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    For Sacha and Mark

    for your own happy ever after

    and the unauthorized loan of a surname.

    (It was an accident, goddammit.)

    
    
    


One for sorrow

    Two for joy

    Three for a girl

    Four for a boy

    Five for rich

    Six for poor

    Seven for a bitch

    Eight for a whore

    Nine for a funeral

    Ten for a dance

    Eleven for England

    Twelve for France

    


    
    One for sorrow

    Two for mirth

    Three for a wedding

    Four for a birth

    Five for rich

    Six for poor

    Seven for a witch, I can tell you no more.

    Eight for a babe buried in the earth

    Nine for a feasting

    Ten for a dearth

    




CHAPTER ONE
~


LUCIEN, LORD CRANE ADJUSTED his ascot and contemplated himself in the mirror. His shirtfront was perfect, the close weave of the silk and linen blend utterly opaque and snowy white. His new suit, handmade by Hawkes and Cheney at staggering expense, was exquisitely fitted, a masterpiece of tailoring. Crane had been dubious about the subtle silver sheen to the grey cloth, had spent a period of time he wouldn’t have cared to disclose mulling it over before placing the order, but was now forced to admit that Mr. Hawkes had been entirely correct. He was not quite pleased with the arrangement of his ascot, and he was without doubt too tanned by years of sun to fit in with the red or white faces of the English climate, but his pale blond hair was sleek, his demeanour impeccable, his aristocratic features composed. In fact, he looked the very model of a correct English gentleman.

    “God, you’re a fop,” said the naked man who lay behind him, sprawled in the tangled bedsheets Crane had recently vacated.

    Crane gave him a rebuking glance, via the mirror. “I am no such thing. Fops dress to be noticed. I dress for myself. I would dress for you,” he added, “but it would be casting pearls before swine.”

    Stephen grinned up at him. “Is that the suit you and Merrick were worrying about, then? The one that you thought would be too flash?”

    “It is. What do you think? I have no idea why I bother to ask.”

    “It’s grey,” Stephen said. “Which doesn’t surprise me because I’m not sure I’ve seen you wear anything other than grey, but from the way you were talking about it I was expecting peacock blue, or maybe yellow. It’s very nice, of course, but it is, fundamentally, grey. Have you ever considered—I know this will shock you—wearing something else? Black, or maybe brown?”

    “Why don’t you go back to sleep?” Crane suggested.

    “Too late.” Stephen yawned and stretched, and Crane watched with appreciation as his small, lithe body twisted. He was only five feet tall and built accordingly, but his spare frame was taut and sinewy, and satisfyingly easy to manhandle. “I’m awake now, and I suppose I ought to get up. Get ready for whatever joy today will hold. I’ve been called to a Council meeting at eleven, Lord help me.”

    “Out of curiosity, what did last night hold?”

    Stephen had turned up around midnight, hair and clothes sodden with some foul, thick, sharp-smelling fluid and, after a thorough wash, had dived into bed to shed the day’s unpleasantness. By this morning, the filthy garments that he had dumped on the bathroom floor had set solid, with a yellowy resinous sheen. Crane had witnessed his manservant’s effort to loosen the mass of cheap cloth and dried horror using the fire irons, and had suggested firmly it should be set aside for burning.

    Stephen had not explained himself when he’d come in, and Crane knew better than to push him for answers when those little lines of strain marked the corners of his amber eyes, but he had chased away Stephen’s worries in the only way he knew how last night, and his lover was sated and as boneless as a sleeping cat this morning.

    “Oh, it was pretty grim,” Stephen said, yawning again. “There was a chap, he had these…” He mimed large, hand-sized swellings over his body. “And then they went…” He flicked his fingers outwards, indicating explosion. “He died, of course.”

    “How outstandingly unpleasant. That was magic—practice, rather—was it?”

    “Afraid so. I don’t have the foggiest how it was done, though. Couldn’t make head or tail of it. I dare say we’ll find out.” He stretched, flexing his spine. “Well, we won’t have much choice, since the victim was a retired police superintendent. Inspector Rickaby’s rather upset.”

    Crane winced. “I expect he is. Good luck with it. Ready for coffee?”

    “Very much so. What are you up to today? Is the suit in honour of something special?”

    Crane rang for coffee, then tweaked his ascot again, frowning at the fall of the cloth. “I’m lunching with Leonora and Blaydon. Meeting members of the Blaydon family before the wedding.”

    “Didn’t you do that last week?”

    “Yes,” Crane said, with some feeling. “And I fully expect to be doing it next week as well. Blaydon has a deplorably extensive family of whom, by my estimate, about two-thirds are single young ladies with hopeful parents. I feel like a stallion being presented for stud.”

    “Poor you,” Stephen said, with no effort at sincerity. “Mingling with the cream of English society. It must be hell.”

    Crane made an offensive gesture in the mirror. As Stephen well know, his interest in English society extended precisely as far as giving away his old friend Leonora Hart at her marriage to a rising political star of excellent birth. After that, he had every intention of disappearing from the balls and parties he’d been forced to attend, before his steadfast refusal to address his single state became any more obvious.

    Crane had no intention of contracting a suitable marriage, and he was damned if he’d allow the ludicrous English laws to shape his behaviour, but he was rich, titled, handsome, and unmarried, and this blasted wedding was drawing attention to all of those characteristics. A great deal more attention than he’d intended to attract in this country.

    Not that he had ever wanted to stay in England in the first place. That was all down to Stephen. Crane had promised he wouldn’t leave the country without him, and meant it, but his thoughts had undeniably turned from how he could stay in England to how he could make Stephen cross the seas with him.

    “Well, I hope it’s not as boring as the last luncheon.” Stephen snuggled down into the bed. “Give Mrs. Hart my best.”

    “I’m more likely to give her a clip round the ear. She’s nagging me to throw in my political lot with Blaydon now.”

    “You don’t have a political lot.”

    “I’ve a seat in the House of Lords.”

    “Yes, and have you ever actually sat in it?”

    “No,” Crane admitted. “But Blaydon’s faction of the Liberals need more voices in the Lords, apparently, so…”

    “Oh, come on.” Stephen sat up. The heavy gold ring that he wore on a chain round his neck bounced against his chest as he moved. “You can’t just go and vote for things because Mrs. Hart’s fiancé wants you to!”

    Crane shrugged. “Blaydon’s a man of sense and judgement.”

    Stephen, who had distinctly Radical tendencies and disapproved of the House of Lords on principle, scowled, but his response was cut off as Merrick entered with a perfunctory knock and a coffee tray. Stephen barely had time to jerk the sheets over his lap, as if Merrick would have been surprised to see him naked in his master’s bed.

    “My lord. Morning, Mr. Day.” He handed Stephen a cup. “That suit’s had it, I’m afraid, sir. Can I burn it?”

    “I should empty the pockets first.”

    “Was there a ten-quid note in there, sir? Cos if there wasn’t, I’d just burn it anyway. You reckon there’s going to be any more of that glue stuff coming up?”

    “Possibly. But next time I’ll get out of the way rather faster.”

    “That’s be best, sir. Because there’s magic, and then there’s getting your sort of muck out of a Hawkes and Cheney suit.”

    Stephen laughed. “Never worry, Mr. Merrick. The day I wear my good clothes to work—”

    “Is the day Merrick finally turns on you,” Crane finished for him.

    “I shouldn’t dare,” Stephen agreed. “Um, Mr. Merrick, if you have a moment…”

    “Sir?”

    “Have you, at all, been teaching Jenny Saint some sort of Chinese fighting method?”

    Crane spat coffee over the mirror. He cursed, grabbing for a handkerchief to mop any stray drops from the new suit. Merrick had adopted his blank “perfect valet” expression. “Some basic techniques of Nanquan style, sir. I hope that’s not a problem?”

    “I don’t know if it’s a problem,” Stephen said. “I do know that she is now able to flip herself through the air like a dervish and kick a man in the face three times before landing. I can’t say I’m sure this is a good thing.”

    “She can land on thin air and jump right off it, sir,” Merrick observed neutrally. “Shame not to use that.”

    Jenny Saint was one of Stephen’s junior justiciars, an urchin girl with a permanent smirk and an airy disregard for the laws of gravity. Crane was aware that she and Merrick had formed some kind of unholy alliance over a gin bottle, but he hadn’t expected this, and he couldn’t help noticing that neither his lover nor his henchman had brought the matter to him first. He leaned back against the wall, keeping well out of it.

    “Saint has time-consuming studies. She needs to learn her practice, and her letters.” Stephen spoke as neutrally as Merrick had. “I can’t have her distracted from those.”

    “And has she been, sir?” That wasn’t a challenge, exactly, but it was definitely more than a simple question.

    “No, she has not.”

    “I dare say that won’t change, then.”

    “That would be best,” Stephen agreed. “I am quite happy for Saint to kick people in the face on her own time, Mr. Merrick, as long as she’s fulfilling her obligations on mine.”

    The two looked at each other for another couple of seconds, then Merrick bowed slightly in acknowledgement. Stephen tipped his own head, equal to equal.

    Merrick turned to Crane. “Is there anything else, my lord?”

    “Just the suit. Thoughts?”

    Merrick looked his expensively clad master up and down, and sucked air through his teeth. “I told you already. Too flash.”

    He departed, place in the pecking order confirmed.

    “Arsehole,” Crane muttered. “I can’t believe he’s teaching Miss Saint to fight. I had no idea.”

    “As long as that’s all he’s teaching her,” Stephen said, with a hint of grimness. “I have a duty of care for Saint, and I will not have her innocence abused.”

    “It’s not Merrick’s habit to abuse innocence,” Crane assured him, glad he could do so wholeheartedly. He did not want to consider what he would do if Merrick and Stephen found reason to clash. “He specialises in respectable widows, he’s never had a taste for chicken, and mostly, he’s not bloody stupid. The only way he’d play the fool with Miss Saint is if he had money riding on who would disembowel him first: you, me or Mrs. Gold.”

    “Taste for chicken?” Stephen repeated. “Good God, Lucien.”

    “Well, you know what I mean.”

    “I know nothing of the kind. I did have to ask. To be honest, I’m not unhappy if he’s giving Saint some attention as long as it’s not that sort.” Crane raised a brow in enquiry. Stephen sighed. “It’s hard for her. No family, no friends outside the justiciary, and people tend to look down on her for her birth, or lack of it.”

    “That sounds vaguely familiar.”

    “I had a family,” Stephen pointed out. “Saint was brought up in a foundling home, which meant she lived by thieving and scrounging. We picked her up a few years ago when someone saw her run over a twenty-foot gap between two roofs, away from a fruit stall she’d robbed. That’s common knowledge, and of course there are plenty of people who don’t feel that a guttersnipe should be in a position of authority over them, so they take every opportunity to remind her of her origins. I don’t suppose she’d have chosen to join the justiciary of her own free will, but if you’ve no money and no family and you need training…”

    “Would you have joined, given a choice?” Crane asked. Stephen had been twelve years old when the previous Lord Crane had set about hounding his parents to death. Destitute and alone, he had entered what Crane considered something close to indentured servitude with the justiciary, but he was still doing the job at the age of twenty-nine, with a dogged determination that made Crane fear he would never persuade his lover to leave it.

    It wouldn’t have been so bad if Stephen loved his job, if it made him happy, or even was simply a chore. But the duty that tied Stephen to England, and Crane with him, was thankless, dangerous, all-consuming. In fact, a rival that Crane had every intention of eliminating from his lover’s life.

    Stephen made a face. “Oh, well. It’s probably for the best, you know, the way it works. At least there’s a way for people to receive training without being plunged into debt if they’ve no family or funds. And Saint’s powers shouldn’t go to waste. Windwalking is astonishingly rare, and quite a remarkable gift. Lord alone knows what she’ll be like with Mr. Merrick advising her. I mean, look at what he did to you.”

    “He was merely a midwife to my natural genius. I can’t help noticing that you didn’t even try to answer my question, but I’m used to that.” Crane adopted a martyred expression and saw Stephen’s slightly shamefaced grin, evasive little bastard that he was. “Will you be out late?”

    “I’m hoping to be back at a reasonable hour, actually, if you think you might be free?” Stephen raised his eyebrows suggestively.

    “It depends. There are all kinds of things I could be doing this evening. Have you anything to offer that might move you up the list?”

    Stephen stretched deliberately, twisting his lean torso. “Not at all. I might just lie here in bed, waiting for you, and see if I can think of anything that might be more interesting for you than a Blaydon family luncheon or a balance sheet. If you’re busy, don’t worry. I’m sure I can take care of myself.” He moved a hand under the sheet in demonstration.

    “I’m a very busy man,” Crane said. “But I suppose I could force myself back here, lick you all over till you’re begging for my cock, and then fuck you so hard they’ll hear you screaming in the street. If you insist.”

    “Sorry, I don’t think I understand what you mean.” Stephen kicked the sheet away. “Do you have time to demonstrate?” He rolled invitingly onto his side as he spoke, one hand stroking himself, flushed and wanton and painfully desirable, and Crane felt his shirt buttons slip through holes at Stephen’s mental command.

    He jerked his cufflinks undone. “I dare say I can spare you a few moments.”

    “That’s very kind. Though it does seem a terrible waste to get you naked when you spent so long getting dressed.”

    “Oh, well.” Crane pushed Stephen unceremoniously onto his back, and knelt astride the smaller man’s body. “I’d made a hash of the ascot anyway.”

    


    Crane’s lovemaking took quite a lot longer than the promised few moments, and they were still in bed when the clock struck ten and Merrick hinted that anyone who didn’t come for breakfast now would be making his own. Fed, dressed, and with Stephen’s ring left safely in the drawer of Crane’s desk, to avoid notice at the Council, they left the flat together, by the main entrance.

    It was probably indiscreet, Crane knew, but he refused to care. They had fucked joyfully and talked properly for the first time in a fortnight, thanks to Stephen’s damned over-demanding schedule, and he was not going to end those few snatched hours of pleasure by sending Stephen to slink furtively down the servants’ stairs as if this were some sordid liaison. Crane tipped the doormen of his mansion block lavishly enough that it was not in their interests to cause trouble about his comings and goings. And he would not start to worry about being arrested simply because he walked down a flight of stairs with his lover. He had spent his adult life in China, where nobody cared who he slept with, and he did not like the way England’s laws and expectations were creeping into his consciousness, making him fearful about what had been normal. So he had pushed Stephen towards the front door of the flat when the other man had been turning towards the back, and they walked out into the chilly street together.

    It was a cold winter, but the sun was out and the sky blue, so they went on foot, breath steaming in the icy air, heading for Lincoln’s Inn Fields where the Council met.

    “Think it’s going to snow?” Crane asked idly.

    “Not yet. Probably. Will we be able to go to Rothwell if it does?”

    “We’ll lay in supplies. Leave it to Merrick.” They were going to Crane’s hunting box, a small isolated lodge near the village of Rothwell, in Northamptonshire for two weeks around Christmas and New Year. Crane had no intention of using it to hunt anything other than a short-arsed shaman.

    “I feel slightly guilty about Mr. Merrick,” Stephen remarked. “Isn’t it awfully dull for him up there when you’re, uh, preoccupied?”

    “You are the only man alive whose first concern about a romantic tryst is whether the servants might get bored. Don’t worry about Merrick, he makes his own entertainment.”

    “He has a widow up there?”

    “It’s probably best not to enquire too closely. I never do. What does the Council want with you?”

    “Don’t know.” Stephen stuffed his hands in the pockets of the topcoat that Crane had insisted on buying him for this chilly winter. It had been a great deal more expensive than Stephen, who accepted gifts with startling gracelessness, had wanted; a great deal cheaper than Crane would have preferred; unsatisfactory to both. “I got a note from Esther last night telling me we’d to be there this morning.”

    Crane frowned. “Is this about the power?”

    “No. I’m sure it’s not. Don’t fret.”

    “I do not fret,” Crane said, offended. “You fret.”

    “You fret like a mother hen every time I mention the Council.”

    “I regard your Council with dislike, distrust and dismay, as any reasonable man would. I can’t help it if you mistake my rational caution for fretting.”

    Stephen cast an affectionate look up at him. “It’s fine, Lucien. I’ve been ridiculously careful. The whole thing will be forgotten by spring, if you ask me.”

    “I’m glad to hear you say so,” said Crane dryly. Stephen sounded convincing, but then, as a fluent and habitual liar, he usually did.

    Stephen’s problem with the Council was all down to Crane. He knew it, hated it, and was powerless to do anything about it. Crane was descended from a magician of immense power known as the Magpie Lord, and the Vaudrey family line still carried that power. He had no magical talent of his own, but it ran in his blood and bone and seed, and when his body met Stephen’s, the magic came with it, unsought and unstoppable.

    That, in tandem with the ancient gold ring Crane had also inherited from the Magpie Lord, had lent Stephen the strength to save both their lives, but it had also exposed him to suspicion. Many practitioners of magic would kill for power—Stephen’s job was in large part about stopping them doing exactly that—and anyone whose talents were suddenly enhanced became the object of grave doubts. Even Esther Gold, Stephen’s partner, had feared he was turning warlock, stripping the life from others to make himself stronger. Esther knew the truth now, but Stephen wasn’t prepared to admit to his illegal relationship to anyone else, certainly not to the Council. And he was adamant that the tempting power in the Vaudrey bloodline had to remain secret, to protect Crane from those who would be desperate to use it. Crane, who had twice faced death and worse at the hands of people who wanted his power, was fully in agreement with that.

    He had no idea if Stephen was telling the truth about deflecting the Council’s suspicions, and in some ways, he didn’t care. It would be bad if Stephen was forced from his post; humiliating for him to be dismissed in disgrace. But it didn’t matter to Crane how he left it, as long as he could whisk the obstinate little sod away from this damned rainy judgemental country to a life that included a lot more luxury and a lot less horror.

    He sighed, knowing that this would not be happening soon. “As long as you aren’t about to be hauled in and pilloried for your criminal ways.”

    “I trust not.” Stephen sounded vague. His attention seemed to be on the other side of the street. Crane followed the direction of his gaze and saw he was observing a street entertainer. The man had pulled a small bunch of daisies out of his battered stovepipe hat and was flourishing the flowers impressively. A chorus of derision rose from the audience of gawpers, shoppers and dawdling office clerks. The magician put on an expression of exaggerated hurt, rummaged in the hat and produced, this time, a massive bouquet of tropical blooms. He made a hopeful “is that better?” face as he showed it around that won him a ripple of laughter and applause.

    “Problem?” Crane asked, glancing down.

    “Just checking.” Stephen drifted casually over the road, ducking round a carriage. Crane followed more carefully, to avoid splashing his trouser legs in the winter mud and slime of the streets.

    They watched the magician for a few minutes. He was rather good, with some excellent sleight-of-hand, if that was what it was. A number of practitioners were turning their talents to supplying the popular craze for stage magic, much to the Council’s disapproval, and the justiciary were keeping an eye out for problems. There had been a rather unfortunate business a couple of months ago with a performer whose remarkable displays with knives had attracted a lot of attention, particularly when he lost concentration at a crucial moment. As a result, Stephen had been watching a lot of theatrical magic, and to Crane’s poorly concealed amusement, was developing a decided taste for it. They had seen all of the remarkable performances on offer at the Egyptian Hall, and while Crane found it hard to get excited about illusions when he had the genuine article in his bed, he was endlessly entertained by Stephen’s rapt reaction to trickery.

    He judged from the slight relaxation of Stephen’s stance now that this display was entirely about technical skill rather than unnatural powers, glanced at his fob watch to be sure they could still reach Lincoln’s Inn Fields for Stephen’s appointment, and settled back with only mild resignation to watch, dividing his attention between the performer and his lover.

    The magician multiplied a series of billiard balls, whipping a silk handkerchief over and around his fingers while the ivory spheres appeared and vanished. Crane, contemplating the display, became conscious that someone was looking at him. He glanced around and saw a wild-haired man in a white muffler sketching rapidly on a pad.

    The artist glanced up and caught Crane watching him. His eyes widened fractionally, and he turned the paper round to reveal the beginnings of a pencil drawing, a few winged lines capturing Crane’s well-shaped brows and high cheekbones.

    “Portrait, sir?” he asked, with a West Country burr. “Half a crown.”

    Crane would have thrown him a shilling, but that was ludicrous. He snorted. The artist, obviously expecting his refusal, had already turned the paper back and was scribbling again.

    The magician’s little performance concluded with a flourish. Stephen moved to the pavement artist, and stopped for a moment to peer over his shoulder as he worked on the sketch.

    “He was quite good,” he remarked as they strolled on. “Have you ever had a portrait done?”

    “No. I suppose I ought to, but that’s such a dull reason to do anything.”

    “I thought it was compulsory for your station in life.” Stephen paused, and added, diffidently, “I’d like it if you did.”

    “Then I shall. Why?”

    “Oh, I don’t know. I like looking at you.”

    “I’d prefer to be here for you to look at in person—” And so would Stephen, who saw death daily and was too used to loss. Crane gave himself a mental kick and went on smoothly, “But you’re quite right. I do have a duty to posterity to preserve my beauty.”

    “I did not say that.”

    “I’ll look into it. If you’ll sit for one as well, that is.”

    “Oh. Uh—”

    “That’s the condition, my sweet. I like to look at you too. I shall find the right artist to do you justice.”

    Stephen narrowed his eyes. “If that’s going to be a joke about miniature painters…”

    Crane gave a crack of laughter that sent a pair of magpies skittering up off the pavement, and they walked on together, towards the Council.

    




CHAPTER TWO
~


STEPHEN LEFT CRANE ON Sardinia Street with a smile and a brush of the hand. It was as much as he dared, more than seemed quite safe. In Shanghai, Crane said, they could have kissed on the street. That was a thought so alien Stephen found it barely believable, but he couldn’t help the niggle of curiosity. What it would be like. Whether, if he ever went to such a place, he would dare.

    Enough. He bent his mind to work, heading for an obscure red-brick building at the corner with Lincoln’s Inn Fields, the premises of the Council that governed England’s practitioners and paid his meagre wages.

    His partner Esther Gold was heading towards the door as he arrived. He lifted a hand in greeting and got a weary nod in return.

    “Are you all right, Es? You look tired.” She looked dreadful, in fact, though Stephen knew better than to say so: sallow and exhausted, her hair lank. “Shouldn’t you be at home? You aren’t going to be sick again, are you?”

    Esther glared at him, pressing her lips together, and swallowed hard. “Don’t even talk about that. Do you know what they’ve dragged us here for?”

    “No. I thought you did.”

    “No.”

    “Marvellous,” Stephen muttered.

    They walked together through the discreetly guarded doors, through a narrow hall hung with portraits of the great practitioners of the past. Stephen glanced, as he always did, at the engraving that showed the Magpie Lord: a handsome, aristocratic man dressed in the style of two centuries ago, his patrician features bearing a distinct resemblance to Crane’s. Esther shot him a sardonic look but refrained from comment.

    The two justiciars were made to kick their heels in the anteroom for an irritating twenty minutes. When they were at last waved in, it was not an improvement. Stephen felt himself sag slightly at the three Councillors facing them, and Esther gave a very low groan.

    John Slee, at the centre of the table, was the man Stephen disliked most on the Council, and possibly in the world. He was an aggressive, forceful, noisy man who thrived on conflict, for whom divergent opinions were airy-fairy nonsense or weakness, and anyone else’s expertise was a threat. He was convinced that the justiciary were encroaching on the liberty of practitioners, and could be relied on to argue every case, doubt every witness account and protest every extra appointment.

