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Getting sick sucks, and magic sucks worse. So when Saul finds out that his sudden bout of sickness is actually a curse, he's understandably freaked out by being referred to a necromantic specialist. But the ordeal is made moderately better by the cute receptionist, Theo, who is exactly Saul's type—aside from the fact that he's dead.

Sure, he's gray-skinned and put together from the remains of various corpses, but Theo is gentle, kind, and shares Saul's tastes in TV and video games. He knows all the right places for coffee, and enjoys long walks in the park. Maybe getting involved with the undead isn't so bad after all—and maybe you don't have to have a heartbeat to win someone's heart.
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To my beloved Sam,

Who took all the scattered, stitched-together parts of me, and loved them as a whole.


ONLY HUMAN

At first he'd thought it was the flu: achy skin, a general sense of being under the weather, background headache. The health clinic at the university had seemed to support the idea. The doctor there had listened to his symptoms, obligingly wrote him a note for his classes, and waved him out the door.

But after a week, it still hadn't improved, and when his aching skin began to develop strange, darkening spots, Saul decided to skip the school clinic entirely and went to the hospital's outpatient instead. He sat for a few hours in processing, glad for Ontario's health insurance and vaguely hoping that whatever he had—which, to his mind, could very well have been the bubonic plague, making an unlikely resurgence just for him—wasn't too infectious.

The doctor took one look at him, put a reassuring hand on his shoulder, told him to take some time off and rest, and then referred him to a magical illness specialist, which was exactly the type of second opinion Saul had never wanted to get.

Plague aside, most physical ailments were at least predictable. They might kill you, and they would probably make you suffer first, but the details of what to do and how to treat them were almost certainly written down somewhere. Magic, he'd always thought, seemed like it could do anything. There was no way of predicting what was wrong with him if it was a spell. It opened up a wide world of impossible horrors.

No. Calm down. Breathe.

Saul tried to take a mental step back and view this logically. He couldn't think of any situation he'd been in where anyone might have practiced magic on him—couldn't come up with anything that had broken up his status quo in any way, really. The closest he could come was his last hookup, and that only because she'd shared a charm against disease and pregnancy. Couldn't be too safe, she'd said, and he'd agreed.

That type of charm wasn't too uncommon, but to the best of his knowledge, it was the only magic he'd interacted with recently. It wasn't like he lived a particularly exciting life, especially not one that was likely to get him cursed. He got up, went to class, worked at his part-time job at HMV. Most of his time was spent in his apartment, playing games, browsing cat blogs, and sleeping. The occasional Saturday night at the bar was the exception rather than the rule.

He was pretty sure he still had Jill's number. He searched his phone, eventually located her name typoed badly and under 'K', which was a momentary heart attack until he realized what had happened. He gave her a call as soon as he got back to his apartment.

"Jill? It's Saul."

A brief pause, and he opened his mouth to add, awkwardly, from the bar, because he couldn't think of a way to describe himself that would be particularly helpful. Short, curly brown hair, skinny, wore that Final Fantasy T-shirt, might help narrow him down but would make it weirder that she didn't remember him.

Fortunately, she spoke before he could put his foot in his mouth. Just as well, since this conversation was going to be weird enough as it was. "Oh! From Henderson's, right? Nice to hear from you again…"

That last was said slightly uncomfortably, and Saul shifted a little, rubbing at one of the discolored marks on his forearm. "Uh, yeah, you too," he said. "Listen, I was wondering…"

"No, um, listen," she said. "I'd love to, really, but I'm actually, I've actually just started seeing someone, and—"

He realized abruptly that they were having two very different conversations. "Oh. No," he said. "Not that. This is maybe a weird question, but you're not a—" He cut himself off. She certainly hadn't sounded like someone who would curse him. "I'm having a bit of a problem with a magical situation, and I was wondering if you—had any idea what could… I mean, it started shortly after you and I hooked up—"

"Hey," she said, tone concerned. "You're sounding kind of freaked out there. Can you slow down a bit and… I don't know, deep breaths?"

Saul drew a deep breath, counted to three, and let it out. "Sorry," he said. "It looks like I've been cursed, and since it happened after the bar, I was wondering if you knew anything about it. At all. If the charm turned out to have been bad or if you were having any problems too?"

"I haven't had any…" Her voice had gone cautious. "I don't even know any real magicians either. At least none who could cast a real curse. I'll get the charm checked and get back to you?"

It already felt like a dead end. At least she was being decent about it. "Thanks," he said. "I appreciate it."

"I mean, I can also…" She trailed off.

"Jill?"

"I'll get back to you," she said, and hung up.

It hadn't made him feel any better, but there was nothing he could do but wait for his next appointment or for her to call again. He tried to look up more about magical curses online—but as usual, the internet wasn't a huge help, and mostly just did its best to convince him he was about to die.

He did at least confirm that maleficia—the use of magic to harm someone else—was super illegal. He obviously intended to report it if it turned out that some charm peddler was selling cursed charms to mess with people having sex, but the whole thing sounded pretty fake already. He turned it over and over in his head, struggling to find some way to make sense of it, and came up with nothing. If it had been the charm Jill had used, it would probably be affecting her too.

He still hadn't heard back from her by the time his appointment with the magical specialist rolled around. The doctor did a few tests that involved painting Saul in blood and making him swallow weird powders, clicked his tongue judgmentally for a while, and then told him flatly that while, yes, it was a curse, it wasn't in his field and wasn't something he could treat.

And then he referred Saul to a necromancer.

He wanted to scream.

If he was resistant to the idea of seeing a magician about this, the idea of seeing a necromancer gave him chills. Necromancy was legal, sure, and had all kinds of rigid rules as a result. Even Saul, who made a habit of staying as far away from dead bodies as possible, knew that the dead had to consent to being raised or be laid back to rest immediately, that no rotting corpse could be used since that would constitute torture, and that magic was used to maintain the body's state for the same reason.

He'd done his best to ignore that it was even a thing, had tried not to look zombies in their weird golden eyes when running into them on the subway—didn't want to look someone in the face and see some dead person still stuck in their corpse.

Going to a necromancer himself was a recipe for a panic attack.

He didn't do anything at all for the next few days, as if the problem would somehow go away if he just ignored it long enough, and Jill actually got back to him before he could work up the guts to make his move.

"Heyyy," she said awkwardly. "This is Jill. You know, from—"

"Henderson's," Saul said. "Right."

"Right," she said. "I got the charm checked, and it's fine. Nothing on it but protection from disease. Definitely shouldn't cause any disease. I had multiple people take a look at it to be sure."

He felt his heart fall a little. "Right," he said, mouth dry. "Thanks. I… I appreciate it."

"But," she said, "look. It might still be. I mean, I have this ex."

An ex. He pinched the bridge of his nose. He'd definitely read a comic with this exact plot. Maybe more than one. "Uh-huh?"

"We broke up a couple weeks before you and I… I didn't see him at the bar or anything, but he lives in the area too, he could have been there. He likes tinkering with magic. He's not any good, though," she added hastily. "Not… that I knew of, anyway, it always seemed like it was something he was just playing around with. So I don't know if whatever curse is on you is because of him? He hasn't done anything to me, and hasn't said anything to me about it, but he always was the kind of guy who gets mad at the other party. It's just a possibility."

Not one that made him feel any better. He drew a deep breath. At least it was something. "What's his name?"

"Jack Godard."

"… Jack and Jill?" Despite his lousy mood, he managed to get an edge of teasing in his voice, because, really?

"I know," she said, pained. "He thought it was so fucking cute. God. Anyway, obviously, I don't know if that'll help, but I figured I'd say something."

He sighed, managed to smile at the phone, and hoped the tone would come across. "Thanks," he said. "I appreciate it. You keep your new boyfriend away from him just in case, okay?"

"I've let my girlfriend know already," she said neutrally.

"Oh, I—" Embarrassing. He, of all people, should know better.

"And I'll try," she added, relenting. "Keep me updated? If it's not too weird. I feel a little responsible."

"You're not," Saul said. "But I'll let you know."

*~*~*

The discolored patches of skin began to get worse, and since things with Jill hadn't really gone anywhere useful, Saul had to admit he couldn't put it off any more. The sluggishness, the aches and pains—they stayed at around flu level: not pleasant, but tolerable. The grayish spots spreading in small spots over his skin, though—it was the sight of those, not just his fever, that left him shivering.

He had to stay calm, Saul reminded himself, probably for about the tenth time in five minutes. The necromancer would be a professional. The creepy reputation they had was likely unfair. Necromancers were there to help. They aided the police with murder cases, gave closure to families, were first responders who helped resuscitate people on the edge of death.

It was a perfectly legitimate profession, and the doctor was probably a very nice person.

But his imagination was running wild. The clinic itself was behind a single steel door and down a set of stairs, which was probably the worst possible place to put anything you were reluctant to go to. Even a normal doctor's office would suck if it were down there. He put his hand on the doorknob, shuddering when it was cold to the touch, vividly picturing a morgue on the other side, corpses laid out and ready, weird markings on the wall, strange chanting playing on an old-fashioned tape deck in the examination room. Bones hanging from the ceiling to make a curtain. Maybe a finger as a doorstop.

Saul pushed the clinic's door open. It was, naturally, exactly the same kind of doctor's office he was used to. A divider separated the area for receptionists and assistants from the ubiquitous waiting room. Chairs ringed the walls, and little end tables had out-of-date magazines on them. The most recent Maclean's had to be from four months ago. Somehow, that helped him feel a little better.

It was so refreshingly normal that he was completely unprepared for what he saw when he turned to the front desk.

The receptionist standing behind the divider was enormous, well over seven feet tall, and looked like he worked out—broad shoulders and strong arms, with a narrower waist, though Saul wasn't about to peer over the divider to see if he'd been skipping leg day. He was nicely dressed in a blue button-down shirt and slim yellow tie instead of standard-issue scrubs. Tousled brown hair fell over a flat forehead on a nice face: strong nose, high cheekbones, chiseled clean-shaven jaw, and what looked like an easy smile.

He was handsome, and might even be Saul's type—except for the part where he was dead.

His eyes, meeting Saul's horrified ones, were that odd reflective gold that zombies all had. And his gray skin was strange, more grotesquely mottled than any zombie that Saul had seen.

Saul heard himself make an awful noise.

The receptionist was a type of zombie he recognized from spending too much time researching curses online lately, a sort that used to be called a drudge, and one even more unnerving than the normal kind of already creepy undead. The professional term was—what was it—homunculi? That was it, he thought, staring up at the receptionist's mismatched face. One homunculus, two homunculi.

A normal zombie happened when the soul of the dead person reassumed their own body. If the body were fresh enough, it could even pass for a living human. If not—well, Saul had read more than enough horror stories on Reddit that week to call a few possibilities to mind. Even though he knew a generous portion of what he read on the internet was lies, they were sometimes really convincing lies.

