on me, stroking. I jerked upward, spraying us with fluids when his fangs sank into my leg, causing a rippling cascade of pleasure throughout my entire body. It never ceased to amaze me how his bite affected me. Regardless of where the bite was, it was an immediate, all-encompassing rush of pleasure. So far, our record was about thirty minutes with him slowly drawing blood from me and me writhing in ecstasy. 

Lost on a cloud of euphoria, Robbie slid his spent member from my lips before he crawled around and collapsed on my chest. Unworried about my jizz-covered chest fur, he rested his head. I sensed him pull the stimulator out and turn it off but wasn’t entirely cognizant of anything else he was doing. When I could move again, I caught hold of his stubble-spiked chin and kissed him lightly. I’d long ago gotten over the mild squeamishness about the coppery flavor that lingered on his tongue. 

He pressed his lips together after I released him and grinned up at me. I could never get enough of that look: the sparkling adoration that spoke so much more than words.


Chapter Six

Robbie

Jolted awake, I glanced over to see the clock read 3:00 a.m. Theo snored softly beneath me, and I was mildly comforted by the warmth of his chest under my head. Then, the memory of the dream encroached. “You know we’re more than friends…” Brent had accused in the dream. Had he said that to me in the hall? Where had that even come from? In the dream he had been in my lap, and we had…

Revulsion roiled through me and I swiftly slid out of bed. The odor of sauerkraut suddenly filled my senses. Eyes wide, I surveyed the room and realized the smell was an echo. Something from the dream. Tiptoeing around, I pulled on some pajama bottoms and a T-shirt and swept out of the house as quickly as I could. 

I found myself nestled in a bucket seat in the halfmoon, built-in stone carved bench and leaned forward to start the gas firepit. Mr. Gomez had worked throughout the year to make this back porch welcoming with its wood-burning pizza oven and barbecue. 

I’m not sure how much time passed before I felt Theo and opened my eyes to see him holding out a chilled bottle of water from the little inset fridge, which I accepted and rolled between my hands. The sun wasn’t out yet. He asked, “Want to talk about it?” 

I chanced a look up at him before tearing my eyes away as all the emotions I had been trying to hold at bay came rushing through me. I was a terrible boyfriend. I hadn’t stopped Brent before he had kissed me. I hadn’t stuck up for Theo. I hadn’t done anything except wonder if the guy was my friend. What was wrong with me?    

“Sugar,” Theo said after a while, “you got hit on. It wasn’t the first time. It won’t be the last.” I glanced up sharply, which made him laugh. “You don’t have any clue, do you?” 

I shook my head and felt my brow furrowing. 

Theo took a deep breath and sat back, kicking his feet up on a nearby ottoman. “You see, sugar, it’s like this. I’m a little possessive. I know it comes from a place of insecurity, and I don’t advertise that much. I’m also a little paranoid. That comes from a place of realism. Considering who the two of us are: your crazy family after you for your sperm; my potential enemies…well, let’s just say I’ve taken precautions. Whenever you’re not in line of sight, and sometimes when you are, I’m always looking out for you.” 

Shame tickled across my shoulders and I shuddered out a sad sigh. He’d seen… 

“Sugar, it’s not like that. Please.” Theo leaned forward and captured my hand between his. “I want you to know that you have your privacy. There are alerts for if you’re being attacked or are in distress. I swear, nothing more.” 

I wasn’t upset because of Theo’s precautions. In fact, it was his ability to look out for me anytime, anywhere, that enabled me to be bold. To go to school, the store alone, the world without being so petrified that I would crumble. I had been getting stronger and was no longer flinching at loud noises or if someone moved by me hastily. I unconsciously glanced down at the magically enhanced watch that kept Nüwa from being able to control me, tracked me so that Theo could always find me, and most recently had been altered to provide a magical force field should I be attacked. I guess that Brent’s lips had been violent enough after all. 

“It’s not that,” I admitted, forcing myself to meet his gaze. “It’s just so embarrassing.” 

“You’ve been hit on more times than I think even you know about. Guys watch you all the time, sugar. Heh, girls too.” He gave a half smile. 

I shook my head, studying him and trying to remember the last time anyone had hit on me. I guessed it was when some guy had offered to get me a drink when Theo was deejaying for a private party in Beverly Hills the previous month, but I had just said that I was with the DJ and the guy had left me alone. 

“This was just the first time that anyone had made a move like that. Most guys are more respectful, but that’s not always going to be the case. I was actually surprised at the amount of restraint you showed,” he emphasized with his eyebrows arched.

“Restraint?” I asked miserably. 

“You want to see the playback? You defended yourself and nothing more. You were really confident, didn’t need me at all.”

“But…I didn’t defend you. I didn’t say anything.” Admitting it caused the olfactory illusion of sauerkraut to wash over me, and I was afraid the small amount of the lasagna I’d eaten for dinner may be revisited. I swallowed hard.

Theo laughed. “Defend me against what, sugar? He called me a fat dude. I am a fat dude.” He patted his belly. “A little less now that I’ve been working out with you, but I have no interest in having your body type, well, unless it’s under me receiving my dick. Nothing to defend, sugar. You love me the way I am; I love you the way you are. What you and I have, that’s not even in question. And guys get threatened by that. Should I be?” 

Everything he was saying was completely the truth. I loved Theo’s body. He made me feel secure when I was wrapped in his arms. The feeling of his weight on me was an aphrodisiac like no other. And I was never happier than when I had my head resting on his belly or chest. 

“Honey, the real reason you’re upset is because you expected something else from him. You just didn’t realize that he had the hots for you is all.”

I nodded sadly. “Yeah.” 

“Come here.” He held his arms out and I crawled into his lap, my legs resting across into the other hollowed-out seat. While a little awkward sitting in his lap like that, it also felt incredibly right. “Sugar, you can still be his friend.” 

“What?” I spit out a disbelieving laugh. 

Theo pulled me against him, soothingly running his hand over my back. “Yeah, I can’t believe I said that either. Listen, you enjoyed talking to him about classes, teachers, school, and studying. Until he kissed you and put me down, you thought of him as a friend. Well, friends do stupid things. If you think a friendship is worth it, you work through that.” 
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