    If Stephen loathed John Slee, then he despised George Fairley. The second Councillor was well-born, soft-handed, liver-lipped, and blessed with an unjustifiably high opinion of himself. When Stephen had attempted to pass on Crane’s case, back in spring, Fairley had proposed to take over on the grounds of his own excellent birth. Like calls to like, he had said, looking down at Stephen, son of a disgraced solicitor. Fairley was neither a trained justiciar nor a man Stephen had ever respected for his sense or skills, and his damned persistent sense of duty had made him dig his heels in and refuse to give the case up after all. The snub had humiliated Fairley publicly, and he had neither forgotten nor forgiven that. It had also saved Crane’s life and brought them together, something for which Stephen would have paid a far higher price, but Fairley’s enmity could be inconvenient at times, and this looked to be one of them.

    The third Councillor present, contemplating them with pursed lips through half-moon spectacles, was not much of an improvement. As well born as Fairley but a lot more use, Mrs. Baron Shaw could be relied on for absolute fairness, but as Stephen well knew, this was only welcome when one was not in the wrong, and her expression suggested this was not currently the case.

    He ran through the last few days in his head, wondering what infraction had caught the Council’s attention. It couldn’t, surely, be the Magpie Lord’s power: they would have called him in alone for that. The thought nevertheless made him feel slightly cold. Telling Esther and her husband that he and Crane were lovers had been one of the most frightening moments of a life filled with fears, and he had not even managed to form the words himself, instead retreating into Lucien like the coward he was. Explaining that to the Council… No.

    Pay attention, Steph. They’re not here about that.

    John Slee raised his head from the papers he had been ostentatiously shuffling. “Well, come on, we’re running late.” He looked as annoyed as if the delay was Stephen’s fault. “What have you to say about this?”

    “About what?” Esther said. “Nobody’s told us what we’re here for.”

    George Fairley snorted. “Your guttersnipe. That thieving young rough, what’s her name.”

    Stephen stiffened, and Esther drew an angry breath, but Mrs. Baron Shaw spoke before either of them could. “That’s what we’re here to discuss, George. It is not proven. And the justiciar’s name is Saint. I can write it down if you have trouble remembering all five letters.” She gave Fairley a tight smile with no pretence at sincerity, and held it until he muttered something and glanced away, then looked over her spectacles at Stephen and Esther. “I take it you haven’t heard about the robberies.”

    “What robberies?”

    “A series of relatively small thefts from wealthy homes.” Mrs. Baron Shaw was hugely wealthy herself, and a member of the highest society. Stephen knew that she had met Crane several times at the parties and political salons to which Leonora Hart dragged him, as well as in a shabby church hall at Stephen’s side during an outbreak of magical malpractice. He wondered if she was curious about him.

    She was tapping her finger on the desk in front of her. “Small items, cash and jewellery, stolen from rooms on third or fourth floors. Through windows which are, by any normal means, inaccessible.”

    “Two separate witnesses report a figure running away through the sky,” said Fairley with immense satisfaction in the curve of his damp lips. “The thief, they say, was walking on thin air. And the witness from Monday night states very clearly that he saw a fair-haired young woman.”

    Stephen stared at him. “Are you accusing Jenny Saint of theft?”

    “Do you know any other blonde, female windwalkers?” Fairley returned.

    “No,” Esther said. “But I know plenty of witnesses who make mistakes. And quite a lot of liars.”

    “Why weren’t we told about this earlier?” Stephen demanded. “If you believe that Saint is abusing her powers to commit crimes—”

    “Macready’s team has been alerted,” Fairley said.

    “Macready,” Stephen repeated. “You have asked one justiciary team to investigate a member of another justiciary team.” He shoved his hands behind his back, feeling the surge of power through them as his anger rose. “You’ve accused Jenny Saint to Macready without even telling us?”

    “We’re telling you now.” Fairley sounded smug.

    “That’s entirely unjust. I protest that, sir.”

    “We are the Council,” Slee said with thumping authority.

    “We are Jenny Saint’s trainers!” Esther snapped back.

    “Do I need to remind you of Saint’s disciplinary record?” Fairley put in. “You two have protected her despite consistently poor behaviour—”

    “She’s impulsive,” Stephen said. “She’s not a thief.”

    “She is a thief. Always has been. You caught her thieving. How many disciplinary problems—”

    “In the past. She’s a justiciar now.” Stephen spoke through his teeth, lacing his fingers tightly together. The law against using powers in the Council building was draconian, absolute, and enforced without the slightest laxity. It had to be, to prevent people like Fairley ending up as smears on the wall. “I object in the strongest terms to anyone but Mrs. Gold and myself dealing with this.”

    “You don’t make that decision, Day.” John Slee straightened in his seat. “The Council does. It would hardly be justice otherwise, would it?” The sneer was unmistakeable.

    “Are you suggesting that Mr. Day and I wouldn’t apply the law fairly?” Esther’s voice rang like cold iron.

    Mrs. Baron Shaw raised a brow at Esther. “Tell me, Mrs. Gold. If you knew that one of your team was a criminal, can you assure me you’d deal with them precisely as you would anyone else?”

    Stephen felt a rush of cold down his spine. Esther knew damned well that he was committing crimes with Crane, regularly and with enthusiasm. She had lied for him he didn’t know how many times in the last few months, to cover his absences from his own poky rooms at night, his unexplained powers. Had Mrs. Baron Shaw heard the whispers and jokes that Stephen knew had always circulated about him? Was there meaning in that little smirk on Fairley’s face?

    Esther’s expression was startling in its malevolence. “If Saint is using her powers to steal, she will be brought to justice. But that should be ascertained by a fair investigation.”

    “Which is what we have set in motion,” Fairley said with satisfaction.

    “No, I said ‘fair’. Not ‘decided in advance by people whose idea of work is sitting around a table listening to unsubstantiated gossip’.”

    “Esther!” Stephen yelped.

    “How dare you—” Fairley began angrily.

    “Jenny Saint has scars, Mr. Fairley, earned in the line of duty,” Esther snarled at him. “She works. Can you say as much?”

    


    Crane was lounging on the couch with a glass of wine and a lurid sensation novel by Mrs. Braddon when Stephen finally got in, exhausted and apprehensive, around eight o’clock that night.

    “Good evening.” Crane didn’t look up, turning the page with a care that suggested annoyance. “I thought you’d be back earlier?”

    “I’d have loved to be back earlier.” Stephen took the Magpie Lord’s ring from the desk, fastening it around his neck where it belonged. “I’d have loved not to go out at all. Good God, Lucien, the day I have had.”

    Crane shut the book as Stephen went to pour himself a drink. “What’s wrong?”

    Stephen filled the glass overgenerously with the excellent Burgundy. He felt he would need it. “To start with, Saint’s being accused of theft.”

    “Your Saint? Miss Saint?”

    “I’m afraid so. There’ve been jewels and so on stolen from high rooms, third and fourth floors, and a couple of witnesses claim to have seen a windwalker—or rather, to have seen a fair-haired woman running away through the air. And since Saint is the only windwalker in London that we know of, and probably the only blonde female one in all England…”

    “Just a moment. Can she do that?” Crane asked, eyebrows tilting. “I’ve seen her jump around impressively enough, but actually walk on thin air?”

    Stephen began to respond, and realised that Crane had only seen Saint in action in a cellar, never in the open. “Yes. Windwalkers can, uh, pull the ether to a point strongly enough to take their weight for a second. They can’t stand still on it, they have to keep moving, but yes, she can walk on air.”

    “Practitioners,” Crane muttered. “Full of surprises, aren’t you?”

    “Indeed. Anyway, yes, Saint could very easily climb through the air to a high window, and break in safely, and run away afterwards. She could and, in the opinion of Councillor Fairley, she would, because she was born and bred on the streets, and once a guttersnipe, always a guttersnipe.”

    “Fairley. Is that the fellow I met in spring with the damp mouth and damper handshake?”

    “Grovels to anyone he can’t bully. Yes.” Crane had described him as an oleaginous prick, Stephen recalled. He made a mental note to repeat that pithy phrase to Esther. “He doesn’t like me, or Saint. Or Esther, actually.”

    “Mrs. Gold is something of a challenge,” Crane pointed out. “So, this windwalking is an unusual skill? Not a talent you’ve been hiding under a bushel?”

    “Good Lord, no. It’s an extraordinarily rare ability. I know of Saint, a grandmother who has rheumatism now, a chap in Yorkshire with a terrible drink problem, and a poor devil on the South Coast who lost concentration over a cliff and shattered both his legs in the fall. There are doubtless more of them out there, but not many—”

    “And no fair-haired young women among them to your knowledge,” Crane finished for him. “It doesn’t look too good for Miss Saint.”

    That was, Stephen reflected, one of the reasons he loved him. Other men might have made reassuring noises, and Stephen would have been obliged to pretend to be reassured. Crane did not.

    He came to sit on the other end of the sofa, swinging his feet up so his legs rested on Crane’s lap. “No, it doesn’t look good. She’s not the most scrupulous person, and they pay us such a pathetic pittance, and…no. But I’m not going to see her convicted on that basis without hard evidence. Give a dog a bad name, and all that. We’ll keep an eye on her.” Stephen sighed. “What made it worse was that Esther had a blazing row with the Council about it. Fairley had already convicted Saint in his own head, but she put up John Slee’s back too—I told you about him, didn’t I, the idiot who campaigns against the justiciary. It wasn’t helpful. She was feeling rather poorly.” He took a gulp of wine, steeling himself. “Er, Lucien…”

    Crane frowned. “What is it?”

    “Esther. It’s why she’s not well. She told me today, after the meeting. She’s expecting.”

    “Expecting what? Oh, expecting. Well, that’s good news. Isn’t it?”

    Stephen made a face. “The thing is, she’s had three miscarriages so far, that I know about. And it seems as though the problem is related to using her powers on a large scale. The last time was just after the Underhill business last winter, and Dan made her promise that next time she’d stop work right away.”

    “And she’s expecting now.”

    “Yes, and sick as a dog with it.” Stephen had been obliged to hold her hair as she retched after the meeting. It was, he felt, a duty he could have been spared.

    “So…?”

    “So I’m on my own for the next year at least, assuming everything goes well. Even if she wasn’t ill, she can’t use her powers. If she did and lost the child— She shouldn’t risk it, anyway.”

    “No, of course. Well, give her my best wishes. So who replaces her?” Crane paused. “You will be getting some help, won’t you?”

    Stephen rather wished his lover wasn’t quite so acute at identifying problems that might otherwise have gone unmentioned. “From whom? There are seven justiciars in London, including me and Es, and four of them are juniors, and one of those is Saint. The Council have refused to appoint any more in ages, even though we lost Arbuthnot the summer before last. Esther’s been asking for someone to take her place but she can’t go on any more. She’s been sick four times a day for the last week.” Stephen opened his palms helplessly. “There’s not much I can do except pick up her workload.”

    “On your own?” Crane’s brows drew together. “What about Christmas? Rothwell?”

    “It, uh, might not be possible.”

    “Oh, for—” Crane shoved Stephen’s feet off his lap and sprang up, stalking over to pour himself another glass of wine.

    “Look, I want to go,” Stephen appealed to his back. “I can’t think of anywhere I’d rather be than up there with you. But I have to support Es.”

    “At the expense of your own life. Again.”

    “She’s bent over backwards for me, and you know it.” Stephen’s temper flared, though he knew he should be apologising. Crane was obviously chafing at the restrictions of London life and his enforced presence in good society. Stephen was well aware how much he needed the trips to Rothwell and its privacy, the freedom to live without looking over his shoulder that he had enjoyed for the last twenty years and that Stephen had never had. He wanted that time as much as Crane did, but for God’s sake, this was Esther. “She’s lied her hair into curls to persuade the Council not to pursue me for a warlock. She’s covered for me every night I’ve spent here, so Saint and Joss aren’t constantly wondering why I’m never in my own bed. I owe her this, and I’m not letting her down for lack of trying.”

    “Yes, I see that, but you don’t owe her your whole life, and I certainly don’t. This affects me too, for Christ’s sake.”

    “I don’t want to let you down either.” Stephen got to his feet and took a conciliatory step closer. “I can’t see getting away for a fortnight, but I’m not going to disappear into work altogether, I promise. I will be here as much as I can. Please, don’t make this harder than it is. I don’t have any choice.”

    “You do. You choose to martyr yourself on the altar of the bloody judiciary. You choose to defend the world at the expense of your own life, and now you’re doing it at my expense as well.”

    “Yes, but if I don’t do it—”

    “Somebody else will. Nobody’s irreplaceable, and it’s pure arrogance to think you are.”

    Stephen threw his hands up. “What do you want me to do, then? Tell Esther to get back to the job and risk losing the baby? Work eight to five and be damned to everything that happens outside counting-house hours? Just let the warlocks and abusers and thieves do as they please? What do you want?”

    “I want you to get on a boat with me.” Crane set down his glass with a forceful clink. “Come away from this miserable island, go somewhere warm. Greece, maybe. We can get through the winter there, head for Constantinople, then follow the Silk Road overland from there to China. Or somewhere else if you’d rather. Anywhere. Open an atlas, pick a place. There’s an entire world outside this bloody damp self-righteous rock in the sea. Let’s go to some of it.”

    Stephen realised his mouth was hanging open. He shut it. Crane gave him a wry smile. “Well, you did ask.”

    Oh God oh God oh God. Stephen felt sick to his stomach. “Lucien…” He hoped Crane would interrupt, but the blasted man simply waited. “I’ve never been abroad,” he managed, and cringed at how pathetic that sounded. “I mean—I would like—I would like to, but…” But what? His mind was full of vague images from storybooks: sand and silks, mosaic tiles and pointed turrets, the sun glittering on the sea. Stephen had never even set foot on a boat, and the temptation was so strong that he struggled for a moment to remember why he shouldn’t simply say yes and let Crane sweep him off on an adventure. “It’s—I can’t just walk away from my duties. People need me to do this job. You do see that, don’t you?”

    Crane’s eyes hooded over. “Oh, I see all right. What’s that phrase of Blake’s? Mind-forged manacles. That’s what I see.”

    Stephen couldn’t reply. He managed, at last, “That’s not fair.”

    “Isn’t it? You’re going to give the fucking justiciary everything of yourself, and it will use you up and spit you out, if it doesn’t kill you first. The job doesn’t give a damn about you. I do.” Crane swept a hand through his hair, disarranging its sleekness. “Of course you want to support Mrs. Gold. I understand that. But there’s always a reason, Stephen. There is always someone you have to support or something you have to do that you consider more important than your own life. I disagree.”

    Stephen made himself take another step forward, and after a horribly long second Crane’s arms went round him, gently. “I can’t walk away, Lucien. Not when Esther needs me. But…could we talk about this again, when she’s on her feet? About going somewhere? If I just get through this period—”

    “There will be something else to worry about by then. Oh, very well. Fine, we’ll talk later. Leave it there.”

    Stephen slipped his arms around Crane’s waist, holding on, trying to control his plunging sense of fear at the annoyance in his lover’s voice. He wanted to take it all back, to say yes, let’s just get on the boat, to be braver and wilder and less constrained, and free of it all. He didn’t want to disgust Crane with his timidity, or exasperate him with his continual absences, or weary him with ties to a land he hated.

    He had duties. He couldn’t go. It wasn’t fair of Crane to ask.

    It wasn’t fair he had to refuse.

    “I’d like to see Constantinople,” he said into Crane’s shirtfront. “I think. I don’t actually know anything about it, I don’t think I could find it on a map, but it’s a beautiful name.”

    “Then you’ll love the Silk Road. Constantinople, Antioch, Trebizond, Tyre. Damascus, Baghdad, and Samarkand.” Crane stooped to kiss the top of his head. “One day, Stephen, and not a far distant day. For the moment, I shall take you to Paris.”

    The authoritative note in Crane’s voice gave Stephen a familiar quiver, a sensation that lay somewhere on the line between anger and arousal. He did not appreciate Crane’s tendency to be domineering, except on those occasions when he did. “Will you?” he enquired.

    “Yes,” Crane said, stating a fact. “It’s a day’s journey. Three days altogether. You will be able to take three consecutive days off at some point in the next month.”

    Stephen had grave doubts about that, but he nodded. “Of course I will. As soon as I can. I’ll ask for help. I’ll tell the Council I need more support.”

    “And will you get it?”

    Stephen didn’t want to answer that. An unfortunate incident in Limehouse eighteen months ago had left the justiciar Arbuthnot in a madhouse and Macready without a partner, but the Council, ever penny-pinching and led by John Slee, had obstinately refused to pay for a replacement, citing the cost of Arbuthnot’s care and maintaining his family. Stephen found it highly unlikely that they would fund another justiciar merely to cover Esther’s absence. That was not a conversation he wanted to have now.

    “Of course I will,” he repeated with total assurance. “I’ll get help, and we’ll go to France.” He might as well say Constantinople, since the one was as likely as the other, but it was worth the lie to see Crane’s little nod of satisfaction, and surely to God he could find some sort of solution, given a few weeks.

    “I’ll hold you to that.” Crane took a deep breath and rolled his shoulders. “Come on, let’s eat. I can’t afford to waste any of your time, after all.”

    “Yes, all right, point made. The Coal Hole?” Stephen suggested, naming a place that was modest and inexpensive.

    “Simpson’s Divan,” said Crane, naming one that wasn’t.

    


    Dinner at Simpson’s was, as always, well cooked and well served. Stephen was conscious that he and Crane dined there often, but then the place was probably full of men dining together without consideration of what a degenerate mind might read into their perfectly normal friendship. They didn’t talk of work, instead discussing Leonora Hart’s wedding plans, and political events, and Stephen drank in Crane’s sharp silver presence from the ether and felt the tension ebb from his body, just a little.

    Eventually, Crane pushed away his coffee cup and said, “Well. Home?” A lazy smile widened on his finely shaped mouth, and Stephen plucked up his nerve. He had fantasised about this often enough, and it had been a long, bad day. His body was crying out for violent release, so he leaned his elbows casually on the table and reached out through the ether, firming and shaping the air round Crane’s cock into the smooth pressure of a grip.

    Crane’s eyes went wide. Stephen kept his face still and sent a current of force coiling round the other’s balls, squeezing gently, setting up a rippling motion that worked up and down Crane’s rapidly hardening prick.

    “Are you doing that?” Crane demanded hoarsely.

    “Who else?”

    Crane swallowed hard. Stephen steepled his fingers and intensified the etheric force, gently probing between Crane’s thighs, feeling the intensifying pulse of his blood in his rigid shaft, the quivering of arousal.

    “All right, stop,” Crane said through his teeth. “Too close.”

    Stephen gave him a flicker of a provocative glance. Terrifying though it was to do this in public, he was enjoying this moment of control just as much as he would enjoy the inevitable retribution.

    “Stop it.”

    “Make me,” Stephen murmured.

    “I will tell you what I’ll make you do if I spend in this suit, you—” Crane broke off as the waiter approached, managed a curt nod. “The bill, please. —I’m not joking, Stephen, I need to walk across this room.”

    “Say please,” Stephen said, pushing his luck far, far beyond the confines of safety.

    Crane looked at him, eyes dark with dangerous promise, and leaned forward so there was no risk of being overheard. “I am not going to say please. I am going to take you apart piece by piece to pay for this, you little slut, and if we’re not back in the flat in ten minutes, I’m going to do it to you in the street. Now get off.”

    Stephen let go. Crane took several deep breaths and adjusted his suit, in a way that probably included a painful squeeze to quell his rigid erection. They left the restaurant and headed back to the flat without speech, the icy air crackling with anticipation.

    A nod to the doorman. Four flights to the top floor. A moment on the landing as Crane realised it was Merrick’s night off and he had to unlock his own door, another moment waiting in the hallway while he turned on the gas lamp. Stephen ignited the gas with a thought and pulled off his heavy coat and suit jacket, hands a little clumsy. Then Crane turned, picked him up, and slammed him against the wall, hard body grinding painfully into Stephen’s as the shorter man wrapped his legs round his lover’s lean hips.

    “You fucking pricktease,” Crane hissed, breath hot on his ear. “I think I need to remind you who’s the master here.” His hand found Stephen’s cock and gripped, savagely tight, just to the right side of pain. “Go and get naked. I want you bent over the bed and waiting for it.”

    “You are getting respectable, aren’t you?” Stephen said thickly. “All the way to the bedroom when there’s a floor right here you could fuck me on.”

    Crane’s eyes met his, read them, and then there was a surge of movement that left Stephen face down on the hallway carpet, arms pulled behind him, Crane with one knee on the small of his back to hold him down. Crane leaned forward and, with a single violent jerk, ripped Stephen’s shirt open, sending buttons flying, and pulled it inside out over his arms, so that the cloth caught and pinioned him, held on by the gold and amber cufflinks that had been a birthday gift.

    Crane wrenched Stephen’s trousers off without hesitation, reached for the table drawer, and then Stephen felt the hard press of slim, oiled fingers sliding into his body, one hand finger-fucking his arse with practised skill, the other pressing down on his tailbone so Stephen’s erection was jammed against the rug. His lover was working fast, readying Stephen briskly and mercilessly, and Stephen gasped as he withdrew his hand.

    Crane stood. “Stay.” A foot pressed onto Stephen’s back, keeping him on the floor, while Crane removed the Hawkes and Cheney suit with care and precision and laid it on the hall table: jacket, waistcoat, trousers.

    “Right,” he said at last. “Did you just call me respectable?”

    Stephen lay, abased and aroused, taut with anticipation, as Crane shoved his legs apart and knelt between them. He gasped again as Crane grabbed his hips and lifted the lower half of his body right off the floor, so that he was utterly helpless and exposed. Crane’s cock, slick with oil, pushed at his entrance, and Stephen whimpered.

    “What was that?”

    “Please,” Stephen whispered. “Please, my lord…”

    “Too late for please. I did warn you.”

    Crane thrust as he spoke, hard, and Stephen bucked, twisting his back, at the invasion. He cried out, a mock protest, safe in the knowledge that it would be ignored, and felt Crane pull him further up off the ground. Crane was really using his size and strength now, taking him to the hilt. Stephen was overwhelmed by awareness: the slide and burn of penetration, the jolting impact of each thrust that set the ring he wore round his neck swinging violently on its chain, and the storm of magpies gathering in the ether around them as the power in Crane’s blood was sparked into life by Stephen’s own magic.

    “You need to know your place,” Crane gritted out. “And that is?”

    “On my knees, my lord. For you. Ah!” he gasped as Crane’s hips thumped against him. “Oh God, no, please. Too much.”

    “Not enough,” Crane said, and let loose all control then, slamming into Stephen, so the smaller man’s body was bounced off the floor like a toy. At the same time one hand came round to grip Stephen’s cock at last, and that friction was enough to send him over the edge. He was screaming as he came so hard it dizzied him, and then flopped forward, boneless and shaking, as Crane thrust again and again to the accompaniment of Stephen’s diminishing cries. He gave a shout as he hit his own climax, and as his seed flooded Stephen hotly, the magpies took wing.