Homunculi were even worse. Those were constructed out of assorted body parts from any number of people to make a functional body when the original one wouldn't work, or could no longer be found. The necromantic magic fused the mishmash of parts into a cohesive whole, but left the skin a sickly patchwork of grays, a magical side effect from forcing them to join. Nothing he had read said anything about why someone might do something that awful—but he hadn't exactly gone looking. Just reading about it had left him a little freaked out.

But only a little, he thought guiltily as the receptionist blinked at him slowly.

"Good afternoon," the receptionist said. His voice was pleasant, deep, and rich, and his tone was mild. "Do you have an appointment?"

Saul flushed, realizing how long he'd been staring. Embarrassed, he blurted out a quick, genuine, "Sorry," before realizing what he'd been asked. "Um, yes. Saul Jastrow. I had a referral—"

"Right, got you," the receptionist said, and smiled, giving Saul a quick wink. I get it, it seemed to say. No need to apologize. Your reaction's between the two of us. Saul flushed again, almost taken aback, grateful for his tolerance. "Looks like you're about fifteen minutes early. Would you like to take a seat?"

"Sure, thanks," Saul said, and did, looking him over again. Despite the homunculus's appearance, his attitude had helped put Saul a little more at ease. He seemed so unexpectedly… normal. Saul found himself blurting out, "I haven't been to a necromancer before. Anything I should know?"

The receptionist hummed under his breath as he considered, tapping a pen to his gray lips, which were split down the middle by a darker shade. "Well. Of course I'm not qualified to comment on your specifics, since what happens will depend on why you need to see her." He spoke slowly but softly, with the air of someone that considered the weight of each word before setting it carefully down.

"Speaking generally," he continued, "probably she'll conduct a few magical tests and ask you a number of questions about the situation, and depending on what seems to be causing the problem, she'll either schedule further tests or recommend a course of treatment. It shouldn't be anything too surprising compared to your usual medical appointments, I imagine." He smiled, the pen dimpling his lower lip.

"Thanks," Saul said. Then, a little embarrassed by his own reaction: "I mean it. I'm a little nervous."

"Don't worry about it," the receptionist said. "Anything that deals with morbidity can be a big deal. I should know, right?" He winked, still smiling. "But I promise we do things pretty normally around here."

Saul bobbed his head, reaching out blindly and picking up a magazine. He didn't read any articles, just watched the receptionist work and glanced down whenever it looked like those gold eyes were focusing on him.

It only took ten minutes for Saul to be called in. Dr. Richardson looked just as normal as her office, wearing a pink dress shirt and a long white lab coat, her curly black hair pulled back in a tight bun. She introduced herself with a gentle voice and launched right into the tests which, sure enough, were fairly simple. The ground didn't open up, entrails weren't pulled from corpses and put into his own body, and the patient bench, while not terribly comfortable, was definitely nothing like a coffin. She took his temperature, drew some patterns on his arms, and murmured to herself with a frown while viewing the symbols that danced golden in the air as the spell read Saul's body.

"Hm," Doctor Richardson said.

"What does that mean?" Saul asked, because Richardson's frown had only deepened.

"I'll need to run a few more tests," Richardson said, in an unsuccessfully reassuring tone.

Saul's stomach churned as Richardson swabbed the discolored patches on his skin and then dropped the swab into a magic circle. He tried not to over-think what a necromancer could do with blood when she had to draw some, and then, at her request, filled a urine cup and watched her drop bits of both on the corners of the magic circle.

The flickering lights and patterns of symbols in the air didn't make any sense to him, but they seemed to make sense to her. They weren't making her look any happier, which wasn't making him feel any happier.

She eventually sighed and looked up him with an expression less grim than he was expecting after all that. "Mr. Jastrow, what's been done here is certainly a curse. There are two ways to break it, I'll tell you that up front."

"Okay," Saul said, saved from panicking at the last moment. "But what even is it?"

"It's a necrotic curse," Richardson said, nose wrinkling slightly. She adjusted her glasses and then took a seat next to the examination table. "Mr. Jastrow, it's also a sexual curse. It will cause your skin to slowly decay unless you—well, there's no pleasant way to put this. Unless you put dead flesh into your body in a sexual context."

The world swam, briefly. "Excuse me?"

"It goes far beyond a simple prank," Richardson said grimly. "If left untreated, it could kill you. But," she added, "don't worry. I promise we can take care of this. You'll be just fine."

Saul forced himself to draw slow, deep breaths. "Why?" he asked plaintively, and regretted it as soon as it was out of his mouth. It wasn't like she could know.

She seemed to take the question seriously regardless. "I'd like to know that myself," she said. "Do you know who may have done this to you? The use of magic is strictly regulated, and magic that can harm or kill others… I have a duty to disclose it to the authorities if there is a reasonably suspected practitioner."

He reached up to pinch the bridge of his nose and regretted it immediately as he got another good look at one of the darker splotches on his skin. "I… I don't know," he said. "I had a hookup recently, and this started shortly after that, so I talked to her, and she said she had a jealous ex, but he apparently wasn't very good at magic. I don't know if it's coincidence or if it means anything. It's probably nothing? She said she hadn't seen him at the bar that night, so it seems unlikely, but…"

"I see," Richardson said neutrally. "Well. Let's put that aside and talk about curing you."

"Please," he said gratefully.

"I should be able to have that spell broken. It may take a little set-up, but shouldn't require too much from you. I'll need to work in tandem with a curse doctor, as it is both necromantic and a curse in its nature, and I'll need to get some supplies from you to make a decoy to transfer the curse to, but it should only take a week or two to set up, and the rate of decay you're exhibiting will give you a year or more before any irreversible effects settle in. I suspect the curse was set to humiliate you, not kill you, so we have that to be thankful for."

Saul nodded jerkily. A few weeks didn't sound so bad in the overall context of things, and he almost asked for that option right away, but something else she'd said came back to mind. "You said there were two ways? What's the other?"

Her expression became oddly neutral. "You could complete the curse's requirements. It would then break off you and alert the caster that their spell was a success. The disadvantages to that method are clear. In fact, the only real advantage is that I would be able to put a tracker on the curse and would have admissible evidence of who the caster was and that they'd cast maleficia."

He heard himself make a strange noise. "Which… would get them in trouble. Prevent them from doing this to someone else. Or recursing me, for that matter."

"Precisely so," Richardson said. "However, my first obligation has to be to your health and comfort. I won't recommend that course of action for you, but if it's something you have no issue with, then it may be viable."

Where have no issue with meant… "Necrophilia is a crime too," he pointed out, and laughed, weak and forced. "Isn't there… any way around it? A dead flesh capsule I can swallow? That'd get it into me…" He almost asked, too, why it would require something put inside him, but left the question unasked. If the spell was meant to humiliate him... well, whoever cast it would have had no way of knowing he was bi. The intention was what mattered.

So he's probably homophobic as well as a sexually harassing, black-magic-wielding douchebag. Why am I not surprised?

"Magic, unfortunately," she said wryly, "tends to hinge its workings on circumstances. The spirit, rather than the letter. A capsule seems logical, but the curse wants something within a specific context. Ah, and it's not illegal if the corpse is able to consent. But that doesn't make it much more desirable to most."

No, and he'd heard what people said about those who dated zombies. Sex with the Resurrected was, as she'd said, absolutely not illegal; they were consenting, thinking beings able to choose their own ways of living—or unliving, more accurately. It wasn't even particularly unsanitary, not with magic preserving them. But it was certainly frowned upon—perverted, disgusting, taboo. If he'd do that, what else might he do? How much does the corpse have to move, that's what I'm saying. He'd heard enough of that sort of thing at college.

More to the point, it gave him the creeps.

Still, thinking that this guy might be out there, knowing too that Jill was dating someone new who might also be a target—if it was her crazy ex, anyway—made him hesitate.

"Can I… think about it?" he asked finally, hardly believing he was saying it. "If it's moving that slowly, do I have time to decide which is better overall…?"

"Of course," she said. "In fact, I can get the tracker on you now, so if something happens, I'll get the information, and can also start the process of acquiring materials for removal of this curse."

Red-faced, he nodded. "Thanks," he said. "If it's no trouble to do both…?"

"Of course not."

Relief and embarrassment made him light-headed. "And I don't suppose," he said, with a twisted smile that he hoped would get the attempt at a joke across despite his wobbling tone, "you can give me the number of any cute zombies?"

"Patient confidentiality, Mr. Jastrow," she said, but smiled back to show she understood what he was doing. She traced something on Saul's skin; it sank in and vanished. "I've applied the trace. If you need anything, please don't hesitate to call. Theo can help you make a follow-up appointment up front. Even if we haven't got the materials together yet, or if you haven't come to a decision, let's keep an eye on this."

"Theo—your, ah." He stopped himself and rephrased. "Your receptionist?"

"That's right."

Saul nodded, slowly. "Thanks," he said. "I'll see myself out."

By the time he'd made it to the front shock had largely turned into anger. The only terms he could put this in were complete bullshit—nothing else seemed quite evocative enough. Still, hurt continued to linger under the anger, and his mixed emotions must have been showing.

"Hey," Theo said, concern on his mottled gray face. "You okay?"

"I was cursed," Saul told him sharply, heedless of patient confidentiality. Nobody else was in the waiting room anyway. "To sleep with a corpse? Like, that's a thing? That's apparently a thing."

Theo winced a little, though Saul wasn't sure, really, if it was his terminology or the situation. "I'm sorry, Mr. Jastrow."

"What am I supposed to do?"

"Well," Theo said, and stopped, rubbing the back of his head. "I couldn't make suggestions. Whatever you do, it should be what you're most comfortable with. Anything else is unacceptable. Your life is your own, and what you choose to do with it is your own too. Okay?" And then, as Saul stared at him, he smiled again, the expression polite. "Can I set you up a follow-up appointment?"

Saul nodded—and then shook his head. His thoughts were a mess, and he couldn't bring up his mental calendar at all. "I'll call. I'm not sure when I'm free."

Theo's smile relaxed a little, became—Saul was suddenly aware—more genuine. His teeth were very white and straight. "Of course," he said. "Stay strong, Mr. Jastrow. This isn't your fault. And for what it's worth, I assure you we're all fairly normal people, us corpses."

The reality of who he was talking to, and about what, came rushing back in at that pointed us corpses putting a division between himself and Theo. Embarrassed at his own outburst, he felt himself going red. "I'll—I'll keep that in mind," he stammered, and almost fled out the door.

*~*~*

Saul called into work sick the next two days and—reasonably, he felt—spent the entire time eating whatever he felt like and watching bad TV reruns. When he got tired of TV, he played video games. Somewhere about a day and a half in, he stopped fluctuating between depression, feeling sorry for himself, and anger, and settled instead on a sort of aggravated determination. Because, he thought, seriously, fuck this. Fuck them for doing this to him, fuck this for happening, but he wasn't going to let it drag him down.

