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Dark Master

 

Jack Stevens


For Huw, who thought this was my Pride and Prejudice.


Chapter One

When does something begin?

Yes, I know, stupid question. That’s what I would have thought. Until this night. Now, I’m standing here in the gothic gloom of St. Thaddeus’s College central quad, staring into the bloody-golden eyes of the creature that has offered, or threatened, to make me immortal, and part of my stupidly still-human mind is trying, even now, to work out just when the train of events began that led me here to this, the most important and possibly final decision of my life.

It could have been the day I first entered the college, of course, the day my path first crossed that of Richard Farjeon. That would be the easy answer. Or the day I first met Lee? Or that first afternoon in Rufus’s study? Always men. Always me and men. Someone, and I really should know who, said that character is destiny, so maybe I was fated to come to this end right from the day I was born. Or should that be from the day Richard was born, centuries earlier?

Go figure.

On the whole, I tend to opt for that bitterly cold November night less than a month ago, when the rain was pelting down in stinging pellets just short of ice, the wind was shaking every window in its frame, and I was in my rooms at college fucking the brains out of one of its most promising graduate students.

Lee was a brilliant kid. The work he’d done with me the previous year on medieval lyric poetry had been some of the best I’d seen, short of my own of course. But that night it wasn’t his skill at textual analysis that had my full and undivided attention: it was how much hard reaming his small arse could take before he shot his hot load over the starched white sheets of my college bed.

St. Thad’s rooms are old and draughty at the best of times, their small coal fires generally a source of more smoke than heat, but after an hour and a half’s energetic thrusting and pumping, screwing like horny undergrads, Lee and I weren’t even noticing the cold. By then I’d got him right where I wanted him, on his back, his thighs pressed into my chest as I banged my rock-hard cock again and again into his tight hole. His mouth was open, and he was panting as if he’d just run a marathon, his gasps and grunts mixed with inarticulate words that might have been pleas for me to do it more gently or demands that I do it harder. I did it harder.

Even then Lee had what they used to call a “scholar’s pallor”; pale skin, probably from Celtic ancestors, accentuating the black of his hair, sweat-plastered now on his head and chest, trailing down over his belly in that sexy crooked thin line.

He’d seemed nervous when he’d turned up at my rooms that night, most unlike his normal cocky self, but we’d kissed, I’d rested my hand on his arse, he’d rested his on my arm, I’d stroked, he’d closed his eyes and sighed, and the next thing we were pulling each other’s shirts off and heading for my bed, so I’d naturally thought no more of it. And then the “normal” Lee had been back with a vengeance, the studious graduate of one of England’s most prestigious and ancient universities gagging for the rough fuck I was more than happy to give him. Even then, though, with my thick dick deep in him, pounding at his aching prostate like there was no tomorrow, he managed to look as if he was challenging me: the glitter in his eye, the curl of his lip. Generations of well-to-do county blood ran in those veins, and Lee tended never to forget it, even when a nine-inch iron-hard shaft was being rammed up him and he was begging for it to be more brutal. A shake of my head and my sweat spattered down on him, showing him just what I thought of his moneyed connections. “Take it boy! Take it!” I grunted, relishing the coarseness of it, the sheer bloody lack of lyric poetry.

He shouted out then, something unintelligible, unable to help himself, and I grinned and redoubled the pace of my pistoning. That was the way I liked it. Nice and loud. Gasping like a fish out of water, Lee threw his arms back behind him to grab hold of the metal bars of the bedstead that was squeaking and creaking so alarmingly at the violence of our sex. I wished then I’d thought to leave something handy lying around to lash his wrists with, but I was way too close to coming by that point to want to pull out and faff around looking for ropes or cuffs in the habitual mess of my small rooms. Besides, Lee knew what he was doing, holding on to the metal rods as he arched and yelled, the not-so-subtle suggestion of bondage without any actual restraints. Oh yes, he knew what I liked. “Oh God, yeah! Oh yeah!” He pushed his arse hard into my thrusts, timing as spot on as ever, driving me even further into him as he came out with all the corny shit that really makes me hot. Cheeky young bastard! He was trying to make me come before him. No way!