    Stephen sucked in breaths that felt like fiery ice. Every hair on his body stood straight as he struggled to control the rush of power that was carrying him like a tide, a second possession no less welcome than the first. The ring pressed between his chest and the floor throbbed searingly on his skin, responding to the power that burned in Crane’s blood and semen, around and inside Stephen, and he shook with the surges of it.

    Crane collapsed over Stephen’s back with a sated grunt, his etheric presence so powerful that Stephen’s vision went momentarily black and white, and he couldn’t find the breath to protest at the man’s weight.

    “Christ, I needed that,” said Crane, his hand stroking tenderly through Stephen’s curls. “Can you breathe?”

    “No. Get off.”

    Crane propped himself on his elbows, allowing Stephen to fill his lungs. As he moved, Stephen felt the slither of the slim chain falling away from his neck.

    “Blast,” he muttered. “It broke.” The Magpie Lord’s ring was hot against his skin. He wriggled sideways to get away from it, and Crane’s hand snaked under him, plucking ring and chain off the floor.

    “I’ll get it fixed tomorrow— Good Lord.”

    “Mmm?”

    Crane dangled the broken chain in front of his face. At least… Stephen squinted at the ends, not quite focusing, then frowned. “What happened to that?”

    “Well, you’re the expert, but it looks for all the world as if it melted.”

    It did, the delicate links at both ends of the chain liquefied into tiny shapeless blobs. “That’s…odd.”

    “Is it sufficiently odd that we have to worry about it now?”

    Stephen didn’t think he was capable of sustained thought at this moment. He made a negative sort of noise into the rug and lay there, muscles too lax to consider moving, as Crane deposited the ring in his desk drawer in the sitting room, then returned to the hall and hauled him to his feet. “Come to bed.”

    They stumbled to the bedroom, and Stephen sat on the bed as Crane, cursing mildly, untangled his shirtsleeves enough to undo the cufflinks and free him from the tangle of cloth.

    Stephen looked at himself in the mirror as Crane worked at the cufflinks. His eyes were glowing gold from the flood of power, one cheek reddened by friction against the rug. His whole body was flushed, the pale skin of his hips marked by Crane’s strong fingers. With his arms pulled behind his back he looked, he thought, like a rent boy, and a cheap one at that, an impression made even stronger by the tattooed man positioned behind him. He couldn’t help grinning at that thought, and Crane looked up, so that their eyes met in the mirror.

    “All right?”

    “Mmm.”

    “You look devastatingly whorish.”

    “Thank you.”

    “Also slightly odd,” Crane added, as a magpie tattoo fluttered over the skin of Stephen’s shoulder and on to his chest. “Do you think I’m ever going to get that one back?”

    “You’d be welcome to it,” Stephen said, not quite truthfully. He had been decidedly unnerved when one of the seven magpies that decorated Crane’s body had taken up residence on his own shoulder blade, and he would probably have refused the unintended gift if he’d had a choice. But on the nights he spent alone in his own chilly little room, it had become a comfort to twist round and see Crane’s brand, black and white, inked into his skin. Marked as Lucien’s, for life.

    Crane released the second cufflink and pulled Stephen’s shirt off. “Are you staying tonight?”

    “I’ll need to be gone by six.”

    “Then be here till five forty-five.” Crane kissed his ear, and Stephen leaned back against him. “If you’re to work damn fool hours, I am going to be very demanding indeed about your leisure time.”

    Stephen smiled into the mirror at him, relieved. “Yes, my lord.”

    




CHAPTER THREE
~


Crane’s eyes snapped open in the dark.

    For a second he was back in the shadowy dankness of the condemned cell in China where he had spent two endless days and nights and where soft movements were the prelude to vicious attack, and then he emerged from the last shreds of sleep with the full awareness that there was someone moving around, close by.

    Stephen, leaving? But no; he never heard that, and in any case, for a wonder, the small form of his lover was curled by him, breathing softly.

    And it wasn’t Merrick. Merrick and Crane had slept within twenty feet of each other for two decades. He knew Merrick’s movements as he knew his own heartbeat.

    Someone who was neither his lover nor his henchman was moving around his flat.

    Crane rose from the bed, not wasting time with clothing. He stepped silently from the bedroom into the dark corridor and listened till he was sure the intruder was in the sitting room.

    How the devil had they got in? He’d bolted the front door himself; no matter how drunk Merrick might have been, he would never leave the back unsecured.

    Crane moved barefoot to the door, which stood slightly open, readied himself, and threw it wide.

    One window was open, curtain pulled back to shed the faint light of London on the scene. A dark figure was visible at Crane’s desk, turning whip-fast at his unexpected entry. Crane went for the burglar without hesitation, flinging himself forward as the intruder sprang for the window. He grasped an arm, crashed to the floor with the thief half under him, and got a vicious kick in the hip as his captive scrambled for freedom. Crane returned a savage short-range punch and heard a yelp of pain, then there was a thud of extraordinary force to his shoulder, like the kick of a mule, and he lost his grip on the other’s wrist as he was thrown backwards. The thief scrambled up, sprinted to the open window with Crane right behind—

    —jumped out.

    Crane’s momentum took him too far forward, so that he half tripped on the window seat and had to grab the frame to stop himself falling. That was by instinct only, because he was staring out at the dark form as it took a dozen rapid paces across the empty sky to one of the silver birches in the mansion block’s private garden.

    The figure swung into the branches with acrobatic grace, and paused for a second. Her pale, shoulder-length hair glinted, and she gave Crane a cheeky wave, before descending through the tree with the rapidity and sureness of a tumbling toy.

    There were hurried footsteps behind him. Crane swung round to see Stephen standing in the doorway, smothered in one of Crane’s Chinese padded silk dressing gowns. “Lucien?”

    “We’ve been burgled.”

    Stephen turned the gas lamp on, igniting it with a thought, and walked over, past the desk with its drawers standing wide, past the litter of papers on the floor, and over to the open window, with its fourth-floor view and the impossible leap to the trees.

    “Did you see—” he began, and his voice cracked.

    Crane winced. “It was her. Miss Saint.”

    “Are you absolutely sure?”

    “I saw her. I saw her face. Fair hair. I’m sorry.”

    The look in Stephen’s eyes made Crane’s fists clench. He took two swift strides over and pulled Stephen to him, feeling the tension in his shoulders, wanting to curse the treacherous little bitch aloud.

    “She knows that you’re my friend. Mr. Merrick’s teaching her— How could she?” Stephen’s voice was raw.

    “You have to talk to her,” Crane said, for form’s sake. “There may be some sort of explanation.”

    “Such as?”

    Crane didn’t waste his energy thinking of an empty reassurance. He looked over at the chaos of the desk. “I’ll see what’s been taken. I don’t think there was much—”

    “My ring.” Stephen pushed back to look up at him, horror dawning on his face. “Lucien, my ring. Was it in there?”

    “Shit.” They lunged for the desk together.

    The drawer where he’d left the Magpie Lord’s ring had been pulled out and emptied onto the blotter. Crane searched round the floor while Stephen scrabbled through the litter, fruitlessly.

    “Anything?” he asked, knowing there was not.

    Stephen’s eyes were filled with angry hurt. “Tell me exactly what happened.”

    “I heard a noise, came in. I saw a figure in here. It was dark. He ran for the window—”

    “He?”

    “She, I suppose. I didn’t realise at the time. I grabbed for him—her, we scrapped, she hit me with power. She jumped out, ran to the tree, turned and waved at me. That was when I saw it was a fair-haired woman.”

    Stephen grabbed his bare arm. The power that ran through his fingers was flaring hot. “A woman, or Saint?”

    “It was Saint.” Crane felt absolutely certain of that. “But look at this.” He picked up his notecase. “This was in the same drawer and there’s thirty pounds in it. That’s the devil of a lot of money for someone in her position. Why would she not take cash, rather than a hard-to-fence ring of only moderate value?”

    “She must have come for the ring.” Stephen looked sick. “She’s seen me wearing it, maybe she realised it has power. She wouldn’t know she couldn’t use it.”

    “Can’t she?”

    “Not unless you’re bedding her,” Stephen said tartly, and then added, “Probably. That is… I don’t know. Maybe she could. It’s not dormant any more. It’s a damned powerful focus.”

    Crane said, reluctantly, “If she came here in order to get a ring that belongs to you, you realise what that may mean.”

    Stephen nodded. “She knows about us.”

    “It could be sheer coincidence that she only pocketed that,” Crane offered. “It was dark. I interrupted her.”

    “Maybe.” Stephen jerked the gown around himself and headed back past Crane to the bedroom. “I’ll know when I ask her.”

    Which he was clearly planning to do without loss of time. “Would you like company?”

    “No.”

    Crane didn’t want to leave him, with that miserable anger on his face, but it was Stephen’s business to deal with. He stepped back. “Then I will see you later.”

    ~

    Saint lived on the top floor of a boarding house in Saffron Hill. It was a foul area even by London standards, of pinched houses that leaned on one another like drunks, sodden and quietly rotting. The railways had ripped through some of the worst rookeries, but many more of the filthy, ancient rabbit-warren homes had been left to stand till they fell.

    She shouldn’t have to live here, Stephen thought. She didn’t have to—the Golds would have made space, but Saint had been on the street for too long to settle into a regulated family home, especially one run by Esther. Like Stephen himself, she preferred to spend most of her miserly salary on a little piece of privacy.

    Stephen had particular reasons for wanting privacy, of course. He hadn’t previously asked himself if Saint did too.

    The house stood towards the end of a row, and was shuttered and dark. There was no point waiting outside, since Saint would doubtless return home via the rooftops if she was coming back at night, so Stephen went round the back, climbed a slimy wall, and made his way through a series of tiny stinking yards, ankle deep in half-frozen slops. He lit his way through the darkness with a glimmer of power, silencing a couple of dogs and a gaggle of affrighted chickens as he went. Once at the right house, he found a scullery window fastened on the inside by a wooden latch. A moment’s focus pushed that open, and he clambered in, careful not to send pans flying and for once actively grateful for his stature.

    He slipped quietly up the stairs to the top floor. Saint’s room was obvious from the faint familiar tingle of her presence in the ether. She lived here, but she was not home. The door was bolted on the inside, with iron, but Stephen had no compunction in compressing the wood around the cheap screws until the whole thing came loose and he could simply push it open.

    Saint’s room was a tiny attic space with a cheap wooden bedstead and a couple of rough rumpled blankets. There was no fireplace, and it was bitterly cold. Stephen moved the single wooden chair so that he could not be seen by anyone coming in the window, wrapped himself in his thick, expensive topcoat, and considered what he should do with her.

    The justiciary, underpaid, overworked, intensely disliked and far too few in number, relied on moral authority as much as anything in enforcing the draconian laws that kept practitioners in line. They could not afford a corrupt or criminal justiciar. Without the halo of superiority, when Stephen confronted a misbehaving practitioner, he had nothing except his own powers to fall back on, and he was too often outnumbered to make that an inviting prospect. That meant Saint would have to be punished brutally, far harder than another practitioner for the same offence. Justice would have to be seen to be done, or every justiciar would suffer.

    And thinking of suffering…

    She had stolen Stephen’s ring, which had once been the Magpie Lord’s, given to him at a moment when he and Crane had faced death, and Crane’s thoughts had been for Stephen and not for himself. Stephen didn’t know if there was ever a single moment when one fell in love, but if he had to pick one shining instant from it all, it would be then, when Crane had closed his fingers around the great lawgiver’s ring and told him, with that unshakeable confidence, “You’re doing his work.” The words still made his skin prickle.

    The ring was the gift of his lover, the relic of his hero, the source of power that lit up his body and mind like a match to gas, and Jenny Saint had stolen it. She couldn’t know what it was to him, but she had violated Crane’s home and Merrick’s trust to take the most precious thing Stephen would ever own, and the betrayal stung at his eyes and stuck in his throat.

    It was a lengthy wait in a room without comfort. The chair was hard, with no cushion, but he was not going to sit on her unmade bed. There was not much else. A ewer and a chamber pot. A few cheap pictures were tacked to the walls, playbills and woodcuts and the garish covers of religious tracts with bright blue skies over mustard-yellow deserts. There was a single book, a tatty child’s reading primer, lying on the bed.

    No wonder she wanted more.

    Saint was a justiciar, for God’s sake. She risked her life to enforce the law. She shouldn’t have to live like this.

    Many had it far worse, of course. There were thousands of people in London for whom this rat-hole would be a palace, and it was in any case nonsensical for Stephen to compare Saint’s poky, bare room to the flat on the Strand and Crane’s sheer privilege. Still, when one saw how the truly wealthy lived, when one considered how much Crane had spent on that new Hawkes and Cheney suit…

    Obviously, stealing from the rich was a crime, but it would have been one Stephen treated as a slightly lower priority than every other case of malpractice, harm, cruelty or deceit in the entire London region, if Saint were not a justiciar. If she hadn’t robbed Crane. If she hadn’t stolen the ring.

    
    
    He sat, waiting in the dark, for two hours before Saint came in.

    The rattle at the window woke him from a semi-doze. It was closed, but she clearly kept it oiled, and seemed to have put a handle on the outside. There was a thump of feet on roof tiles, a soft scrape of wood and a rush of even colder air, and she clambered in, wearing the boy’s clothes she usually adopted for windwalking.

    Stephen waited till she had shut the window before he said, “Good morning.”

    Saint shrieked like a banshee, spinning round. “Jesus Christ! Mr. D? Gawd, I jumped out of me skin.” A candle flared into life with a sputter of cheap tallow. “What you doing here? Something up? It ain’t Mrs. Gold, is it?”

    “You know what it is.”

    Saint’s eyes widened slightly, then her chin tilted, an unmistakable gesture of defiance. “Which I don’t. There a problem?”

    “Give me the ring.”

    “You what? What ring?” She was doing a good job of looking confused. She always did. Stephen had taught her for four years, and had become very familiar with her skill at plausible denial. The girl could lie more barefacedly than he could himself.

    That was not something he would tolerate now. Stephen slapped his hand on the shaky arm of the chair with a force that made her flinch. “The ring! Don’t dare lie to me, and don’t waste my time. You were seen. Give it to me, and explain yourself, and by God you will need to make it good.”

    Saint had been blustering back, trying to interrupt. “I don’t know what you’re on about with any ring, alright? And as for seen, so what if I was? I ain’t done anything wrong.”

    Stephen spluttered. “Stealing isn’t wrong?”

    “Stealing?” Saint shrieked.

    There was an angry bang on the wall that made Stephen jump, and a cry of “Shut yer hole!” from the next room.

    “Fuck yer mum!” Saint yelled back, and waved a hand, throwing silence across them. “And I ain’t stolen nothing in two years and more, and you got no right to say I did—”

    “Lord Crane saw you, not two hours ago.” A tide of colour swept over the girl’s pale skin, as clear a confession of guilt as anything. “He caught you in his flat, he saw you windwalking, you waved at him, for God’s sake. He saw you quite clearly, so no more lies, no more denial. You broke into his flat and you took the ring. My ring. I want it back.”

    Saint was shaking her head furiously. “I did not and I ain’t and if he said I did he’s a fucking lying ponce!”

    Stephen clenched his fists, furious at her words, and at the pulse of alarm they sent through him. What does she know? “Don’t you dare speak of him like that.”

    “I’ll say what I want if he’s slipping you the duff!”

    He didn’t know what the cant expression meant, but it sounded bad enough. He gritted his teeth. “If you have something to say, say it in English.”

    Saint glared at him, spoke very distinctly. “I din’t steal anything off anyone. I ain’t seen your posh mate, nor I don’t want to, and I ain’t got nothing of yours, and you got no right to come round my gaff putting the gammy down—”

    “English!”

    “You fucking talk English!” Saint shouted, tears starting in her silver-blue eyes. She looked flushed and hurt and very young. “I can’t help it I’m not flash, and it ain’t fair to call me a thief cos I’m not good enough for posh sorts—”

    “Lord Crane saw you, Saint,” Stephen said wearily. “He caught you in the act. He saw your face.”

    “He’s a fucking lying mary-ann, and you’re another!”

    The words exploded between them in the icy air, knocking the breath from Stephen’s lungs. Saint put a hand to her mouth, eyes widening. “I—I din’t—”

    “Get over here.” This would be it, when he took her in. He would accuse Jenny Saint, the student he had taught and protected so often, and she would accuse him in return, him and Crane. It would be here at last, the inevitable exposure, the disgrace, the flight from justice that Crane was so ready to give him, and Stephen didn’t ever want to use. He was vaguely proud that his voice didn’t shake. “You’re going to the Council. Now.”

    Saint backed away, shaking her head. She spread her hands, as if to explain. Then the window sprang open, so fast that it took Stephen entirely by surprise, and Saint, already soaring sideways, hurled herself out.

    “Saint!” Stephen leapt to the casement and flung a savage line of force through the ether, grabbing recklessly for her, even as she slid down the other side of a pitched roof. There was a scrabble of booted feet on tiles, and silence.

    She was gone, and he had no way to follow.

    




CHAPTER FOUR
~


CRANE WOKE LATE, TO the realisation of absence. Not Stephen’s, he was used to that, but something more fundamental to the morning. There was no smell of coffee.

    He padded through to the kitchen, which was cold and silent. No Merrick there, and he wasn’t in his bedroom either. It looked to Crane’s eye as if he hadn’t been home.

    That wasn’t usual, but nor was it unprecedented. It was definitely inconvenient, since without the stove on there was no hot water. Stephen could heat water simply by putting a hand to it; Crane couldn’t. He wasn’t familiar with the operation of the patent stove or the boiler, and if it came to that, it was a long time since he’d made a cup of coffee for himself.

    “Congratulations, Vaudrey, you’ve become purely decorative,” he said aloud, and washed in icy water with punitive thoroughness. He dressed with haste, since his bedroom was decidedly chilly without a morning fire, sparing several unkind thoughts for his defecting servant, and was just putting on his boots when the back door thumped open, and slammed shut again. Merrick.

    “Tomcatting, or did you get arrested?” Crane called.

    Merrick strode into the hall, coat still on, grim-faced, and didn’t stop. Crane just had time to get out, “What—” and found himself shoved hard against the door.

    “The fuck did you do?” Merrick’s face was dark with anger. “The fuck are you playing at?”

    “What the hell?” Crane saw Merrick’s hand ball to a fist and caught it with his own. He’d taken enough beatings from his servant in his wild youth not to welcome one now. “What are you talking about?”

    Merrick wrenched his hand free. “What did you say about Miss Saint?”

    “How did you hear about that?”

    “What did you say?” It was very nearly a shout.

    “She robbed us last night,” Crane said. “Came in through the window, turned the desk over, took Stephen’s ring. I saw her.”

    Merrick looked at him for a moment, then without warning his fist thumped into Crane’s stomach. Crane doubled, gasping, trying not to retch.

    “You didn’t fucking see her,” Merrick said levelly. “So why’d you say you did?”

    Crane gestured, indicating he needed another moment to get air into his lungs, took a breath, began to speak, and brought up his interlocked fists hard into Merrick’s groin. The manservant saw it coming just in time to start moving back but it still connected sufficiently hard to knock him off balance, and Crane used the moment of pain and his own, longer reach for an uppercut that sent Merrick another couple of steps back, then grabbed a walking stick from the stand. He’d done enough short-staff fighting in China that it gave Merrick pause, but Crane saw his hand move, just a fraction, the first twitch of reaching for a knife.

    “For Christ’s sake!” he said, loudly, trying to jolt Merrick out of his fury. “What the hell is this? I saw her. Stephen didn’t want to hear it either, but I saw her face. Why in the name of sanity would I say I did if I hadn’t?”

    “I dunno,” Merrick said. “You tell me. Because she wasn’t here last night, because she was somewhere else, so you didn’t fucking see her, did you?”

    “How the hell do you know—” Crane stopped, belatedly put one and one together, and repeated, more calmly, but with a sense of impending doom, “How do you know where she was last night?”

    Merrick’s jaw set. “Cos I was with her.”

    “At two in the morning. Somewhere else,” Crane said, and then, wholeheartedly, “Fuck.”

    “What?” Merrick demanded. “You got a problem with that?”

    “Yes, I have a problem. You’ve debauched Stephen’s student!”

    Merrick’s face darkened. He took a step forward; Crane brought the stick swiftly up. “So? She ain’t his kid.”

    “She could be,” Crane said, inaccurately. “What is she, sixteen?” Thirteen was lawful, sixteen unremarkable; but Crane found no appeal whatsoever in youth and inexperience and had never thought Merrick did.

    “Eighteen.”

    “She doesn’t look it. Does magic stunt their growth?”

    Merrick ignored that. “Eighteen, and not young for it either, life she’s had. And if you reckon she can’t make her own decisions, you ain’t been paying much attention to shamans. And, mostly, it ain’t up to you. It’s up to Jen.”

    “Do you think Stephen will see it like that?”

    “That’s his problem.”

    “It’s bloody not!” Crane couldn’t begin to imagine how angry Stephen would be, or what it would be like if he and Merrick clashed in this mood. “Jesus. Could you not find someone to tup who isn’t under Stephen’s care?”

    “It’s none of his fucking business, or yours.” Merrick’s voice was entirely uncompromising. “I don’t tell you who to bed—”

    “Horse shit you don’t.”

    Merrick wasn’t to be drawn. “I don’t tell you, you don’t tell me, and I don’t need your boy friend’s approval either.”

    “Boy friend? You fucking tosspot, this is Stephen.” Crane thumped an angry hand against the wall. “And he’ll have every bloody right to worry about her. You’re three times the girl’s age, ten times her experience—”

    “You fuck men.”

    The words were clear and flat, like a slap. Crane took a deep breath, really angry now, but Merrick had a hand up before he could speak. “You said that on the boat to China, remember? I said, why’d your old man throw you out, and you says to me, I fuck men, and you remember what I said?”

    Crane remembered. He had been just seventeen, exiled from home, terrified and alone, and he knew his supposed servant had been tasked by his father to make sure he never returned. He had made the retort with all the sneering pride he could muster, knowing it would earn him a beating, maybe his last one, because he had had nothing left but defiance. And Merrick had considered his words for a few endless moments, shrugged, and replied, “Well, I don’t care if they don’t.”

    Crane’s life had turned on that moment.

    He rested his head against the door behind and lowered the stick, although he didn’t put it down. “All right. Noted.”

    “Jen knows what she wants. Ask her if you like. She ain’t a schoolroom miss.”

    “Perhaps not. But I didn’t know what I wanted when I was eighteen.”

    “Yeah, you did. You wanted not to be starving and whoring.”

    Crane glared at him. “Yes, true, but—”

    “But she’s too bloody young. Christ’s sake, you don’t need to tell me that.” Merrick stuck his hands in his pockets and sagged back against the wall. “You think I don’t know I could be her pa?”

    “You couldn’t,” Crane assured him. “She’s far too pretty.”

    Merrick didn’t notice the jibe. That alone told Crane much of what he needed to know. “Yeah, she is, but that ain’t it. I mean, there’s lots of pretty women, but… It’s just her. There’s something…it’s like…I dunno.” His hazel eyes met Crane’s with something close, in Merrick terms, to a plea. “I ain’t acting the goat.”

    He never did. Since the death of his wife in labour more than a decade ago, Merrick’s affairs had all been with older women, experienced ladies who had no desire to be trammelled with a husband and who knew how to avoid unwanted consequences. His taste for widows had become a running joke between them. He had never relished innocence, or youth, or vulnerability, any more than Crane did.