On the third day, Saul stayed home from classes and called Dr. Richardson's office. Theo picked up, which he had simultaneously been hoping for and wishing wouldn't happen, so when Theo gave the standard doctor office greeting—"Dr. Richardson's office, Theodore speaking, are you looking to make an appointment?"—he didn't answer right away.

It wasn't until Theo said "Hello…?" in the tone of someone expecting a telemarketer or cold call dead air that he was galvanized into speaking. "Hey, Theo, this is Saul Jastrow. We met a couple of days ago."

"Mr. Jastrow, yes," he said. "I remember you. Are you looking to make that appointment now?"

Theo sounded sympathetic again, kind, his voice a warm rumble. Saul thought about Theo's height, his smile, the white picket fence of his teeth in a mottled face.

He definitely could do worse, he decided. If he was thinking about finding a zombie anyway, might as well go for the one he'd already met. In for a penny, in for a pound. Worst-case scenario, he could just never show his face to Theo again and would have to visit the necromancer hiding behind a hat or something. "Actually," he said, "I was wondering if you were interested in getting together sometime."

This time, the too-long pause was on Theo's side.

"Sorry if that's out of line!" Saul blurted after about a second and a half, unwilling to wait to see if it grew longer. "I know that's probably a bit, uh, I know how it sounds, under the circumstances, which you know about, but no, legitimately, if you'd rather not, no biggie, I just thought—I mean, you're very handsome and friendly—"

"Um," Theo said. He sounded a bit uncomfortable, though more cautious than outright disapproving. "I get off work at eight?" And then he laughed, the sound awkward and uncertain. "Though that's a bit… it's a little immediate, isn't it? Maybe another time would be better."

It was only four o'clock, which wasn't what Saul would call immediate, but it was also the same day, which, yeah, maybe, he thought.

Theo added, "I mean, tomorrow's the weekend, and going for coffee is probably a little less intimate than meeting in the evening. I'm not… against… but, you understand, I don't know you. I can hardly be sure we're looking for the same things."

Saul closed his eyes, willing his throbbing head to calm down. More than anything, he felt humiliated. By himself, though, not by Theo, so there was that. He heard his voice come out sulky. "Yeah, coffee'd be good—"

"Ah," Theo said, in a tone of realization. "Unless you'd rather not meet somewhere public. I'd understand."

This was absolutely backwards from most 'less intimate' dates. Normally a public date was the safe option, the 'if this doesn't work we're in public and neither of us have to be worried about danger' option. It actually took Saul a moment to clue in.

Theo was worried that Saul might be ashamed to be seen with him.

That realization hit him like a brick to the face, and he spared another moment to be angry at the curse—not just that it had driven him to put himself in this embarrassing situation, but because of the shitty attitude it reflected to even cast it. Of course anyone would be ashamed to get together with a zombie. It was humiliating, it was wrong, it was gross. That was the reason the curse was cast, wasn't it? Making him have to at least consider sleeping with something a lot of people considered not just taboo, but horrifying.

And the curse was on Saul, sure, but how did Theo feel about that kind of curse?

"Coffee would be fine," he said firmly.

*~*~*

They did, in fact, get stared at while they were out for coffee. He could feel eyes on them from around the room, and couldn't help but notice people leaning in to whisper to each other. It took on a very specific, very pointed meaning.

Theo was well-dressed and handsome in a nice vest over a dress shirt, a pair of nice slacks, and a hat, and there was a lot about him that was traditionally good-looking. The broad shoulders, the strong jaw. But it was still perfectly clear to anyone who looked at him that he was some kind of zombie. Obviously, the way he looked stood out to Saul too—for one thing, he wondered how the hell Theo bought clothes that fit him at his size—but mostly he found himself getting annoyed on Theo's behalf.

Initially, it seemed Theo didn't even notice the reactions, chatting with him over coffee. They had discovered they were both watching the same TV show, Death and the Deep Dark Sky, and Theo had asked him what he'd thought about the last episode's cliffhanger. It was going to be the finale next week, and they thoroughly disagreed on whether or not the aliens would actually be involved in the ending (Theo's view), or whether the threat would turn out to be human all along (Saul's).

But the longer they talked, the more little cues he picked up that Theo was aware of what was going on around them. It was in the way he framed his body to have his back to the room, the tenseness of his smile, the occasional lag before jumping back into the conversation. Saul tried to put him at ease with his own posture, leaning back comfortably, body language open, but he was pretty sure it wasn't working despite his best efforts.

Maybe they shouldn't have had coffee after all. But turning it down would have seemed like a rejection of another kind, wouldn't it? That'd go back to not wanting to be seen with him. So Saul, too, pretended he wasn't seeing the other people around them, and asked Theo about himself.

Theo had met Dr. Richardson when he was revived, he explained; she'd been the practitioner doing the work. She had summoned his wandering spirit, though his body had disappeared some time ago, using belongings his family had provided and a corpse put together out of otherwise useless parts. "I don't actually remember how I died. I headed out for a hike from my family's summer cottage up in Muskoka and just... kept going. That's all I know. After that, I was just wandering endlessly through a fog. You'd think I'd remember what happened in there, but there you go."

"Dying must be pretty traumatic," Saul said carefully. "I'm not surprised. So your family asked for your resurrection?"

"That's right. Since they were calling a particular spirit, if I hadn't been dead, then the body would have remained just a pile of parts, but since I came… well, that answered whether I'd just gone missing." Theo said it easily. "I was given the offer to return to rest, but this body seemed just fine to me, so I decided to stick around."

Saul smiled at that. "Must have made your family happy to get you back."

"I wish I could say they were," Theo said neutrally, and sipped his coffee. The mug looked small in his hand, made smaller suddenly by how he'd leaned over it, shoulders hunching. His tone came out light and empty. "I guess I wasn't really the closure they wanted. They don't talk to me anymore."

"Ouch," Saul said.

"Yeah," Theo said, and shrugged. He looked up at Saul again briefly, a little lost, golden eyes distant. "Well, Dr. Richardson got me a job, obviously, and it hasn't been so bad. I'd rather be alive—or as close to it as I can come—than dead."

Something about it still seemed raw, so Saul pushed on, trying to find a subject change that wasn't too obvious, keeping it about them, about him, but not about that. "Does it feel weird, being in a body that wasn't yours? Or… anyone's, really."

"Being a mish-mash, you mean?" He said it lightly, but Saul wondered if his attempt to save things had hurt Theo even more. It was impossible to tell—he was still smiling. "Not so much now. But early on, when I'd first come back, I hit my head on everything! I was a good deal smaller before," he added, in a tone like he was sharing a secret.

"Why'd they make you so big? Finding shoes must be a pain."

That made Theo laugh, and it sounded real. "I don't think it was deliberate. Homunculi-type zombies often end up strange sizes. The original word means 'little man', did you know?"

"I did not," Saul said. "You are anything but little. I would not have guessed that."

Theo grinned. To Saul's relief, it felt like the darkness that had been hanging around him had finally dispersed. "I get that a lot."

Silence lapsed. Saul cleared his throat, which felt thick and raw, and then winced at the reminder of his situation. Of all the things he didn't want to think about right now, that was pretty up there. "So, we've covered TV and invasive personal questions," he said quickly, and earned himself another chuckle. "Got any other hobbies?"

Theo ducked his head a little, but this time it seemed almost shy. "Nah, you'll laugh."

"Promise I won't," Saul said. "It sounds like a good one?"

"… I write murder mysteries. It's not that I'm particularly good," Theo added, "but I keep at it. I haven't had anything published, but I write every night anyway. I don't sleep, so something has to fill the hours."

"I think I'd go crazy if I didn't sleep," Saul said, sighing. "I'm an over-sleeper. Whenever I stay up, it's like, wow, this'd be a great chance to do something productive… but then I don't do anything anyway, and get sick of myself. If I stay up past one, I end up depressing myself. Sleeping early avoids that problem."

Theo laughed softly. "Yes," he said. "That's why I started writing. I'd get sick of myself, wonder if this was a good choice. I don't regret I jumped on the chance to stay around, but it makes those moments when you're alone with yourself… it doesn't have any foreseeable end. You can imagine those days like that going on and on endlessly. But when I'm doing character dialogue or plotting out scenes, I'm focusing on little details, making new people." He paused, then smiled again. "Well, I'm not sending it anywhere, so it's not got a lot of meaning to the world, I suppose. But for me, it's still a relief in those quiet hours."

"I can see how," Saul said. "Why murder mysteries?"

"Well," Theo said, and glanced aside, finally watching the people watching them. "I see a lot of corpses. I mean, in Dr. Richardson's line of work…"

Saul heard himself let out a shocked laugh. "Am I a more lively patient than most of them?"

"I'm just saying," Theo said ruefully, "that there are an awful lot of murder victims and their families involved in necromancy."

After they'd finished their coffees, they lingered on the sidewalk outside. It was still early, so Saul suggested a movie. Theo seemed surprised by the offer, almost hesitant, but agreed.

They decided on Shoot 'Em Down, a fairly generic-seeming action film that was playing. There weren't any surprises in it—the hero got the girl and explosions happened every five to ten minutes—but it was fun, and that was enough.

They sat in the back of the theater so Theo wouldn't block anyone's view. There was a nice sort of privacy to it which was sort of exciting. When Saul reached for popcorn and brushed Theo's knuckles instead during a dramatic scene, he didn't feel self-conscious. It was comfortable. Saul generally thought that comfortable was a pretty lame compliment to give someone, but after how stressed he'd been lately, it was hard to imagine better.

He wondered when his life had gotten weird enough for that to be an issue.

"Shall I walk you home?" Theo offered, when the movie was over. It was getting dark, and since Saul lived something like thirteen blocks away, he wasn't going to bother getting a ride. He doubted anything would happen, but he'd had enough trouble lately that he didn't feel like inviting more.

"Sure," he said.

They talked about the movie on the way back—how bad it was, mostly, but they picked out the few good parts, lingered on those, and discarded the rest. Theo talked, animatedly, about the dialogue, about scene cuts and delivery. Time seemed to go too quickly, like there was so much more Saul would like to hear, but they were already at the door.

"Well," Theo said, "goodnight."

"Goodnight," Saul said, and looked at him, trying to decide what he wanted to do.

Theo licked his lips almost self-consciously and started to lean in. But he didn't finish, just sort of bowed over Saul for a moment, an uncomfortable parody of politeness. "Goodnight," he said again.

He left Saul gazing after him, torn between relief that he hadn't been pushed into making his decision that fast and disappointment that Theo hadn't pushed him at all. His mouth tingled, like it was sensing what could have been, and he chewed on his lower lip to try to make it stop.
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They messaged back and forth later that night:

Saul: Get home safely?

Theo: No problems. How's dinner?

Saul: It's from a can, honestly, so I can't call it great, but it's what I want.