I paused, saw his eyes widen in surprise at the abrupt lack of motion, the sudden stilling of the protesting bedsprings so that our ragged heavy breathing became the only sound to be heard over the howls and beating of the wind outside. Then, without warning, I thrust into him more savagely, far harder, far deeper than even before and held myself right up there, my implacable cock smack up against the hot nub of his sweet spot. The arrogance in his eyes vanished completely. He was totally mine and I laughed down into his face, before pulling right back and nearly out, waiting, then driving back in, faster and even further. Three more shaftings like that and on the last his resistance broke. He screamed and his cock, hard up against his flat belly like a veined tent peg, shot streams of thick cum up the length of his body and into his own howling face. “Gotcha, fucker!” I shouted, loving the way his habitual sneer had collapsed into a pained grimace of gasping helpless ecstasy, covered in the shower of his own hot spunk, milked from his balls by my ruthless ministrations. Only then, as his thick cream was sliding down his cheeks and chin, only then did I let myself give way to the sweet urgency of my own balls, and I jettisoned the copious jism my aching cobs had been screaming to release for over an hour.

“You just don’t care, do you?” Lee said to me afterwards. We’d slept for a short while by then—well, I knew I had—and were wrapped up in each other’s arms, as much for warmth as for any other feeling, under the triple duvet that was essential at that time of year in St. Thad’s Halls of Residence.

“Care about what?” I said, nicely relaxed and not really too fussed about whatever sort of mushy drivel Lee felt the need to come out with. If anything, I suppose I was mildly surprised. Lee was a graduate student after all. In my experience grad students tended to have got over the need for romantic small talk that undergraduates, especially in the arts, so often seemed to have. And that was just fine as far as I was concerned. As it turned out, however, romance was the last thing on Lee’s mind. Things would have been considerably easier if that hadn’t been the case.

“About most things. But right now, I mean about the noise. You really don’t care who hears you.”

I smiled. “I like the noise. I like to hear the ‘groans that thunder love with sighs of fire.’ Hadn’t you noticed?”

Lee’s eyes narrowed in thought as he stared up at the ceiling. “Much Ado About Nothing?”

I tutted. “Twelfth Night. Act one, scene five. That’s what you get for staying away from me for so long. Your faculties begin to decay.” I didn’t bother to keep the disapproval out of my voice, both for the misattribution and his apparent insistence on talking. I hoped he wouldn’t continue with either. “And that wasn’t a pun by the way.”

“I’ve been…busy.”

If he expected me to ask at what, or with whom, he was disappointed. I’d assumed he’d been enjoying himself with someone or other in the two weeks or so since we’d last seen each other, and that was fine, although it had crossed my mind that he might actually have been working on his thesis. Whatever. Speaking for myself I had very definitely been “busy”: firstly, with a very promising anthropology specialist from one of the neighbouring colleges, then with a surprisingly versatile theology student from our own college. Most recently, though, there had been the most extraordinary exchange student from the Sorbonne. Ah yes indeed. Jean-Philippe. Now there was a project that might even outlast a term. I had a momentary stab of regret that it wasn’t Jean-Philippe in bed with me right then. I quashed the thought. It was a little ungenerous, even for me. And there was always tomorrow.

“And I know about the French guy.”

I blinked, slightly unsettled for a moment that Lee seemed almost to have been reading my mind. “I’m not surprised,” I said. “Someone as…talented as he is must have quite a reputation.” I sighed. Lee was a good shag, one of the best I’d ever had to be honest (though not in Jean-Philippe’s league), but that was all he was: a fun time in bed now and again. I’d hoped he’d understood that, but it looked as if I was going to have to add a dose of cold reality to an already freezing night.

“Aren’t you worried you’ll be caught?”

I raised myself on one elbow to look down at him, puzzled and faintly irritated by the line he seemed now to be pursuing. “We’re not doing anything illegal.” His damp hair lay around his head on the pillow like a dark halo. I couldn’t resist winding a lock of it around one finger, just tightly enough to make him frown and then wince. “Unless you have something more in mind?” I tugged, quite gently really.

