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Mister Seagull Gives No Fucks

by Roumonte Emi (竜主天 蝦)

This is the best shaggy-dog story that I know:

Way back when I was a freshman in high school, I had this math teacher named Mr. Siegal. Mr. Siegal was a hardass. You hear stories about hardass teachers sometimes, the ones that push their students hard and take no shit and never let up and turn out to be the best, most inspiring teachers a guy could ever have–well, that wasn’t the kind of hardass that Mr. Siegal was. Mr. Siegal was a hardass because he wanted everybody else to be just as miserable as he was. Later on I found out that he’d burned out on his PhD program and had to grab the first job that came along that he was qualified for, but all I knew back then was that he hated everything, including his job and us. We didn’t like him much, either.

Let me tell you a story about him, about the kind of guy that he was. We were freshmen in high school, remember, dumbassed fourteen-year-olds, and if there was one thing that we wanted to be, it was grown up. We were desperate to look cool, to shed the last few lingering shreds of our innocence, to be worldly and jaded and unshockable, the kind of guys who could see the entire cheerleading squad having naked lesbian sex right out in the halls and would just pick their way through the writhing mound of flesh, rolling their eyes and saying “Not again, God, now I’m going to be late to Pre-Algebra.” (As if.) We wanted to be that guy, but most of us couldn’t say a dirty word without dropping our voices to harsh whispers and glancing around uncomfortably for eavesdropping teachers with detention slips.

So, anyway, on our first day of class, Mr. Siegal gets up in front of the class, puts his scowly face on, and says, “My name is Mr. Siegal, and I’m going to tell you right now, whatever your problems are, I do not even give a fuck.”

We all freeze. None of us can even think the word ‘fuck’ without wincing, and teachers do not say it, ever, and yet, there it was, like a slap to the face, you know? He looks at this class full of gaping kids and goes on: “I do not accept late work, incomplete work, excuses, or sass. I am not inclined to ‘let things slide’. If you are tardy, then you get extra homework on top of your detention. If you talk or chew gum in class, extra homework. If you mouth off, extra homework. I don’t care about your problems. You are here to learn and do your work. That’s all.” And he turns around and picks up the chalk and starts talking about math, just like that.

From what I heard, he gave every class the same speech, every year. “I do not give a fuck,” Mister Seagull told each and every squirming new freshman. I don’t know how he never got in trouble for it. I guess no one cared as long as he taught us math and didn’t kill anyone. It became kind of a byword at our high school: Mister Seagull gives no fucks. To this day when I meet people who went to my high school ten years after I did, eventually one of us always says “You ever have Mister Seagull?” and the other one says, “Yeah, he gave no fucks.”

He meant it, too. He piled us high with homework and hit us with pop quizzes and gave out zeroes like they were going out of style, and he threw chalk and yelled and told kids to shut up all the goddamned time. He made a lot of girls cry, and a couple of guys, too. I guess if that was all he’d been hardassed about, it might have been okay, but deep down he was a mean little fucker and there were no two ways about it. He wasn’t the first guy to call me ‘Fatty-Fatty-Two-By-Four’, and he wasn’t the last, either, but nobody ever said it to me with as much venom as he did. I have to admit, though, it shut me up, and back then I kind of needed shutting up from time to time.

Speaking of not shutting up, I think I was the one who hung him with ‘Mister Seagull’–back then a fat kid had two choices, try to be invisible or play the class clown, and I’d always had a mouth on me–because, as I pointed out to my friends, Mister Seagull was always screeching and shitting on our heads and there was nothing we could do about it. It helped, being able to call him ‘Mister Seagull’ to his face. Not much, but it helped.

Anyway. I hated him, and I hated how helpless he made me feel, but I survived him. I buckled down and did all that homework and got out of his class with a C, and I was happy to have it. Then I was a sophomore and I had geometry with Ms. Hicks, and then I was a junior and I had algebra with Mrs. Watson, and then I was a senior and I had pre-calc with Mr. Blundett, and then I graduated from high school and went off to college absolutely determined never to take another minute of math class if I could help it.

Turns out I could. Turns out college was good for me in a lot of other ways, too. My parents got divorced when I was real little, you know, and my mom had to get a job, and she ended up feeding me a lot of fast food and cheap sugary crap because of all the guilt and the lack of time to do anything better, but once I got off to college I got landed with this awesome roommate, Tim, who turned me on to eating healthy and working out–I lost like fifty pounds and picked up a tan from all the swimming and running and shit, and then since I needed new clothes anyway Tim talked me into bleaching my hair and getting an earring too, and once he’d finished fixing me up Tim turned me on to some other things, so I came out to my friends and then to my parents and then, of course, he got bored with me and started fucking other guys and eventually let me catch him at it. The usual college bullshit. You know.

Anyway, that was my freshman year in college, basically, although somewhere in there I went to class and stuff, too. I went to live with my dad that summer, on the other side of town. His condo association needed a guy to mow the grass and keep the pool clean for a couple of bucks an hour over minimum wage, and it sounded okay to me. I guess you could say I gave no fucks.

It was a pretty good summer. I worked hard and kept the weight off and got my tan damn near perfect. My dad and I barely saw each other, but when we did, it was okay. He was weirdly okay with me being gay, unlike my mom, who basically had a meltdown, all blaming herself for it, like she made me gay by giving me Snickers bars instead of some kind of ‘quality time’. Dad just treated me like he’d always known, like it was no big deal. I guess I got lucky, with my dad.

Still, even if he’d always known, he wouldn’t have liked me actually getting laid at his place, so I used to tell him that I was going to go meet up with some friends and hang out, and then I’d take his car and go down to the Strip and go to this one particular bar I knew about from some of my friends, called Stryker’s. I was only nineteen and I wasn’t supposed to be in there, but let me tell you, Stryker’s also gave no fucks, so long as no one made trouble. I’d lean against the bar and let these older guys buy me drinks and rip my clothes off with their eyes, and then we’d end up in the bathroom or out back in the alley or in the other guy’s car and every one of them felt like me telling Tim to go shove it up his ass. Real healthy behavior, I know, but I was nineteen and it seemed like a good idea at the time.

So, yeah, as you’ve probably guessed by now, one July night I’m at Stryker’s, nursing a Coke with lime and waiting for Mr. Right Now, and I glance over at the door as it opens and in comes Mister Seagull.

I freaked out. I mean, I didn’t start screaming or anything, but I choked on my drink and started coughing and looking around for exits. Mister Seagull’s eyes slid right over me and then they slid back and I knew I’d been busted–for just a second I was that little lard-assed pasty-faced fourteen-year-old boy all over again, just waiting to cringe and fidget impotently as Mister Seagull threw my detention slip at me. That lasted until I figured out that what I was seeing in his face wasn’t disgust but something else I thought I recognized, after most of a summer of letting older guys get me off. It was weird, I don’t mind telling you.

It was pretty clear that Mister Seagull didn’t drive halfway across town to go to Stryker’s because he liked the banana daiquiris. He looked at me and I looked at him, my skin squirming with that same old impotent rage, and by the time he started drifting in my direction I’d somehow made up my mind to take this thing wherever he’d let it go. I guess that sounds weird. It sounds weird to me, and I’m the one telling this story. But I’d never liked him or respected him, so I didn’t have that stopping me, and part of me figured that if he didn’t recognize me, well, anything that happened was totally his own fault–basically I hated him so bad that I knew I had to stick my dick in him somehow, make him eat a little of what he’d made me eat for a whole year. Like I said, real healthy behavior.

Long as I’m being honest I might as well say that he wasn’t a bad-looking guy, if you like the aging preppy-jock-salesman kind of look. He had real good hair, thick and spiky and kind of a browny-gray, and this weatherbeaten face with deep frowny lines bracketing his scowl. He wasn’t that old, either. Back when I was fourteen I’d thought he was ancient because all teachers were ancient, but looking back he couldn’t have been more than twenty-seven, twenty-eight, which made him all of about thirty-two now. Young enough to still look pretty good in a blazer and jeans. Gross but not disgusting, if you know what I mean.

Anyway. He took his time, but not too much of it. Places like Stryker’s, you can’t play it coy. You’re good-looking and you walk in the front door, you’ll have some guy’s hand on your ass within five minutes, less if you start it with the right smile. He wasn’t the only guy circling me that night, but I kind of turned my shoulder this way and my head that way and I cut all the others out, just long enough for Mister Seagull to insinuate himself into the crowd at my elbow. “You’re new,” he said, and I swear to God that so-familiar voice made me shudder right down to my balls with hate and recognition and the sick little thrill of what I was about to do.

So I flick my hair out of my eyes and give him a long look. “Not that new,” I say, touching my jaw like I’m checking. “I’ve got to be at least twenty years old.”

“New here, then,” says Mister Seagull, with a trace of that old impatience of his, although his eyes are just eating my face straight up. “And if you’re twenty then I’m Miss America.”