Theo: Hey, eat healthy, okay? Your body's probably not your only possible body, but it's the one you've got now.

Saul laughed, and kept replying off and on throughout the evening. Not a lot, not sitting down and actively chatting, but every half hour or forty minutes just tossing a few words back.

I'd like to see you again, he wrote, a few hours in.

It was weird, Saul thought as he stared at the client, at the ellipses telling him that Theo was writing. Normally he felt nervous after sending something like that to anyone, guy or girl, that he'd gone on a date with. But not this time. Even if Theo said no to more dates, Saul was pretty sure he'd be down for hanging out.

A 'no' wouldn't ruin whatever had started between them.

The answer was a long time coming:

Look, Theo wrote. You seem nice. I enjoyed today. I wasn't sure I would. It's been a long time since I've gone out with anyone and had a good time, and you gave me that.

Great, Saul thought, and put his fingers down to reply, but the ellipses popped back up. The next comment came quickly.

Theo: The thing is, I know why you're doing this. And that's not a fun thing to know. You've decided to 'fuck a corpse' so you're hitting on the first one you met.

Saul drew a sharp breath, guilt washing over him. The message was followed by another and another, as though once Theo had started typing he was unable to stop firing off replies.

Theo: I don't think you're a bad guy, or I wouldn't have come out tonight. I decided to take a chance that it'd be a good time anyway, and it was. But I don't know how I feel about this, Saul. I know you're not fetishizing me—

At least he knew that.

Theo: —because I saw the way you looked at me when you first saw me. You're not a zombie-chaser, or you wouldn't have been revolted. And if you were one, you'd have a hell of a lot more other options than picking up the gross-looking guy from your doctor's office. And you adjusted fast, you were caught up in your own stuff but you weren't unkind toward me. I was worried that I was hoping for too much just because you were nice despite your knee-jerk reaction. I'm not worried about that anymore. I think we could at least be friends. And I do want to see you. It was a fun date. I can't remember the last one I've had one of those. But I don't know how to stop feeling used.

"Holy shit," Saul said aloud, weakly. His head was spinning with more than just his illness. He stared at the screen, trying to figure out what he could possibly say to that.

Because Theo had pretty much hit the nail on the head, or put the nail in the coffin, whatever the right metaphor was under the circumstances. He'd found himself cursed, and Theo had been sympathetic and encouraging, and Saul had known that Theo wouldn't put any pressure on him about it. He'd have never considered taking a zombie on a date before this, let alone thinking about sleeping with one.

Another message popped up. Sorry. I went on and on. I just don't know if I should agree to another date like this.

Theo was anxious, Saul realized, waiting for his reply. He put his fingers on the keyboard, tapped the space bar a bunch so it'd at least look like he was writing while he was thinking through his response, then deleted his massive wall of blank space and began to type properly:

You're right, he said. I'm sorry. There was a gross taste in his mouth, guilt and humiliation and regret that he'd been thinking they could still be friends, still hang out. I wasn't thinking of it that way, but yeah, you're right.

Yeah, Theo wrote.

You don't have to hang out with me again, Saul added. I get it.

Another lag. This time, the ellipses felt like he was being stabbed. Et tu, Theo.

No, Theo wrote back. I mean, like I said, I think we can be friends. I didn't think you were thinking it through. I just thought you might have latched on.

I probably did, Saul wrote.

Theo: Just, I also saw how you were watching people in the coffee shop. I know you were pretty self-conscious to be seen with me.

This time, indignation rose. I was worried that they were upsetting you! he wrote, and then felt worse because he was pretty sure he didn't deserve to be righteously angry. I know it probably seemed to you like that was about me, but this is shitty for you. The way people treat you is shitty, the way you said your family treats you is shitty, the fact that people consider sleeping with someone like you a curse is shitty. And I don't want to be shitty to you too.

Another long pause. Saul contemplated letting the curse kill him, except it seemed like that'd take a long time.

Thanks, Theo wrote. For a long moment, that was the only thing he sent, and then: That means a lot to me. I'd like to keep trying. I don't know yet. But I want to see you again.

Saul stared at the screen. There was a lump in his throat and his eyes were stinging. He wasn't sure he deserved that much leeway. Okay.

Can we just talk for a bit? Theo asked. I enjoyed our time together. I think I could enjoy more of it. I wanted to say yes to another date. Is it okay to start small? To get to know each other?

He wanted to quit. He wanted to turn the computer off and go to bed and sleep for a year until this all was over. Theo still wanted to try, and Theo wanted to spend time together, and that was great. Relieving. It felt like he could, maybe later, be excited about it. But with the guilt still fresh in his system, overwhelmingly heavy, it was hard to think of that way. He wanted to withdraw, wanted to hide. Even if it was only himself he would have been hiding from.

But that wasn't fair to Theo. Theo'd taken a risk with him, had put himself out there, even while thinking that Saul was using him. Quitting now was just taking care of himself again, just putting himself first.

If you want to, Saul said. I'd like to get to know you better.
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Saul went back to work and class the next week, was careful to cover as much of his skin as he could, and tried to keep his body language loose and casual. He made easy conversation with others when they spoke to him first. Nothing weird here, he did his best to project.

And he met their simple concern over how sick he still looked—hey, how's that flu—with a shrug and a smile. "Feeling better," he said, as if his skin didn't ache under his clothes. At least it hadn't moved to his hands or face yet. That'd be hard to explain away. And while it wasn't really anyone's business, even so much as admitting he'd been cursed would raise more questions about the circumstances than he was willing to entertain.  In an ideal world it wouldn't have been anyone's problem, either.

He updated Jill on the situation as well. Without getting too far into the nature of the curse, he confirmed it was necromantic in nature and that the doctor was, in his own words, pissed that someone was misusing magic that way. She told him that she'd asked around as best she could by talking to mutual friends, but that Jack had been keeping to himself lately.

He's asking after me too, they say. Hard to say if it's suspicious or if he's just a creeper anyway lol, she'd texted, and Saul left it at that.

It was less that he was actually feeling better and more that he felt like he had to get his shit back under control. What Theo had said made him hyper-aware of how me, me, me he'd started to get over the last little while. There was a lot to pity himself for, maybe, but his life was rolling forward and him along with it. The least he could do was keep up and not hurt anyone else along the way.

Theo had been as good as his word. He seemed like he was still trying, so Saul wanted to try, too. They hadn't seen each other face-to-face since the first date, but losing contact felt like it'd be giving up.

So on Monday evening, after Saul started to go back to classes, he messaged Theo to tell him how they went. I missed so much, man. I was totally lost. I got the prof to send over some of the material I missed, but his slides are always minimal.

Theo: Borrow a classmate's notes?

Saul: Did. Doing my best to wade through them. I might need to go into lab and just poke around in databases myself to get this, though.

It was a boring conversation, Saul thought helplessly as he stared at the screen. He didn't know what else to talk about, but his interest in Theo aside, he felt he owed it to Theo to keep in touch. To not drop him as soon as Theo had expressed any doubt.

Theo: Try typing them up. It helps to repeat information yourself. And then, So I re-watched last week's episode of Deep Dark Sky. I actually think Johanna was acting really suspicious during it. And you know, two eps ago she'd handled the alien pod to put it into storage. Which I note we haven't seen since, *because* it's in storage, but I think something might be up there.

Saul took the change of subject gratefully. She's always been a bit jumpy, though. It doesn't need to be because of a space vampire egg lol. Theo thoroughly disagreed, and they debated plot details late into the night.

On Tuesday night, Theo sent over a snippet of the mystery he was writing, and while it was true that he didn't write like a professional, it was kind of fun to see a work in progress. Saul found that he honestly wanted to see more, and told Theo as much. Maybe Theo took it literally or maybe he just decided to up the ante, but the next night he sent Saul an invite to a video chat, along with a quick, I'm stuck on this part, want to talk it out with me?

Saul stared at the little window, finger-combing his curls and trying not to read too much into it. Getting to see Theo again—even at a distance—felt weirdly monumental. Like just by keeping on talking at him he'd managed to smooth things over a little. Before he could psyche himself out, he clicked the button to accept.

The screen popped up with Theo's face, his own looking embarrassingly uncomfortable in the corner window. He met Theo's gaze and was struck momentarily dumb.

"Hey," he said, trying to sound less breathless than he was. "Nice to see you."

"You too," Theo said.

The graininess of the webcam had a strange effect on him. His skin, already patchy, was further broken up by pixelation and the slight lag made his motions seem jerky and unnatural. For a moment, he seemed way more like one of those old movie zombies than the real thing. It was an annoying thought. Theo wasn't like that. Theo was more—alive. Lively, animated. The patches on his skin were just patches, not flesh sloughing off him like it did in creepy horror films.

He wondered, staring at him, when he'd reached the point that Theo had started to look normal to him, when it had stopped mattering that he wasn't, technically, human.

Both Theo and he started to talk at once: "So—"

Theo laughed, gestured to him in that jerky lag, and Saul ducked his head, saw the image of himself stutter as well in the window. "So," Saul said. "The bit you sent over. You're stuck after it?"

"Yeah," Theo said, nodding. "I just can't justify having her go outside at night, but I need to get her out there to discover the body."

"Mm, yeah, she's not stupid enough to go out because she heard a noise or something," Saul agreed. The change of subject was one hell of a relief. He thought back to what he'd read. "What if she was on a date or had to work late or something?"

"I thought about it but that gives her too much of an alibi. She needs to be at home."

"That's a tough one…"

They settled on giving her a cat that she had to let inside for the day, and who had been frightened by the sounds of murder and wasn't waiting right on the doorstep. It seemed to go more easily for Theo after that, based on his snippets of pleased commentary. He stayed on the line, and Saul found himself glancing over more and more often, watching Theo type away with a distracted expression in his glittering eyes.

After the call ended, Saul found himself going to bed with a sense of accomplishment he hadn't felt for a while. He replayed the events of the evening until he drifted off to sleep, hardly minding how his skin ached.
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It was Theo once more who broke the unspoken rules by inviting Saul to coffee again. It was a bit late in the day for caffeine, but Saul stared at the email with his heart slamming at his rib cage like it was ready to make a break for it. He read the email over and over: Hey, I'm grabbing a coffee over at Beans and Bees and doing some writing there. Want to join me? I'll be here another hour easy.

Saul was there in twenty minutes. The shop sold its own coffees and a stock of honey from local beekeepers; they used honey as sweetener rather than sugar, which Saul thought was a little weird. His own idea of fancy coffee was going to Starbucks instead of Tims. Still, he found himself charmed at the thought of Theo liking this type of place.

Theo stood out in the crowd in the shop, huddled over his small laptop in a corner table, and lifted a hand to Saul as he came in. Saul lifted one back, then ordered a plain drip and poured honey into it to soothe his throat. He took it back to Theo's table cradled between his hands for warmth.

"Hey," Theo said, and smiled at him.