He swatted my twining finger away, and for the moment I let him. “Bedding one of your students?”

I sank back onto my pillow and laughed. “I don’t think I’ve heard it called ‘bedding’ in anything other than Victorian bodice rippers. And besides, you are not, technically, one of my students. I helped you with your MA. That was more than a year ago. You are now Professor McCafferey’s student, and he is much too old to want to sport it with your flesh as I have, and much too deaf to hear it if I do, which is a great blessing seeing as it is he who has the rooms across the corridor.”

“I spend more time with Professor Hamilton actually.”

I shrugged, as much as one can shrug lying in a bed under heavy duvets, not really paying attention to his little burst of vainglory, hoping that was the end of our little chat. Without looking at me, Lee moved his hand deliberately under the covers and began slowly stroking up and down the inside of my thigh. Well, that seemed to have put an end to the pointless chatter, and I was torn between wanting to enjoy the afterglow of our sex just a bit longer and the undeniable stirrings this new contact was creating. A delicious new image filled my mind: that proud, clean-cut young face of Lee’s under my arse; that witty tongue and mouth put to much better use deep up my crack, rimming me hard, making me erect again as I pressed down onto him, pulling his hands up my body, to my chest, my nipples…

“I really envy you your rooms in college, you know.”

Sod it! We were back with the chat. I frowned briefly, unwilling to tear my mind away from such stimulating images. “Even with the neighbours?” I said, not really paying that much attention to what either he or I was saying.

“Even with them.” Lee paused, then, “I should like to have rooms like these.”

I pulled back slightly, and his caressing of my thigh stopped. I was aware that Lee was looking at me very closely and the mood of our conversation had changed, or perhaps I had misinterpreted it from the start.

“They have a certain ambience and comfort,” I agreed. “Maybe one day you’ll get something like them.” I moved my leg closer to his body, but he didn’t take the hint and resume his stroking.

“‘One day’ sounds a long way off. I don’t like to wait.”

“I noticed.”

“You know what I mean. Academic life doesn’t offer too many privileges. I’d like to make the most of those it does while I’m still young enough to enjoy them.”

I began to see the way things were heading, or at least the way Lee wanted them to head. I laughed again, but more for the effect than because I found anything particularly amusing. “You have a while yet before the decay of senility begins to set in,” I said, with mock reassurance. “You should complete your PhD in, what, two maybe three years? And from what I’ve heard it should be pretty stunning.”

“From what you’ve heard! You don’t even know what it’s about, do you?”

I gazed up at the age-spotted plaster above the bed while I searched my mind. Rather to my surprise I found I didn’t. “Some Jacobean poet?” I suggested vaguely.

“Some Jacobean poet!” he repeated bitterly, with really rather poor rhetorical technique.

“There are rather a lot of them, you know,” I countered, “most forgotten for very good reasons and not worth the effort of exhumation.” I could see him rising to that particular bait and quickly moved in to cut off the line of thought. The very last thing I wanted when naked in a bed with a man was to hear all about his fascination with the minutiae of another man’s life, especially when that man has been dead for nearly five hundred years. “In any case, it doesn’t really matter what you’re writing about. It could be on Elizabethan recipes for hamburgers. What counts is the quality of the scholarship and yours, shaped as it was by me, will be superb I’m sure. And with that under your belt, you shouldn’t have too much trouble finding a junior place at almost any university you care to mention. They’ll all have accommodation of some kind to offer. Quite probably something more modern, with central heating that actually works.”

Lee’s laugh was scornful. “A ground floor flat in a high-rise block, you mean, attached to some nice little redbrick university? Or maybe a shared house in a council estate next to some crummy little polytechnic pretending to be a university? I don’t think so.”

“Something like this university then?” I said, with feigned innocence.

“No. Not a university like this one. I want to be a part of this university. And not just for its accommodation.”