“Suppose I’ll take your word for it, since you’re not wearing your little rhinestone tiara,” I say. “So, Miss America, you got a name, or just a title?”

Mister Seagull wets his lips with his tongue, just a little. “Ricky,” he says.

Ricky.

I ask you.

“Ricky,” I repeat. “Well, Ricky, I’m Ken–” which I am not, obviously, but if he was going to give me a fake name, I was going to do the same “–and I really don’t give a shit how old you think I am.”

He likes that. I can tell. Back in school he’d bring the world down around your ears if you mouthed off to him–and I did it all the time, because I couldn’t control my fucking mouth back then and I can barely do it now–but here he kind of likes it, as much as he can like anything, anyway. “Buy you another,” he says, in this queer little breathy voice, putting his elbow on the bar.

“Yeah, you will,” I say. I hold up my glass until it catches the bartender’s eye, then point at Mister Seagull. “What else are you going to do for me, Ricky?”

“Well, what do you want?” says Mister Seagull, half suspicion and half interest.

I make him wait until my second Coke’s on the bar, then I pick it up and take a sip. “Let me think,” I say, and he watches me take another little sip and lick my lip-prints back off the glass. “I think I don’t want any of that getting-to-know-you bullshit. Neither of us are here for that, right?”

He makes this little grunting noise that I recognize as a ‘yes’.

“So… what I want is to have a little of this drink that you so kindly bought me,” I say, “and then I want to get the hell out of here. Go someplace private.”

“Private,” Mister Seagull repeats, as the bartender puts a drink down in front of him without even being told. He picks it up and drains off half of it, just like that. So Mister Seagull’s a regular–makes me wonder how many nights he was in here when I was already out back, letting some guy stick it up my ass.

I can’t help but grin a little. “Well, you could suck my dick right here in front of God and everybody, but even Stryker’s would throw you out for that.”

Yeah, he’s liking it–licks his lips when I say that, thinking about it–but all the same I’ve got his hackles up a little, because Mister Seagull disapproves of sass. “Yeah?” he says, sneering at me just like he always did. “What makes you think I’m going to blow you? Maybe I think you ought to blow me, instead, pay me back for that drink.”

Same old Mister Seagull. Well, on second thought, maybe not so much. Anyway, I laugh and let my fingers walk along his arm some. “Because if you do, I’ll be very good to you afterwards.”

“How good?” he demands to know.

I lean in like I’m going to whisper it in his ear, and he gives this little shudder and tilts his head towards me, just waiting. “So good,” I breathe, and I run the tip of my tongue around the curve of his ear, because we both knew I was going to do it and I didn’t want to disappoint.

Mister Seagull hooks a possessive arm around my waist, just like that, with his hand tucked in the back pocket of my cutoffs, and with his other hand he puts his drink to his face. And I’ve got to admit that it was weird as hell, having his hand on my ass, but I wasn’t about to back down now. Never did get the hang of keeping myself out of trouble, not with the mouth I’ve got on me, and here I was about to get another mouth on me and that was the kind of trouble that I liked.

All around us guys are doing the same thing we are, taking advantage of the noise and the smoke and the darkness to get things underway a little early, and no one gives us two looks, not even the guys who were cruising me earlier. Easy enough to slide my hand between Mister Seagull and the bar and draw two fingers down the thing pushing out the front of his pants, listen to him splutter into his drink. Somewhere inside me there’s a fourteen-year-old straight kid gagging and threatening suicide, but I’m not listening to him, not now. “Meet me out back in five minutes?” I ask, breath all hot on his ear.

“Five minutes,” Mister Seagull says, all choked up, already looking for the bartender to settle his tab.

I disentangle myself from his arm and slide away, heading for the hallway that leads to the bathrooms and ultimately to that nasty old alleyway. I don’t know what I’m planning, but I’m thinking that maybe I’ll come in his mouth or maybe even on his face–even the fourteen-year-old thinks that sounds mighty fine, like a grown-up version of covering his car in shaving cream–and then halfway there I get this idea. And I like this idea. So what I do is I slip into the bathroom and claim myself a stall (it’s early enough that they’re not all full of guys fucking yet) and I pull my dick out of my cutoffs and I jerk off into a wad of toilet paper, as hard and fast as I can, which was plenty hard and fast back then. I flush that and tuck myself away, nice and neat, and then I spend a minute in front of the mirror, getting myself put back to rights.

He’s already in the alley when I let myself out, his face wobbling between impatience and lust. This early in the evening we’re almost the only ones there. “Thought maybe you’d decided not to come,” he gravels out, looking me up and down.

“Oh, I’ll come,” I say, kind of light-headed already. “Maybe. Guess that depends on you, really.”

I put my back to the bricks, still all warm from the stored-up July sun, and I start to unbutton my fly and all of a sudden Mister Seagull has eyes for nothing else. “Shit,” he gravels out, and he grabs my arm and hauls me down the alley to a spot I know pretty well, pushing me back in between the big recycle bin and some employee’s parked car, and I just laugh and finish what I started and he grabs for me and helps–his big old hand is callused, hard like cardboard, and I have no idea how a math teacher earns calluses like that, but I don’t care.

That hand shoves down the front of my shorts and finds me still soft, just now starting to recover from jerking off. The sidelong look he gives me makes me want to crack up, but instead I run two fingers down the side of his face. “Show me what you got,” I say.

Mister Seagull snorts and goes right to his knees on the dirty asphalt and God but I love that, looking down at him like this, and then he pushes my shorts down a little and sucks my soft cock into his mouth and I love that, too. He’s grumpy that I’m not hard already, that I didn’t want him bad enough to pay him that compliment, but all the same he knows how to fix that–just the right combination of rough and gentle to get me going again, swelling in his mouth until he can’t hold me there any more. He’s impatient, but it’s pretty good anyway. He’s tugging at my balls with one hand and giving me a sneaky little rub back behind them, too, and I slide my feet apart so that he can put a finger in my ass if he wants, but he doesn’t, not right away. Instead he just messes with me, playing around a little, while his mouth does all the real work, pulling now, sucking the blood out of my brain and into my cock. Maybe I just came, but he’s getting me pretty hard again, pretty quick.

I bare my teeth and give the top of his head an ecstatic hate-grin. “Yeah, suck it,” I say, thrusting forward into his mouth and groaning as he takes the thrust against the meat of his tongue. “Dirty bastard, want to stick your finger up my ass, don’t you–” Just like that he spears me good, one of those big square fingers rubbing up between my ass-cheeks and forcing its way on in. I let him hear me hiss. “Yeah,” I say again, breathless. “You like it like that–” and he makes this little rumbling sound and takes me deep, not all the way, but deep enough that I can feel his throat go tight about me as he swallows.

I give no fucks about etiquette, here. I grab his hair in both hands and start slamming into his mouth, not hard enough to gag him, not hard enough to make him stop, but hard enough to get my point across, that his mouth is there for my dick to own. And the hate just spirals up my spine and bursts in my brain, how this is Mister Seagull down on his knees in the filthy alley behind a gay bar, getting his face fucked by little ol’ me–and liking it. I can tell by the little noises that he’s making, and by his free hand clutching at my thigh, and by the finger up my ass, pumping away. “Yeah, you take that,” I growl, high on my revenge. “You take it all, you suck that dick…” and so on, just like that. You spend a summer getting guys off out back at Stryker’s, you learn how they like you to talk dirty, that’s for sure.

But I’d already come once and not that long ago, so I’m not feeling that need. See, that was all part of my plan. And once the newness wears off that hateful joy I use my grip on his hair to pull him off my dick–he comes away all surprised and wet-lipped, with his mouth gaping in a startled ‘o’, and I love that, too. So I grin down at him. “You better stop there if you want me to be good to you, too,” I say, all hoarse.

“You got something in mind?” he demands to know, still working that finger in my ass, these raw little rubs that don’t travel very far but go to all the right places, making my knees go all watery.

“Yeah,” I say, my voice hitching a little, and I wriggle around on his finger just to make sure I’ve still got his attention. “But you’re gonna have to pull that out if you wanna find out what it is.” As if he didn’t know.

He pretends to think about it, still working me hard and slow. He’s nearly got my dick in his eye, so he can see it every time it jumps, reacting to the finger he’s got jammed up my ass, and it’s good, but not good enough to make me come again, not that quick. So finally he scowls just a little and twists his finger free, just like that, and it feels so nice going out that I nearly ask to have it back. I shiver and groan a little, because he likes that.