    “Oh bugger,” Crane said. “This is serious, isn’t it?”

    “Yeah.”

    “Serious, but you didn’t tell me about it?”

    “Yeah, well, Mr. Day, all that.” Meaning that if Merrick had spoken out, Crane would have had to tell Stephen, or lie by omission. He was grateful for that consideration, probably. “I reckoned you only needed to know if Jen decided, otherwise no point stirring the pot, right? And she ain’t yet, but now there’s this business, so—”

    “Hold on. If Miss Saint decided what?”

    Merrick raked a hand through his cropped hair. “Ah, buggery. No fool like an old fool, is there. I asked her, all right?”

    Crane stared. Merrick shrugged. He was reddening.

    “You’re going to marry her?”

    Merrick grimaced. “Asked her two months back. She’s still making her mind up.”

    Crane waved that away as a trivial detail. “Christ. Why didn’t you say so? Congratulations, you idiot. On the one hand, she has terrifying powers and can probably kill you with a thought if you annoy her, but on the other…handy to have around for reaching high shelves?”

    “Not like Mr. Day, then.”

    “Oh, I don’t know. Indecisive, poor taste in men, needs a firm hand…”

    “Don’t even fucking start with that,” Merrick told him. “Oi, hold on. Did you just give me advice on women?”

    “Those who know, do. Those who understand, teach.”

    Merrick gave that the snort it deserved. Crane got to the essential point. “Does she know about me and Stephen?”

    “Ain’t told her. Brought up here, you know? Might need a bit of getting used to things.”

    “Yes, well, I think that’s going to be the case all round.” A sudden, horrible thought made Crane’s chest clench. “You, ah, you are staying, I take it. Not planning to set up your own household. Are you?”

    Merrick looked, just for a second, as appalled as Crane felt. “Don’t be bloody stupid. You’d starve in a week.”

    “Yes, and where would you steal your brandy then?” Crane agreed, with overwhelming relief. “Let’s see. We’ll need to take a town house. There’s not enough room here for four, especially if two of them are Stephen and Miss Saint. Which means more staff, trustworthy ones, so—”

    “Hold up, mandarin. She ain’t said yes.”

    “You got her into bed, I’m sure you can get her to the altar.”

    “Yeah? What with you just called her a thief, and her in trouble up to the neck?”

    “Bollocks.” That detail had slipped Crane’s mind, amid everything else. “That’s where we came in, isn’t it? Right, let’s straighten this out. You were with her last night, at about two. Awake?”

    “Yeah.”

    “I wish I had your stamina. And I saw her, or thought I did, here at about two.” Crane put the stick back in the stand. “Therefore, we need to find out who I actually saw here.”

    “Yeah, we do. Because Mr. Day had a right go at her, and sounds like she had words back. Like, maybe things she shouldn’t have said.” Merrick made a slightly apologetic face on Saint’s behalf. Crane gave a resigned shrug on Stephen’s. “Plus, she reckons if she goes in and gets arrested, they’re going to do some God-awful thing to her. She’s scared of this bloody Council of theirs.”

    “Where is she now?”

    “I got her safe.”

    And not telling me where, Crane noted. That was undoubtedly best. He needed to be able to say, “I don’t know,” if Stephen asked. “Right. Put some coffee on while I think about this. I’m in dire need.”

    Merrick gave him a look. “You can’t work the stove, can you?”

    “I’m the eighth Earl Crane and the twelfth Viscount Fortunegate. I don’t have to work the stove.”

    “Two extra names and you can’t lift your arms any more. Bloody lucky they didn’t make you a duke too or you’d forget how to brush your own teeth.”

    “Just make the coffee, cradle-robber.” Crane followed Merrick into the kitchen and seated himself at the table, thinking aloud. “Very well, then, what I saw… I didn’t realise it was a woman at all, initially. I kept saying ‘he’ to Stephen afterwards. It was only after she turned and waved at me that I recognised her. Or thought I did.”

    “What did you see?”

    “A dark figure, inside. When she went outside and turned, I saw fair hair in the moonlight, then I recognised her face.”

    “You saw her hair in the moonlight?” Merrick repeated.

    “Yes.” The pale silver-gilt glimmer was vivid in his memory. “Her hair, her face, brightly lit. Damn it. I must be wrong if you say I am, but I was—am—absolutely sure I saw her.”

    Merrick nodded slowly. “No, I reckon you saw what you said.”

    Crane frowned at him. “But—”

    “What phase is the moon at?”

    “Full dark,” Crane said without hesitation. Tracking that was an unconscious habit, second nature after years of moving illicit cargoes under cover of night. “It’ll be new moon in— Fuck.”

    “Yeah.”

    “Fuck,” Crane repeated, with feeling. “There wasn’t any moonlight, was there? It was pitch dark in the room, and dark enough outside, but I somehow saw her face, bathed in light, all the way over by the tree. The—man, it was a man, in the room, he touched me, and then I saw… And—God damn it, he said something too, I’m sure of it. The shitster fluenced me.”

    “Sounds like.” Merrick’s face was grim. “What’d he look like?”

    “Let me think.” Crane shut his eyes, bending his memories to his will. He was resistant to fluence, Stephen had told him so, and he had had this experience before, of feeling his remembered reality shift and repattern itself as true memories swam to the surface and false ones dissipated. It was a sickening, dizzying experience, like trying to focus through drunkenness, and familiarity did not make the process any more comfortable, but he could grasp the truth now.

    There had been no moonlight. It had been dark, but they had been close together, and he had seen something at least. The figure had been far sturdier than the slender Saint, no sign of fair hair, a deeper voice whispering instructions…

    “A man,” he said. “Dark, I think. Not particularly big, perhaps a little shorter than you. Young, or at least agile. A windwalker though. That was right.”

    “Windwalker, and he wanted you to think he was Jen.” Merrick gave him a cup of coffee, as one rewarding a bright pupil. Crane inhaled with gratitude.

    “No question. And he took the ring, nothing else, and he knew to find it here. He came to the flat to steal Stephen’s ring and to make us think Stephen’s student stole it.”

    “Yeah,” Merrick said thoughtfully. “I reckon we need to talk to Mr. Day pretty sharpish.”

    “I think we do. If only I knew where the bugger was.”

    ~

    Stephen stood in a small bedroom, its close heat stifling after the chill outside. His heart was thumping, breath coming hard, and he was staring at a naked man on the bed.

    The man sprawled over the coverlet, spread out on display. His legs were wide apart and his eyes were open, gazing at the ceiling. Stephen couldn’t stop looking at him.

    He jumped as the third person in the room put a heavy hand commandingly on his shoulder.

    “You’re not going to be sick, are you, Mr. Day?”

    “I’m fine.” Stephen slithered away from Inspector Rickaby’s touch. “Unlike this chap. Why am I here?”

    “What’s this look like to you?” Rickaby’s tone was thick with suppressed anger.

    Stephen scowled at the spreadeagled figure on the counterpane. The dead man’s body and face were a mass of open wounds—long savage cuts, some laying the flesh open to the bone, an anatomist’s diagram. Stephen could see layers of dark red muscle and yellow fat, reminding him of an uncooked side of bacon. Between the open legs, the genitals had been almost completely severed. Blood soaked the bedclothes and pooled on the floor beneath.

    “Butchery,” Stephen said. “Someone went mad with a knife. More than one person, perhaps. This must have taken hours. Did the neighbours not hear screaming? But,” he hurried to add as Rickaby opened his mouth, “what it doesn’t look like is my area of expertise. Why is this other than a straightforward killing?”

    “The neighbours did hear screaming. Heard it, came up, kicked the door in, and saw… Want to guess?”

    “No.”

    “Nothing. Not another soul. Just him on the bed, screaming, and cuts opening up all over him. Like an invisible man was attacking him with an invisible knife, they said.”

    Stephen repressed a groan. “And you think this report is accurate?”

    “A constable saw it too. All the accounts tally. And, do you know who this gentleman is, Mr. Day?”

    It sounded as though he was expected to, but the face was a mass of blood and muscle and white bone that Stephen had no great desire to examine. “I have no idea.”

    “No idea? Don’t recognise him?”

    As if the corpse’s own mother could. “No.”

    “Funny, that. You knew him well enough once.”

    Stephen looked at the body again, reluctantly. The hair was sparse, and faded ginger tufts were visible under the blood. The agonised eyes were of a peculiar pale blue, and as Stephen stared, his memory shifted the pieces into place.

    “It’s not Fred Beamish, is it?” he said, barely able to believe his own words. “Oh God. It is, isn’t it?”

    “Fred Beamish,” Rickaby repeated. “Inspector Beamish. The Council’s police liaison officer, as was, before you lot ruined him. And now here he is, murdered by magic.”

    “Hell’s teeth.” Stephen pulled his gloves off, mind skittering as he attempted to understand the scope of this disaster. “But why would anyone hurt Beamish? He’d retired.”

    “Resigned,” Rickaby corrected. “When he lost his nerve. When he saw one too many God-rotted filthy thing.”

    Stephen remembered it all too well. Beamish had been a decent enough copper, but like most of the men of the Metropolitan Police, he had not signed up for unnatural evils, and there had been a lot of those last year, when the warlock Thomas Underhill had abandoned all caution, drunk on power, and had operated in plain sight. Beamish had been one of the first on the spot when they had found a child, alive, its ribcage gaping and heart gone, wandering along the Embankment crying emptily for its mother. He had resigned from the police force the following day, and started drinking. Stephen had meant to go and visit him, to talk, or to see if he could draw some of the venom out of Beamish’s memories, but he had had to hunt down Underhill first, and nearly died in the process. Then there had been the long months of recovery, and then Crane had landed in his life like a falling star. He hadn’t found the time after that. In truth, he hadn’t thought about Beamish at all.

    Rickaby was watching his face, obviously seeing the guilt there. “Yes, your lot broke Fred Beamish’s nerve. Broke his nerve, broke his mind, then you killed him.”

    “Now wait,” Stephen said. “Underhill, the man who did those things last year, he’s dead. I killed him myself. His accomplices too.” At least, Sir Peter Bruton was dead. Lady Bruton, the third of the warlocks, had escaped, and Stephen’s efforts to have her tracked down had faltered, failed, and never restarted. The memory jolted him with a stab of shame. It was yet another important task that he’d delayed acting on, day by day, until it had somehow come to seem less important by virtue of having been undone for so long, and had been buried by a torrent of other tasks.

    He really ought to do something about Lady Bruton. He had, after all, promised Crane he would.

    He didn’t intend to share any of that with Rickaby. Stephen shoved the guilt back, speaking briskly. “There’s no reason to suppose there’s any link between that business and this.”

    Rickaby nodded. “No, that’s true. Maybe it’s two lots of murdering practitioners, not one. Three, even, what with Superintendent Raphael lying dead by practice too. Just tell me, how many killers do you have in your ranks, Mr. Day? How many dead policemen do you think I’ll stand for?” He jabbed a finger at Stephen’s face as he spoke, leaning into him. Stephen set his jaw and stepped away, to the head of the bed, feeling the etheric currents wash around him. There was a lot of blood and pain.

    “Five dead on Ratcliffe Highway, this summer!” Rickaby bellowed. His face was deep puce with anger. “Two in Limehouse, and one out Tower way and two more bodies in a cellar in Holborn—ten unlawful deaths, all down to your bloody rotten murdering lot, and did anyone stand trial?”

    “The guilty men were dead,” Stephen pointed out, keeping his voice level. “You can’t put corpses on a stand.” There was nothing useful coming to his hands through the air. He was not looking forward to touching the body.

    “So you say.” Rickaby’s voice dropped, so he sounded unconvincingly calm. “Strange, that. It always turns out that there’s a dead man to blame, or someone’s left the country. Or the matter isn’t to be pursued, and two weeks later I see the culprit walking the streets bold as brass. There’s never a conviction. There’s never a punishment.”

    Stephen stopped bothering with the corpse. “Are you really suggesting you want to take things like this in front of a judge and jury? ‘An invisible man stabbed him, Your Honour’?”

    “I want to know what’s going on,” Rickaby said. “I want punishments. Eight months I’ve been working with you people, and not a single case brought to trial. Well, I’m not having it. There’s two dead policemen now, murdered by practice, and I’ll damned well see someone swing for this, do you understand?”

    “I do, actually. I understand, and I sympathise, and you have my word that I will—we will find the culprits here. I’m not going to promise you a public trial because, well, you know how it is. But I swear to you, whoever did this will pay for it.”

    Rickaby shook his head. “I’ve been taking your say-so long enough. Taking your word, walking away, and watching more people die.”

    Stephen breathed deeply, keeping his temper. Rickaby might want a shouting match, but giving him one would scarcely help, and God knew the man had a point. “I don’t set the rules. I just try to make sure justice is done, much like you.”

    “One man’s judgement isn’t the same thing as justice. Justice happens within the law, and it’s seen to be done. That’s what I want for Fred Beamish and Superintendent Raphael. What you do, Mr. Day, that’s what I call revenge.”

    “Nonsense,” Stephen said, startled. “I’m doing my duty here, Inspector, nothing else.”

    “Maybe you are,” Rickaby said grimly. “But I don’t think much of your duty, or your justice, or your Council either. Fred Beamish was worth ten of any practitioner I’ve met. He deserves a devil of a lot more than to be brushed under the carpet while you keep your secrets.”

    Stephen flushed at the accusation in his eyes. “Noted,” he said stiffly. “Why don’t I try to find out who did this to him, and then we can decide what to do about it?”

    


    Two long, miserable, fruitless hours later, Stephen left the charnel room and Rickaby behind. He made sure he was several streets away before he propped himself against a wall and took some very deep breaths, willing the stench of blood and excrement out of his nose.

    He hated this, hated it so much. It was his job and it had to be done, and of course whoever had turned Beamish into chopped liver needed to be dealt with, but dear God, if he never saw another revoltingly mutilated corpse, he would be a happy man.

    His fingers felt contaminated from the touch of the body. He moved to rub them on his trousers, realised that he was wearing a decent suit of clothes, and had to dig inside a pocket for a handkerchief. He scrubbed it over his fingertips, one by one and then all together. There were no marks left on the white linen, but his fingers still felt stained by the dead man’s blood and pain.

    Stephen leaned against the cold, damp brickwork, because while he stood here, he didn’t have to do anything, and he couldn’t bear any of what he had to do. Rickaby was furious, and accusatory, and right, curse him. Two policemen, decent men, were dead, crying out for justice that Stephen would not give them. Saint was a thief. Crane was trammelled, frustrated, visibly losing patience. And worried too, Stephen was sure, though he never showed it.

    Stephen didn’t want to go back to the flat.

    It seemed ludicrous to feel so reluctant. He loved Crane’s home, with its comforts, its warmth, Merrick’s effortless competence and bone-dry sarcasm, and Crane’s presence, so powerful that he could feel the man’s imprint in the ether whether he was there or not. Most of the happiest moments of his life had taken place there, in the last few months. Every time he caught himself thinking of the flat as home, Lucien’s bed as the place he belonged, he felt dizzied by his own privilege. Arrogant, beautiful, domineering Lord Crane, with the caring that made Stephen’s heart break, and the vicious streak that made his knees bend, had chosen him among all the men’s men of London, and treated him with loyalty, generosity, and almost painful honesty. And his reward was a few doled-out crumbs of Stephen’s time in a country he hated.

    Time Stephen was wasting now. He forced himself upright and made himself walk, jamming his hands in his pockets against the chilly bite of the winter wind, and wondered how long they could keep this up.

    Four months ago, in the unhappy knowledge that he had fallen helplessly and irrevocably in love with a man who wanted to be on the other side of the globe, he would have given anything for Crane to have ties to England. Then Crane had told him that he was the tie, that he wouldn’t leave England without Stephen by his side, and Stephen had fully understood why one should be careful what one wished for.

    His life had worked before Crane, more or less. He’d had friendships, his time had been more than filled with the demands of the job, he’d managed the occasional backstreet encounter, even. It hadn’t been the life of his dreams, but then, Stephen had never really had dreams, and if he had, he would certainly not have presumed to dream of someone like Crane. All he had wanted to do was survive, manage, to keep on top of his life and work without anything going terribly wrong, and he had done that in a quite satisfactory manner.

    Now he had a lover and a life that still seemed the stuff of fantasy, and it was driving him to distraction. Every minute he spent with Lucien was stolen from his duty, every minute on the job was a theft from his lover, everything he did left something more important undone.

    I wish I had time for him, Stephen thought miserably. I wish… He couldn’t wish to leave the job. Not knowing all there was to do, all the people who needed him, his duty. But I wish to God I could.

    Stephen turned a corner into the icy wind, huddling into his heavy topcoat. He was trying to think of ways to make more hours in each day as he stepped onto the Strand, and saw Crane in smiling, flirtatious conversation with an attractive young man.

    




CHAPTER FIVE
~


CRANE HAD HAD A thoroughly unrewarding day. The messages he’d sent for Stephen had gone unanswered, as usual, and since he had no desire to be within fifty miles of Esther Gold when she learned that his manservant had deflowered her charge, he had not felt able to take Saint’s alibi elsewhere. Not that he was much looking forward to putting the matter to Stephen.

    He had visited Leonora, gone to the gymnasium, and done several hours’ desultory work in the office to kill the time before he might expect Stephen to return, and he was striding along the Strand towards home, considering precisely how he would word his explanation, when he heard the call.

    “Excuse me, sir?”

    Crane stopped under a gas lamp and turned as a young man hurried up with something white in his hand. “I think you dropped your handkerchief.”

    Crane glanced at the little square of linen. It was one of the vast stocks of handkerchiefs they’d brought from Piper, with a small magpie embroidered in the corner. He couldn’t imagine how he’d dropped the thing. “Yes, that’s mine. Thank you.” He took it, except that the other man didn’t release his grip, and Crane looked at the fellow’s face in surprise.

    He was worth looking at. Mid twenties, perhaps, with slightly shaggy, windswept black hair, shot through with a streak of early grey on one side. It was a lopsided but rather attractive feature. Not tall, but substantially larger than Stephen—who wasn’t?—with an athletic build. And he had a face made for misbehaviour, with deep blue laughing eyes, and a wide mouth curving into an irrepressible grin.

    Good God, Crane thought appreciatively. This country’s breeding them better these days.

    He tugged again at the handkerchief. The other man pulled back, a look of mischief sparkling under dark lashes, and then released it.

    “Thank you.” Crane pocketed the handkerchief with a smile.

    “Oh, it was no trouble.” The young lovely returned the smile, along with a lingering glance. “In return, could I beg you for a match?”

    “None on me, I’m afraid. I don’t smoke.”

    “Oh, but you should. It’s the only way to protect the lungs against this cursed fog. And it’s a pleasant vice.” His grin widened. “Perhaps not the most pleasant.”

    “Indeed not,” Crane batted back. “Not while there’s drink.”

    A wicked smile glinted in the gaslight. “Of course. And would you care to come and take a glass with me, sir? Perhaps at my lodgings?”

    “Ah…no,” Crane said, with a little regret. “I think not.”

    “Really?” The lovely’s deep blue eyes met Crane’s in a darting look before his long lashes swept down again. “I’m very entertaining company.”

    “I’m sure you are. I’ve other commitments.”

    “None you can’t break, I dare say, sir.” The young man put a light hand on his forearm. “Perhaps you could spare five minutes to discuss the matter, somewhere close by?” His gaze flicked over to one of the many little alleys that ran off the Strand. Indiscreet, undoubtedly, but it was dark, and probably safe enough for a quick suck…

    In another life. Crane shrugged the hand off, feeling a pulse of annoyance at the blatant approach that he doubtless wouldn’t have experienced if he’d been able to take advantage of it. As it was, there seemed to be far too many people on the Strand to play silly buggers. Policemen, flower sellers, even the street artist who seemed to be constantly around these days, sketching under the gas lamp’s circle of light not six feet from him.

    “No, but good hunting.” Crane gave the young man a smile and a nod of farewell, and walked off without waiting for a response, stuffing the handkerchief into his pocket.

    Fidelity had never been part of his life before. Not that he’d rejected it as an idea; it simply hadn’t come up. Very few of his previous lovers would have batted an eye at his taking up the young man’s offer, nor would Crane have expected any of them to refrain. He wouldn’t, truly, have cared.

    Stephen would care. Stephen would care so much it hurt. Crane hadn’t ever discussed the matter with him, because, he realised with incredulity, this was the first time it had crossed his mind in eight months that he might bed anyone else, but he knew, without question, the flinching pain he would inflict if Stephen saw him with some bit of stuff.

    Good God, does he expect me never to fuck anyone else for the rest of my life? Crane thought, and then, No. Of course he expects me to fuck other people. He’ll be waiting for me to do exactly that. Waiting and dreading.

    One more obligation that came with Stephen, Crane reflected as he entered his building and headed up the four flights of stairs. One more restriction, along with the secrecy and the life in England, and the demands of the bloody justiciary. Another set of chains.

    Admittedly, Crane had had all the lovers a reasonable man could ask for, and he was old enough to appreciate a pretty mouth without feeling compelled to put his cock in it. There was nothing the blue-eyed smiler could give him that Stephen could not, except, probably, the clap. Most of all, he couldn’t imagine taking pleasure in an act that would cause Stephen pain. Nothing was worth that. But the realisation took him one more step away from China and home; bound him one notch tighter to England and duty and all the things that tied Stephen down, and Crane with him.

    If I’d wanted a life trammelled by obligation, I could have stayed in this bloody country in the first place.

    Then again, if I wanted a life without Stephen I’d be back in Shanghai already.

    Crane had reached his front door when he heard rapid footsteps behind him, hurrying up the stairs. He turned and saw Stephen sprinting up to catch him, face set.

    “Who the devil was that?” Stephen demanded.

    “Good evening to you too. I’ve no idea. He was returning my handkerchief.”

    “Really. Was that all?”

    Crane arched a brow at the expression on Stephen’s face. “As you saw.”

    “He didn’t look like he was returning a handkerchief.”

    Crane opened the front door, waved Stephen in, and shut it safely behind them. “Well, he also wanted to suck me off, but I just accepted the handkerchief. Are you jealous?”

    Stephen went scarlet. “No.”

    “You are.” Crane grinned at him, waiting for him to see the absurdity, for the familiar light of amusement in his eyes and the irresistible snag-toothed smile.

    It didn’t come. Instead, Stephen threw his coat onto a hook. “It’s scarcely jealousy if I expect you to be a little more courteous than to be fondling other men right in front of me.”

    “Oh, come. I did nothing of the kind. What’s wrong?”

    “What’s wrong?” Stephen repeated angrily, and then flopped back against the wall. “Oh God, Lucien, what isn’t?”

    “Here.” Crane pulled him through to the sitting room, shoved him onto the sofa, and poured them both a generous whisky. “Talk to me.”

    Stephen gulped half the drink in a single swallow, put the glass down and slumped forward, face in his hands. “Saint’s stolen my ring. A practitioner has murdered two retired police officers. We ought to have everyone on this, because the police will be angry beyond belief, but do you know how many people are working on it? Me. I’m the only justiciar dealing with this case, because there should be at least eight justiciars in London and there are currently five without Esther or Saint, and they won’t pay for any replacements or take on anyone new, so there is no way I will be able to go to Paris or anywhere else with you, and I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted to go find that chap with the handkerchief, he’d be more use to you than I am.” He took a gasping breath after that rush of speech, and went on, more quietly but no less desperately, “If I stopped sleeping altogether, I still wouldn’t have enough time in the day. I don’t know what to do any more.”