“Really?” And now I couldn’t be bothered to keep the sardonic tone from my voice. I knew it would sting him, but sometimes sleeping with a Fellow can give a student, even a graduate student, an overinflated idea of his own abilities. “You realise of course that’s pretty unlikely, don’t you? For the moment I mean,” I added, to soften the blow slightly. I didn’t want to piss him off completely. I was still harbouring vague hopes of a good rimming before I sent him on his way into the cold night like Porphyro in The Eve of St. Agnes. “Ah, bitter chill it was…” “This college isn’t renowned for the youth of its lecturing staff, you know. Most of them had to work for years in their fields, publishing mountains of research before they were allowed to give even a visiting lecture.”

“But you…”

“I…am special,” I said, and now it was my turn to slide my hand under the duvets into the dark warm hollows of his body, between his legs, to the promise of his crotch. “Or is that something else I have to remind you of?” I felt the impressive meat between his legs against my fingers, the pleasing jump of it at my touch, the encouraging stiffening.

Lee smiled coldly, with that hint of challenge again in his eyes. “Maybe I could be special, too, with a little help.”

“And what sort of help would that be?” I asked, pushing my hand in deeper, caressing the curve of his hairy balls, gently squeezing and releasing the weight of them, extending the tip of one finger down to the deliciously sensitive, spongy spot behind them. I was sincerely hoping I could turn his thoughts away from the path they so obviously wanted to take into the direction my own fast-rehardening dick was pointing.

Lee took a deep breath. “College rumour is there could be a new Chair financed before the start of the next academic year. You could…put in a word for me.”

Gently I massaged that yielding spot, wanting to kiss him, as much to silence his babbling so that we could get back to some serious fucking as for any other reason, but I held back. Regretfully, I forced myself to acknowledge that a line had been crossed, the moment had passed, and so I pulled my finger back from its probing, trying not to think about how the motion just made Lee’s cock stiffen even more. “You overestimate my influence,” I said. “It would take more than a word from me.”

“Maybe. But an outstanding result in my PhD vivas would maybe do the rest. And you could help me with those too.”

“Ah.” I leaned back, away from his slim body. It’s funny. My own naked ambition had always been sexy to me. In anyone else I’ve always found it a real turnoff. “You don’t need that kind of help, Lee,” I said. “You’ll get your PhD. And it’ll probably be brilliant. Pay your dues. Work your way up the academic ladder, lecture at the various universities, and one day…?”

“…after ten years I could get to the place the great Sean Sinclair got to in a year?”

I shrugged again. “What can I say? Like I said, I’m special.” It was now, I decided, time for my chicken to leave our little love nest. The damp patch was turning cold anyway. But then Lee’s suddenly soft voice made me pause. “He that climbs highest has the greatest fall.”

“Revenger’s Tragedy. Act five, scene three,” I said, automatically. Some habits are hard to break, even at the most inappropriate moments. “I’m impressed. Not a play many people can quote from. Or did you learn that particular phrase especially for tonight?” There was no answer, so I suspected I’d hit a truth. “It’s not especially apt, you know,” I added, just to discomfit further. “My climb may have been swift, but it hasn’t been particularly high. Yet.” I turned to look down at him, forcing him to look me in the eye, “And if I remember correctly, which of course I do, the character who says that, Lussurioso, a decadent and debauched Duke, is just about to be murdered.”

He tried to maintain the eye contact, but he couldn’t, and when he did look away, he licked his lips, the arrogance he simply couldn’t help now touched with nervousness. I have to admit, I found that tiny sign of my small victory mildly erotic. I wondered if I could parley it into something physical, maybe forcing him to swallow my cock and more of my cum as well as his words. Only to teach him a lesson, you understand.

“A swift climb can lead to an equally swift fall.”

“Now you’re merely paraphrasing. You’ll be misquoting next. And just what exactly is supposed to precipitate such a fall?” I asked, though I knew what he had in mind. One of the first things you learn as a tutor: don’t ask your students questions you don’t already have the answers to.

“Improprieties.” He coughed to clear his throat and make his words clearer. “Lack of professional conduct. Indelicacies.”

“You mean fucking the students?” It amused me that I could say the plain truth with more ease than Lee could utter the euphemisms.

“Sounds ugly. doesn’t it?” he said with an attempt to recover the upper hand.