Mister Seagull sits back, hand buried in a tissue I didn’t even see him pull out, and waits all impatiently. And me–I bring my legs back together and push my cutoffs down until they fall into a puddle around my ankles, and I kick one foot free. I’m not wearing any underwear (because what would be the goddamned point of that, I ask you) so all of a sudden it’s just the tail of my tank top between me and the steamy July air. And I look at him all heavy and turn around, taking my own sweet time about it, and I put my cheek against the still-warm bricks and I push my ass back at him, really present myself, spreading my thighs wide so that he can see clearly what he’s getting. I’m still all raw and throbbing back there from his little finger trick, and I know what he’s seeing is probably all pink and swollen and in need of some rough tending. “Hope you brought protection,” I say, all singsong and mocking, and–

And he makes this sound and next thing I know he’s got his face buried in my ass and his tongue stuck in me as deep as it’ll go, with both hands clamped hard on my hips, which was good, because otherwise I might have just fallen the fuck down out of sheer shock. There’s nothing fake about the sound I make at that, let me tell you. I never liked getting rimmed before this–I guess everybody’s got their limits and I always thought that was mine–but turns out all I really needed was to hate the guy that’s got his tongue up my ass, really hate him, really get off on the idea of that asshole Mister Seagull just aching to kneel down behind me and service my ass with his tongue…

As revenge goes, I tell you, it doesn’t get much better than that.

Oh, God, and it’s nice, too. He grabs my ass in both hands and spreads my cheeks as wide as they’ll go and just goes to town, all slick and intrusive, really tending to me, putting out the burn that his fingers made–“Yeah,” I choke out, shutting my eyes, all clawing at the bricks until the tips of my fingers go sore. “God, eat my ass, you nasty bastard…” and Mister Seagull hums out this choked noise and stabs his tongue into me again and it goes in so easy and wet and squirmy and makes me shake from my chest to my knees and I get this shudder in the pit of my stomach that’s just the best thing. The best thing. I want him to do it forever, and I groan out a real sound when he stops and lurches to his feet behind me, something crackling in one hand.

“Yeah,” he says, his voice all cracked and raw, and an empty condom wrapper drops to the ground by my discarded cutoffs. “Yeah, you liked that, didn’t you?”

I swallow. “Yeah,” I say.

“Figured you would,” he says, and one of his fingers twists into me again, a little wet from handling the condom. “Little slut,” he adds, but there’s a hitch in his voice that’s almost embarrassed, like he’s not used to talking dirty. Guess I set the tone for the evening, though, because he says it again–“Little slut, you liked that”–and presses that finger down towards my balls and torques me open to the evening air.

“Yeah, I liked it,” I say. “You gonna talk all day or you gonna fuck me?”

He snorts and pulls that finger free and smacks me on the ass just hard enough to sting. “Fucking look at you,” he gravels out, and he’s already sounding less embarrassed. “Out in the alley with your shorts down around one ankle, spreading your ass for anyone to see–” something slick and a little rubbery scrubs hard down the crack of my ass and comes to rest pressed against me right where I’m sore and aching and ready for it “–all for the price of a drink, guess that makes you a whore, too–”

Any other time, with anyone else, I might have gotten a little bit worried right about then. But it was Mister Seagull, and I’d stood in front of his desk and squirmed a thousand times while he poured hate and bile all over me, and this was just Mister Seagull’s usual ranting with an XXX rating, nothing to be scared of. So I laugh and push up onto my toes and the head of his cock nudges me open the tiniest bit. “So fuck the little slut, then,” I say, and just like that, he does.

His cock goes in hard and I have to bite my forearm to keep from yelping. Guess he figured that the meager scrap of lube on the condom and the spit in my ass would be enough, and it turns out that it was, mostly. There was some burn to it, sure, but not enough to put me off, not then, not after that little trick he did with his tongue–I was so horny that I’d have fucked a hole in the wall right about then. He’s got one big old hand spread out on the wall in front of my face and the other clamped tight around my hip to brace me against his thrusts, so I let him see me reach down and grab my cock in one hand. He likes it. He makes a growly sound that’s probably another “Yeah” and jams himself into me real good, and I bear down and let it happen and bite my arm again.

I’m gonna tell you right now that it wasn’t the best fuck I’d ever had–hell, it wasn’t the best fuck I’d had that month–but it was pretty damned good all the same. Mister Seagull’s pretty impatient but all the same he’s got some focus, and his cock’s not too big but it’s big enough to hit me in all the right places, and he’s strong enough to push me around how I like it. Any little inadequacies in his technique are papered right over by the soaring triumphant hate boiling in my brain, this fourteen-year-old’s voice all if you only fucking knew–! as Mister Seagull grunts and does his level best to fuck me forward into the wall and I jerk myself off and let him.

I’m not working my cock too hard, though. I’ve got a plan. A plan that involves telling Mister Seagull to fuck me good, telling him to give me what I want, telling him to treat my ass rough, and all the while I’m thinking mostly of the burn in my ass, and the beery-vomit smell of the alley, and whether or not I remembered to take out the garbage before I got in the car. Mister Seagull’s slamming into my ass so hard that no matter how hard I brace against it I surge forward with every thrust, my cheek nearly grinding against the wall, and it’s good stuff but it’s standard back-alley fare. It’s not too hard to keep myself stroking my cock lightly and thinking distracting thoughts until Mister Seagull’s grunts take on this pained edge and his hand squeezes my hip. There’s this one super-rough thrust and a pause and a fusillade of shorter strokes and then Mister Seagull goes “Uh, uh, uh” and bites down on my shoulder and works himself through it, four or five shallow, measured thrusts that milk every last drop of come out of him.

And then he lifts his head and realizes that I’m still working on jerking myself off.

“Give a guy a hand,” I say, and my voice is all choked because I lasted this long but I’m not going to last much longer, and Mister Seagull makes this pissy little noise and closes his big old hand over mine and together we jerk me off in earnest. I stop thinking about everything but what’s in immediate contact with my dick and I push forward into our hands, which makes my ass squeeze all tight around Mister Seagull’s cock, which feels so good in those last few moments before he starts to go soft–I let go then and come all over the wall in short, sharp little splatters. Every night the closing crew at Stryker’s comes out and hoses down those bricks without letting themselves think about it too much–probably thousands of guys have come on that section of wall right there, and thousands more will come on that wall after I’m done with it. Hell, I’ve come on it a few times already this summer. But I know that this time will be the one that I remember.

I’ve barely finished before Mister Seagull sticks a hand between us and pulls himself free, just radiating this pissy mood. If my still being soft when we started was kind of an insult, then my not coming from the butt-fucking I just got was another, and he’ll probably worry about that a little in the months to come, but right now he’s just dropping the condom onto the pavement and cleaning himself up, one avid eye glued to my ass as I drop my forehead onto my upraised arm and catch my breath. I’m all loosened and sore back there, but it’s a good kind of sore, or good enough, at any rate.

Eventually I’m done. I step back into my cutoffs and I pull them up, wriggling to get them settled over my hips just so–the heavy seam of the denim sinks into my ass-crack and rubs up against me where I’m aching and I shudder all over–and I tuck in my tank top and run my fingers through my hair and I give him this look that I practiced in the mirror, all heavy-eyed and smirky. “Thanks for the drink,” I say.

Mister Seagull just snorts, but I’d like to think that I can see worry in the back of his eyes. Who knows? Maybe I do. There’s sweat shining around his hairline and his face is all flushed, but otherwise he looks pretty much the same as he did when he walked in the door. “Welcome,” he finally says.

I waggle my fingers at him and step past, heading back down the alleyway towards the back door of Stryker’s. He doesn’t quite follow me, not yet, although he turns to watch me go, and so I stop about ten feet away and glance back over my shoulder, and I can’t help but grin. “Well,” I say, savoring it. “I guess Mister Seagull finally gave a fuck after all, huh?”

Like I said. Best shaggy-dog story I know.


le vice italien

by CAT ATTACK

It all started when Derren woke up naked, with a hangover, curled up in a strange bed next to another equally-naked man, smelling faintly of cheap beer and sex.

No, that wasn’t quite right, he supposed; it began when that godawful history lecturer from hell asked Derren to be his TA after a series of highly improbable instances in scheduling caused him to be in Mr Willoughby’s courses. Ten terms in a row. Ten. They had become quite familiar with each other in that time, in the strange sort of way coworkers do even if they detest each other with every fibre of their beings. (The Willoughby-Hale tension became a bit of a campus joke by the seventh term they had been together. It did not help that both men were very openly gay.) Mr Willoughby may have despised Derren’s constant verbal belligerence in class, but he had begrudgingly accepted that Mr Hale was quite the competent young man. On the other side, Derren had just begun thinking about applying to grad school, so he needed the money and figured it would be a good mark on his record; also, Mr Willoughby may have played a rather key role in Derren’s decision to switch from his intended maths major to European history, not that he would ever admit it.

Or perhaps it was that very first day of his second year when Derren walked into class twenty minutes early as Mr Willoughby was setting up, sat down, and proceeded to stare at his impossibly bright green eyes for the next forty minutes. An hour later, Derren realised that the lecturer was an anal-retentive, close-minded half-wit. With a very nice bum. But Derren had standards, okay?

Regardless, no matter which point Derren traced his steps back to, he couldn’t quite figure out how he got from hating Mr Willoughby’s guts to waking up next to the man himself with the unmistakable, lingering stretch and burn of a good fuck and a scattered assortment of love bites to boot.