    Of course he had lied about Paris. Crane wasn’t precisely surprised, but the realisation was still a scrape against his self-esteem. “I see. Things must be bad if you’re voluntarily telling me the truth.”

    “Don’t. Please. And don’t tell me I have to work less, either. We’ve been on a shoestring for eighteen months. Seven justiciars weren’t enough. What it’ll be like with five—”

    “I can tell you that,” Crane said. “It’ll be like a slow attrition as you all work harder and harder on less and less until one by one you give up, walk away, break, or in your case, get yourself killed. Then your superiors will close down the justiciary altogether, and the survivors will realise that was what they had planned to do all along and everything you did was just pissing in a hole.”

    Stephen was looking up, eyes wide, angry and appalled. “Rubbish. Utter rubbish. They need the justiciary.”

    “Christ, you’re naive. If they needed you, or wanted you, they’d pay for you. Conversely, as they’re not paying, how important do you really think you are?”

    “It’s not like that.” Stephen looked sick. “The Council is short of funds—there’s internal disagreement—”

    “A hundred to a quid says you’re being shut down. If you walk away now, it will at least be over faster.”

    “Ah.” Stephen’s face was tight. “I see. Tell me, was all that simply wishful thinking, or is this a new line of persuasion to make me leave?”

    Crane bit off an angry response. “Believe it or don’t. One of us can say I told you so in a year’s time when we’ll see if you still have a job, or your skin. Meanwhile, if you could stop picking fights with me for a moment, there’s something you need to know.”

    “What is it?”

    This was not going to go well. Crane had hoped to have this conversation with Stephen sated and pliant in his bed, not prickling with this raw, angry mood. But there was no way he could dodge it.

    “I was wrong about Saint. It wasn’t her, last night.”

    “What?”

    Crane put both hands up as the astonished fury dawned on Stephen’s face. “Listen. I saw exactly what I told you, except that I didn’t actually see it. I was fluenced.” He rapidly explained, but Stephen was shaking his head, finally interrupting.

    “No. Stop. I found her last night—this morning, rather. She came in about four o’clock looking guilty as sin. If she’d had an alibi she’d have told me so, for heaven’s sake. There’s nothing to suggest you were wrong, except that you’re not sure of your memory now—”

    “And the fact that I saw moonlight on a moonless night.”

    Stephen paused, frowning. “Yes, except you didn’t say anything about moonlight at the time. Memories change. Look, be reasonable. The idea that someone fluenced you to incriminate her and steal my ring from your flat—you’re suggesting some kind of plot against me, or us, don’t you see that? Do you really think that’s more likely than that you were right the first time?”

    “Yes, I do. She has an alibi, Stephen. She was with someone.”

    “At two in the morning? Who?” Stephen demanded, and then, “Just a moment, how the devil do you know where she was?” and then, with explosive fury, “Mr. Merrick?”

    “Don’t overreact,” Crane said, without much hope.

    “Don’t overreact? He’s three times her age!”

    “Two and a half.”

    “This isn’t funny!” Stephen shouted. He was scarlet with anger in a way that Crane had never seen and didn’t like, his eyes snapping. “I told you about this—you assured me—”

    “I had no idea till this morning. Stephen, listen—”

    “No, I will not!” Stephen jumped to his feet. “For God’s sake, she’s alone in the world, she’s so blasted young. This is exploitation.”

    “The hell it is. He’s offered her marriage.”

    “Marriage? And has she accepted?”

    Damn the man. “Well, not yet.”

    “In other words, she doesn’t want to marry him, but the offer makes it all right, does it? Oh, I beg your pardon, I forgot. Everything Mr. Merrick does is all right in your eyes.”

    “Yes. It is.” Crane was standing now too, matching Stephen glare for glare. “The only reason Miss Saint will have been in his bed is that she wanted to be there. She’s of age, he is neither fool nor rogue, and mostly, Stephen, as with so very many things, you are taking responsibility for something that is not up to you. It’s none of your business who she chooses to fuck.”

    Stephen spluttered. “What if she finds herself in a—a difficult situation?”

    “If he knocks her up? Then she’ll be well advised to take his offer.”

    “And suppose she doesn’t want to be tied for life, at the age of eighteen, to a killer?”

    Crane set his jaw. “That is not—”

    “Accurate? Really? How much blood does Mr. Merrick have on his hands, precisely? How many men has he killed?”

    “I don’t know exactly,” Crane said. “Do you think it’s more or fewer than you?”

    Stephen gasped, as if punched. “That’s my job!”

    “And his. Merrick works for me, Stephen. His acts are mine. If he’s not good enough for Miss Saint, I struggle to see how I’m good enough for you.”

    “Don’t you dare threaten me.” Stephen’s breath came fast. “Don’t you dare.”

    “I’m not,” Crane said. “Or perhaps I am. I don’t know. I know this: he’s never given a damn for a woman since his wife died, and that was more than a decade ago. I know he wouldn’t have touched Miss Saint with a ten-foot pole if it wasn’t serious, for him at least. And I know that he’s not the first man to put his heart in a damn fool, ill-judged, unfortunate, bloody awkward place.” He forced a crooked grin, praying Stephen would listen. “I did. So did you.”

    Stephen shut his eyes, breathing deeply. At last, more levelly, he said, “I am angry about this.”

    “I know.”

    “I can’t see it’s right. He’s so much older—”

    “She’s a shaman. She can fly.”

    “Windwalk, and I can assure you that being a practitioner is absolutely no help in organising one’s personal life.”

    “Leonora Hart isn’t even a practitioner and she managed,” Crane pointed out. “Tom was forty-two when he married her, she was eighteen—”

    “And we spent several days in summer mopping up the trail of blood they left.”

    “That’s not fair,” Crane objected, although it wasn’t entirely unfair. “Anyway, love him though I did, Tom was a rascal.”

    “Whereas Mr. Merrick is an upstanding citizen?”

    “And Miss Saint lives up to her name,” Crane retorted. “If you ask me, they’re two of a kind.”

    “That’s the worst thing you’ve said yet.” Stephen retreated to a chair, pulling his legs to his chest. Crane moved closer, not touching. “I suppose you’re right. I can’t stop her, if it’s her choice. That didn’t imply anything,” he went on at Crane’s angry intake of breath. “I didn’t mean that as it sounded, really. Look, I don’t like it, but… I’ll speak to her. If I can find her.”

    “Merrick has her stashed somewhere. She ran to him in trouble, Stephen.”

    “After I accused her unjustly. Yes. Perhaps he could convey my apologies. Tell her to come and talk to me. If she will.” Stephen had always taken a certain quiet pride in his work as a teacher and mentor, Crane knew, and he could feel his lover’s humiliation. “Meanwhile, I had better try and find out who this other windwalker was, I suppose. Oh God.” He sounded despairing.

    Crane pulled the opposite chair closer, since Stephen didn’t look as though he planned to move from his miserable huddle. “Let’s just try to think, shall we? Who actually knows about the ring—that it’s worth stealing, or that they should come here to steal it?”

    “I can’t think of anyone. I honestly don’t see how anyone could know. It’s not as though I use it lightly or wave it around. The only practitioners who’ve ever seen me use it are Saint, Joss, and the Golds.”

    “Well, and Lady Bruton.”

    Stephen’s entire body went still. “What did you say?”

    “Lady Bruton,” Crane repeated. “She saw you use the ring all right, when you raised the magpies and wiped out her coven. And you never got her, did you?”

    Lady Bruton had fled, leaving her husband dead, when Stephen had defeated her scheme to steal the Magpie Lord’s power. Stephen hadn’t tracked her down, but he had assured Crane that action would be taken if she returned: that she was no longer a threat. It had been in the early days of their relationship, when Crane had not been quite so conscious of how habitually Stephen resorted to falsehood, and he had simply taken the man’s word for it. It occurred to him now, as something he didn’t like prickled up his spine, that he might have made more of a fuss about that.

    “She knows about the ring. She saw you use it to call on an incredible amount of power.” Crane kept his eyes on Stephen’s face. “She’s well aware we’re lovers. It’s fair to say she has a grudge against you, for scotching her plans and killing her friend, that madman—”

    “Underhill,” Stephen supplied.

    “And of course we widowed her. She’s not the windwalker, but I suppose she could be working with him.”

    “Yes.” Stephen’s voice was thin.

    “But there’s a warrant out for her, or your equivalent, isn’t there? Is it not too dangerous for her to turn up in London?”

    “I don’t know. I, ah…”

    “What is it? What, Stephen?”

    There was guilt on Stephen’s features. He was staring intently at his hands, wrapped round his knees. “I didn’t tell the Council the whole truth, about what happened at Piper in spring. If I’d told them everything, I’d have had to say that you’re a source, and I thought it would be safer for you if I kept that quiet. And since there weren’t any other witnesses, because everyone was dead, I, well…”

    “Lied till you could have used your tongue as a corkscrew,” Crane completed for him.

    “Well. More or less. Yes.”

    “And? What aren’t you telling me?” Crane’s instincts, honed by years of trading and more of smuggling, were flaring now. He felt the sense of cold calm that came on him, often before he could consciously say why, in the awareness of impending trouble. The expectation of a double-cross.

    Stephen shifted awkwardly. “Do you remember that Esther and I had something of a long-running feud with the Brutons?”

    “I have a vague recollection of that, yes.” Sir Peter Bruton and his lady had planned a particularly unpleasant and drawn-out death for both Crane and Stephen because of that mutual hatred.

    “Well, that, our enmity, was common knowledge. So when I made my report, not everyone accepted it. Even on the Council. Some people never believed the Brutons were part of Underhill’s madness in the first place. You remember, it was my word and Esther’s, we had no conclusive proof. And they were well born, well connected, and nobody knows what really happened at Piper, and…” He took a deep breath. “Some quite senior people—Fairley, John Slee, a few others—don’t believe she’s a warlock, even now. So, uh, no. There’s no warrant.”

    “One moment,” Crane’s jaw was stiff with anger as he spoke. “I distinctly recall you telling me back in spring that if she showed her face again she’d be killed. You told me that. You said I had no need to worry my pretty little head about her, and now you’re telling me that she’d be welcomed with open arms?”

    “I’m sure I didn’t say that—”

    “You might as well have. God damn you, Stephen.” Crane pushed himself to his feet so hard the chair toppled backwards. “When are you going to stop lying to me?”

    “That was months ago,” Stephen protested. “I thought I’d get her. I put the word out among the justiciary—”

    “Which has done precisely how much good?”

    “Well, what should I have done?” Stephen demanded, jumping up in turn. “You know blasted well I can’t let the Council know you’re a source. I don’t trust them. I don’t trust practitioners, and nor should you.”

    “Not on the evidence of this conversation, certainly.”

    Stephen’s cheeks flamed. “That’s not fair. I was trying to protect you.”

    “By lying to me. Again.”

    “What good would it have done to tell you?” Stephen’s voice was rising. “Make you sick with worry, for what? I was going to go after her—”

    “But you didn’t,” Crane said icily. “Because you were busy. With your job.”

    Stephen apparently couldn’t find anything to say to that. Crane felt the anger pulsing savagely through him and made no effort at all to hold it back. He had been so fucking patient, he had put up with so much, let the twisting little bastard rule him in every way imaginable, but this was one more kick in the teeth than any man could stand. “I quite understand that you can barely spare the time for us, to see each other, or wake up together, or take a few days at Christmas. I understand that you’re too preoccupied with your daily agenda to deal with a murderer who wants me dead. However, I struggle to see how you were too busy to even mention a significant threat to my continued existence instead of letting me believe it was under control!”

    “Well, what would you have done if I’d said anything?” Stephen demanded. “What do you imagine you can do? Do you really think your money, or your personal killer, would be any use against a practitioner who wanted you dead?”

    “We’ll never know. Because I haven’t had the chance. Is this what being short is like?”

    “What?”

    “Having your loved ones treat you like a fucking child.”

    “Don’t give me that,” Stephen said savagely. “I am trying my best to do everything I have to do—”

    “And it’s not good enough. You’re not doing all these things, and nor is anyone else.”

    “That’s not—”

    “You haven’t got the ring back,” Crane said over him. “You’ve done nothing to help Miss Saint. There’s this murderer you’re supposed to be catching, Lady Bruton to deal with, let alone fitting me into your demanding schedule—”

    “Stop it!”

    “No, you stop it. Stop lying to me, and stop clutching on to every job that comes your way as if you’re the only man in the bloody world who can do anything.”

    “Well, I’m quite sure you can find someone else to suck you off,” Stephen snarled. His face was patched red and white with angry misery. “You seemed to be doing a damned good job of that earlier.”

    “What? Oh, go to the devil. I turned him down.”

    “Your restraint is amazing. Congratulations. What a pity Mr. Merrick doesn’t have the same self-control.”

    That transparent effort to change the subject made Crane angrier than anything yet, far too angry to prevent himself rising to the bait. “Don’t even start. We talked about that.”

    “No, you talked about it. You told me that it was perfectly reasonable for your manservant to prey on my student, and I listened to you—”

    “Prey?” Crane repeated furiously.

    “Oh, whatever you choose to call it. The fact is, she’s miserable, inexperienced and lonely. It’s amazingly easy to be seduced when you feel that way.”

    “What did that mean?” Crane demanded, startled by how much it hurt. “Are you talking about us? What the fuck did that mean?”

    Stephen looked slightly shocked by his own words. He hesitated for a second, then shook his head violently, taking refuge in anger. “I don’t have time for this.”

    “You don’t have time for us?”

    “I don’t have time to argue about what Mr. Merrick could possibly do that you wouldn’t defend, or who I’m supposed to let down out of the wide range of people who want something from me. I’m going.” He marched to the door, pushing past Crane. “Going to do some of those things that I haven’t done yet because I don’t work hard enough.”

    “Oh, for— That is the precise opposite of what I was trying to point out to you.”

    “Thank you for the insight.” Stephen stalked out of the room, into the hallway.

    Crane thumped a furious fist against the wall. He had rarely wanted to hit anyone so much, the bloody stupid obstinate lying little shit, and the unhappiness boiling off Stephen’s set shoulders made everything ten times worse.

    Stephen was shoving his feet into his boots. Crane stalked into the hall after him. “Stop this, for Christ’s sake. Have some sense.”

    “Stop telling me what to do, blast you!” Stephen wrenched the front door open.

    “Fine!” Crane shouted, exasperated beyond bearing. “Fine. Fuck off, then, fuck you, and fuck your ancestors.”

    “And yours!” Stephen shouted back, and slammed the door behind him.

    




CHAPTER SIX
~


STEPHEN SPENT THE COLD, miserable walk back to his rooms with his thoughts furiously circling. A voice in his head was screaming at him that he should run back and apologise, beg for forgiveness, but it was drowned out by the unhappy, frustrated anger. To be constantly pushed around by the Council was barely tolerable. To have his lover join in the chorus of demands and harassment and guilt, two minutes after that whole damned business with Merrick and Saint that Crane appeared to consider so trivial… He was not going to go back. He was an idiot ever to have believed this could work. Why had he let himself get tangled up with a Vaudrey in the first place?

    Because you fell in love with him, said the rational voice that refused to be silenced, and that was a worse thought than all the rest.

    Stephen’s lonely, half-abandoned home was freezing, with the icy air of disuse. He needed to get the fire going, fast. He sent a line of force through the ether with savage strength, much as a normal man would slam doors or kick the furniture, and nearly took the chimney out as the coal ignited with a massive whoomph.

    He dragged the heat back into the room before he did any permanent damage, cursing himself. That had been uncontrolled. He was never uncontrolled. Except with Lucien.

    He sat on the bed with his face in his hands, and as the anger faded, the misery grew, and along with it, the sick sense that one way or another he’d made the worst mistake of his life.

    He’d spent so much of his life learning not to indulge his emotions—undersized boys did well to keep quiet, and his powers had come on him when he was just thirteen, meaning endless exercises in self-control, and then it hadn’t been long before he’d become aware of his attraction to men, and that had been yet another thing to hide. The power that prickled through his hands had made it impossible for him to take lovers who weren’t practitioners unless he wore gloves throughout to avoid betraying himself, and that was scarcely sustainable. And since he was only aware of three other practitioners who shared his preferences, and he wasn’t fond of any of them, he had resigned himself to the occasional hurried backstreet encounter, where emotion didn’t come in to it.

    He had never had a lasting lover before. He had never had to learn compromise or sacrifice. He had been alone, and then there had been Lucien. Lucien, who knew what he was, who found his hands exciting rather than freakish, who could be so astonishingly considerate and loving, but with that dangerously thrilling cruel streak running through his nature, a golden flaw…

    Stephen had fallen hopelessly, irredeemably in love, and he had absolutely no idea what he was supposed to do about that now.

    Lucien did. Lucien was staying in a country that he hated for Stephen’s sake. He tolerated Stephen’s job and his unpredictability. He gave: not just the gifts and the clothes, the meals and the luxuries, but his strength, his belief, his alarmingly ruthless decisiveness. His protection, no matter how little or how much Stephen needed it, any more than Merrick needed it. They both had it anyway, because that was Lucien’s nature.

    Lucien gave and gave, and Stephen gave him nothing at all in return. Sacrificed nothing, compromised on nothing, understood nothing. Hopeless, useless fool.

    He curled up on his narrow bed, under rough scratchy blankets, and lay alone, looking out at the dark with wide eyes. When he finally drifted off to sleep at about one in the morning, he dreamed the borrowed magpie tattoo was ripping and tearing its way out of his skin, flying back to where it belonged, and he had to get up and contort himself in front of the mirror to be reassured that the inked bird was still on his back.

    


    By five o’clock he was in to the Council offices, just for the sake of something to do. He had intended to get on top of the paperwork, but it would have taken a grappling hook to do that, and as he stared at the dusty, unfiled, useless heaps of paper, he found himself concluding that Crane was right.

    That was all there was to it. Macready’s team of three had been overstretched for months. Stephen’s team of four was down to two without Esther or Saint. Fairley and Slee’s faction on the Council violently opposed any increase in their numbers—Interference on personal freedom, they said, and Trying to increase the power of the justiciary—and somehow that meant that everyone nodded along as five justiciars were supposed to do a job that couldn’t be done by eight.

    “We’re being shut down,” Stephen said aloud.

    He needed to talk this through with Crane, listening properly this time. He wondered if Crane had calmed down yet, and when, or if, he might, and if Stephen even deserved him to.

    He’s everything I could ever want, and I’m driving him away for a job I hate.

    If I lose him, this will be all I have left.

    He was in Macready’s office at the Council—a small boxroom, as little-used and paper-filled as the one Stephen and Esther occupied—when its owner came in.

    “Good day, Day.” It was a mild jest Macready been making for seven years, and would probably keep making until one of them died, which in Stephen’s current frame of mind seemed an attractive prospect. Macready hung his overcoat on the stand. “Are you going through my desk?”

    “Yes.”

    “Saint’s file, I suppose.” Macready didn’t sound annoyed, or surprised. If the boot had been on the other foot, Stephen would have fully expected to find Macready rifling his own papers.

    “The file on the windwalker thefts, yes. Have you got anywhere?”

    “You must be joking. I’ve a hundred other things on my plate. I’ll have my chair back now.”

    Stephen vacated it, but kept the sheaf of documents, flicking through them. “It needs to be dealt with. We can’t afford another justiciar out of action now.”

    “Not with Mrs. Gold in an interesting condition, no.” Macready sighed. “Women justiciars. Honestly, Day, I don’t know why we allow them.”

    “Ask Esther. I’m sure she’ll tell you.”

    Macready grinned. He was a burly man with a benevolent, permanently flushed face topped by a magnificent curled moustache. He looked like a butcher in his Sunday best, and enforced the law like a butcher on his day job. “What do you think about this business, then?”

    Stephen planted his hands on Macready’s laden desk. “I don’t think, I know. The culprit is a windwalker, male. Medium height, youngish, agile, dark hair.”

    Macready sat up straight. “What? Who? Where’s this from?”

    “I can’t tell you anything more. You’ll have to trust me, Mac.”

    Macready sat back, steepling his fingers, pulling a face. “I don’t doubt you, but you know I need more than that.”

    “I’ll give you more when I can, but that’s your man, I promise you. Did you write round the other justiciary departments about windwalkers?”

    “I did. And, believe it or not, one of them even wrote back. Apparently Hertfordshire had some trouble with a windwalker a couple of months ago.”

    “Details?”

    “Nary a one, but their chief—another blasted woman—is coming in for a quick word, in about…” Macready checked his fob watch theatrically. “Two and a half minutes. I suppose you’ll still be in my office then, will you?”

    Stephen managed a smile, relieved and grateful. “I ought to tidy your papers before I go.”

    “It’s still my investigation.” Macready’s tone was a warning. “And I’m not just taking your word for it.”

    “I know. Thanks.”

    The visitor arrived about fifteen minutes later, allowing Macready the opportunity to mutter about women who couldn’t read the clock. Stephen lurked in the corner, making himself unobtrusive, as a smartly dressed, unfashionably freckled woman in her thirties came in with a firm tread.

    “Good morning.” She seated herself without invitation opposite Macready’s desk, making no apology for her lateness. “Nodder, Hertfordshire justiciary. I hear you’ve a windwalker problem?”

    “A series of thefts,” Macready said. “Pretty daring, often from occupied houses. Jemmies the windows from outside, three or four floors up. Witnesses have reported a figure running through the air from more than one scene of crime.” He paused fractionally. “I’ve a description of a dark-haired young man of medium height, but I don’t know how much weight to put on that.”

    “I do,” said Miss Nodder crisply. “Bad luck, Mr. Macready, you’ve got Jonah Pastern.” Her tone reminded Stephen irresistibly of Esther’s husband, Dr. Daniel Gold. It was exactly the voice he’d use for Bad luck, you’ve got the pox.

    “And who’s that, when he’s at home?” asked Macready.

    Miss Nodder leaned forward, then glanced round at Stephen. “Are you in this conversation, or just skulking?”

    “Mostly skulking.” Stephen had a particular knack for making himself unobtrusive. He was mildly impressed that he’d been noticed. “But I have licence to skulk.”

    The justiciar’s green eyes glimmered with amusement. “Skulk away, then. Pastern comes from Trumpington, near Cambridge. Farming stock, a good, religious family, so of course they threw him out when his powers came in, aged about twelve. He turned to theft for a year or so, until the justiciary picked him up and placed him with some practitioners in Cambridgeshire. Apparently he was unteachable and incorrigible. They kicked him out by sixteen and he set fire to their house in revenge.”

    Macready muttered under his breath. Miss Nodder went on. “He turned up in Birmingham, then Manchester, and moved to Liverpool when Manchester was too hot for him, and—well, you read it.” She took a thick dossier from her bag and put it in front of Macready. “He’s a loner. Never pals up with other practitioners, doesn’t work with anyone. A habitual thief and a talented one. Utterly indiscreet, with no compunction about windwalking in public. What it comes down to is, he’s a nuisance.”

    “Description?” Stephen asked.

    “Five foot eight, black hair, deep blue eyes, twenty-six years old. Reckless, slippery…rather charming, if you like the type.” The slight twitch of Miss Nodder’s lips suggested she wasn’t entirely immune. “And rather good, too. It took us months to pin him down, working with the local police force. We finally caught him after he robbed the Tring Museum. I left him, in irons and in a closed carriage with a police constable guarding him, for twenty minutes.” She raised her eyebrows, mocking herself. “My mistake.”