“Actually,” I said, “I think it sounds bloody hilarious.” And now I did get up, pulling the duvets around myself as I did, making sure that I had hold of all three, leaving Lee to scrabble for some cover in the chill air as I drew them with me away from the bed. Sangfroid is all very well so long as it isn’t literal. “Like I said earlier, Lee, you’re not my student. You’re not even an undergrad any more. You’re a graduate, old enough to drink, smoke, go to war, and be shagged by a devastatingly good-looking and brilliant lecturer in medieval English. You could shout it from the chapel rooftop that I’ve had you in a dozen ways in as many different college rooms and the most likely reaction from our crusty Senior Common Room would be a chorus of jealousy. We might study the Dark Ages here, Lee, but even in St. Thaddeus’s we don’t live in them. So now”—I reached for his jeans that were hanging across the back of my solitary armchair and threw them across the room to him—“it really is time for you to go. I hate to throw you out into the snow”—I glanced through my cloudy windowpane out onto the Quad below—“so if you hurry you might get home before it begins.”

“You think you’re so clever,” Lee spat as he dragged his jeans on.

“I know I am clever, Lee,” I sighed. “We established that. remember?”

“What was it? Assistant Professorship here by the time you were twenty-six.”

“Twenty-five!” Call me a queen if you like but I wasn’t having some peevish prick adding years onto my age.

“Right. And you still haven’t got a clue what really goes on here, have you?” He rammed his feet into his shoes, and before I could ask him what, if anything, he meant by that, demanded, “So what next?” Now that one definitely didn’t deserve an answer. It was really quite obvious. I’d gained full professorship long before I was thirty, almost certainly the youngest man to hold such a position in this college’s very long history. “What next?” I pulled Lee’s coat from its peg and held it out to him. He snatched it from me but didn’t put it on, just stood there staring at me. “What next?” he repeated. I didn’t feel the need to spell it out for him. But then he didn’t wait for me to do so. “Master of the College, yes?” I didn’t deign to reply. “You’re just going to sit here and wait for it to fall into your hands, aren’t you? Master of the fucking College before you’re forty.”

“Long before I’m forty,” I couldn’t help adding. “Though your good friend Professor Hamilton might have something to say about that.”

Lee either missed my sarcasm or was too bound up in his own visions of my future to rise to it. “You don’t deserve it.”

“Let’s not get bitter, eh?”

“You don’t fucking deserve it. And maybe…maybe you won’t get it. Shall I tell you what is going to happen to you, Sean?” I didn’t answer. I could tell he wasn’t expecting me to. “I’ll tell you. You’ll get old, just like everyone else. Your theories will become less brilliant, less original. Out of date. And your chasing around after students, graduate or otherwise, will become faintly embarrassing, then downright disgusting.”

I smiled. I knew that would really piss him off. “I don’t chase after them, Lee. They chase after me.” Like you did, I considered adding, but I didn’t think he needed reminding, and I had no time anyway as he blazed on, fuelled by this curious anger.

“Fewer and fewer young men will make their way up those stairs to this room, until the only ones you’ll get into your bed, and it’ll still be that one there”—he jabbed a vindictive finger behind us—“will be the kids who’ve really pissed their time away in the bars and clubs and who need your ‘help’ in their last term to keep them from getting Thirds or failing altogether.”

“Sic transit gloria mundi,” I said quietly.

“And you’ll never, ever become Master! But it doesn’t have to be that way.” And his tone changed. Suddenly the fire of his anger seemed to burn out leaving…something else. I wasn’t sure what. To be blunt, at that moment I’m not sure I cared any more. I was standing at the door by then, ready to open it and usher him out, but Lee stood there before me, coat held in one hand, looking at me with an expression I couldn’t read. “It doesn’t have to be that way, Sean,” he repeated, and that addition of my name did surprise me a little. Even sitting on my cock, grinding his arse down into my crotch, he rarely used my first name and now he was throwing it around like confetti. “Don’t you know what really goes on in this college? How can you of all people not know?”

Again, that strange accusation. “Look, what the hell do you mean?”