Derren had no idea how he was going to get out of this one. So he quietly dressed, gathered the rest of his belongings, and slipped away before Mr Willoughby could wake up, hoping the night’s events would be as much a blur for the lecturer as it was for him.

Thank goodness it was Saturday.

—

“Seems like you had a good night,” Trevor grinned from his desk as Derren face-planted into a pile of pillows on his bed. “Might want to do a better job of covering up that love bite on your neck there, though.”

Derren sat up and threw a pillow at his flatmate before proceeding to fall back on top of the rest of the pile, mumbling “bloody wanker” through the cushions. It hit him straight in the face, but Trevor’s expression didn’t waver. Sodding schadenfreude. He may have been Derren’s best friend since they were in diapers, but that didn’t make him any less annoying.

Nonchalantly reclining on his swiveling chair, Trevor prodded, “So who was the lucky lad?”

Derren turned his head to face his friend. “Why does it matter?”

Trevor’s smile finally wavered. “You’ve been a bit not good since that whole ordeal with Emrys. Thought you’ve finally found someone better than that sod.”

“From one night out?” Derren looked mildly amused. “You knew I was already pissed by the time you left the pub.”

“You’ve never so much as snogged a random bloke before, though, even when completely sloshed.” Trevor absently scratched his head. “Find it a bit hard to believe you’d shag someone you just met.”

Derren sighed. “You know me too well.”

“So?”

“So what?” Derren raised an eyebrow.

“I’m acquainted with who you were with, then?”

“Unfortunately.” An awkward silence hung in the air as Trevor continued to look expectantly at his flatmate. Derren’s mouth quirked up in a half-smile. “For a straight man, you are rather curious about my sex life.”

“Oh, piss off! It’s not like I’m asking for detailed information,” Trevor laughed. “You’re my best mate, Derren. Can’t I be a little worried?”

“Of course not,” Derren teased. He turned around as Trevor called him a bastard and proceeded to finally fall asleep.

—

From: luke.willoughby@xxxxx.ac.uk

To: derren.hale@xxxxx.ac.uk

Date: 19 Aug 20XX, 11:39am

Subject: Assistance required

Derren:

You haven’t been by my office since Friday. I have a growing stack of papers that needs grading with your name on it.

LMW

From: derren.hale@xxxxx.ac.uk

To: luke.willoughby@xxxxx.ac.uk

Date: 19 Aug 20XX, 12:24pm

Subject: RE: Assistance required

I’m taking a week’s holiday.

From: luke.willoughby@xxxxx.ac.uk

To: derren.hale@xxxxx.ac.uk

Date: 19 Aug 20XX, 12:45pm

Subject: RE: RE: Assistance required

Derren:

Are you not well?

LMW

From: derren.hale@xxxxx.ac.uk

To: luke.willoughby@xxxxx.ac.uk

Date: 19 Aug 20XX, 3:02pm

Subject: RE: RE: RE: Assistance required

What do you think?

From: luke.willoughby@xxxxx.ac.uk

To: derren.hale@xxxxx.ac.uk

Date: 19 Aug 20XX, 6:34pm

Subject: RE: RE: RE: RE: Assistance required

Derren:

Recover quickly.

Inform me immediately after you decide you’re taking leave next time.

LMW

—

“You’ve not left the flat in six days,” Trevor stated dully.

Derren deadpanned, “Very astute observation.”

Trevor tossed a neatly-arranged folder at his friend. “Luckily, you have a flatmate who cares enough about your grades that he’ll go around asking your teachers for assignments.”

“If you weren’t straight, I’d kiss you right now,” Derren replied in awe after catching it between both palms.

“And thank God for that.” Trevor’s mouth quirked upward. “I’ve been informed by reliable sources that you’re a bloody awful kisser.” Bracing for impact with a flying object, Trevor defensively brought his arms up to guard his head.

Browsing through the folder, Derren replied without looking up: “My eternal gratitude to you is so vast that I am not in the least tempted to throw anything at you right now.”

“Bollocks. You’ve never been that nice to me.”

“Key words: right now. I intend to retaliate later.” Grinning, Derren added, still not looking up, “You have an hour of safety remaining.”

“And for this next hour, I shall proceed to take the piss out of you in every way possible.”

“You now have forty-five minutes because of that.” Derren held out a open hand. “Now get me a pen.”

From: luke.willoughby@xxxxx.ac.uk

To: derren.hale@xxxxx.ac.uk

Date: 25 Aug 20XX, 4:01pm

Subject: It’s a week and a half now.

Derren:

I’m beginning to get worried. Shall I come visit?

LMW

From: derren.hale@xxxxx.ac.uk

To: luke.willoughby@xxxxx.ac.uk

Date: 25 Aug 20XX, 4:53pm

Subject: RE: It’s a week and a half now.

You needn’t bother. It’s just a nasty cold. Almost gone.

“You’re a dirty liar,” Trevor chided right after Derren clicked “send”.

Derren scrambled to shut his laptop. “And you’re a nosy bastard.”

“I’m surprised you managed to get to your classes without running into him once, though.” Looking down at his coat and brushing spots of dust off it, Trevor added, “You shouldn’t avoid the man in charge of your paycheck, you know.”

“I have my reasons,” Derren hissed.

“My, aren’t we catty—oh,” Trevor gasped, finally putting two and two together. “You didn’t.”

Derren flushed red in a combination of anger, surprise, and embarrassment. “Are you really asking me that?” he mumbled, attempting to deflect attention off himself.

“You—you—” Trevor stammered, attempting to find the right words. “I can’t believe it! You shagged your boss?”

“I was pissed off my rocker,” Derren argued, trying to defend himself. “I don’t even remember meeting him at the pub!”

“You weren’t drunk enough, apparently!” Tension grew in the air as the two men stared at each other. Then Trevor had the gall to burst into a fit of intense laughter.

“What the hell?” Derren demanded.

“I’m sorry”—Trevor squeezed out between laughs—”I just can’t believe it.” Taking a few deep breaths, he managed to regain some composure. “Honestly, I’m just surprised it didn’t happen sooner.”

Derren scowled. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It was always Willoughby this, Willoughby that, Christ, Willoughby is such an arse, but my, he does have a nice one,” Trevor mocked, flailing his hands around in the most camp way he could, all the while attempting to imitate Derren’s voice.

Derren groaned, burying his face in his hands. “I do not sound like that.”

“You might as well,” Trevor sneered.

Saving Trevor from experiencing the true extent of the Wrath of Hale, the buzzer at their front door rang. Trodding along to their makeshift sitting room, he answered the door, only to be shocked out of his jovial spirits.

“Oh, Mr Willoughby, what a surprise!” Trevor said loudly, obviously feigning his tone. “Derren and I were just talking about you.”

Derren’s eyes grew wide and he panicked, jumping out of his seat and attempting to get under his bedclothes as quickly as he could without looking suspicious.

“Mr Hennel,” the teacher acknowledged curtly. “How is he?”

“Better than he was last weekend, but that’s not saying much.”

“He told me not to worry, but I decided to bring him some medicine,” Willoughby said, holding up a plastic bag.

Grabbing the bag, Trevor replied, “I’ll be sure to give it to him.”

“May I come in?”

‘Don’t let him in, don’t let him in, don’t let him in, you ruddy pillock,’ Derren thought furiously, hoping that somehow Trevor would get the message.

He didn’t. “Of course! You’re always welcome at our humble abode,” Trevor answered, stepping back from the door.

“Thank you.”

“Actually, since you cropped up, do you mind watching over him for a while? We’ve been running a bit low on groceries lately, but I’ve not been able to go to the grocer since Derren fell ill.”

“No, it’s fine with me,” Willoughby responded, a sliver of discomfort snaking through his usual poker face.

Trevor walked back into the bedroom to grab his things, winking at Derren as his glower grew increasingly grim.

Trevor Hennel was now officially the worst best friend in the whole entire world.

“We’ve juice in the fridge and if you want some coffee, go ahead and use the machine to make yourself a cuppa,” Trevor smiled genially, motioning toward the various appliances in their kitchenette. “Bathroom’s next to the bedroom. Thank you so much for doing this, Mr Willoughby.”

“It’s my pleasure,” Willoughby said stiffly as Trevor exited the flat.

As soon as Derren heard the door close behind Trevor, he tried to sink deeper into his bed, hoping to somehow disappear. ‘Dying under a mass of blankets and pillows does not sound so bad right about now,’ he thought.

Willoughby gave a polite knock on the bedroom door. “Is it all right to come in?”

Derren feigned a loud cough in response. Willoughby took it as a yes and cautiously entered, bringing with him two glasses of water. When Derren turned to look at him, the teacher held one up in offer. He sighed in defeat and manoeuvred into a sitting position, still in his safe cocoon of bedclothes. He held out both of his hands through the opening of said cocoon.