    “He killed the officer?” Macready asked.

    Miss Nodder gave a crack of laughter. “Ha, no. I suspect the poor fool wishes he had. Pastern—well, to speak frankly, he seduced the man. He picked the constable’s pocket and unlocked the cuffs while the benighted idiot’s attention was, er, elsewhere.” She raised a meaningful brow. “Then he was straight out of the carriage and into the sky, and that was the last we saw of him.”

    Macready was redder than usual. Stephen said, “In twenty minutes? Really?”

    “Don’t ask. What a business. Anyway, that’s Pastern. We had him, and we lost him. And now it looks like he’s in London.” She leaned over the desk and pushed the dossier an inch further towards Macready. “And therefore, your problem.”

    “I beg your pardon?” said Macready. “He’s your prisoner, Miss Nodder. You’re here to take him back. Aren’t you?” He spoke with unquestionable authority.

    “Why would I want him back?” Miss Nodder rose from her seat. “Have fun.”

    “But—what are you up in London for if not to get Pastern?”

    “Shopping, of course. It’s my day off. I’m very fond of Hertfordshire but you can’t get the hats.” She lifted a hand in farewell. “Good morning, Mr. Macready. Nice to lurk with you,” she added to Stephen, and departed, deaf to Macready’s splutters.

    “Someone was just telling me I had to hand over more work to other people,” Stephen said. “That’s how you do it, is it?”

    “Bloody woman. Bloody women. I’ve a good mind—” Macready rose hastily, snatched up his coat and hat, and followed Miss Nodder out at a run. Stephen shut the door behind him and took possession of his chair, and Jonah Pastern’s dossier.

    He honestly meant to concentrate on Saint, and on the ring. He was going to go back to Crane and show that he was putting them first, and if he did that, perhaps it would go some way towards the apology he knew he owed. He wouldn’t let the job interfere with his life this time.

    But half an hour later, he was being dragged out of the building by a police constable.

    “Murder, sir,” the young man repeated, clutching Stephen’s arm. He looked rather sick. “Your kind of murder, Inspector Rickaby said. He needs you at once.”

    “When did it happen?”

    The constable swallowed hard. “It’s going on right now.”

    There was a cab waiting. The jarvey whipped up the horses urgently, and in not many minutes they were tumbling out and into a house in Lamb’s Conduit Street.

    A scullery maid hovered on the stairs, looking too panicked to give directions, so Stephen just followed the screams.

    He entered a large bedroom, wallpapered in an ugly shade of arsenical green. In the room were Inspector Rickaby, a man who looked like a doctor, standing helplessly, a woman, her expression a rictus of horror, and a man on the bed, writhing. His face…

    “Everybody get out,” Stephen said, and then, throwing a command through the ether, “Out.”

    “I’m staying,” said Rickaby grimly.

    “Fine. Get rid of everyone else. You too, madam, this is not a place for you. Where’s Dan Gold?” Stephen stripped off his greatcoat and dumped it on the nearest chair.

    Rickaby closed the door behind the last constable. “Not coming.”

    “What? Did you tell him—”

    “He’s not coming.”

    Oh hell, Stephen thought, that must be Esther. Nothing else would stop Dan from doing his duty. Please God, let her not be losing the baby, please… He shoved the thought away as he rolled his sleeves back, moved to the head of the bed, and reached for the man’s face.

    “You want to touch that?” said Rickaby, with some alarm.

    No, he did not. “What’s his name?”

    “Alan Hunt. Sergeant Hunt. Of the Cannon Street nick.”

    Where, Stephen knew, Rickaby had used to work. Hellfire and damnation. “Sergeant, my name is Stephen. I need you to stay calm. I’m going to try and help you.” He took a very deep breath and put his fingers on the man’s face. If you could call it that.

    Hunt’s features were warping and twisting like clay. His nose was a huge, piglike snout. His tongue was split to the root, bloodlessly, into two spongy extrusions that wobbled and flopped helplessly from his mouth. One eye socket was stretched several inches long, a gaping hole extending down into his cheek. The other eye stared at Stephen with a terrified plea.

    Stephen had expected a rush of something awful as his fingers touched the flesh, had braced himself for a variety of horrors. What he found was the last thing he expected.

    “There’s nothing there.”

    “Eh?” said Rickaby.

    “There’s no cause for this.” Stephen moved his hands rapidly, sketching over the parody of a face. “No force coming in. None of my sort of thing. Nothing.”

    “You’re telling me this is natural?” said Rickaby, with incredulous fury.

    “No, I’m saying I can’t find how it’s being done. Be quiet.” Stephen shut his eyes, poured everything he had into his hands. The ether rang with Hunt’s fear and pain, and the lesser echoes of a lot of terrified people, and thrashed like a maelstrom around the victim’s face, but…

    “It’s not going anywhere. No connection.”

    It had to be coming from somewhere. But it wasn’t happening inside the room, and nor was it an equivalency, streaming the ether between two points; Stephen was far too good at those to miss any such thing. Could it be coming from within Hunt? He gripped harder, searching desperately. The man grunted and thrashed under his hands, and Rickaby made a stifled noise. Stephen opened his eyes, looked down, said, “Oh my God,” and shut them again.

    “You have to make it stop.” Rickaby’s voice rasped.

    “Would if I could,” Stephen gritted out.

    “What do you mean?”

    Stephen jerked his head to bring the inspector over. He didn’t think Hunt could hear him, not with his left ear vanished so that the side of his head was smooth skin, and the right ear disappearing as Stephen watched, but he didn’t want to say this out loud.

    Rickaby bent his head to Stephen’s mouth. Stephen said, quietly, “I don’t know what’s happening. I can’t stop it. If whoever’s doing this wants him dead, he’s going to die. Ask him questions while you can.”

    “He’s got no ears.” Rickaby’s bewildered horror rang in the last word.

    “Write it down.”

    Rickaby stared at him for a second, then went to the desk. Stephen kept on, reaching, searching, trying to get a grip on whatever was turning the man into a monster. Why can’t I find it? Where the devil is it?

    Rickaby held a piece of paper in front of Hunt’s good eye. It read, in clear print: WHO WANTS YOU DEAD?

    Hunt’s eye bulged, and he tried to respond, but his bifurcated tongue wouldn’t work. He cawed helplessly. Rickaby made a disgusted noise, and then gave a cry of alarm as the flesh began to smooth over Hunt’s nostrils.

    They were going to block up his nose, Stephen thought, and then his mouth, and then he wouldn’t be able to breathe, and he’d die.

    He shoved his fingers into Hunt’s mouth. The man gave a spasm of panic, doubtless feeling the electric shock of Stephen’s fingers. He was well beyond caring. “We need to keep his airway open,” he snapped at Rickaby. “Some kind of tube. Something he can breathe through.”

    “Will that work?”

    “How the devil should I know?”

    Rickaby half-ran to the door, and Stephen heard him barking out orders. He kept his eyes on Hunt’s face. The nostrils were closed now, the piggy nose a featureless lump, and as he watched, Hunt’s bad eye distorted further, the skin around it turning slowly red.

    Slowly but not steadily, not all at once. Stroke by stroke.

    He’d seen something like this.

    Rickaby was at his side again, with a piece of clay tubing, saying something. Stephen ignored him. His whole attention was focused on trying to track back the elusive tweak of memory…

    The drawing. That was it. The street scribbler, tracing Crane’s features, creating his fine-boned beauty on paper, stroke by stroke.

    And the first victim’s blobs had smelled sharp, like turpentine, and the stuff in them had set hard and glossy as it dried, almost like varnish…

    “Has someone painted him?” he demanded aloud.

    “Eh?”

    “A painter!” Stephen shouted. “Has he had his portrait painted? Find out!”

    Rickaby vanished again. Stephen removed his fingers from the tormented mouth and put the tube in. The chances of this working were, he knew, slim, but he had to try.

    If he was right, if someone was repainting Hunt’s face into a monstrosity… Well, that was much the same thing as a moppet, surely. He knew moppets. You made a little dolly of someone, and then you tortured it with pins or cut pieces off it or dunked it in a pond, and watched the same things happen on the body of your victim.

    A badly made moppet connected dolly to body through the ether, and could be dealt with like an equivalency, which Stephen found almost childishly easy. A well-made one took the essence of the body into itself, and the only solution was to find whoever had the dolly and remove it from them.

    Unfortunately, he had no idea who was doing this, and they could be at the other end of the country for all he knew, painting or sculpting away in a studio in John o’Groats or Land’s End.

    Hunt’s abused eyeball bulged and rolled in the raw flesh that surrounded it. He made an appalling whistling noise through the tube, and Stephen realised the skin was closing over his mouth.

    He grabbed Hunt’s hand, felt its violent, desperate grip as the man held on.

    “I will get them,” he said, voice shaking at his own uselessness. He had no idea if Hunt could understand him, but he said it anyway, because he had to. “I swear to you, Sergeant. Alan. I will find them and punish them. I promise they’ll pay.”

    Stephen kept his grip as the man’s mouth closed over completely, and the tube, neatly severed, fell away from the smooth flesh that let in no air. Noseless and mouthless, Alan Hunt began to thrash dreadfully, and Stephen, who had seen men choke to death and knew how long it took, reached out with his other hand, still looking into Hunt’s agonised eyes, touched the base of his neck, and killed him with a thought.

    He was holding the dead man’s hand when he became aware that Rickaby stood at his shoulder.

    “He hasn’t had a portrait done. The Met don’t pay us that kind of money. But there was some artist hanging round the Cannon Street nick a few months back. Man called Newhouse. He was illustrating a book, and he did a fair few drawings, of a lot of coppers, including Hunt. Could that be it?”

    “Perhaps.” Stephen contemplated Rickaby’s words, trying to repress a rising sense of panic. “Um, this artist. How many other coppers did he draw while he was there?”

    Rickaby stared at him open-mouthed for a few seconds, then his jaw set. “What the devil is this business? Who is this man? How did you know?”

    “I don’t know. I’m guessing. But it’s possible this was done via a picture or painting, and it’s possible that’s how he killed Raphael too, and Beamish.” Stephen felt unutterably weary and miserable. He wanted, as much as he had ever wanted anything, to see Crane walk in. If only he were here. Stephen would bury his face in that solid, muscled, tattooed chest, and feel those long-fingered hands in his hair, and for a few minutes he would exist in a world where Lucien’s will and power made everything possible. Safety and happiness and comfort, and a closed door between them and all the misery and pain outside.

    Stephen held on to that feeling for a couple of seconds, his imagination bringing Crane so close he could almost taste his skin. It gave him the strength to pull himself together, because he wasn’t finished here yet. “We need to find out if Raphael and Beamish had portraits done. Any kind of depiction, or if anyone used them as models. Particularly if it was this man, Newhouse. Can you find that out?”

    “You think one man killed all three. Three police officers. Why?”

    “I don’t know,” Stephen said, more politely than he felt. “Let’s find out who he is, and then maybe we could ask him.”

    Rickaby’s face tightened. “I want to know what you know. I want everything from you.”

    “You’ve had all I know, which is nothing. Suppose you look into paintings of the other victims, and I’ll see if any of my lot know about this man Newhouse—”

    Rickaby was shaking his head. “You’ll stay where I can see you.”

    “I beg your pardon?” Stephen released Hunt’s hand and stood.

    The inspector leaned aggressively down to him. “I say, Mr. Day, you’ll stay under my eye. I’m not going to have you vanish off, and then if we even find out who did this, he’s long gone before we get there and never seen again. I want him to face trial.”

    “Don’t be a damned fool. What sort of farce of a trial—”

    “He’s going to stand trial for this and swing for it. I will not see our men killed like these three and let it go. God damn you all, I won’t have it!”

    “Nor will I.” Stephen held the other man’s furious gaze. “I want this swine every bit as dead as you do. Don’t imagine I’m planning to help him to anything other than a swift end.”

    “We’ll have justice done first.”

    “He’ll get the justice he deserves.”

    “Are you going to make sure he stands his trial?” Rickaby demanded. “Yes or no?”

    That was the point where Stephen would normally lie. He had no moral qualms about it, and no great objection to people thinking the worse of him, and he had work to do. But he was exhausted and miserable and angry, and somehow the fluent words of appeasement didn’t come.

    “No,” he said. “I’m not. I expect I’m going to kill him myself before he has a chance to hurt anyone else. I’m certainly not going to risk letting him loose on some hapless constable, let alone putting him in a prison where nobody would know what he’s capable of and seeing how much damage he can do on the way out.”

    “You will respect the law of the land, or you’ll face the consequences!”

    Stephen’s temper ignited like gas. “Be damned to the law, and be damned to you too. Stop wasting my time with your blasted pettifogging. I’ve a murderer to catch.”

    “Right, that’s it. Motley! Gerrard!” Rickaby grabbed Stephen’s arm, and pulled him towards the door. “You’re under arrest for obstructing the course of justice.”

    “What? Don’t be ridiculous!”

    Rickaby glared at him. “You’re spending the next few hours cooling your heels in a cell, Mr. Day, so I know exactly where you are, and when I’m ready, you’re going to come out and work according to the law of the land, understand? You two, take this man to Cannon Street, have him booked in. I don’t want him bailed. And don’t take your eyes off him.”

    “Yessir,” said Constable Motley, rather nervously. “Um, do we cuff him, sir?”

    “No,” said Stephen, through gritted teeth. He could force himself to tolerate this indignity, but he was damned if anyone was putting iron on his wrists, blocking the etheric flow to his hands, rendering him helpless. If it came to that, he would send all three of them crumpling to the floor. The temptation to do that anyway was almost overwhelming. Knock them all out, don’t even have to hurt them, just send them to sleep, walk away, the devil with the job, the devil with all of it… “I’ll come quietly.”

    




CHAPTER SEVEN
~


THEY BROUGHT HIM TO the Cannon Street police station. A custody sergeant took down his name and address, then he was put in the holding yard, an open space surrounded by bars. It was viciously cold, and the men’s breath steamed in the air. There had to be twenty or so of them in here, presumably waiting for arraignment or, possibly, just thrown in here to get them out of the way, like himself. None of them looked like people he wanted to be locked in an enclosed space with. Quite a few of them were watching him. A little man in an expensive coat… Stephen had never actually been arrested before, but he had a fair idea how the next part was likely to go.

    The law of the Council provided that he could use his powers against the unskilled only if his safety was threatened. Technically, this meant he should allow himself to be robbed as long as nobody hurt him. He had no more than a few shillings in his pockets, he could afford to lose them. Nevertheless…

    Over my dead body, Stephen thought. He slithered behind a big man and by a deal table where a couple of shabby individuals played with a deck of greasy cards, and made himself unobtrusive as he went, warping the ether around him so that observation was directed away and attention found itself going elsewhere. It didn’t make him invisible, and if any of his fellow felons who had cast greedy glances his way came looking for him, they would see him.

    And that is their choice, Stephen thought grimly, and they can take the consequences.

    He perched on a bench, drawing his knees up to his chin and wrapping his arms round himself, as small and unworthy of notice as he could be, and wondered what to do.

    He didn’t want to contact the Golds for bail. If Dan hadn’t come to Hunt’s death, it would be for a damned good reason. He winced at that thought, flinching away from imagining what Esther might be enduring. In any case, and not thinking about that, Rickaby hadn’t wanted him bailed.

    Crane’s lawyers would bail him whether Rickaby liked it or not. Hannaford and Greene were the most vicious legal team in London, attack dogs with steel pens for teeth, and he had been given carte blanche to use them at will. A message to them and he would be free.

    Assuming that he had the right to call them, of course, when he had walked out on the man like that.

    No. Crane would not object to him using the lawyers. Even if he’d pushed him too far this time—he hadn’t, he hadn’t, Lucien would forgive him if he just apologised—but even if Lucien never wanted to see him again, he could use the lawyers. Stephen had no doubt of that. Still, if he did, Rickaby would be told. Stephen assumed that bail would be posted in the name of Hannaford and Greene rather than Lord Crane, but even at that remove, the idea of linking himself publicly to his lover made him nervous. For the same reason, he resisted the temptation to send a note letting Crane know where he was, why he hadn’t come back yet, that he was sorry. The chances that Rickaby would have detailed someone to read it were too high.

    Crane would be wondering where he was, though. Or maybe he wouldn’t. Maybe Stephen had tested his patience too far for that.

    He pushed those thoughts away as well. He would sit here for a few hours, wasting his time, but not giving Rickaby any more weapons to use against him. He didn’t for a minute imagine that the painter would be easily found, but if he was—well, he’d warned Rickaby, that was his responsibility. It was up to the inspector to stop playing the fool, and Stephen would just have to wait him out.

    With nothing else he wanted to think about, Stephen set his mind to the three dead men and the painter.

    


    He’d been in the holding yard for a couple of hours, cold and bored and tired, when the doors opened for about the fifth time. Stephen glanced up, just in case it might be Rickaby changing his mind, but it was merely another prisoner. He went back to his thoughts for a moment before he became aware that the new arrival was walking purposefully in his direction.

    Stephen looked up, and saw a man of medium height and athletic build, in his twenties, with deep blue eyes, and tousled black hair marred by a thick, dramatic white streak that slashed down one side. That was the only feature hadn’t been in Miss Nodder’s description of the rogue windwalker, and it hadn’t been there before, either, when Stephen had seen him under the lamplight, flirting with Crane.

    “I’m going to kill him,” Stephen said aloud, realisation dawning. He shoved himself to his feet, feeling his hands tingle with building anger as he stalked forward. “You. Jonah Pastern. Get here now.”

    Pastern took an urgent step back as Stephen advanced on him. “Wait a moment, Mr. Day—”

    “For what?” Stephen slammed the ether shut around Pastern, felt the man push back with impressive force, and tightened his own grip, binding him to the spot. He glared up at the windwalker. “You are coming to the Council, on your feet or your knees. Play the fool and I’ll hobble you. Don’t think about provoking me now.”

    “Oh, good heavens, you’re arresting me,” Pastern said. “How charming. You’re under arrest, remember?”

    “Yes, and so are you. Twice,” Stephen added, indicating the gaolyard.

    “Oh, well, arrest.” Pastern dismissed that with a wave. “Boring, isn’t it, and I wouldn’t normally bother. But I needed to talk to you.”

    “What? Why?”

    Pastern gave him an almost flirtatious grin. “I’ve got your ring.”

    Stephen took a breath to shout that he knew, and choked on it as he realised what Pastern meant. “My ring?” he repeated, playing for time.

    “The Magpie Lord’s ring. The one that your lover Lord Crane gave you. Which, considering…” Pastern tipped his head to one side, looking Stephen up and down. “No offence, but you must be a firecracker in bed.”

    Stephen sent a vicious flare through the binding ether and relished Pastern’s gasp of pain. “Shut your mouth.”

    “That hurt.” Pastern wore a wounded expression. “I was just saying—”

    “Don’t.”

    “Your ring, Mr. Day. I’ve got it.”

    “Then give it back.”

    “I’d love to.” Pastern sounded entirely sincere. “I don’t want the damned thing. Look what it did!” He gestured at the white streak that shone bright in his black hair. “I put it on once, and this happened, and it’s getting worse every day. I look about ten years older.”

    “It will kill you if you keep it much longer,” Stephen said. “A cancer, perhaps. Maybe a consumption. It’s not yours, and it will hurt you.”

    Pastern flinched, apparently ready to believe that bit of invention. “All the more reason for me to get rid of it. Can we sit down, Mr. Day? You need to listen to me.”

    Stephen flexed his hands. “Why don’t I just make you tell me where the ring is, and then drag you to the Council and see you thrown in gaol for theft?”

    “I’m working for Lady Bruton.” The words were blurted hastily, but they stopped Stephen in his tracks. Pastern went on, “If you want to know about that, you’ll have to listen.”

    Stephen stared at him. Pastern stared back, deep blue eyes full of apparent sincerity.

    Trick? Trap?

    It didn’t matter. He had to know.

    He released his etheric grip on Pastern, and they walked together to the side of the yard, ignoring the curious glances of the other inmates. Pastern seated himself on a bench and patted it invitingly. Stephen stayed on his feet.

    “Go on. Make it good.”

    Pastern laced his fingers behind his head and leaned back. “Well, it’s simple, really. Lady Bruton—dreadful harpy, isn’t she?—told me to do some stealing in London, to incriminate Miss Saint. In particular, to make sure that I got your ring, and that you thought it was Miss Saint who did it. Preferably to take it from Lord Crane’s rooms. That took some arranging, I can tell you. Lady Bruton knows all about you and his lordship, of course.” Pastern gazed off into the middle distance, with a little sigh. “He’s really quite something. Those cheekbones. Those tattoos.”

    “How do you know about his tattoos?”

    “Terribly dominant, isn’t he? And twice your size, it must be thrilling. I do like a big assertive man. Well, so do you. Goodness, he makes you squeal.”

    It occurred to Stephen with some force that, while in general it was perfectly safe not to shut the curtains because nobody could see into Crane’s fourth-floor flat, this did not apply to people who could walk on air. “Shut up,” he said savagely. “Get to the point. Why are you doing Lady Bruton’s work?”

    “Why do you think? Because she has me over a barrel, of course.” Pastern’s voice was suddenly bitter. “She’s got a hold on me, and she’s a lot more powerful than I am. I don’t have a chance in hell of fighting her. But that doesn’t mean I want to work for her.”

    “So?”

    “So I thought that you and I could come to an agreement. I haven’t given her the ring yet. I’d like to, because my hair, and she’d certainly like me to, or at least she says so, but it’s never actually come to me handing it over. I think she’s frightened of it.”

    “She ought to be. It nearly killed her once already.”

    “She knows that she has me where she wants me, and it isn’t biting her while I carry it. So she’s leaving it with me, and that means I could give it back to you.” He raised his brows with an inviting look. “For a price.”

    “Which is?” Stephen would cheerfully commit Crane’s money to this purpose. Particularly as he had every intention of reclaiming it from Pastern at his leisure once he had the ring back.

    “Get me free of her.” There was no humour in Pastern’s smile, only teeth. “She’s after you. You and Lord Crane. The pair of you made her a widow, and not the good kind. She wants the Magpie Lord’s power, thinks you owe it to her, and she wants revenge for what you did. You’re going to have to kill her. Do it now, quickly, and the ring’s yours.”

    “I’m a justiciar. I don’t commit murder.”

    “You kill warlocks. She’s a warlock.”

    “You still haven’t explained why I shouldn’t force you to tell me where the ring is and hand you over to the Council,” Stephen pointed out.

    “Because if I can tell the Council that the thefts were me, not Miss Saint, then I can tell them all about you and your noble love nest. Love nest, Crane. That’s quite good. Do cranes nest?”

    “They’re birds, of course they— Shut up. Tell the Council what you like, and go to the devil. I won’t be blackmailed.”

    Pastern’s eyes narrowed, then he let out a little whistle. “I believe you might mean it. How self-sacrificing. Of course, the problem is, while you’re being shouted at by the Council or packed off to another gaolyard, who’s looking after Lord Crane?”

    “What?”

    “Lady Bruton wants him. As much as she wants you. And with you out of the way, what’s to stop her taking him at her leisure?”

    Stephen could feel the blood draining from his cheeks. “What’s she doing?” he demanded.