Lee’s face twisted then, as if with an effort to expel something from inside, or to keep it hidden. “I didn’t want… That’s why I came to you first. But I have to…I thought you could…” He held out his hand to me then, as if in supplication. “Sean, please.”

I looked at him, at the pleading, the naked need in his eyes. I’d never seen him like this before.

I opened the door. “Goodbye, Lee.”

Am I sorry about that now, after all that has happened? Yes. I suppose so. I’d have to be some sort of monster to say no, wouldn’t I? If I could go back, if I could turn back time, if I could rewrite history, etc, etc, etc. But there’s no use denying what I did then. I opened the door and I stood back to make it clear that I wanted Lee to leave. It was late. I was tired. He was incoherent. And yes, I admit it, he had stung me with his potted version of my future career at St Thad’s. Implausible bullshit though it was. “Goodbye, Lee,” I repeated. “Let’s neither of us ever mention this again.”

For a second I thought he was going to ignore me, going to try to speak again, and I had visions of a “scene” on the stairs, perhaps with Professor McCafferey poking his bleary grey head round his door (glass of invariably splendid port inevitably in hand) to enquire with his unfailing politeness what was going on at that late hour. To my enormous relief, however, that didn’t happen. With a visible effort Lee pulled himself together again and stalked past me, into the freezing corridor outside without even bothering to put his coat on. “I’m sorry,” he said in a low whisper that seemed empty of any real contrition. “Just remember, later on, that I came to you first. That I tried to do things…properly.” And then he was finally gone.

With a huge sigh I turned back to my failing fire, piled on the last chunks of coal from my scuttle, and stirred them up into a quick blaze. “That was doing things properly?” I muttered, poking the fire. “If that was doing things properly, Lee, you should stick to what you’re good at: shagging and poetry analysis. There are worse things to be proficient in.” I sat, staring into the glowing caverns and ghostly faces I’d always been able to see in the burning coals of a fire while outside the wind and the rain continued to beat against the weathered stones of St. Thaddeus’s College.

The next morning, of course, Lee was reported missing, presumed dead, and I would shortly come to understand I had been set on a path that would eventually lead me here to St. Thad’s Quad and to the brink of an existence of appalling beauty and darkness, beyond anything I had ever imagined, at the end of a journey I had begun, in all innocence, so very long before.


Chapter Two

There’s a kind of telepathy that operates in universities. Or perhaps just in old universities. Or maybe just in St Thad’s.

Soon after joining the college I’d found I could walk from my rooms of a morning, through the arches that lead to the Quad, partway round that patch of green to the clock tower and then through the gatehouse and into the lecture rooms, and somehow, without speaking to anyone, I could have picked up on the mood of the day, have been prepared for the first thing I would be told when, finally, I spoke to someone. A psychologist friend tried to explain it to me once, talking at length of subliminal impressions processed by the mind without conscious thought: the expressions on faces of passing students and dons; the sounds and lack of sounds from the various rooms passed, smells, pheromones, memes, and a whole host of other things I didn’t really understand. Or maybe, he’d added, it’s something in the old stone of the buildings talking to us. Then I knew he’d been taking the piss.

However it happened, I knew even before old Harry the Porter hobbled towards me with that gallows expression on his face that something had happened, and somehow I already had a pretty good idea of who was involved. I’d seen the looks one or two of the students had given me as I walked by them. I was sure I’d heard Lee’s name whispered behind my back, and even though I wasn’t consciously willing it, the events of last night were beginning to replay in my mind.

“Mr. Sinclair, sir.”

“What is it?” Apprehension made me unusually sharp with Harry. He was a good old stick and I genuinely liked him. Plus, it was always wise to keep on the right side of the Porter of your college. You never knew when you might need to sneak back in late after the gates were closed, alone or with a “friend.”

“Some people to see you, sir, in the gatehouse. To do with Mr. Barker, sir.”

“With Lee?” For just a second I thought maybe he’d gone through with his semi-articulated schemes of blackmail, but I dismissed the thought as quickly as it had arisen. What I’d said the previous night about the futility of his implied threat still held true in the light of this day, and besides, somehow, I knew that wasn’t what this was about.

“He’s dead, sir.”