Saul's mouth was suddenly too dry. "Hey," he said. "What's up?"

"Not much." Theo barely even had to crane his head to look up at Saul. He was speaking carefully, though, like he wasn't sure how things were between them. "I'm stuck again, mostly people-watching."

More like watching people watching him. "Yeah?" He sat down across from Theo, his back to the room, so he could at least not contribute to the stolen glances as he had the last time they'd been out together. "I'm glad. I mean—I'm not glad you're stuck, but if you are, I'm glad you dropped me a line."

"Sitting here by myself all the time gets kind of… something," Theo said with a self-conscious laugh. "Usually when I go to coffee shops to write it helps me focus, but I kept thinking about sitting around and talking with you."

Saul felt his cheeks redden. "Yeah?" he said breathlessly, and then wished his voice hadn't sounded like that. He'd managed to put aside how attractive Theo was when they were just talking online. Face-to-face, he was struck again by Theo's size, his strong jaw, his soft smile. The gray patchwork skin had stopped being a deterrent sometime during their first date. But he didn't want to let Theo see how distracted he was, not if it made him feel used again. "I mean, great. I mean, why don't you show me that scene and let's see if we can do more with it?"

"Sure," Theo said. He scooted his chair over until it bumped up against Saul's, looming over him, letting their arms brush as he flicked the touchpad with his thumb. Saul, trying not to gaze up at him too obviously, found himself staring instead at their arms, side by side. His own had noticeably more hair; the sleeves rolled up to Theo's elbow exposed a gray arm that was smooth and firm—and about double the size of Saul's.

Help, Saul thought. Theo definitely fell right in his strike zone when it came to guys—at least, living ones—and the fact that that seemed inconsequential all of a sudden probably should have been more alarming than it actually was. Mayday.

He forced himself to focus on the screen as Theo began talking again. "—So the killer thinks she saw something, and wants to take her out before she can talk, but I need a reason for him to delay on killing her so she realizes she's being watched."

"Okay, well," Saul said, mouth dry. "What's his motivation? Was the original murder calculated, or a crime of passion? If it was about that guy specifically, he might be less willing to kill someone he's not totally sure is related, and watch her for suspicious behavior."

"Motivation, huh… I do need to put more of that in, but if he's someone who'd watch her for a while, he'd realize she wasn't involved and then there's no story."

Saul let himself lean against Theo's arm a little, a bit of a guilty pleasure. "What if," he began, "she's suspicious too? She's nervous after finding the body and wants to find out what happened. Sometimes, I mean, when something shakes you out of your status quo, you don't want to just do the easy thing. You're having her want to forget about it and move on, but does she have to be that sort of character?"

Theo looked at him oddly. "You're right," he said slowly, as if coming to some kind of realization. He stared down at his hands. "Maybe that's why I'm struggling with this. She's too passive."

"Yeah, maybe," Saul said. "I mean, I like her as a character, but…"

"No, I'll think about it," Theo agreed. He closed his computer. "But I should spend some time planning that out before writing more."

Saul realized that Theo's coffee cup was empty, and he gulped his own half-cup quickly, ignoring the burn. "Yeah," he said. "Heading out?"

"Want to come with me?" Theo offered. Saul's stomach did a little flip-flop. "There's some nice walks near my apartment, and maybe I can bounce some more ideas off you on the way."

"Sure," Saul said, trying so hard to not sound eager that it almost came out in a wheeze. "I mean, yeah, sure." Much cooler. "Sounds great."

They headed out, and Theo nodded off to a side street. "My apartment's just over there. Do you mind if I drop my computer off first?"

"No, makes sense," Saul said. He followed Theo to a house and then up the steps along the side to his door. Theo entered and waved him in after.

The place was small and a bit sad looking: a bachelor pad with a worn carpet, a couch, and a kitchenette in the same room. There was a desk and a bookshelf, and otherwise no real furniture. No bed at all, unless the couch was a pull-out. The only two doors in it were open to show a closet and a bathroom nearly the size of the closet. No bath in there, Saul could see, only a shower. He imagined Theo hunched under that short spray and winced a little at the thought. Not that most baths would fit him comfortably either.

"It's not much," Theo said, almost apologetically, "but it's home." He put his computer bag on the desk chair and pulled out the computer.

"Mind if I use your bathroom before we head back out?"

"Go ahead."

Saul did, more out of an excuse to splash his face than anything else. Face dripping and feeling only marginally better, he raised his head to look in the bathroom mirror and check himself, and realized there wasn't one. He stared at the wall blankly for a long moment. He didn't want to assume anything from it—the apartment was obviously cheap and older, and places like that had strange features. Saul himself had once stayed in a place where the bathroom didn't have any outlets. But still, he had to wonder if it was deliberate on Theo's part.

The thought was a bit lonely. 

He shook himself and finger-combed his hair with his damp hands. Hoping he still looked at least a little presentable, he dried his face off on his shirtfront rather than use one of Theo's towels—didn't quite dare stick his face in one knowing he'd be inhaling Theo's scent—and headed back out.

Theo was standing by the doorway, hunched slightly, seeming a bit self-conscious. "Ready? I promise the neighborhood is at least nice."

"Your place is fine," Saul protested quickly. "I used to live in the dorms, so you know…"

Before he could quite come up with the rest of the protest, Theo waved Saul out ahead of him, locking up behind himself. The two of them went back down the outside stairs. "Not anymore, though," Theo noted. "Got tired of dorm life?"

"It's for freshmen only," Saul said. "But yeah, that too. It was always noisy, and it was hard to get away from seeing people. No space, either. You could spit from one side of the room to the other."

"Which I hope you didn't," Theo said, corner of his lips twitching up. "I don't know. It doesn't sound so bad to be surrounded by people."

Saul shrugged, shoving his hands into his pockets. It was hard to explain how he'd felt back then, and the words came out haltingly when he tried. "I like to vanish sometimes. When I'm feeling down, I mean. Disappear into my room and not come out. Not see anyone for a while. Hard to do that when you share a bathroom with the entire floor."

"Maybe that's for the best," Theo said quietly. "When you're the type of person who wants to vanish sometimes, it's good to have something that stops you from it."

Opening his mouth to ask what Theo meant, Saul found the words choking in his throat. He'd forgotten, somewhere in the middle of this, that Theo had been a missing person case. That he'd gotten up to go, by himself, far away from anyone else, and just… never came back.

He drew a slow breath in and asked cautiously, "Do you get lonely?"

"Everyone gets lonely," Theo said, not meeting his gaze. "I'm only human."

The incongruity of the statement hit them both at once. Theo jerked his head up and laughed it off before Saul could find something to say.

"Well," Theo added, "mostly. I just mean that, of course I don't have a lot of—I don't know many… well, there's work."

"Most humans don't give you the time of day," Saul said.

"There's Dr. Richardson."

"Who you don't address by first name," Saul pointed out.

No wonder. No wonder Theo had wanted to take a chance on him, make some kind of connection, even when he felt like Saul was using him. It was amazing that he'd had enough pride to even tell Saul he was feeling that way, to stand up for himself even if he was putting an opportunity at risk.

"What about other zombies?" he found himself asking.

"Most choose to go back to rest," Theo answered idly. He was watching the path in front of him. It was a nice walk, as he'd said, winding through a natural wooded park in the middle of the city, trees making the place seem almost isolated.

"I'm glad you didn't," Saul said after a moment. "But why didn't you?"

Theo was silent for a long moment. "Spite," he said, and then laughed ruefully. Saul looked up at him in surprise; he couldn't imagine a less spiteful person. He hadn't even been spiteful when he was calling Saul out. "I think my parents truly wished that I had been murdered. If I'd named a killer, they'd have been able to wash their hands of any guilt. Put their minds to rest. They brought me back to feel better about themselves. I really didn't feel peaceful about that. I hadn't meant to die originally, but I can't say I wasn't taking my chances. It didn't make me feel any better, but I don't want my life and death to be about other people. So I'm just trying to live the best life I can now."

Saul said, "Oh," in a voice that sounded strange to his own ears. He reached out, bumped the back of Theo's hand with his own, offering, and tried not to seem too surprised when Theo took it.

They walked in silence for a while before Theo cleared his throat. "Anyway," he said. "About this killer."

It took a moment for Saul to follow the sudden change of subject. He squeezed his hand on Theo's, feeling dwarfed in it, fingertips barely able to curl. "About the killer," he agreed.

They bounced ideas around awkwardly for a while, walking together. It was hard to match strides, Theo so much taller, but they did their best. As they returned to Theo's apartment, Saul tugged his hand. "Tomorrow," he said. "It's the season finale of Death and the Deep Dark Sky."

"Yeah," Theo said, almost confused by the subject change. He rolled with it, though. "Looking forward to it."

"Want to come see it at my place?"

Theo stopped at the bottom of the stairs, looking down at him. "Are you sure? The neighbors—"

"It's really not their business who I have over or why," Saul said bluntly. Fuck the neighbors, he thought. I don't even know their names. "I'd like you there."

Despite that, Theo hesitated, looking at him like he was weighing something in him. Saul felt his heart begin to sink, but somehow whatever Theo saw in his face seemed to put him at ease. "All right," Theo said.

And then he bowed over Saul fully, kissing him on the mouth, soft and light. The cool pressure against his lips was suddenly the only thing on Saul's mind, hyper-focused on that point of connection.

Theo pulled back before Saul could do anything in response, freeing his hand from Saul's in the same motion. "Thanks," Theo said softly. "This was a nice date."

The world expanded again. Saul could still smell Theo's cologne, feel a ghost of that pressure on his mouth, and it left him dumb, afraid that if he spoke he'd lose the sensation forever.

He wanted to feel it as long as he could.

Shit, he thought. I really would do it. Even though he's a zombie. He's the goddamn living dead, and I want to haul him back down the stairs and put him in my mouth.

I really want him.

I really like him.

Saul watched Theo turn, walk up the steps, head to his door, and tried to wipe away whatever strange look was contorting his face when Theo turned back at the top and waved.
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Theo showed up just a little early, at quarter-to, but Saul was already ready. He hadn't felt the need to psyche himself out too much, was wearing jeans and a loose flannel shirt, and had just a little gel run through his hair. Theo was dressed in a much more dapper style—slacks, dress shirt, tie—and for a moment Saul felt under-dressed, but Theo said "You look great," in a tone of genuine admiration, and the moment passed quickly.

He hadn't turned off the video game he'd been playing, and found himself bursting into an unexpected grin as Theo's eyes lit up when saw it. "Wow, I haven't played that since I was a kid," he said. "I bet I still remember all the ocarina tunes."

Saul grinned. He tried to imagine classy, well-dressed Theo as a grubby child playing video games and couldn't. Couldn't even imagine what he might have looked like in his own body, alive. But then, he could see what Theo would look like doing it now, and kind of liked the idea. "When the show's done, want to play?"

"Yeah, of course," Theo said enthusiastically.