“I’ll hold them. Grab a chair and sit down,” Derren said weakly, trying to make his voice sound hoarse. Willoughby did as he asked, and once he had sat down at Derren’s bedside, he noticed he was smiling. Derren raised an eyebrow and asked as he held one glass out, “What’s so funny?”

“Nothing,” Willoughby said, taking it. “It’s just that…” He chucked to himself for a moment before regaining composure. “I lived in a tiny flat very much like this one when I was going for my master’s. Had to share rent and split the bedroom the same way, too.”

“It appears the plight of grad students does not change much through the ages,” Derren replied dryly after guzzling down his own cup of water. “Did you get locked out five nights in a row because your roommate brought home his girlfriend, too?”

Willoughby let out a sudden burst of laughter. “A week, actually. Then I did him one better by retaliating for two with my boyfriend from uni.”

Derren shifted uncomfortably and stared at the glass in his hands. And so the pink elephant finally makes its appearance.

Willoughby drank as the tense silence clouded over them, until finally breaking it by setting his glass down on the floor beside him and placing a hand over Derren’s interlaced hands. “About two weeks ago—”

“Don’t.” Derren let out a sharp breath of air. “It won’t happen again. It was a silly mistake; we’d both been drinking.”

“Not exactly,” Willoughby said slowly.

“I beg your pardon?” Derren asked with a distinct accusatory tone to his voice, looking Willoughby in the eyes.

“I’m sorry, Derren, it just—it kind of—” He sighed, squeezing Derren’s hands a little tighter. “I wasn’t as intoxicated as you may have thought I was. Definitely not as much as you were.”

“And you thought you could take advantage of me just because I was pissed?” Derren violently pulled his hands away, dropping the empty glass in the process; it landed on the rug beside Derren’s bed and rolled away, miraculously not shattering. “I may always disagree with you, but I thought you at least had some honour!”

Catching Derren’s fist mid-punch, Willoughby shouted back, “You’re misunderstanding me!” He pushed the younger man’s hand down and cautiously let go. “If you would just listen—”

“Then start talking!”

Willoughby took a deep breath. “That night…I only brought you back to my flat because I was worried you’d get yourself into trouble. You could barely even talk straight; I wanted you safe.”

“Does your definition of safe include sleeping with me?” Derren spat.

“No!” Willoughby sighed, stretching his hands to help clear his tension. “That was never part of my intentions. It wasn’t supposed to happen at all.”

“So why did it?”

“Because,” Willoughby paused, biting his lower lip in hesitance. Once he managed to find the words, he continued, “Because I didn’t fight it hard enough.”

“Excuse me?”

“I know it sounds a bit silly, but…” Willoughby let out another sigh. “I put you on my bed once we got back to my flat. I was going to sleep on the couch, and I started changing once I thought you were asleep. And well, you—Derren, are you sure you want to know what happened?”

Derren looked contemplatively at the fallen glass for a few moments before turning his eyes back to Willoughby’s and answering, “I’d like to know just how bad I am pissed, thank you.”

“Well, in that case…erm, you know, I’m not exactly sure how to put this.” Willoughby scratched his head in embarrassment. “You kind of…started having a go while I was changing. On my bed.”

Derren’s eyes widened. “‘A go’?”

“Y’know,” Willoughby laughed nervously. “Wanking.”

“While you were changing.”

“Er, yes.”

“And I was on your bed.”

“Correct.” Willoughby stared intently at the other man, waiting for his reaction.

“That is the most absurd thing I have ever heard.” Derren frowned. “If you want to cover your arse, you’re going to have to do a bit better than that.”

Willoughby growled, “I know it sounds absurd! How do you think I felt when it was going on?”

Derren sighed; it did not appear Willoughby was going to change his story. “Okay, so let’s hypothetically say this claim of yours did actually happen. How did it go from…er, a solo endeavour to one that concerned both of us?”

“Well, when I turned around to see where the funny noises were coming from, you noticed me, and…got louder?” Willoughby said hesitantly, testing the waters. Derren found that it was getting harder to swallow; his companion had a similar thought. “Then in the time it took my brain to register what was going on, you…um, came.”

“I—er. Okay. Uh.”

“So, um, yes. I decided to be a courteous host and wipe you down with a towel.”

“I…see.”

“And I think you can see where it snowballed.”

“Indeed,” Derren replied slowly.

Fearing another awkward silence, Willoughby quickly blurted, “I’m sorry.” Before Derren had a chance to say anything, Willoughby continued on, brain-to-mouth filter apparently completely damaged. “And I know it wasn’t completely my fault that night, but…God, do I feel guilty.”

“I don’t blame you for anything; physiological reactions are hard to control,” Derren responded, attempting to comfort the other man.

“No, it’s not that.” Willoughby sighed, trying to figure out how to word his feelings best. “The truth is, I’m glad you didn’t come in last week. I-I haven’t exactly—Christ, this is hard to say—I can’t stop thinking about that night. About you.” As if to punctuate his point, he suddenly reached out and grabbed both sides of Derren’s face, cradling it. “Even now.”

Shocked, Derren stammered, “I-I-I don’t understand.”

“You can always say no. Push me away,” Willoughby said softly, then Derren’s brain short-circuited, because suddenly Willoughby’s lips were on his and—and—

Derren gently pried Willoughby’s hands away, feeling the other man stiffen, rejected. But strangely enough, surprising both of them, Derren let go and moved his arms to embrace Willoughby, drawing him closer to him, reciprocating all the while. And once he felt Willoughby’s tension fade away, he smiled.

—

When Trevor returned home with enough groceries to last Derren and him the next couple of weeks on their meagre grad student meal portions (he may have been an arse, but he was not a lying arse, thank you very much), he was a bit confused by the relative silence of the flat. Granted, he was not expecting Derren and Willoughby to have thrown a party in his absence, but something about the atmosphere felt strangely off, eerie. Had Derren actually died from embarrassment due to Trevor’s meddling? And killed Willoughby while he was at it?

After putting their perishable groceries in the fridge (dead flatmate and his plus-one or no, Trevor had priorities), he cautiously made his way to their shared bedroom and slowly nudged the door open, preparing for a scene of carnage and horror.

There wasn’t any carnage, but there was quite a bit of horror: a very unclothed Derren Hale straddling an equally-bare Luke Willoughby, who was currently balls-deep in his best friend’s arse. Trevor couldn’t help the tortured cry of “Jesus fucking Christ!” that escaped from his mouth, and he slammed the door a bit too loudly as he scurried from the scene.

As he absconded, he could hear Willoughby’s laughter and Derren’s scathingly scolding him in response—”I thought you locked the door, you sodding tosser!”—before his voice degraded into moans of “oh yes, Luke—fuck, right there—” as Willoughby used his position to his advantage and got Derren to shut up because they were not about to have an argument in the middle of sex, no matter how infamous their disagreements were.

Upon finally escaping the flat, Trevor started en-route to visit a certain Molly Sanders; he figured that he would not leave until a few good hours with his girlfriend’s glorious naked body wiped all traces of that traumatic incident from his mind. Because even if he had seen Derren naked before—the two flatmates had a rather flexible post-shower towel rule—there were things that no man should ever see his best mate doing. Ever.

And when Molly just laughed at him and told him he deserved it for being an arse after he whinged at her, Trevor Hennel decided that his life officially sucked.


Sweet to Tongue and Sound to Eye

by Ogiwara Saki (荻原咲)

illustrated by neomeruru

Around three o’clockish on a Thursday in October, James Wellesley lay in an excellent specimen of a claw-footed Chatterham bathtub, where he slit his wrists and waited to die. Unfortunately, the desired cessation of existence was not so accommodating, and he was forced to climb out of the tub and don appropriate clothing when summoned for supper two hours later.

“Dare not be tardy, James,” Mrs. Milborrow said as she passed him on the stairs. “The vicar will be joining us for supper.”

“Oh, the vicar,” James said as he adjusted his cuffs, trying his utmost to hide the geography of scars on his left wrist where the recent cut shone red and raw above the mass of thickened tissue. His voice, when he spoke, was butter-thick with the sort of amusement that made his aunt hesitate, stop in her tread, and place her delicate gloved hand on his arm.

“You will behave, won’t you?” she said anxiously. “I am afraid the vicar has been out of sorts with our family, on account of what your uncle said to him last Sunday at church, and I do hate for there to be any sort of bad feeling with the parish.”

James had little fondness for most of his blood relations, and the feeling was most eagerly returned, but he did have a fondness for his owl-eyed aunt, who had not complained when his parents cleaned their trunks of him and shipped him to Milborrow Court at the impressionable age of thirteen. So he took her hands between his and looked down at her from his greater height. “I will give the vicar no reason to complain,” he said.

She sighed in relief. “Mayhap you can even show him one of your little spells? The vicar does have an interest in magic.”