I’d like to say the half-whispered words hit me like a thunderbolt, but I could never bring myself to say something so clichéd. Besides, they didn’t. I’m not sure how I felt. I don’t know if I believed what I’d just heard or not. It was just…words. So, I looked at Harry to see if what I saw could help me make sense of what he’d said. I saw the look he gave me, a sort of sideways glance as he tried, discreetly, to read my reactions. Harry was old and a bit bumbling, and absolutely no one’s fool. You didn’t get to be Porter of one of the country’s most prestigious seats of learning by being an idiot. He’d seen Lee come to my rooms enough times to know the score. I kept my face down, unwilling to let him see my reactions, at least until I knew more clearly myself what they actually were. “How?” It seemed the safest thing to say.

“I don’t rightly know, sir,” he said, his tone making it clear to me that he did, or at least had a pretty good idea.

He showed me into the gatehouse and a room like most of the others in the college: small, irregular, dimly lit through clouded old glass and with whitewashed stone walls adorned only by shelves full of books and several dingy portraits, some of which could quite possibly turn out to be long-lost masterpieces if only the time and enthusiasm could be found to take them down and clean them. That much was typical; what was unusual about this room today was the presence of two police officers, a man and a woman.

“Good morning,” I said. I addressed the man, not because I am inherently sexist but because he was by far the sexier of the two, so much so that it didn’t seem wrong to notice the fact even in the circumstances. Midtwenties, I guessed, though his close-cropped hair was already receding at the temples in a way that was curiously not unattractive; a good, powerful build, strong jawline with a bluish beard shadow already showing after that morning’s shave. He’d claim to be a top, I thought, but if I got him in bed his face’d be in the pillow and his arse up in the air begging for it. Even I am sometimes surprised by the speed of my erotic imaginings.

“Good morning, sir.” It was the woman who answered, and I don’t know if the frostiness in her voice was due to my having overlooked her or to her having picked up on my purely instinctive reaction to her colleague. “I’m Detective Inspector Marrin and this is Sergeant Taylor.” Was it my imagination or was there just a bit of emphasis on that “sergeant”? She continued without giving me a chance to say anything. “You are, I believe, Mr. Sean Sinclair?” I nodded as we both pretended she hadn’t already been damn sure of that. “We understand you are a friend of Mr. Lee Barker.”

No mistaking the very definite and sarcastic emphasis there. “Friend” indeed. “Yes,” I said, “we have been ‘friendly’”. I returned the sarcasm, like a tennis player insouciantly returning a volley with a backhand.

“May I ask how friendly, sir?”

The verbal ball play had been amusing but now I was just insulted by the pussyfooting. There was no point in trying to pretend I was anything other than I was. I had nothing to hide and it made more sense to make it quite clear from the outset what my relationship with Lee had been. Did I care what that made this policewoman think about me? No. “More than simply friends, detective inspector,” I said crisply, “but considerably less than lovers. We had a sexual relationship. MBF.”

The detective inspector raised an eyebrow. “MBF?”

“Mutually beneficial fucking.” I’ll give her credit, she didn’t flinch. I glanced across at her hunky oppo. Was that a hint of a blush, a flush of the thick neck over the tight line of his crisp white shirt collar? A bit of blood rushing to the extremities? Always a good sign.

“Do you have sex with many of your students, Mr. Sinclair?”

“In point of fact, detective inspector, I have sex with none of them. That would be unethical. Mr Barker, Lee, was not one of my students.”

“A fine distinction, sir. He had been, I believe.”

“Fine, but real, and very important. And much like myself I see you don’t ask questions without having researched the answers carefully beforehand. May I ask what this is all about?”

DI Marrin fixed me with her undeniably formidable gaze. “At six o’clock this morning we received a call regarding Mr. Barker that gave cause for concern. Subsequent investigation of his lodging revealed Mr. Barker was missing. There were signs of a struggle and—” she paused, and I had to give her credit again for her ability to create drama and tension, even if her official police diction was laughable. “—quantities of blood.”

I’ll admit it, the word “blood” knocked some of the uppitiness out of me. That wasn’t an image I’d been expecting. “Lee’s?”