They crowded onto the sofa together. Saul leaned against Theo as he switched the source from console to cable. Theo's side was cool against him, but Saul felt warm enough for both of them and didn't think it was the fever.

It took forever for the show to start, but when it did, he found himself almost more absorbed in Theo than in the finale. Theo was cute when he was watching TV. He was way more reactive than he'd been in public at the movie: murmuring at surprises, eyes fixed on the screen, grinning at the rare joke. Something in Saul's stomach kept flopping around—pleasantly, for once—and he found himself wishing the show was significantly funnier so he'd see more of that smile.

It more than made up for the fact that the plot itself was a serious disappointment. When it was over, they both sat in silence for a few moments, watching the end credits run.

"Alien vampire baby," Saul said regretfully into the quiet.

Theo burst out laughing. "Alien vampire baby," he agreed. "Told you."

"I," Saul said, dragging the sound out, "am not sure I can watch next season." That caused Theo to laugh even harder, which was well worth having sat through that episode. "I'm just not sure this is what I want from the show."

"Are you kidding?" Theo asked, gold eyes bright with mirth. "I'm going to be glued to it."

Saul laughed too and then switched the TV's input back to his console, where he'd left the game idling. "I can promise you entertainment with no aliens or vampires at all," he said. "Maybe some babies. Want to play?"

Theo made a 'gimme' gesture with his fingers until Saul handed the controller over. It seemed too small in his hands, but he clearly knew his way around it. Theo checked Saul's equipment assignments, still laughing quietly under his breath. "You'll have to guide me a little," he said. "It's been a long time since I've played."

"I was in the middle of a quest, actually. We have to head north next—" Saul settled in comfortably against him. His throat hurt, and his skin was aching again, but the coolness of Theo's body was strangely soothing, and helped keep his mind off it.

He stayed there quietly for the next few hours, just watching Theo play except when Theo asked for help. He wanted nothing to break the moment—

His stomach growled.

"You're hungry," Theo said, sounding almost chagrined.

"Kinda, yeah," Saul said. It occurred to him abruptly that he hadn't offered Theo anything—no snacks, no drinks. What a good host I am. Quality date material, Saul Jastrow. "Do you want dinner?"

Theo tilted his head, looking down at him. "I actually don't have to eat," he said after a moment, his tone suddenly awkward again. "The magic that reanimated me is really all that I, uh, need."

Saul felt himself go a little red. The urge to apologize rose and fell—it hadn't actually been a refusal. "You can, though, right? We had coffee together before and you drank, so…" he trailed off, then tried again. "You don't have to if you don't want to! But if you enjoy it, I mean, if you want to…"

"I have missed it," Theo admitted. He wasn't blushing, unlike Saul, and Saul found himself wondering if he even could—the look on his face seemed like he should be red up to his ears. "It just seems like a waste of money most days? But I mean, it's… Nobody likes to eat alone, right?"

"I'll pull something together," Saul said. "I'm not much of a cook, but if you hate it, it's not like you'll be left hungry if you decide not to eat." He rose. Theo looked up after him, and Saul considered for one embarrassing moment kissing Theo's forehead, but under the circumstances, he wasn't sure that would be welcome.

Though he wasn't sure it wouldn't be, either, not after Theo had kissed him. He dithered a moment and, thinking his hovering might be getting weird, turned quickly to head to the kitchen.

Saul heard the game go on pause. "Hey, let me help," Theo protested, the couch groaning as he rose. "It's your game. I don't want to just keep playing without you while you slave away on a meal I can't even fully appreciate."

"Good point," Saul said, and grinned back at him. "Help chop things?"

"Can do."

I could get used to this, Saul thought as Theo obligingly chopped the vegetables Saul handed him, hunched strangely over the counter with his too-massive height. They ate at the kitchen table—Theo with a much smaller portion ("No point wasting food," he'd said. "I'm eating for flavor."), and Saul with a full plate and enough remaining in the pan that he'd have leftovers tomorrow.

"It's good," Theo said, though, with his mouth full.

"You're calling my food good?" Saul asked dubiously. "When's the last time you actually ate dinner?"

"I'm pretty sure I can count it in years," Theo admitted, with a mournful laugh.

"Maybe we can fix that," Saul said, too-casual. "If you want to."

Theo hesitated a moment, glancing over at Saul with something open and unguarded in his gaze. Saul's heart seemed to stutter in his chest. "Maybe we can," Theo said.

After dinner was done, Theo took the dishes to the counter and started to roll up his sleeves to wash them. That strange moment still lingering in him, still dithering from earlier, Saul followed and caught his shoulder. "Hey—leave them," he said.

Maybe it was a risk, still. But he didn't want to miss his chance either.

"Really, I don't mind," Theo began, but Saul leaned up and kissed him.

It wasn't easy. Theo was too tall by far, taller than any human was ever likely to get, and since Saul had tried to surprise him, he didn't have the benefit of Theo leaning down to make it easier—had only lowered his head the small distance he'd ducked when Saul had turned him around. Theo's lips were cool under his, stiffening with surprise for a moment before softening. Saul tried to keep it light, to keep it the same kind of kiss that Theo had given him the day before.

It was hard. He wanted to press it, to show Theo how attracted he was, how happy he was with this evening. He wanted to give Theo back what Theo had given him. Thanks. This was a nice date. But the ball wasn't in his court; all he could do was match Theo, not take the next step.

One of Theo's hands slid into the small of Saul's back, and Theo leaned down into the kiss properly, mouth fitting against Saul's firmly, even a little roughly. Theo's lips parted, his tongue just barely sliding out to trace the line of Saul's lips, the soft wet pass sending a shiver through him.

Oh. Relief washed over him, and he opened his mouth for Theo.

Theo tasted different than he'd expected. Despite everything, he'd been bracing himself a little for… something, some kind of undercurrent of rotten meat, or something unpleasant like that. Instead, Theo's lips were almost sweet—a strange side effect, perhaps, of how little he ate normally, or even of the magic in his body. But if that was strange, the rest was viscerally right, the feeling of a mouth moving against his, testing his reactions, gaining strength and confidence when he reacted well, when he opened his mouth and pressed up into it and kissed back, tongue rubbing along Theo's, mouth catching at his lower lip.

Theo let out a little groan, pulling Saul more closely against him—not completely, though, not pressed to him. Getting shy? Saul wondered, not wanting to push if that was the case. The thought of hurting Theo like that, while Theo was letting him closer like this, was horrible.

But as he shifted, trying to decide if he should move away, he realized it was just a matter of anatomy. Theo was too damn tall, had to bend to kiss him, and if Saul tried to keep kissing while pushing his body against Theo's, he had to force himself into a back bend that was sharply uncomfortable. It was a little inconvenient, but also pretty exciting.

Theo broke the kiss finally and let Saul straighten. The tension in him snapped into hard relief, heat coursing through him, almost crawling over his skin. He drew a sharp, ragged breath.

"Okay?" Theo asked carefully, tone cautious.

"More than okay," Saul blurted immediately, words thick in his mouth. "Great. Excellent. I love it." And then, because Theo's caution always seemed like he was in some kind of pain, Saul slid his hand down around to touch Theo's cheek instead. "What about you? Okay? Do you want to stop?"

Theo's gaze lowered. He seemed reluctant for a moment, but more like he was struggling with himself than actually uninterested. "No," he admitted. "I want to keep going."

Saul drew a shaky breath. "Cool," he said.

"But—"

"But?" Saul asked, hesitating with his fingers brushing the edge of Theo's hand.

"No," Theo said. He let out a breath, then smiled at Saul, took his hand. "It's nothing."

Saul clasped it gratefully and then took advantage of the opportunity to tug Theo back over to the couch. He meant to move slowly, to match Theo's uncertainty, but Theo's hand tightened around Saul's and he began to move faster until he almost dragged Saul down onto the couch with him.

It was, Saul thought, a great idea. As positions went, it was significantly better than standing, Theo half-sprawled to get closer to Saul's height, Saul leaning against his side. Their lips fit back together, and Saul let out an enthusiastic groan as one of Theo's large hands cupped the back of his head. Saul surged up to meet him, the sound of their breaths and the wet movement of mouths on each other loud in the room.

They were still way too far apart for his liking. He tried to shift, squirm…

"Fuck it," he muttered under his breath, and threw a leg over Theo's stomach.

Theo yelped in surprise, hands flying up to catch Saul's hips. Saul shivered immediately at both the strength in him and the strain in his thighs. Theo was wider than Saul had expected. It forced his legs further apart than he was used to, but that felt good, made arousal catch harder in him. As he leaned up to kiss Theo again, chest pressed to his, he let himself grind against him. Not much, not too far, not so that they couldn't stop if Theo wanted—just a little slow and regular press of his hips, wanting to feel him more.

Theo groaned and pressed a hand against Saul's back, pushed him against himself more roughly. "Feels good," he muttered, muffled by Saul's shoulder. Saul almost laughed, embarrassed and pleased. He was barely even touching Theo, was grinding too high up for it to be giving Theo any relief—wanted to, but couldn't and kiss him at the same time. He swallowed the sound before he could voice it, because it wasn't something to laugh over. Theo was enjoying that Saul was enjoying it, and, Saul thought dizzily, how hot was that?

Saul kissed him again, still moving, and Theo's hands wandered down his back to grab his ass. He gasped into the kiss, but the motion was more supportive than aggressive, keeping him up so he could grind more easily. It was one of those little thoughtful gestures that was so heartbreakingly Theo. Saul broke the kiss to mouth at Theo's jaw instead, teeth scraping there lightly as he nibbled down to his throat.

And hesitated there. He'd never noticed a lover's pulse before, not really, not in a way that it'd stand out to him, but he noticed the lack of one so strongly that he was sure the only reason it never registered before was how expected it was. Theo's throat was strong, skin shifting as Theo moved, but there was no flutter under Saul's lips.

And then Theo groaned again and it didn't matter, because that pushed Saul past his sudden uncanny discomfort. He couldn't even say what about it made things feel right again. The sound of Theo's voice, the way Theo's neck vibrated as he made that sound. Maybe just the way he leaned his head back to give Saul more room, tacit permission to do whatever.

Saul caught his breath, staring down at Theo instead of pursuing it. "Bedroom," he said. "If you want."

"Are you sure—?"

"We're not teenagers," he pointed out. "We don't have to make out frantically on the couch like—like this. I have a nice bed. You'll like it." His voice came out thin and breathless, and he laughed a little at himself for the sound of it. He pulled away from Theo slowly, legs shaking slightly from the strain as he forced himself to stand, thighs aching, and held a hand out to Theo.

For a moment, Theo just looked at it like he didn't recognize what was in front of him. Then, slowly, he took it, and—although he probably didn't need any help—let Saul pull him up. "Yeah," he said, gazing at him so fixedly that Saul felt strangely embarrassed. "I bet I will."