“How positively apostate of him,” James said, for in the past four decades since the awareness of magicians had blossomed in English society, the Church had been akin to a brooding magistrate, joyless in everything except the possibility of sentencing magicians for abuse of decency under the Arcadia Act. There was an endless struggle taking place between Dr. Carrington, head of the Royal Society of Magicians, and the Bishop of Exeter. If James were to pick up one of the circulating partisan papers, he would no doubt be regaled with yet another manifesto, from either Dr. Carrington, arguing about the essential freedom and patriotism of the English magician, or the Bishop of Exeter’s associates, warning against the dangers of idolatrous powers and seduction by fairies. James could read his fill of such debates, if he wished to, which he most vigorously did not.

That magicians had the capacity to cause havoc, he did not doubt, as he had seen a magician call down lightning on another magician’s head out of spite and no small measure of drunkenness. That magicians were idolatrous, he supposed depended on the specific magician and the amount of Christian feeling involved, or lack thereof. That there were magicians seduced by fairies might have been laughable, except James himself had been taken by fairies when he was a very young boy. Taken and, in the estimation of his less than benevolent parents, forever altered.

Did you, or did you not, lie with evil sprites and swear carnal allegiance to the Devil? his father had shouted at him.

I might very well have been tempted to, James had replied, if I had not been six years old at the time.

He adjusted his cuffs over his scars one more time, and then proceeded to join his family in the dining hall where they were wont to receive guests. Despite his brisk and efficient preparation, he was the last to arrive, as his aunt, uncle, and cousins were already seated, as was the vicar, and Mr. Hawthorne, James’ tutor. To have a mere tutor dine at the same table as the family should have been an unorthodox sight indeed. However, Mr. Hawthorne was James’ tutor in the arts arcane, and even James’ uncle was sensible enough to realize that one did not slight a magician.

Magic must be controlled, a kindly magician had said to James at Eton. It is like a knife, bright and shining and capable of many useful tricks, but would you place a knife in the hands of just anyone?

James rather thought that at the advanced age of three and twenty, he was no longer in need of a schoolroom or a matching tutor. Yet his uncle and his father were adamant, seemingly under the impression that if James did not have a guiding influence to temper him, he would cause the house to crumble around their ears. They were not overly mistaken in that suspicion, though not for the reasons they believed.

James took his seat, and after the footmen had brought the light soups, followed by the turbot with lobster and Dutch sauce, he took the opportunity to settle his gaze on the vicar. He did not attend church nearly as often as propriety indicated he should, but one of the advantages of being thought a fey-touched heathen was, indeed, being thought a fey-touched heathen. As such, he did not know their local vicar much, nor his opinions on magic. Was it true, as his aunt had said, that there were religious men fascinated by magic?

The vicar looked up, and then looked away, twitchy.

Perhaps not then.

His aunt, however, continued in her insistence. “If you would not mind,” she said to the vicar, “but my nephew James is most passionate to show you one of his small enchantments. He has spoken of nothing else all day.”

Hawthorne made an expression of consummate disbelief, but the vicar cleared his throat. “Of course he may,” he said politely. “I shall like nothing more than to see it.”

“We must give credit where credit is due,” Mrs. Milborrow said. “James has come along so well under Mr. Hawthorne’s tutelage. Is that not so?”

Hawthorne still had not lost that stuffed frog face. Though he was James’ tutor, he could not be more than a handful of years older than his pupil, and with his well-worn black fustian coat and his pince-nez spectacles, he resembled a stiff country doctor more used to gouty limbs and oozing sores than polite society. “That is correct,” he said haltingly, while James looked at him from beneath his eyelashes with a barely concealed smirk. “He has made excellent, er, excellent progress.”

Such was James’ cue. He set down his spoon and lifted a lazy hand. Without even looking at the epergne that stood as centerpiece in the folds of the damask tablecloth, he flicked his wrist. The small pink buds that dogged the epergne’s floral branches drew small and dry, and then they seemed to give a great shudder before they dried and withered. A cold pressure traveled along the underside of James’ wrist, running through his scars. He used to flinch at it, before, but now he merely tolerated it.

“Oh!” the vicar said. “That is quite, I mean to say, that is utterly remarkable.”

But Hawthorne frowned. “Magic should be used for creation and not destruction,” he said. “Better that you had made flowers bloom.”

“You should tell that to the King’s magician corps,” James said easily.

“It is not the same,” Hawthorne said. “Their chaos is borne out of necessity. But while we are here, safe and well, there should be no need for such displays.”

“Ah,” James said. He turned to the vicar and smiled apologetically, falsely. “You must forgive our friend Mr. Hawthorne. He has many noble opinions on the proper usage of magic, but you see, he is a conservative. He cannot tolerate new methods of thinking. It taxes his intellect.” The disapproval on Hawthorne’s face deepened the cobweb lines around his mouth, making him look older than he actually was, but James had a long-standing tradition of mocking his tutor, his stiff-necked gaoler whose services and condescension he did not need and yet was saddled by.

“I am not–” Hawthorne began, but Mrs. Milborrow seized the conversation.

“More soup?” she said to the vicar.

:::

James did not consider his paltry countryside existence much of a life, but what little he did have, he was forced to spend the vast majority of it listening to Hawthorne’s homilies. Every day, for up to three hours, the two of them would retreat to the drawing room that had become, as Cousin Fanny referred to it, the magicians’ fortress. There, while James sprawled on the chaise longue and effected a pretense of listening, Hawthorne would go over, for the umpteenth time, the proper control of spells and the ethics of glamour. It was a farce, they both knew. James was far too advanced to benefit from any of Hawthorne’s lessons, though he maintained the facade that he was still a novice, if only to keep his uncle from having vapours of fright. He imagined that Hawthorne, in turn, must also be in desperate straits, that he would willingly spend his time on wasted endeavours. Either he needed the money, James thought, or he feared that if he left Milborrow Court, he would not able to find further employment.

This latter thought intrigued James, made him sit up and think about potential tawdry pasts for his milquetoast tutor. Perhaps he was a highwayman running from the noose. Perhaps he had been the lover of a spurned duchess. Perhaps he was a ruined priest who had dallied too long and too much with a particularly tempting parishioner. His father, according to town gossip, had been a French sailor who had gotten him on his mother and then jumped from port.

James was not often surprised by people, but one of the most profound astonishments of his life had come with the realization that Hawthorne wanted him. Not as a well-behaved charge, not even as a successful pupil, but in the particular way of a certain passage in Genesis that spoke of the city of Sodom. No, there were moments during lessons when Hawthorne’s eyes slid from the doubtlessly wicked expression on James’ face to the even wickeder space between his legs, moments when James would lean over to pick up a fallen pen and he could hear Hawthorne’s sharp intake of breath. Such a discovery was marvellous, if ultimately useless, for no matter how much James flirted with the man, Hawthorne refused to confess his attraction. He could not entirely hide it, but he could pretend it did not exist with the steeliness of a man on a sinking, arrow-ridden ship.

It was a shame, James thought. He was curious to see what Hawthorne’s face might look like slack with pleasure, and pressing him to the carpet to grind against him would be a much more interesting way to pass their time than discussing the relation between magic and Platonic forms.

Hawthorne noticed his stare, and a slight sheen of rose covered his cheeks. But he shook his head. “You are thinking cruel thoughts again,” he accused.

“Cruel?” James asked, spreading his limbs out further on the chaise longue. “Why would you say that? I have never done anyone an ounce of harm.”

“What sort of fool do you take me for?” Hawthorne said. “What of the guests you have been rude to, the disrespect you show your uncle, the… the men whose bed you entertain and then leave behind? You delight in others’ discomfort. I say that you are cruel, and you are, though I sympathize that it is part of your nature, having been taken by fairies so young.”

“Are you an expert on fairies then?” James asked.

“I have read a great deal about them, particularly Dr. Carrington’s works,” Hawthorne said. “I know that they are inhuman in their sentiments, knowing neither kindness nor joy. They are creatures driven by hunger.”

“And that is what you think I am?”

“That is what I know you are, despite your efforts to play the lazy good-for-nothing,” Hawthorne said. “The time you spent among the fairies, though you do not remember it, must have affected you in this fundamental way.”

“I see,” James said. He brought his fingers to his lips and licked them thoughtfully, enjoying Hawthorne’s suddenly narrowed gaze. “I propose an alternate theory. That James Wellesley was abducted by fairies as a boy, and that they led him to a pool and drowned him. Then they took one of their own children and gave him the appearance of James Wellesley, returning him to the arms of his anxious, ignorant parents.”

“You are not a changeling,” Hawthorne said.

“Are you certain? Do your books tell you how to recognize a fairy? The pointed ears perhaps?” James ran a hand along his ears. “Mine are rather sharp, you must admit.”

“I know because I am educated enough to realize when I am in the presence of the fey, and despite your lack of a human heart, you reek of human sweat,” Hawthorne said severely. “Such recognition is a talent you may one day aspire to as well, if you should pay attention to what I have to teach you.”