    “She’s not quite ready to make her move. But I doubt it will take her much longer. It’s all lined up. If I were you, I wouldn’t waste any more time. Go after her, kill her, now. You need to do it.”

    “What do you know?” Stephen leaned in, fingers curling.

    “Nothing I can tell you.” Pastern held up a hand. “Look at it from my point of view. Ideally, you get me out from under Lady Bruton’s hold. I’m trying to help you do that. But if I help you and she finds out—no. So the next best outcome for me would be that she kills you and your bit of stuff, and is so happy about it that she lets me go.” He gave a flashing smile. “The lot of you can kill each other with my blessing, as long as I get away. Lord Crane would be a waste, but there are lots of other pretty men. I really don’t care.”

    Stephen felt dizzy with rage. He was going to take this little swine apart, and be damned to consequences. “Listen to me—” He reached out as he spoke, and felt his hand hit something so solid in the air, it could have been a wall.

    “Uh-uh,” Pastern said. “None of that. I’m not stupid. I know you could force me by fluence to say where the ring is. I’ve taken precautions about that, which obviously I’m not going to describe to you, but I can promise you, if you drag the information out of me by force, you’ll never see the ring again. If you want it back, you deal with Bruton.”

    “Be damned to the ring,” Stephen snarled, and shoved, but Pastern’s etheric barrier had shifted a crucial few inches. Jolted, Stephen changed his focus, but it cost him a second’s lost concentration, and in that second Pastern shot upwards, from his seated position, scrabbling backwards straight up the wall like some sort of lizard.

    Stephen gave a stifled shout of alarm and fury, and lunged for him. The ether whipped out to his bidding, a savage strike far more powerful than he’d intended. Straw and scraps and dust billowed from the ground in a cloud, hats flew off heads to a chorus of cries, and the playing cards of nearby gamblers fluttered upwards in a chaotic rattle of pasteboard.

    That was too strong. Too strong, and too late, because the windwalker had already reached the top of the wire-lined wall and vaulted backwards over it in an impossible acrobatic flip.

    “What the sodding hell,” breathed a voice, and Stephen looked round to see that half a dozen of the other inmates were staring, pointing, gaping at the unfeasible escape. Someone was already feeling the wall to work out what he’d used for handholds. Others were batting at the dust that had engulfed them.

    “I didn’t see anything,” Stephen said curtly, and strode for the gate to demand a lawyer. He urgently needed the services of Hannaford and Greene.

    ~

    While Stephen sat in the gaolyard, Crane was in the gymnasium.

    He didn’t belong to any of the sporting associations that he might have been expected to join. The way he and Merrick sparred had nothing to do with the Marquis of Queensberry, everything to do with years of practice in staying alive by any means necessary, and would probably have got them thrown out of any decent institute of athletics. He wasn’t ashamed of it, but nor did he particularly want to explain his vicious scrapping style to curious members of his own class. And he and Merrick were decidedly less noticeable stripped to the waist in places where a higher proportion of the other men were also tattooed.

    He mostly attended a working men’s establishment in Houndsditch, conveniently between his Limehouse office and the Strand. The vicar who ran the place was of the muscular Christian type, believing in salvation through bodily health and exercise, ploughing his meagre salary into funding the club and equipping it with a collection of books and periodicals to encourage mental improvement. Crane registered as Mr. Vaudrey, paid the standard subscription plus a generous donation in return for an absence of awkward questions, and had quickly succeeded in becoming a part of the scenery, so that he had long stopped attracting gaping watchers. He did still have to put up with the odd wag yelling, “Good morning, Mr. Magpie!” at him, but that was a small price to pay.

    Crane was at the punchbag now. He would rather have been sparring—he would have liked to spar with Merrick today, very much, and for that reason, he hadn’t. If it turned into a real fight, he’d have to find another gymnasium after they got thrown out, and he wanted a real fight. He shot a look over at Merrick on the other side of the room now, muscles working, chest bare except for the little hide bag that hung around his neck on a leather thong. It was a shaman’s talisman that he’d had for years, worn for protection, or out of habit. Crane was strongly tempted to throttle him with it. If it hadn’t been for that bloody business with Saint…

    He forced his attention back to his exercises, away from his thoughts. Sweat ran down his bare back as he worked the punchbag with as much controlled force as he could manage. He landed blow after blow with his right fist, working out his anger with Stephen and himself and Merrick and England, shoulder muscles singing with exertion, head buzzing with an anger that hadn’t calmed since the previous night.

    Bloody shamans. Bloody liars. Bloody Stephen. Did they not have enough between them of love and loyalty and narrowly saved lives that Stephen would tell him the truth, just sometimes? That he would listen? That he would stop taking responsibility for the whole God-damned world and let Crane take some for him?

    He switched to jabbing with his left, pounding out the frustration. Stephen was living on his nerves, fraying at the edges. They could scarcely have a conversation without it degenerating into an argument. It was maddening.

    And it was worrying. Stephen was overwrought, overworked and nervous, but he wasn’t self-pitying or self-indulgent. He was usually one of the fairest-minded men Crane had ever met. But he had weak points—Crane himself, his justiciary team, his overwhelming sense of responsibility—and all of those weak points seemed to be under attack at once. Just as they needed to stand together, the stresses on Stephen seemed to be pulling them apart.

    Crane paused, letting the bag swing back and forth for a few beats, then took up a steady rhythm of punches, left, right, left, right.

    He had spent four long months holding himself back, respecting Stephen’s independence, restraining his natural tendency to take over any situation in which he found himself. Well, fuck that for a game of tin soldiers. Stephen was in trouble, he was sinking, and it was time for Crane to stop pussyfooting around the obstinate little sod’s pride and start hauling him out of that trouble, whether he liked it or not. He would make Stephen listen; he would fix whatever problems he could, whatever or whoever it cost; and come to that, he would make the bloody man stop working if he had to kidnap him and take him across the English Channel by force. He was sick of Stephen’s sodding justiciary—his fist hit the leather bag with brutal power—sick of the Council—another savage strike—sick of the harassment and the concealment and the constant fucking fear—

    Crane smacked a vicious right hook into the punchbag, which exploded.

    He jerked back, startled, as the horsehair filling burst out around him. The split leather bag bobbed wildly on its chain. The gym was, he realised, completely still. Everyone was staring at him.

    Merrick was at his elbow, grabbing his arm, voice low and forceful. “You. Out. Now.”

    “I should pay—”

    “Fucking out.” Merrick gave him a savage shove, emphasised by a knuckle to the kidney. “Move.”

    Crane moved. Bare-chested, Merrick looked like his old self, not the respectable black-clad serving man he liked to appear these days, but the tightly knotted mass of muscle and scar tissue, tattoos and aggression, who had held his own in the fight cages of Shanghai. He had beaten seven bells out of his nominal master on several occasions in years gone by, when the young Lucien Vaudrey had needed to be taught a lesson. Crane saw that expression on his face now, and did as he was told.

    “Why so urgent?” he asked as they swung towards the changing room. Everyone they passed was staring, some of them open-mouthed. “It’s just a punchbag, it must have been worn out—”

    “You punch ’em. You don’t kill ’em,” Merrick retorted. “And why so urgent is, while you were smacking that thing, your fucking magpies were flying all over you like a fucking raree-show—”

    “They what?”

    “And now look.” Merrick shoved him towards a spotted mirror in the changing room. Crane looked, and recoiled.

    There was a magpie tattoo, unmoving, as if it had always been there, inked right across his face: his left eye and cheek completely obscured with black and white, the tail stretching across his mouth and onto the other side.

    “Jesus Christ. No.”

    “Because if that fucking thing is going to stay there—”

    Crane grabbed for his shirt. “It won’t. Surely. They always go back to where they belong—”

    “Except Mr. Day’s one.”

    “I need Stephen. Get Stephen.”

    “You need to get home before anyone else sees this. The fucking state of you.” Merrick was dressing fast. A young man poked his head into the changing room, and retreated rapidly at the manservant’s doglike snarl. “And I’ll tell you what else, there was nothing wrong with that punchbag. You hit it too bloody hard. You hit it like Jen hits stuff. Like a shaman.”

    “That’s magic. I’m not magic.”

    “Yeah? Tell that to the vicar. Only not now, because you look like the King of the Cannibal Isles, and every fucker here knows you didn’t have a magpie on your face when we came in. Come on, we got to get out of here.”

    




CHAPTER EIGHT
~


MERRICK GOT THEM IN a cab with haste. Crane didn’t feel any different physically, but the knowledge of the disfiguring mark across his face had him cringing inside.

    Stephen would deal with it. Surely.

    What the hell had happened?

    He wasn’t magical. He held on to that with grim determination. There was power in his blood, that was undeniable, but Stephen was the one with the ability to tap it.

    The magpies only flew when he joined with Stephen, when Stephen had Crane’s blood or seed in his own body. That was safe, that was tolerable. If the bloody things were going to move around his skin, over his face, in public and without his knowledge—

    Crane wouldn’t have called himself vain, as such, but he was well aware of his good looks and, frankly, enjoyed them. He liked turning heads, liked the way Stephen watched him. The idea that his face would be, not just marred, but made into something out of a carnival sideshow, was sickening.

    “Stephen will do something,” he said to himself as much as Merrick.

    “Course he will. We’ll get you home, you stay put, I’ll go find him, we’ll sort this out.” Merrick paused. “Where’ll he be?”

    “God knows. Leave a message at his rooms. Send to the Council and the Golds’ surgery.”

    “Cos, he’s not always that easy to find—”

    “I know.” Crane did not want to think about what it would mean if Stephen went off on one of his three- or four-day absences now, especially after that stupid row. “We’ll send messages to his rooms and the surgery and then think about how many appointments I’m going to have to cancel.”

    


    Merrick directed the jarvey round to the servant’s entrance to Crane’s building, lurked while he waited for an opportunity, and whisked him in. They passed a housemaid tripping down the stairs. She threw Crane a quick glance, then her head snapped round in an open-mouthed stare.

    “All right, move along,” Merrick growled, hustling past her.

    “I’m already tired of this,” Crane said grimly as Merrick unlocked the back door.

    “Yeah, well, you don’t have to look at it.”

    Merrick sent the notes requesting Stephen’s urgent appearance by messenger boy, to Crane’s gratitude. He didn’t want to be alone in the flat with his disfigured face.

    “Can you not do something?” Merrick asked, as they both stood by the fire, too on edge to sit.

    “Like what?”

    “I dunno, they’re your tattoos. You’re the magic one. Tell it to move.”

    “I have no idea how in the hell I’d do any such thing,” said Crane, who had been surreptitiously trying exactly that, to no avail. “And I’ve explained this at least thirty times—”

    “Yeah, you got the power but you can’t use it, you said. Except I just saw you knock a hole in a punchbag. And with your right hand, and we both know you’ve a right like a fainting nun, so don’t tell me that was natural.”

    Crane glared at him. “Would you like to try my right now?”

    “Not if you’re going shaman on me.” Merrick grimaced. “Are you?”

    “No,” Crane said with more conviction than he felt. “This is—I don’t know what it is, but I’m not a shaman. I don’t feel any different.”

    “You sodding look different.”

    “Shut up.”

    “Well, you got to—” Merrick broke off, head turning, as they heard the scrape of the back door. Both men sprinted to the hall. Merrick got to the kitchen first and swung through the doorway to one side, allowing Stephen, dishevelled and flushed, to push past him towards Crane. He looked up, mouth open, and almost tripped over his own feet as he came to an abrupt halt.

    “Lucien? What happened?”

    “I was at the gymnasium. The tattoos started flying all over me. I want this thing off my face.”

    “Sit down. Let me reach you.”

    Crane headed into the sitting room and sat on the sofa. Stephen came up and put a tingling hand to his cheek, peering at the skin. “Did anything happen there? A fight, or, um…well, anything emotional?”

    “If you mean, was I getting my cock sucked, no,” snapped Crane, and went on over Stephen’s distressed denial, “I was, since you ask, at the punchbag, and I punched a hole in it. You’re not supposed to be able to do that,” he added for the benefit of the unathletic shaman. “They’re designed to be hit.”

    “You… When was this?”

    “About two hours ago.”

    Stephen stared at him, eyes stricken. “Oh God.” He swallowed. “I think this is my fault.”

    “Actually your fault, or is this you being responsible for the world?” said Crane sardonically.

    “No, actually my fault. I lost my temper, I was using my powers… That shouldn’t happen.”

    “No, it shouldn’t. Jesus. I could have been in my office. At Blaydon’s. In the House of bloody Lords. You can’t just set tattoos flying all over me.”

    “I didn’t mean to. I had no idea it would happen. I’m so sorry.”

    He looked utterly distressed, white and wide-eyed. Crane took a deep breath. “Get this fucking thing off my face. We can deal with recriminations once I’ve stopped looking like a Venetian mask.”

    Stephen nodded and clambered onto the sofa so he knelt next to Crane. He touched his face, and at that familiar warm prickle on his skin, Crane reached out in instinctive, unthinking response, hands closing round Stephen’s curly hair. Strained and tired and longing, Stephen met his eyes, and Crane pulled him forward, and then they were kissing like starving men, hanging on to each other with desperate need, neither wanting to be the first to break off. Crane dragged him onto his lap and leaned back so he had Stephen’s body against his own, sharing his warmth, sensing the thundering heartbeat, feeling the painful desire in lips and tongue that were clumsy with urgency.

    “I’m so sorry,” Stephen mumbled in Crane’s ear when at last they broke for breath. “So sorry. I was foul to you and I’ve made such a mess of everything and you were right all along, about it all. You should be furious with me.”

    “I am,” Crane said against his neck. “Livid. Can’t stand the sight of you. Come here.” He found Stephen’s mouth again, warm and responsive, and kissed him hard, taking charge now, pushing against Stephen’s lips with intent to bruise till his lover was making whimpering noises in his mouth.

    Crane pulled away slightly, took Stephen’s reddened lip in his teeth and nipped, none too gently.

    “Ow.”

    “And don’t do it again.” He kissed Stephen again, softer now. “Are you all right?”

    “No. It’s been the worst day since…April.”

    “That bad?” murmured Crane, running his fingers through Stephen’s hair.

    “I killed a man. I got arrested. Lady Bruton’s definitely after you. The man who approached you yesterday is the windwalker who stole my ring, and he works for her. There’s another dead policeman, and… Oh, it’s gone.”

    “What? What is?”

    “The tattoo on your face. It moved.”

    “Bugger the tattoo. Start again, from the beginning. No, wait.” He hauled Stephen forward for a deep, open-mouthed kiss that ended with his lover gasping and breathless as Crane nuzzled at his sensitive neck.

    “We have to talk,” Stephen managed. “Lucien, this is important.”

    “So is this.” Crane pulled back, looking into the golden eyes. “Listen. Whatever the hell is going on, and I include the Bruton bitch in that, we will face it together. You and me. No more pissing about, Stephen, no more trying to do it all yourself, or to run the world single-handed. You will ask for help, you will take it, and you will put us first. That’s not negotiable, understand?”

    “Yes.” Stephen’s eyes were wide, beseeching belief. “Lucien, I swear. That’s part of what I came here to say. I won’t lie to you again, and I am going to insist on help with this damned police business, and—if they won’t let me do my job properly, instead of piling impossible demands on me, I’m going to resign.”

    “Are you serious?”

    “Yes. I’m not going to lose you to Lady Bruton. I’m not going to have you get tired of me because of the Council’s miserly budgets. You never chose this and it’s not fair, and I’m sorry it took me so long to see that.”

    Crane pulled him closer. “You’re not going to lose me at all, adai. I’m going nowhere. Not without you.”

    Stephen brushed his lips over Crane’s ear, tongue tickling the mark of an abandoned piercing. “I hope not. I will come and look for you if you do.”

    They rested foreheads together for a moment, both breathing deeply, tension ebbing, until Crane said, with some reluctance, “You should probably tell me about your day.”

    “I will. And I think we’ll need Mr. Merrick.”

    “One thing first. On the topic of you needing more help.”

    “I do, I know, and I’ll tell the Council—”

    “I’m not talking about the Council. I’m talking about me.”

    Stephen gave him a blank look. “You’re not a justiciar.”

    “True. On the other hand, I am extraordinarily rich, and I didn’t get that way because of my kind and gentle nature.” Crane leaned in, deliberately close. “I make things go as I wish. I’m good at that. I have excellent and amoral lawyers, who employ excellent and amoral private enquiry agents. Currently those agents are looking into the question of whether Lady Bruton is in England—” He grinned at Stephen’s expression. “I set them on first thing this morning. What did you think I’d do? And as soon as you give me anything on the windwalker, they’ll be looking into him too.”

    Stephen’s eyes widened. “No, wait a moment. Lady Bruton’s dangerous—”

    “So are thugs with knives. I am paying these men, lavishly, to do their job, which is to find dangerous people and report back. This is what accepting help means, Stephen, you have to let other people take risks too. Yes?” Crane waited for Stephen’s little nod. “Good. I have a lot of men out there already, and I will put on more as needed. And I have Merrick, who also has a dog in this fight, as it were. So you hand over everything you have on this windwalker business and who we’re facing, and let me get on with what I do best. Second best,” he amended. “Is that clear?”

    Stephen appeared at a loss for words. He managed, “I can’t ask you—”

    “You didn’t ask. You don’t have to.”

    “But—”

    “Someone came to my home, stole your ring, and made me bugger things up for you and the future Mrs. Merrick. So I am going to find the fucker, and I am going to pull out his spine with my bare hands, and your misplaced sense of responsibility is not going to stop me. Is that clear, Stephen?”

    Stephen attempted to voice an objection, caught Crane’s look, and lifted his hands helplessly. “Yes, Lucien.”

    “Good.” Crane pressed a hard kiss on his lips and pushed him off his lap, in the direction of the kitchen. “Let’s get Merrick. Come on, adai.”

    “I am aware that means idiot.” Stephen was trying to sound pointed, but the golden light was returning his eyes at last, and Crane felt a deep tension finally dissipate at the sight.

    “It’s a term of affection,” he assured his lover, following him to the kitchen. “You are an idiot, of course. But it’s mostly affection.”

    


    The three of them sat around the kitchen table as Stephen went over Pastern’s background, his appearance in the gaolyard, the threat.

    “Lady bloody Bruton,” Crane said when he’d finished. “Do you think Pastern’s telling the truth about that?”

    “I don’t know. He is said to be a loner who doesn’t voluntarily work for anyone, which makes his story somewhat plausible. And there are so few windwalkers, it’s entirely likely she couldn’t find one to do her bidding without being forced.”

    Crane nodded. “Do we kill her, then?”

    “She’s earned half a dozen deaths,” Stephen said. “But…I’m supposed to enforce justice. This feels like revenge.”

    “I’m not sure how much leeway we have for finer feelings,” Crane suggested.

    “I’m not a murderer, Lucien. I won’t kill anyone for Jonah Pastern’s convenience. If she’s after you then I will nail her, but I’m not doing that airborne mountebank’s bidding, do you see?”

    “I’d like a word or two with that Mr. Pastern myself before we’re done,” Merrick put in.

    “You’re welcome to him.” Stephen met Merrick’s eyes directly for the first time. “Mr. Merrick, we need Saint here.”

    “What for?” There was no give in Merrick’s voice.

    “I have to apologise to her,” Stephen said. “I accused her unjustly. I want to make that up to her, and to know that she’s all right.”

    “She is.” That was a flat statement.

    “I expect so,” Stephen said. “She is a formidable and determined young woman. It can be hard to remember that when you’ve known someone as a child.” He was watching Merrick’s face. The manservant considered his words, gave a brief nod.

    “Fair enough, sir.”

    “And, practically speaking, nobody else will be able to keep up with Pastern,” Stephen added. “How are the kicking-people-in-the-face lessons going?”

    Merrick’s features relaxed. “Pretty good, sir.”

    “Let’s get them into action, then,” Crane said. “Haul her out of wherever you’ve stashed her, quick smart. Kwai-kwai, gentlemen, we need to get moving.”

    Stephen glanced round at the kitchen clock. “It’s almost three. I’m going to the Council first—”

    “What?” said Crane ominously.

    Stephen held up a hand. “I have to, Lucien. A practitioner killing policemen isn’t just murder, it’s an absolute disaster for all of us, politically. The authorities don’t love us as it is, you know. I can’t hide these killings from them and they will notice if nobody’s paying attention to them, and a lot of people might suffer as a result if the Met get upset. If they think the justiciary aren’t playing our part properly—I don’t know what might happen but it will be bad. So I have to put this on someone else’s desk and make sure it’s dealt with, which I am going to do now. Then my entire attention is going to be on Lady Bruton and Mr. Pastern, and us. Yes?”

    Crane leaned over and kissed him, hard, ignoring Merrick’s pointed sigh from the other side of the table. “Yes.”

    “Good. Can you get Saint to meet me at the Council, Mr. Merrick, and I’ll talk her through Pastern’s dossier? And we’ll see you back here later.”

    ~

    Stephen was at the Council, locked in furious argument with John Slee, when the commotion started outside the room. There was already plenty inside.

    “You need to do your own damned work, is what I’m saying!” Slee bellowed, thumping the table. “I have never heard such a thing. I don’t pass my work off onto you—”

    “You’re being unreasonable, John,” Mrs. Baron Shaw told him. “This is an extremely serious matter—”

    “Which is Day’s job to deal with. John is quite right,” Fairley came in. There was a yell from outside, a heavy thump, and a babble of voices. “If it’s so important, Day, why don’t you focus on it and drop something else? You really must learn to manage your time better.”

    “How, by creating twice as much of it?” Stephen demanded. “I told you, sir that it is not possible—”

    “Then the other justiciars will have to do some work. God knows we have enough of them on the payroll! What is that racket out there?” demanded Slee.

    “This is not a debate, sir,” Stephen said through his teeth. “I cannot deal with this alone.”

    “Don’t you bloody threaten me, Day.”

    “Be quiet.” Mrs. Baron Shaw gestured sharply. “What the devil is going on?” She rose in a rustle of silk and headed for the door. Stephen, jolted from his focus on the argument, realised that the noise was not merely the usual sounds of violent disagreement that could be expected from more than three practitioners in a confined space. It was the sound of trouble.

    He caught up with Mrs. Baron Shaw as she pushed the door open, and found himself shoved out of the way by Fairley’s hand between his shoulder blades.

    There was a gaggle of practitioners in the hallway, mostly young ones. He could see Janossi, white-faced, and Saint, flushed and terrified. Janossi was holding her, but it looked more like restraint than comfort. There was a red mark on the wall, starting at about six feet up with blood and hair, and dragging downwards. At its base, on the floor in a crumpled heap, was a body.

    “Waterford!” said Fairley sharply, and started forward.

    That was Fairley’s student, a podgy and rather spiteful youth of limited talents and excellent family. He disliked Saint intensely and rarely missed an opportunity to taunt her.

    Stephen looked at the mark on the wall, and Waterford on the floor, blood running freely from his scalp, and Saint’s guilty scarlet.

    “What happened?” he asked hopelessly.

    There was a babble of voices. Janossi said loudly, several times, that Waterford had started it; Saint shook her head, teeth digging into her lip; half a dozen witnesses claimed, with varying degrees of shock, horror and pleasure, that Saint had, against all the rules of the Council, risen in the air, using her powers, and kicked Waterford in the face so hard that his skull had shattered.