Saul led Theo to the bedroom, but had only just entered it when Theo wrapped arms around him from behind in a sudden embrace. He felt a rush of helpless warmth at the touch, twisting in his arms to meet him in a kiss—and was caught off guard as Theo lifted him into it. He groaned in shock and with a stab of sudden arousal. He'd never been lifted completely off the ground like he weighed nothing, like his height was meaningless. Theo's strength could have felt threatening, but it didn't.

All he wanted to use it for was this, to kiss Saul evenly.

Saul moaned into the kiss, clutching at Theo's hair, mussing it between his hands as Theo shuffled with him slowly back towards the bed before easing him down onto it. Theo knelt on the floor, watching Saul as he struggled to get himself back upright. When he thought he could manage without fucking it up, Saul raised his hands to his shirt and began to unbutton it, breathing hard.

Theo's gaze jerked down to that immediately. With a little noise, apparently involuntary, he ran his fingers over Saul's chest, dipping into the open V, slipping inside without waiting, rubbing his fingertips against a nipple. Saul hadn't thought they could possibly get harder, but apparently he was wrong. It felt electric as Theo caught at it, pinching and tugging carefully.

Saul hauled his shirt off as soon as he could. His skin felt tight all over with anticipation, already oversensitive from his illness. "Fuck, your hands are nice," he breathed.

"You're gorgeous," Theo murmured back, which Saul distractedly thought was one-upping him in some way, but couldn't find it in himself to mind.

Instead of finding something to say to that, he shifted to open Theo's shirt until he could spread his hands across that broad sallow chest. The hair there was sparse, and Saul rubbed his palms against the patch in the center of his chest just to feel the difference in texture against his over-sensitive fingers, before spreading his hands out to find both Theo's nipples, giving them a sharp tug.

Theo groaned. "Keep that up," he murmured against Saul's chest, "and I don't know that I'll be much good to you."

"I don't believe that for a minute," Saul whispered back, voice hoarse and raspy and thick with need. "It being good for you is good for me."

"It's been a long time," Theo said with a sort of mournful happiness. He sat back, tugging his tie off with two fingers and then tossing it over the side of the bed to join Saul's shirt.

Saul leaned on one arm, watching him. "How long?" he asked. He'd thought that Theo's moments of caution and uncertainty was because of him, but perhaps…

Theo's expression, as he looked up at Saul, answered it before Theo himself did. "Never in this body," Theo said, quiet. He finished undoing his own shirt and dropped it off the bed, shoulders hunching as he rose to sit on the bed with Saul.

This body… Saul's gaze wandered down Theo's chest. It was firm and strong, but the sight of those patches were unavoidable. One line of darkened flesh cut one nipple down the center; another lighter patch spread in blots across his stomach. It was obvious that Theo was into this, chest rising and falling in short, shallow breaths. But it wouldn't be his lack of interest that would keep him from having sex. Saul reached out, running his fingertips down the edge of one of those patches on his stomach, trailing down to his waistline…

And distracted himself as he looked further down. "Fuck," he breathed aloud, and reached out to touch.

Theo had seemed posed to flinch away from whatever reaction Saul might have, but wasn't expecting that. He groaned, eyes half-closing. Saul couldn't help but lick his lips as he pressed his palm against Theo's cock through his pants. Even confined as it was, blocked behind layers of cloth, he could tell how big it was, thick against his palm, long as he followed the path of it down into his pant leg.

Given Theo's overall size, he shouldn't have been surprised. He let out a sudden laugh.

"What?" Theo asked. His voice was strained, and not entirely with arousal.

"'Little man'," Saul quoted back at him. "You must be kidding me." He grinned a bit dazedly and curved his hand, stroking Theo lightly through his pants, feeling the shape of him with what he hoped was obvious pleasure, glancing up at Theo.

Theo's breath rushed out in response, but he smiled back, lips trembling a little. "Really? Just that? You don't…" He hesitated. "I'm not… bothering you?"

"I'm really not having any trouble here," Saul said. His gaze was drawn back down, and he got the best grip he could on Theo through the cloth, tugging a bit. "Really not. Damn."

Groaning, Theo's head dropped forward, bangs falling into his eyes. He pushed them back distractedly. "You shouldn't—if you do that, I won't be able to hold off—"

"Seriously?" Saul asked, wide-eyed. "That'd be awesome. Haven't got someone that worked up before."

Almost confused, Theo searched his face, still hesitant—then abruptly relaxed into a positively dazzling smile, exhaling a breath and Saul's name along with it. He leaned in to kiss him again, pulling Saul closer, dropping his own hand to the front of Saul's pants. Saul let out an involuntary groan, rocking up into the touch, eyes half-closed as he just felt that.

Suddenly, he felt flustered about what he'd just assured Theo of, because he felt himself reaching the edge already. But he didn't try to stop him, didn't resist at all, just rolled his hips to grind against that large cool hand.

Unexpectedly, Theo unzipped his pants, the zipper's mild buzz and vibration shaking him, earning a shudder and a loud moan. Theo's hand slipped into his briefs, curled coldly around his cock, and Saul was coming, jerking and letting out a strangled shout into Theo's mouth.

For a moment, Saul was entirely caught up in the sensation, frozen as he shook through his orgasm, cock spurting and twitching in Theo's touch like it wouldn't ever stop. Theo was kissing him in the same rhythm as his strokes, and that was almost too much to handle. Saul had to break the kiss, dropping his head back and sucking air as Theo's fingers lightened their pressure around him.

"Give me a moment," he gasped. "Just a little and I'll be fine, I want more—"

"Yeah," Theo said, something a little strange in his voice even though he was smiling, "I… I know you do." He pulled his hand away, wiping it off lightly on the blankets, and then took hold of Saul's pants, gently tugging them off as Saul lifted his hips to help.

Next were his boxers. They parted wetly from his skin, stuck there with come, and he let out an involuntary shiver at the feeling of cool air on his semen-slick skin.

"You really are handsome," Theo murmured to him, low and hoarse, as Saul belatedly came back to himself to remember that Theo was still waiting for some of the same. He grabbed Theo's belt and began struggling to get it open while Theo kept talking to him. "You're lovely, you're—"

"Ah, hell…" Saul breathed at him, just trying to find some response, anything, still catching his breath. There was no way that Theo couldn't see the black marks on his stomach and chest, the spreading curse infection on his skin. "I'm not right now—"

"That's not you," Theo said. "You're fine as you are." He drew his fingertips lightly along the length of Saul's cock again, rubbing them through the come sticking there. His hand curved when he reached the base again, fingers rolling across and behind his balls, eliciting an overstimulated shiver from Saul's whole body. A gentle fingertip passed lightly against his entrance.

"Damn. Hang on," Saul muttered, letting go of Theo's belt and stretching uncomfortably across him to reach his bedside table. There was a tube of lube stuffed in the drawer there, and he handed it back to Theo with an awkward half-smile.

Theo took it with a return smile, pulling his hand away from Saul as he popped the lid up. He squeezed some onto his fingertips, rubbing them between gently. "It's got a nice smell."

"Huh?" Saul hadn't thought about it much scent-wise. "Yeah, I guess. I haven't noticed?"

"My sense of smell's pretty strong. You smell good right now," Theo added, and grinned down at him, leaning over him and pressing slick fingers to his opening again, rubbing gently.

Saul felt his cheeks heat. "I—that's kind of—"

"Am I weird?" Theo asked, and slid the tip of one broad finger into him, pressing it slowly deeper.

Saul started to answer, then abruptly couldn't, as an electric pulse shot through him—not arousal, though that was there, the thick feeling of his finger rubbing up along the soft walls inside, touching his insides—but something else, a strange shock. It took him a moment to realize what it was, the fire racing along his skin. Signs lit up on his body—the tracer Dr. Richardson had put on him—and then it dawned.

Theo had put a finger into him. The curse was broken.

Somehow, in all of this, he'd forgotten that would happen.

Something of the realization must have shown on his face—was written all over it, more likely—because Theo hesitated, finger just resting inside Saul, not really moving. He smiled at him, that withdrawn, polite smile of his, and said, "I'm glad. That's a relief, huh?"

"Yeah," Saul breathed, shaky, fighting the tears that threatened to spring, embarrassingly, to his eyes. "Yeah, a huge relief—"

"Do you want to stop?" Theo asked gently. There was no pressure in his tone, although his cock was still visibly hard inside his pants, pressed against the back of Saul's hand.

Saul blinked away tears at the shock that rushed through him. "No," he said. "Fuck that. Fuck stopping. This isn't about that. I want you. You're gorgeous and wonderful, and I'm completely taken by you and I want you."

Theo made a strange sound. "I'm not. You've seen me. I'm grotesque. It was written all over your face when you first saw me—"

"Have you seen my face when I look at you now?" Saul asked, almost taken aback. "You're lovely. You're fine… You're fine as you are. What your body's made of, okay, yes, when I first saw you I was freaked out, but it's what lets you be here. Alive. With me. And I find you one of the hottest people I've ever met, okay, inside and out." He yanked Theo's zipper down as if to punctuate his statement.

Theo made a startled noise at the release of pressure. "Saul." He packed a whole lot of feelings into Saul's name, which Saul found he rather liked and wanted to hear more of. He shoved Theo's pants down a little, and his cock sprung out them like a living thing. A massive living thing, a mottled dark gray and as thick around as Saul's wrist. Which, he had to admit, wasn't saying much as his wrists were scrawny, but it still made an impression. He made a little sound in his throat as he looked at it.

"Are you really—" Theo was breathlessly flustered. "You don't have to, I'm fine with—"

Saul slowly shifted from where he was lying on his elbow and sat up fully. Theo slid his finger from him to make that possible, and he felt himself tighten a little around it as it did, clutching, reluctant to let go. But he needed a better position.

"You have no idea," Saul said, looking up at him and trying to put everything he was feeling on his face. "How much I want you. Please take your pants off."

Finally, Theo relaxed. He laughed again, that soft, almost wondering sound he seemed to make whenever he was pleased, and shuffled over a little, sliding his pants down and off. Saul took the opportunity to help, tugging and twisting to yank them off Theo and toss them off the side of the bed rumpled and with his boxers still in them. One of Theo's socks came off, and the other stayed on—Saul found he didn't care enough to do anything about that and grinned up at him.

"What do you want to—" Theo began.

"I'm going to suck you," Saul said, before he could even finish asking. "… If you don't have any objections."

Another laugh. "I think," Theo said, "that it would be very, very difficult for me to have any objections to any of this at all."

"Good," Saul said, and curled his fingers around Theo's cock.

It was thick enough that they barely joined, the fingertip of his middle finger only just touching the tip of his thumb, and he felt his own cock twitch again, just a little. Too early to think about that again anyway, though he shifted at the stirring arousal. Still on his side, he draped himself over Theo's lap, pushing his dick down enough to drag his tongue over the head.