“Do you think it is so far out of reach that I’m a changeling?” James challenged. The reek of human sweat indeed; his pride felt pricked by that remark. “Let me tell you, though you continue to avoid this subject: I have killed myself, like clockwork, every Thursday around three o’clock. I have turned down invitations, spurned lovers, shut the door on my aunt, all without explanation because there is no reasonable way to explain that I am otherwise preoccupied with my imminent death. Every Thursday for the last five years, and yet here I stand.” He spread his arms in sardonic triumph, Caesar presenting himself to the Senate. “I have watched the blood bleed from my body, have felt bullets tear through my head, and yet I do not die. I rise and take tea. Tell me what is human about that.”

Hawthorne was pale, and James felt a vicious stab of righteousness. Good. Let him be pale. When they first met, James had tried to take him as confidante about this particular matter, but Hawthorne had rebuffed him. He all but refused to speak of it, coward that he was.

“I cannot say why your body acts that way,” Hawthorne said.

“You mean you do not know,” James said. “You do not know because Dr. Carrington does not know, for he is all you will ever amount to, his dusty tomes and his near-sighted philosophies. You know nothing about real magic, wild magic, what I bear.”

“I know all the magic that is required for someone of your station, living as landed gentry,” Hawthorne protested, but James cut him off with a laugh, all the more disturbing for how charming it sounded.

“How to impress ladies at soirees? How to turn water into wine? How to imprint scenic images on fire screens? Yes, I am certain that the one time I performed a shadow puppet play on Lady Bigelow’s fire screen was the pinnacle of my inherent abilities.”

“It is good magic, magic that makes people happy,” Hawthorne said. “I cannot fathom why you would want more than that.”

“What I want?” James said. “What I want is to feel human again. What I want is to know the tickle of sunlight on my face, to taste sugar on my tongue, to hear a melody and be moved by it. I no longer remember what any of those felt like, except in bits and snatches.”

“You escaped Fairy alive. You should be grateful.”

“I would burn all of England down,” James said, “if it would make me feel warm again.”

Hawthorne fell into shocked silence.

“So it is a good thing you have never taught me pyromancy,” James said. “Congratulations, my man. You have just saved your country.”

:::

There were precious few activities that brought James any satisfaction, any respite to the hunger that coiled like winter needles inside his belly, but the short list included: sex (which of late meant tumbling the blacksmith’s son in town), seeing his uncle make a fool of himself, breaking in a new pair of Hessians, and winning at cards. It was a short list, certainly, but James was also a man for whom all food tasted like chimney ash and all poetry sounded like scraping stones. He did not dream, nor did he much sleep. On the very worst nights, he resorted to using laudanum. Alcohol might have been a more effective solution, but James had long discovered that it had no effect on his constitution. He could drink the entirety of Milborrow Court’s cellars, and still he would remain lucid and possessed of his damned faculties.

And Hawthorne dares claim I am still human? he thought.

For other men, more regular men, pleasure was the November fox hunt.

James woke in the blacksmith’s son’s bed, and he groaned as he rubbed his hands over his stubble. “Today is the fox hunt,” he said, turning to look at Peter, who smiled sweetly at him while wriggling his pert arse. “I wish I did not have to go. It is little more than inglorious tromping and I am always soaked and chilled afterwards.”

“Why do you go then?” Peter said, pressing his mouth to James’ naked chest and kissing him there. “Stay with me. I don’t have to be at my da’s until later.”

“My uncle demands my presence.” James curled his fingers around Peter’s elfin chin, lifting him into a wet, obscene kiss. When he pulled away, Peter was panting and erect once more, so James gave him a few luxurious strokes before rolling out of bed and searching for his drawers.

“You’d leave me like this?” Peter said, falling back onto the flock bed, his legs spread wide. Not for the first time, James gave thanks that while fairy magic seemed to shun food and drink and most simple human pleasures, at least fairies liked to fuck. That was not lost to him.

He smiled at Peter with the points of his teeth. “I think I will,” he said, finding his drawers and then his trousers. He laced himself up. “I shall leave you exactly like that, so you can think about next time, when I shall pin you to your bed and slide right into you, and fuck you so hard your legs give out.”

Peter groaned, and James laughed softly to himself as he picked his way through the town and back to Milborrow Court, where he was able to find his mount hastily enough to join the field as they headed out for the hunt. His cousins were present, his cousin Lizzie wearing a hat that nearly overshadowed most of her face, and both of them looked well-sated after a preparatory luncheon. James was sated too, with a different sort of meal, and he was in good humour as his uncle spoke quick words to the master of the foxhounds.

James had not expected to see Hawthorne joining the hunt, for the man preferred to stay indoors with his books rather than get his cheeks ruddy, but there he was, chatting with cousin Lizzie as their horses trotted side by side. He noticed James watching him, and his mouth tightened, but he nodded in curt greeting before turning back to Lizzie’s conversational delights, for she was a witty girl and had many. But he does not desire her, James thought. I can tell.

In any case, a match between a girl of her generous dowry and a penniless tutor would be unthinkable. Even if said tutor could spin pretty silk birds out of air.

Earlier that morning, when the sun had barely lightened the sky, a troop of servants had gone out and stuffed all the fox-holes they could find on the land. The foxes had nowhere to return, and it was with this knowledge that James’ uncle trembled with an excited chuckle, urging the master of foxhounds with his pack of forty dogs to lead them towards gorse patches where the foxes might hide instead. The men accompanying James’ uncle, of similar stock and inclinations (local gentry and gentlemen farmers all), rode eagerly, groaning in disappointment when the hounds would tear into the covert and find no foxes, merely a few dormice, which the hounds killed without difficulty.

James could not help but envy the mice, somewhat, for possessing a talent that he did not.

Leicestershire rolled before him, an endless Midland plateau of grass and domesticated farmland, with the hedgerows clutching to their last summer blossoms, and the dog roses faded almost colourless when the heavy tread of the hunting party knocked them off their stems. When James looked up at the midday sky, he could see jackdaws take flight from the rustling trees. When he looked to his left, he could see the river snaking through tilled banks. When he looked to his right, he could see his uncle searching the ground for thickets where foxes might be lurking. When he looked forward, he could see the hounds in their formidable pack, barely controlled by their master, vicious and wild.

They found a fox within the hour, cousin Fanny being the first to spot it. She let out a cry of tally-ho, and then the fox streaked past them with the dogs at its heel, running, running, running. The hunting party surged forward. The game was on.

Tromping, James had called it, and tromping it was. As well as trampling, and tussling, and any other word that could describe a field of hunters and their dogs racing after a quick-footed fox. The chase was the prime enjoyment of the hunt, as he was made to understand, though for most things James understood enjoyment only in the purely academic sense, as a concept that he was assured existed and yet rarely had a chance to observe for himself. Was hunting like sex, he wondered, searching for his own basis of comparison, or was it like something else entirely? There were aspects of the hunt that seemed like sex (the flushed faces, the irregular breathing, the almost orgasmic desire to pin an animal down and claim it), but James, for all his many perversions, shared few similarities with the Marquis de Sade.

The dogs caught their prey at the edge of a flowering row, and the fox screeched in pain as the hounds’ teeth snarled into its soft flesh. Then there was just the fox being ripped to pieces by the dogs, yanked to and fro between their greedy paws, bleeding outwards and onto the dry grass. James with his heightened senses caught the precise moment when the fox died, and his own hands convulsed where he was holding his reins.

By the end of it, there were leftover pieces of face, tail, and paw that the hounds dropped from their teeth and left lying among the trampled roses.

James heard Hawthorne come up behind him and say, low and insistent, “If this is what men are capable of, think of what greater responsibility we magicians must take. Our power is a weapon more potent than any pack of hounds.”

“Must you turn every decent moment into a sermon?” James said.

“Your uncle and aunt hired me to educate you on the weight of being a magician,” Hawthorne said. “You are young still and–”

“–And you are soft-hearted,” James said. “The fox is a martyr now. It will go to fox-heaven and sing with the fox-angels, so you see, there is no reason at all for us to mourn its passing. I know I certainly will not give it another thought.” He nodded towards his cousin. “Lizzie shall be missing you. I suggest you return to her.”

As he rode away, he amended his list of small pleasures to include an new entry: the precise variations of the expression Hawthorne had when displeased with James but not knowing what to do.

:::

It was Hawthorne who buckled first, as it always was. He came to their lessons the next day with a slice of Cook’s luncheon cake and a tense but hesitant visage. “I realize that we have had many arguments over the past year,” Hawthorne began before James could speak, and possibly that was a wise decision for James could think of any number of cutting remarks. “I see your power and it makes me wary, so I grow over-cautious in your education. I forget sometimes that you are a capable man, intelligent in your own way, and it is rude of me to treat you like a silly child.”

“You realized all that, truly?” James said. “My, that must be marvellous cake.”

“The cake has nothing to do with my thoughts,” Hawthorne said. “The cake is for today’s lesson.”

“A lesson delivered by means of confectionery? My curiosity is piqued,” James said.