“The reports aren’t back from the lab yet but yes, we believe the blood to be Mr. Barker’s.”

“I see.” I didn’t of course, but DI Marrin’s next question came as no surprise to me.

“We understand you were with Mr. Barker for most of last night, sir, before he returned home?”

“I think you know very well I was, detective inspector.”

“Then would you mind telling us what happened? What you did? As precisely as you can, please.”

Needless to say, a flip answer rose to my lips. Did she really want to know about the nipple play, frottage, sucking, and fucking, and was the exact order they took place in important to her? Wisely, I bit my tongue. This had suddenly become far too serious a matter for such flippancy, and I was beginning to suspect that my obvious innocence might be very far from obvious to these two representatives of the law, especially if I was foolish enough to tell them the exact nature of the argument Lee and I had ended our night on. So, I told the DI and her silent sidekick almost everything, except the finer details of my lovemaking and that we had parted on such a distinctly sour note. She listened to it all and said nothing. Sergeant Taylor took down every word in a small notebook pulled from his suit pocket and didn’t look up at me once. I wondered if that was because he didn’t want to catch my eye, for whatever reason, or because he had to concentrate on his spelling.

“So, there you have it.” I took a deep breath and licked my lips. “Can I conclude that this means I am a suspect?”

“Suspect for what, sir?”

I gave a short grim laugh. Clever, though a bit obvious. “You have blood and a missing person, detective inspector,” I said. “It doesn’t take a finely trained police mind to see that we could be talking about murder here.”

“You’re right of course, sir,” she said. “But, as you say, we don’t have a body yet. And though there was a quantity of blood discovered at the scene—” and again I caught her looking directly at me as if to gauge my reactions to the grisly picture she was painting “—there was not sufficient to prove of itself that Mr. Barker is dead. The exact nature of the crime, if indeed there is one, is still open to conjecture. So no, sir,” she added, “you are not, at the moment, a suspect.”

“Oh,” I said, surprised, though pleased of course, even though I had caught the implicit underlining of at the moment. I couldn’t help asking, “Why not?”

“Mr. Harry”—she nodded to the door on the other side of which St. Thad’s Porter almost certainly had his ear pressed—“has already vouched for your presence in your rooms throughout the night.”

I briefly debated whether to treat Harry to a pint at his local for that or kick him in the shins on my way out for not having told me beforehand he’d given me an alibi.

“We won’t keep you any longer, sir,” Detective Inspector Marrin said stiffly, heading for the door. “I’m sure you have much to be getting on with. Thank you for your time.” The words were formulaic, doing little to disguise the glacial undercurrent. She didn’t offer her hand and neither did I. I had, however, hoped for a bit of flesh-to-flesh contact with the handsome Sergeant Taylor on his way out, but he contrived to be putting his notebook away as he passed and he merely mumbled something as he exited, head down, still avoiding eye contact. You know you want it, I thought, as the door closed behind him.

Almost immediately the door reopened, and for a second I wondered if St. Thad’s telepathy had cranked up a notch and the fit sergeant had picked up on my thoughts. My aroused libido was quickly put back in its place by the sight of Harry’s wrinkled walnut of a face. “All well, sir?” he inquired, as if he didn’t already know. “Anything I can get you?”

“All’s well, Harry,” I said. “If I could just have a minute or two by myself?”

“Of course, sir.” With his usual deference Harry stepped back and began to close the door behind him.

“Oh, and Harry?”

The door opened again fractionally. “Yes, sir?”

“Thanks.”

He nodded. Neither of us needed to say anything more.

Left by myself I sank down onto one of the creaky settles in the room and began to try to sort out events. All’s well, I’d said. For me, yes. But maybe not for Lee. The boy had proved to be an idiot at the end but that didn’t mean I’d wished him ill, certainly not the kind of ill involving violence and blood loss. Was he dead? Somehow, I didn’t think so, but did I have any rational reason for thinking that, or was it just a knee-jerk refusal to accept something so awful? A refusal to accept something for which I might be expected to feel some kind of pity…or even guilt? Should I? What did it make me if I didn’t?
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