Theo's cock was already a little slick with precum, sweet-tasting fluid that again didn't seem quite human, but he could hardly bring himself to mind. He let his mouth roam, experimenting, making himself familiar with its taste, its feel, its size. Theo let out a rewarding, throaty moan, and leaned over Saul a little. He thought for an alarmed moment that Theo might push down on his head, but, no, that wouldn't have been like Theo at all. He just slid his hand down Saul's back, along the curve of his ass, and bent it to slide a finger into him from behind, slick and easy.

Saul shivered at the feeling of it. Arousal was growing again, almost too soon for comfort, and he wanted to give as good as he was getting. He turned his head, taking a breath as he stretched his lips around the tip of Theo's cock.

Theo made a very gratifying sound.

Saul had a moment to just feel the thick head of that cock in his mouth, to get used to the pressure, to rub his tongue up under it experimentally, and then Theo was pushing a second finger in, his broad digits stretching just a little, just enough to feel really good, hot and tight. It wasn't the best angle, but it felt good, especially after his sharp, fast orgasm earlier. This was a slower build. Saul groaned and then moaned again at how muffled it sounded around Theo.

Spurred on by that, Saul swallowed and tried to take him deeper—shoved as much of his cock as he could into his mouth, hand stroking the rest while he rubbed his tongue around the head, pressing it up against the roof of his mouth. Saul had to draw back for air after a few moments, his breath rough and unsteady. A thick strand of precum connected his lips to Theo's dick still, making him feel, feverishly, like he couldn't stand to be parted from Theo's cock.

Theo pulled his fingers out, and Saul watched as he poured more lube across them, rubbed them against each other, and then pushed three in. The stretch almost burned now, but in a good way, and he was more than slick enough to handle it, moaning and tilting his hips up to get a better angle. With another swallow, he fitted his mouth back around Theo's cock, closing his eyes and just swallowing him down as best as he could.

It was easy for Saul to lose track of time as he worked, moments drawn out with the feeling of Theo's fingers squirming in him, Theo's strong cool wrist against his ass, Theo's dick deep in his mouth. The pressure of Theo's fingers made him think about more, and he let Theo's cock slide from his mouth, tongue out to taste it to the last inch, and breathed, "Put it in me."

"Saul…"

"I want to," he said. Then, with a touch of wry, hoarse humor: "C'mon, man, I can take it."

Theo hesitated, and Saul was pretty sure that this time it was less any personal worry and more just practical concerns. He was big enough that Saul would be feeling it later no matter how much preparation they'd done, and if either of them were careless it'd be pretty unpleasant.

"A condom…?" Theo asked, after a moment.

That was as much agreement as Saul needed. He sort of flopped over, rooting around in the already-open bedside drawer with trembling fingers and feeling around until he heard the crinkle of the wrapper, and then sat up, brandishing it in giddy triumph. "Got it. Will it fit—?"

"How vain do you think I am?" Theo asked wryly. "You could wrap one of those things around a watermelon."

Saul laughed and tried to dismiss that mental image. He opened the package carefully and pressed it to the head of Theo's cock, rolling it down as Theo let out a soft groan. "Okay?" Saul murmured.

"Yeah, perfect," Theo breathed. "What's the best… how will it be most comfortable for you?"

"I want to look up at you…" Saul said, and then made a face. "On my front's probably best." The angle would be easier that way, and they were both too worked up to do anything that wasn't easy. "We can… I can face you next time." When they were more used to each other, when sex in general felt less urgent and more like something they could spend longer and longer on, easing him into harder positions, letting Saul stretch around him inches at a time—

"Next time," Theo breathed, his eyes a little wide, and nodded a couple of times, strangely shy—and real damn cute.

Saul made a soft noise at that, half-laugh, half-groan, and rolled over, pillowing his cheek on his folded arms and lifting his hips, bracing himself on his knees and wiggling his ass a little at Theo. "Right, okay, next time, but this time is good too. I'm really into this time."

With a laugh, Theo took hold of Saul's hips. "Let me know if you want to stop," he murmured, "at any point—"

"Yeah," Saul said, and squirmed again. "I don't, though. Please," he added, not sure what he was asking for. Please give it to me. Please understand that I want you. Please let me love you.

Then he thought, huh.

But he didn't have time to think about that. The blunt, broad head of Theo's cock pressed against him and realized he was holding his breath. He made himself relax, arching his back, leaning into the movement as Theo slowly, carefully pressed in.

The ache was immediate but not unpleasant, the coldness of it almost contrarily hot-seeming. The thickness made Saul feel like Theo was filling him completely, as though the idea of moving or shifting or breathing without feeling Theo was completely impossible. Saul let out a whimpering cry of something more like relief than pain into the blankets and tilted his hips just a little left and right, as if it that would somehow help Theo slide in more easily.

Behind Saul, Theo groaned, the sound thick and intent with desire. His hand on Saul's hip was tight enough he thought Theo might be having to make an actual effort to restrain himself, that going this pace was actually taking a toll on him, but he was being so careful, like he always was. It seemed to take forever, inching himself in and Saul thought, deliriously, that he might come just from the feeling of being stretched to his limit.

And then Theo wasn't moving forward any more, just holding himself in place, drawing sharp, loud, shaky breaths behind him. Saul's fingers were knotted in the sheets, and he stared at them, at his white knuckles, and shifted back against Theo, just a little.

"Okay?" Theo asked, voice strained.

Saul's own voice seemed to come from far away. "Never better," he breathed. "You?"

"Oh," was all that Theo managed, breath catching. He trembled another long moment and then began to move.

Saul let out a cry that sounded strange even to his own ears, picking at the sheets with restless fingers, grabbing and releasing. It was almost too much, too deep, too full, like he could swallow and feel Theo at the back of his throat or something, like Theo could fill him entirely—as ridiculous as he knew the thought was, it was somehow appealing, as though he could pull Theo closer than he'd ever come to anyone before, hold him, protect him like that.

Saul's legs were trembling, thighs aching, his back arched too high. Theo kept a hand pressed to Saul's stomach, lifting him to hold him up even when it felt like Saul's legs couldn't anymore. Every time they rocked together, Saul could feel his own cock bob up against those broad, cool knuckles. The sensation had become almost incomprehensible. He thought he might cry just from the sheer overwhelming amount of physical information he was dealing with, orgasm still out of reach only because his body almost didn't seem to know how to handle it.

"You okay?" Theo asked again, slowing, seeming to have as much difficulty reading the sounds Saul was making as he did.

"Yes," Saul said, almost strangled, and shoved himself back on Theo's cock again. "Just… glad…?"

Theo let out a sob of pleasure, the sound loud and clear and wanting, and began to rock into Saul again. One hand was braced on the bed near Saul's head, gray fingers contrasted oddly against his pale cream sheets; the other had shifted out of its supportive position on Saul's stomach, roaming up and down his body, before finally drawing down to curl around his cock.

It was like flipping a switch—the strange over-intense sensation changed into pleasure like he was hit with it. "You, are you clo—?" Saul gasped, and then came.

It rocked through him in intense, shocking pulses, making him shake hard, cock twitching. He reached up to grab at his pillow, to find something he could dig his fingers into, and found Theo's hand by his head. Theo twisted to grip it firmly, holding on as he too made a choked, needy sound, rocking into Saul harder, deeper. He ran out of air to wail before the sensory overload finally let go of his lungs, his entire body, and then the only thing grounding him was Theo's hand in his.

Theo made a helpless, hungry sound, thrusting into him a few more times. All Saul could manage was to tilt his hips a little for him, shivering and enjoying the feeling still, sensitive to the point he was almost numb.

"C'mon," Saul breathed, "come," and whether it was coincidence or whether his saying it set Theo off, he didn't know, but Theo groaned and pressed in deep enough that Saul's feet curled in reaction, and came.

They stayed still for a few moments after Theo's trembling movements had finally slowed, the sound of them both panting for breath loud in the room. Finally, Theo shifted back slowly, carefully. Saul made a wincing noise of appreciation, not really able to manage much more, that Theo was taking care with how raw he felt as arousal faded.

Theo peeled off the condom, dropped it carefully into the garbage next to the bed, and then flopped down next to Saul, one heavy arm draping over him. With a shiver, Saul leaned back into him.

"Do you want to stay?" Saul murmured, half asleep already, exhausted, barely even able to remember, until the words were out of his mouth, that Theo didn't sleep. "I'd like it, if you—"

"Yes," Theo said, soft, his voice tired but warm, and tucked Saul back against himself tightly, getting as close as he could. "Please."

*~*~*

Early the next morning, Saul made an appointment to see Dr. Richardson—mainly by means of tugging on her receptionist's sleeve before he had a chance to get dressed for work, slurring at him, "Hey, pencil me in for an appointment and tell me when it is?" to which Theo laughed softly and agreed.

Saul was almost asleep by the time the front door shut. Distantly, he remembered having given Theo a spare key, sometime after he'd woken up again and bathed, watched late-night TV, and headed towards round two.

The actual appointment with Dr. Richardson was a few days away, unsurprisingly. Getting in to see a necromancer right away just wasn't going to happen, especially when his case was no longer even slightly urgent. He could already tell he was improving. The marks on his body were slowly starting to fade and his energy was better, though he was pretty sure that certain other things in his life might be contributing to the latter. Sure, he was sore and stiff, but he was damn sure that had nothing to do with the curse.

One way or another, life went on. He went to class the next day, then to work, and after work, he gave Jill a call. "Hey. This is Saul."

"Oh! Hey. What's the news?" That last a bit tentative, like she was bracing for the worst. He supposed he hadn't given her any reason to feel otherwise in their last few conversations.

He laughed, couldn't help it. "All good news," he told her. "The curse is broken. I'm out of that now and just wanted to give you a head's up. The necromancer had a tracker on it, so she should find out who did it. If it's your Jack, you might get a call at some point to give testimony about him."

"He's not my Jack," she said. Then, relenting, "That'd be one hell of a crazy ex story to tell, anyway. But I'm really glad for you. Maybe it sounds weird, since we only met the once, but I was pretty worried."

Saul sat up a little straighter, pleased and embarrassed all at once. "Not weird. I'm glad. Anyway, it should all be over now."

"Thank fuck," she said. "How did you break it?"

For a moment, his stomach tightened. He hadn't thought she'd ask that; she hadn't asked anything up until now. Nobody knew the details except Theo and the doctor, and neither of them would talk. He could make up pretty much anything and she wouldn't be the wiser.

But. Nah.

Fuck that.

"Had to fuck a zombie to break it," he found himself saying, casually. "Fortunately, I met a wonderful one. We're going out now. Maybe I should even thank the guy before he goes to jail, since I probably wouldn't have been open to it otherwise."

"Oh," she said in a weird tone. "Wow. Uh. Congrats on your new girlfriend?"

"Boyfriend, actually."

"Huh," she said, and he laughed.

FIN
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