“Please, sit,” Hawthorne said, and for once, James obeyed without complaint. He took his seat opposite Hawthorne, who sat on the settee primly and neatly, holding the piece of cake between his pallid fingers. “As I have explained before, complex spells have many layers, many pieces of workings that enable them to be successful. A competent magician is able to distinguish all of those ingredients, just as you will name for me all of the ingredients that went into making this piece of cake.”

“Do I look like a baker?” James asked.

“I am not expecting you to be a baker,” Hawthorne said. “I am expecting you to taste the cake and use your senses.”

“I see,” James said, intrigued in spite of himself. Whether or not Hawthorne realized it, this would be a particularly difficult challenge for him because of his unique condition. So often cake tasted like termite-ridden wood; he was not sure he would be able to do what Hawthorne asked of him, and therefore he wanted to try badly.

“Will you feed me by hand?” he asked coquettishly.

“No,” Hawthorne said.

“A shame,” James said, and Hawthorne furrowed his brow before leaning over and passing the piece of cake. James accepted a fork alongside the plate. He could hear Hawthorne’s breath, and so for good measure, James made sure to eat the forkful of cake as slowly as he could, his pink tongue darting out to lick the flat, spongy side. Years of experience had taught him how to school his expression to blankness when he first registered the foul, decaying taste. He chewed, swallowed, and forced himself to take another bite.

“Raisins, without a doubt,” he said.

“That much should be obvious,” Hawthorne agreed.

“Flour, butter, eggs, yeast, milk…” James continued, naming what he knew were essential ingredients because that was the clever way to approach this task, and he was nothing if not clever. “Sugar,” he added.

“What kind of sugar?” Hawthorne asked.

James thought about it for a moment. “Caster sugar,” he said. “Nutmeg as well. Caraway.”

“Well done,” Hawthorne said. “One more ingredient and then I shall be willing to call myself impressed.”

“Are you genuinely capable of being impressed?” James remarked. He closed his eyes to better hone his senses, and there it was: the sharpness hiding underneath the softness. “Lemon peels,” he said. “There is the barest hint of lemon peels.” His examination accomplished, he swallowed as quickly as he could. “And what do you mean when you say that I am intelligent ‘in my own way’?”

“I see my every word is destined to be recorded for posterity,” Hawthorne said in that fussy way that meant he was secretly pleased. Then he looked down at his lap, where the fingers of his left hand were entwined with the fingers of his right. He unlaced them and smoothed his trousers. Then he laced them again, and James grew impatient just watching him. Hawthorne looked up, his eyes large and grey, nearly washed out by the wheat of his hair. “Yesterday, you called me soft-hearted, and I fear that you may be right. It is not a magician’s place, especially a magician of my… circumstances, to be anything other than practical and straightforward. Yet you have thrown a dart and struck me in my weakness.”

“Oh?” James asked pointedly.

“My soft-heartedness towards you has made me less than forthcoming with the truth,” Hawthorne said.

James barked in laughter. “You have been soft-hearted towards me? When?”

“You need not laugh,” Hawthorne said peevishly. “And while you may not assume it to be so, I have been quite lenient and compassionate towards you. I have always kept your best interests at heart, which is why I have withheld certain details from you, thinking it best to shelter you from the world. Because of my, as you say, soft heart.”

“Is this so,” James said. “Would these details have to do with your desire to bend me over this chaise and have your merry way with me? I am afraid that is not much of a secret, though I understand why you would not tell me. I am quite too handsome for you.”

Hawthorne flushed. “It is not that.”

“Then what is it, pray tell?”

“I know why you are the way you are,” Hawthorne said. “Why you are restless, why you are unhappy. Why you cannot die.” The foul taste rose in James’ mouth again as he listened to Hawthorne speak. “I read it in the monograph On fairies, goblins, witches, and their customs, written by William Pool. What is the crux of the difference between a human and a fairy, is the issue he ponders, and he goes on to explain that it is mortality. Fairies are immortal. They are born without death. Humans are born with death, and so when a fairy takes a human into the fairy realm to partake of their courts, they remove his death.”

“What do you mean,” James asked coolly, “that they remove his death?”

“They carve it from him,” Hawthorne said. “I do not know how, but they do. They take it from his body and they hide it somewhere safe. Until he reclaims his death, he is not quite human anymore, nor is he fully fairy. He straddles the two worlds, satisfied with neither.”

“That is what Pool claims?”

“I believe it to be true,” Hawthorne said. “When those fairies took you as a boy, they must have carved your death from your body, carving a part of you out.”

It was the queerest thing James had ever heard, but perhaps, when he considered the matter more deeply, not so queer as lying in his own blood, with his veins emptied, and then blinking up at the ceiling and thinking about bagatelle. My death, he thought. I am no longer in possession of it. And suddenly he was powerfully angry, angry enough to bite down on iron, because it was his death and no one had the right of taking it from him.

Hawthorne was blinking at him from behind his tiny round spectacles. “So now you know,” he said, and James’ mangled fury and gratitude made him clench his fists, unsure of whether he wanted to strike Hawthorne or shake his hand. “I am sorry I did not tell you earlier. But what good would it have done? What good is it even now that you know? You cannot discover where the fairies hid your death. You cannot reclaim it.”

“Can I not?” James said.

But Hawthorne leaned over and grabbed his shoulders. “No,” he said tightly. “You must promise me this, if you never promise me anything else in your life. Promise that you will not go chasing after your death.”

“Why, afraid that I shall die?” James drawled.

“There are futures that are worse than dying,” Hawthorne insisted. “I — I have seen terrible fates befall people when they think to bargain with fairies. People that I cared for. It is not worth it, James. Live and live well. Immortality is not such a bad hand to be dealt. Think of all that you can do with your given time! You could write operas, seduce principessas, journey to foreign lands. So many possibilities!”

James shook him off. “What would a moralizing milksop like you know about possibility?” he scoffed, and he saw the despair that twisted Hawthorne’s features as James stood up and stalked out of the room. However, it did not compel him to stop, not until much later that night when he was lying sleepless on his feathered mattress, shivering underneath his five blankets, vying for heat that he could not find. It was then that he felt the first touch of the most unlikely sentiment of them all, regret.

:::

He did not apologize for his behaviour, for it was not in his nature to admit his wrongs, but he did attempt to be less callous the next day in time for their lessons. He thought of a number of insults, from the shabbiness of Hawthorne’s coat to his overlong nose, but he held his tongue inside his mouth and listened to Hawthorne’s lessons without voicing his complaints. Hawthorne, to his credit, seemed content to act as if their previous conversation had been nothing more than a fantastical daydream, and so life at Milborrow Court continued without undue alteration. Save for the knowledge that had since dug into the cavity of James’ chest, where it ached with every meaningless breath. But Hawthorne had made one half-acceptable argument: what could James do with that knowledge? It was unbearably precious and consequently useless.

With the rise of James’ character in Hawthorne’s estimation (or perhaps ‘rise’ was not the best description, perhaps ‘slight, minor deviation, most deeply begrudged’), their lessons took on an intensity anew. Hawthorne ceased the practice of light-summoning, flower-curling, and tea-warming, for which James was most thankful, and even set poor much-maligned Plato on the gargoyle bookshelf. His teachings began to take on a more worldly tone, as he began to speak of the ways in which a magician might manipulate water, stone, air.

His knowledge was wholly theoretical and delivered uncomfortably, for Hawthorne was a creature of the domestic sphere. What he knew of wild magic, he drew from his readings, which he occasionally chose to share with James, bringing a choice volume one day or a controversial dissertation the other. He did not contrive to bring William Pool’s writings, however, as he confessed he had accidentally dropped them in the bath, soaking the precious papers beyond repair.

“It is unlike you to be so clumsy,” James said.

“I was startled, is all,” Hawthorne replied. “I believed, mistakenly, that I heard a pecking sound at the window.”

He was hardly singular in his distractions. As November passed into December, James had the whimsical notion that Milborrow Court was haunted. Window frames shuddered, stairs appeared and disappeared, and the teak armoire that stood parallel to James’ bed took the sudden notion to topple over the night previous, creating such a loud racket that the steward had begun banging on his door, crying, “Master James, Master James, are you all right?” The armoire was ancient and no doubt heavier than an oliphant, and yet it had tumbled to its side like a reed pushed by the breeze. If fairies could exist, James thought, why not ghosts as well?

“A great many spirits and ethereal beings exist,” Hawthorne said with a straight face. “The breadth of God’s creations cannot be fathomed by mortals. Ghosts, nonetheless, are rarer than one might expect. Usually it is nothing more than an excess of imagination coupled with an abundance of Mrs. Radcliffe’s novels.”

“And the ghost of Milborrow Court?”

“If there is one,” Hawthorne said. “We shall see.” He smiled slightly. “It has not done any real harm, has it? Perhaps we should let it remain. I daresay it adds some colour to the place. though Mr. Milborrow might not agree.”
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