    “Well, it clearly hasn’t,” Mrs. Baron Shaw said, from where she knelt by the recumbent man, but nobody was listening.

    “I thought so,” Slee was saying with huge satisfaction. “I told you the justiciary are out of control—”

    Fairley was shouting too, eyes blazing, finger waving. “Utterly unacceptable. The absolute law of the Council. A justiciar, so called. Arrest her at once. A thief and a killer—”

    “He isn’t dead,” Mrs. Baron Shaw pointed out.

    “Well, he should have been!” Fairley snapped. “Could have been. For heaven’s sake, madam, you cannot defend this.”

    “I don’t intend to. This is quite serious enough. Mr. Day, I’m afraid there is no option. As the most senior justiciar present—”

    “I know,” Stephen said, watching the blood drain from Saint’s face. He knew exactly what this meant for her. There were witnesses, there would be no sympathy…

    “I’ll take her to the cells. Now, Jen. Kwai-kwai, understand?”

    Saint’s silver-blue eyes widened slightly, and Stephen thanked God for that infuriating habit of Merrick and Crane’s, the Shanghainese words dropped into English so often that one could hardly fail to pick them up. Including kwai-kwai, which Crane had assured him meant Shift your arse.

    His hope was that if he spoke as Crane and Merrick would, Saint might act as they would.

    “Sir…” Saint’s voice shook, and her eyes searched his.

    “Kwai-kwai, Jen,” he repeated. “Let her go, Joss, I’ll handle this. It’s all right.”

    “It’s very much not all right,” Fairley began, and let out a bellow of rage, because the second Janossi released Saint, she shot upwards and backwards, flipping over the astonished crowd of practitioners, landing for a second on the wall and shoving herself off again, above the crowd and out of the doors that Stephen had pushed open with a thought. Fairley yelled, and let out a bolt of power after her, into the street, and it was with a sense of immense, giddy release to go with his impending doom that Stephen hit him in the balls with a closed fist.

    ~

    Saint was in the flat when Crane returned from a hasty trip to his lawyers to impress on them the urgency of the search for Lady Bruton. Hannaford and Greene had been recommended to him when he had started looking for the nastiest legal men in London. They performed every task with a dry, impersonal relish that put Crane in mind of a professional torturer at work, and their only ethical principle was not to leave a promise unfulfilled. They had promised Crane information on his quarry by the next morning, and so he strode back along the Strand in a mood of some self-satisfaction, stopping to enjoy a spirited exchange with a cheeky telegraph boy who hailed him insisting that he must be the famously ancient Duke of Portsmouth, or maybe Mr. Gladstone. He even threw a penny to the ever-present street artist who sat by the wall with his sketchbook, scribbling away, and returned to the flat with a sense of well-being that evaporated on the instant as he heard the sound of a woman’s choking, despairing sobs, and Merrick called to him, “We got a problem.”

    It was three very long hours later before Stephen let himself into Crane’s flat through the servants’ door.

    Crane, Saint and Merrick were all in the kitchen, seated round the table. As the door rattled and opened, both Crane and Saint leapt up. Saint gave a squeal of “Mr. D!” and hurled herself at Stephen as he came in. He staggered back, taking her slight weight with a grunt, hugging her tightly. Crane gave her a full thirty seconds, until his patience ran out, and then plucked her away so he could get at his lover.

    “Jesus Christ, Stephen.” His voice shook as he took in Stephen’s appearance. “Who did that?”

    Stephen’s cheek was swollen and red. He had a vicious black eye coming, and his top lip was split and bloody over his crooked canine tooth. He gave Crane a quick, somewhat pained smile. “It’s fine.”

    “The fuck it is,” said Merrick and Crane in chorus. Crane went on, clenching his fists, “What happened? Miss Saint told us—”

    “Yes, about that.” Stephen looked over at his student, who had retreated to stand by Merrick’s chair. “What the devil were you playing at? Assault by practice, in the Council? What in God’s name were you thinking?”

    Saint squared her small shoulders. “I’m really sorry, Mr. D. Really, I am. But it was that prick, excuse my French, that git Waterford. I was waiting for you, and he just came up and started in on me again. I mean, he calls me a thief, and all the usual stuff, and I didn’t say nothing, but then he started on Mrs. Gold, and I swear to God, Mr. D—”

    “Mrs. Gold?”

    Saint’s small jaw jutted. “He said he hoped she lost the baby. He said he reckoned she couldn’t grow babies proper because Dr. Gold can’t, you know, do it, and just all this horrible, dirty stuff about her and the doctor, and—”

    She was tripping over her words. Merrick put a hand on her arm as Stephen gestured for silence. “Enough. Yes, I see. And for that you kicked him in the head?”

    Saint stuck out her chin. “Yeah.”

    “This is what I keep telling you, Saint. You have to think,” Stephen said. “If you’d put a knee in his groin first, you could have punched him in the face as well when he went over.”

    “Which is exactly what I said, sir,” Merrick remarked. “See, Jen? Go for the balls.”

    “Miss Saint, I trust you realise that your life is about to become utterly intolerable,” Crane said. “I should know, I’ve had the pair of them on my back for months. Sit down, Stephen. Tell us the rest.”

    Stephen sat on the offered chair, shrugging off his coat with a wince, as Merrick poured coffee. “Well, Saint left Waterford with a seriously broken nose, a split scalp and a nasty concussion, but nothing more. Head wounds bleed a great deal.” Saint’s shoulders sagged slightly with relief at that. “As she made her exit, Fairley threw a rather nasty bit of practice after her, which in my professional opinion was sufficiently uncontrolled to count as endangering the general public, so I thumped him, er, as discussed. Yes, thank you, Jenny,” he added at Saint’s whoop of glee. “He punched me in the face in retaliation, which was probably fair enough. Then it turned into a bit of a melee. Joss might possibly have got in the way of a few people who were attempting to go after her.”

    Saint gave her sharp-toothed grin. Crane frowned. “So physical violence is acceptable in the Council premises, is it?”

    “Well, it’s not encouraged, obviously, but practice is the thing that gets you into trouble. A lot of trouble. As in, Saint now needs not to be seen by anyone at all—not just justiciary, but anybody inclined to interfere—because there’s a general hue and cry out for her, and if caught, she will be dragged in and punished with extreme severity.”

    “She said,” Merrick put in grimly. “Sir, how severe—”

    “I just got in rather a lot of trouble myself so we didn’t find out,” Stephen said. “That wasn’t merely fighting by practice in the Council. You clobbered a Councillor’s student, and one who is not a friend of the justiciary. You’re in deep trouble, Saint, make no mistake.”

    “And what about abetting the escape of this notorious criminal?” Crane asked. “What did that get you?”

    “I’ve been suspended from duty pending investigation—Saint, I expect that sort of language from Lord Crane, not you. That was what took so long. They all had to shout at me and then hold an impromptu sort of court-martial. Nobody could assert I’d done anything apart from fail to take you in, but, really, everyone knew. It wasn’t the most pleasant of afternoons.”

    “Oh Gawd, Mr. D.” Saint looked stricken. “You shouldn’t of—”

    “Nonsense. It doesn’t matter, Jenny. If you’d been jugged, I’d only have had to deal with that, and we have quite enough to do as it is.” Stephen stretched, rolling his shoulders. “Anyway, at least nobody can expect me to look into these blasted murders now I’ve been suspended, so it may be for the best.”

    “Really?” asked Crane dryly.

    “Well, it’s where we are, so there’s not much point complaining.” Stephen gave his sore eye a tentative prod and winced. “Now, how much have you told Saint?”

    “Some of it,” Crane said. “Some, we thought you might prefer to discuss in private. If you and Miss Saint would like to take the sitting room…”

    “Yes, I suppose we— No.” Stephen straightened in his chair, meeting Crane’s eyes, chin up. “Actually, no. That’s foolishness.” He took a breath, steeling himself. “Jenny, uh, you should know, because it is relevant to what’s happening, and in any case you’ll doubtless see, if you and Mr. Merrick are—uh— Anyway, the point is, Lord Crane and I—”

    “You’re at it,” Saint said. “I know.”

    Crane propped an elbow on the table and rested his hand over his mouth, attempting to hide his amusement at Stephen’s expression. On the other side of the table, Merrick was doing the same thing. Crane caught his eye and had to dig his teeth into his lip.

    “Right,” Stephen managed at last. “Er, how?”

    “Cos I ain’t stupid?” Saint suggested. “You’re never at home any more, and from what Frank says you’re always here. And you got all these nice clothes now and his lordship is rolling in it, and who else is flush enough to buy you stuff, or wants to? Deduction, that is,” she added, with a certain amount of smugness.

    “I can’t fault your logic, Miss Saint,” Crane said. “I was, however, under the impression that you hadn’t said anything, Frank.”

    Merrick brushed his hand over his cropped hair, distinctly shamefaced. “Yeah. So was I.”

    “Oh dear.” Crane leaned back and stretched his legs under the table. “Is it, at all, that you have finally met your match for smartarsery?”

    “Oi!” said Saint, and added, hastily, “My lord.”

    “No, I don’t think you call him that,” Stephen said.

    “No,” Crane agreed. “Not among friends. Merrick only uses that form of address because it amuses him for his own inscrutable reasons. Lord Crane will do, or Crane, or whatever you like. All right, enough tomfoolery. It’s nearly eight. I suggest Stephen updates Miss Saint with the magical situation while Merrick and I come up with a way to keep her out of sight, and a plan of attack for when my agents get hold of Pastern and Bruton. We have a great deal to do.”

    




CHAPTER NINE
~


BY TEN O’CLOCK, THE two justiciars were still going over some sort of technical point, and Crane had had enough.

    “Excuse me, Miss Saint,” he said, and grasped Stephen’s wrist. “I require Mr. Day. You, with me.”

    He pulled, hauling Stephen to his feet and heading for the bedroom. Stephen came without protest but he was pink-cheeked when Crane shut the door behind them.

    “Really, Lucien! You couldn’t have made it clearer—”

    “She doesn’t care. And if she does, she’ll have to learn not to. I need you.” He pushed Stephen back against the door, gently but firmly. “It’s been something of a day for you, hasn’t it, my love?”

    “Yes. It has.”

    “Do you want to talk about it?”

    “No. I want you to make me forget about it.”

    “I’d be delighted.” Crane could hear the roughness in his own voice.

    “You were quite annoyed with me, earlier,” Stephen suggested. His foot slid against Crane’s calf.

    “I still am.”

    “How annoyed?”

    “Punishingly,” Crane told him, and heard Stephen’s breath stutter. “I think you need to make amends.”

    Stephen’s eyes were dark gold with desire. Crane slid his hands over the bruised face, down to his shoulders, felt him shake. “Whatever you want, my lord. Anything.”

    “Anything?” Crane ran a finger over Stephen’s lower lip, dipping into his warm mouth. “Anything I want, from you?”

    “Yes, my lord.” Stephen’s eyes were closed, breathing ragged. “Please.”

    “Uh-uh. You don’t get away that easily, sweet boy.”

    Stephen’s eyes flicked open, met Crane’s. “My lord…”

    “I know what you want. You know what you want. Ask.”

    “Oh God.” Stephen swallowed. “I want…iron. Put iron on me. Please.”

    Crane let out a breath that he seemed to have been holding, feeling his own arousal surge. “You want iron on your wrists,” he repeated, slowly, because he liked to see Stephen squirm.

    “Yes, my lord.”

    “You know what that means.”

    “Yes, my lord.”

    “Tell me.”

    Stephen shut his eyes again, whispering the words. “I’m powerless. I’m at your mercy. You can do whatever you want.”

    That. Dear God, that moment when Stephen gave up his defenses, dropped his shields. Crane wanted to throw him down and have him right there, no games, just pure wild need. He bit it back. “What I want is to bring you to your knees, my beautiful witch. Christ, I need you.”

    “Get me to bed,” Stephen said hoarsely.

    Crane scooped him up and dumped him unceremoniously on the bed. “Undress,” he ordered, rifling through his bedside drawer for the cuffs. They had used them only twice before, abandoning three other attempts. Stephen had to be in the mood for this game.

    By the time he had the handcuffs out Stephen was sitting up, pulling his undershirt off. Crane shoved him onto his back again. “Undress me. No, not with your hands.”

    Stephen’s face tensed in concentration, and Crane felt buttons move and cloth shift, his cufflinks falling from his sleeves. He braced his hands on the bedpost for stability as he watched Stephen work, lying naked on his back, face intent. Crane concentrating on keeping his breathing steady as the air warped around him and invisible forces held and pulled and pushed, but he couldn’t help the gasp as a tendril of pressure insinuated itself around his balls, curling upwards to wrap around his rigid cock.

    “Jesus, Stephen. One day, I will have you fuck me like that.”

    “Me? I mean, really? Um, I’m not sure—”

    “Work on it. One day. Not today, though.” Crane stepped out of the clothing pooled on the floor, and moved over Stephen, watching his lover’s wide amber eyes. He picked up the cuffs from the bedside table and dangled the cold iron over Stephen’s body, dragging it along his chest and then down between his thighs, watching him jump and moan.

    “Oh God. Not yet, please.”

    Crane ran the iron over Stephen’s nipple, dropped the cuffs to one side, and set himself to kissing his way down his lover’s flanks, over his thighs, pushing him back whenever he tried to move, licking and sucking and biting till Stephen’s whole body twitched and jerked in helpless response. He wanted Stephen on the verge of climax before the cuffs went on, and by the time he had two oiled fingers in Stephen’s arse, the smaller man was twisting and thrusting himself towards Crane, pushing down on his hand and gasping his need.

    Crane slicked himself with oil and said softly, “Now.”

    “Oh.” Stephen stretched his arms over his head, hands together.

    Crane took a breath and closed the cuff round Stephen’s wrist. His lover gave a little gasp.

    “All right?”

    “Fine,” Stephen said through his teeth.

    Crane turned the key in the small lock of the first cuff, picked up the second, and snapped it on.

    Stephen sucked in a shuddering breath, throat working. He had described the sensation of iron on his wrists as like having a bag drawn tight over one’s head—airless, unnatural, cutting off all sensation—and Crane could believe it, looking at his rigid face.

    “Get on,” Stephen said.

    Crane very deliberately turned the key in the second lock and placed it on the bedside table. “Right,” he said. “If you’re going to be insolent about this. Do I have to remind you of your position?”

    “Uh.” Stephen’s eyes were wide and his breath was fast and shallow, but Crane could see his shudder of response at the tone of voice.

    “Clearly I do,” he said, and hauled Stephen off the bed, holding his cuffed wrists over his head. He lifted the smaller man, swinging him hard against the wall, and planting his feet on a small chest that stood on the floor, so that Stephen was standing on the chest, face to the wall, hands pinioned above his head, Crane’s other arm locked round his torso.

    Stephen grunted as Crane’s body weight leaned hard into him.

    “Did you say something?” Crane purred in his ear.

    He relished the sensation of having Stephen at a comfortable height. It was rare, because Stephen did not enjoy standing on a box in order to get to Crane’s level, and they both knew it.

    “You—” Stephen’s words were cut off by a gasp as Crane shoved his legs further apart.

    “I’m going to fuck you like this,” Crane told him. “Up against the wall. Because I can, because I want to, and because there’s nothing you can do about it.”

    “No.” Stephen’s voice was strangled.

    “No? Was that no, you’re right, I’m in your power? Or no, please, my lord, don’t take advantage of my helpless state?”

    Stephen bucked back, as hard as he could, not remotely enough to twist free from the larger, stronger man. “Bastard,” he said breathily.

    It was such a precious rarity, to make Stephen desperate enough to swear. Crane clicked his tongue. “Language. I think you meant to say, Please fuck me against the wall, my lord.”

    “Did not. Let go.”

    Crane ran his tongue up Stephen’s neck, feeling him tremble, and pushed against his body, cock seeking entrance. Stephen whimpered. Crane released his grip on Stephen’s chest and ran his hand down to his groin. Stephen’s cock felt like silky steel in his hand, damp and dripping with arousal. He rubbed his thumb over the head, felt Stephen squirm.

    “I can’t imagine what you thought I’d do,” Crane murmured. “Half my size, held down, utterly powerless. Why would I not take my pleasure exactly how I choose, without the slightest regard to your wishes?” He shoved forward, so the head of his cock was just breaching Stephen’s arse, heard him cry out.

    “Say it,” Crane said.

    “Bastard. Bastard. Oh God, please.”

    “Say it.”

    “Please. My lord.”

    “You will ask me for this,” Crane told him. “You will ask me nicely to fuck you against the wall, and believe me, you will come so hard when I do.”

    “What if I don’t want to?” Stephen gasped against the paintwork.

    “What if I don’t care?” Crane felt Stephen’s cock jump in his hand at that brutal question, and the pure pleasure he took in being mastered. He loved Stephen’s bloody-minded determination, enraging though it often was, and his terrifying powers, and his fierce, fragile pride, but he loved them all the more when Stephen set them aside and surrendered utterly, giving himself to Crane without reserve.

    He brushed a kiss over Stephen’s earlobe in lieu of I love you, and then, since it didn’t do to be sentimental, turned it to a bite. Stephen yelped, and Crane pressed the length of his own muscular torso against the other’s sinewy back, grinding against him.

    “Ask for it,” he said. “You know you want to, and I’ll take you against the wall like a tuppenny whore. Say it. Please, my lord…”

    “Please. Fuck me. Against the wall, however you want, my lord, do it, please.” Stephen was rubbing urgently back against him. Crane took a tighter grip on his wrists and pushed into Stephen, hissing savage words of command into his ear and grinding him against the wall till his lover cried out his surrender.

    He fucked Stephen mercilessly then, holding him clear off the ground at moments, demanding his verbal submission again and again, until Stephen’s whimpers were broken and incoherent and his hips were jerking spasmodically with need.

    “Come for me, witch,” he demanded when he could restrain his own climax no longer, and Stephen did, head thrown back against Crane’s chest, and his spasms tipped Crane over the edge so that he emptied himself into Stephen, teeth digging into his exposed shoulder, vision blurring.

    He steadied his shaking legs, feeling Stephen’s weight heavy against him as they both gasped for breath.

    “God, Lucien,” Stephen said at last, chest heaving. “You are the most colossal degenerate. So am I, I suppose, but I blame you.”

    Crane didn’t answer. He couldn’t. He was staring at his arms.

    Stephen had iron on his wrists. Iron cut off his power, left him helpless. That was the point. The magpie tattoos didn’t move when they fucked with iron, because it was Stephen’s power that woke them. They could not move then; they never had before. But the ones on Crane’s body were fluttering wildly now, one on each arm, and as he watched in horrified disbelief, a third hopped down his stomach to where his body was still locked with Stephen’s, and pecked irritably at Stephen’s pale, sweat-damp skin.

    “Stephen,” he said. “Look.”

    Stephen glanced swiftly round, and froze against Crane’s body. “There’s a tattoo on your face.”

    “And on my arms. They’re moving. Why are they moving when you have iron on your wrists?”

    “That’s a very good question,” Stephen said with careful calm. “Could you possibly remove yourself from me, and we’ll find out?”

    Crane did so, with a mutual grunt of effort, and reached for the key to the cuffs.

    “No, not yet, leave them on,” Stephen said. “How about mine?”

    Crane looked at his shoulder as they sat on the bed together. Stephen’s borrowed tattoo was lifeless ink. “Not moving.”

    “Just yours.” Stephen peered at Crane’s skin more closely and made a frustrated noise. “I don’t understand this. And I’m not going to, because I have iron on my wrists, so I can’t tell what’s going on with the etheric flow, but if I take the iron off they’ll start moving anyway. Hellfire.”

    “I could get Miss Saint,” Crane suggested.

    “No! Good God, Lucien, it’s bad enough that she knows you’re bedding me without her finding out that you chain me up to do it.”

    “I understand your modesty, but on the other hand, my fucking tattoos are moving! On their own!” Crane heard the rise in his voice, forced calm on himself. “Am I becoming a shaman?”

    “Of course you aren’t,” Stephen said testily. “Don’t be absurd.” He took a breath. “Look, this is…worrying, I grant you, and inconvenient, but they aren’t hurting you. I wonder if this is Pastern using the ring. Or Lady Bruton.”

    “That sounds bad,” Crane said. “Extremely bad.”

    Stephen put a finger to Crane’s skin, where a magpie ruffled its wings. “It isn’t good, but at least it would make sense.”

    “But I don’t want them setting my tattoos off,” Crane said. “I am not a circus attraction.”

    “No. I have no idea about this, Lucien. Can you get these things off me now, please?”

    Crane unfastened the cuffs. Stephen gave a little gasp of relief, and the tattoo on his shoulder blade flurried into life. He reached over and put an electric hand on Crane’s chest.

    “Nothing that I can see now. I don’t know. Though…I suppose it’s possible…” He tailed off.

    “What is?”

    “Take the ring,” Stephen said slowly. “It was dormant when we found it in Piper, it took direct contact with your blood to make it work then, but I’ve been wearing it and using it, and it’s, uh, responsive now. Alert. It’s done something to Pastern, marked him, without my or your volition. And in the same way…well, your tattoos are set off every time we make love, and we do that a lot…”

    “Are you telling me that my tattoos are taking on independent life?”

    “Well, not life as such—”

    “This cannot happen, Stephen. Absolutely not.”

    “There’s not a lot of point telling me that,” Stephen pointed out, far too patiently for Crane’s liking. “I’m not doing it.”

    “You need to make it stop. Tell me you’re going to do that.”

    “Lucien. Love.” Stephen tugged him back onto the bed. “I will do my absolute best. I need to deal with Lady Bruton and Pastern, then I can try to work this out. There are too many variables until we have the ring back, so you will just have to be patient. I realise that’s not one of your strengths, but it’s all I have. All right?” He waited, eyes intent, until Crane gave a reluctant nod. “Good. Come on, we need to get some sleep. Um…you know, if it helps, I quite like you with a tattooed face. It’s very exotic.”

    “For that,” Crane said, “next time it’s a gag.”

    




CHAPTER TEN
~


STEPHEN SLEPT RIDICULOUSLY LATE the next morning, waking around half past eight, and taking a couple of moments to luxuriate in the feeling of a decent night’s rest. It was a rare treat for him not to have to get up, to wake alone in Crane’s bed, to know his long-limbed lover was wreaking havoc on somebody else, for once.

    Crane was taking charge. Stephen had seen him in this mood a few times, when every question or suggestion came out like an exquisitely phrased order, and orders came out like the man was used to an army doing his bidding. Generally Stephen preferred him to keep his dominant moods to the bedroom. But right now he thought he would like nothing more than for Crane to start imposing his will on some people who deserved it. Merrick was bristling for action as well, responding instantly to the note in his master’s voice that was a clarion call for mayhem.

    The pair of them were itching to be off the civilised leash, in fact, and he had promised that he’d accept help, so it would surely not be unreasonable to leave them to it just for a brief ten extra minutes’ doze, while he readied himself to face the day.

    Stephen went back to sleep on that thought and woke again as the clocks chimed eleven. The flat was empty now, and a note on the kitchen table informed him that Crane was with his lawyers. Stephen breakfasted, added a rejoinder to say that he was going to see the Golds, and headed out, down the front stairs. He was, he thought, rather tired of confining himself to the back ways.

    As he walked through the vestibule of Crane’s mansion block, he was almost knocked over by a man who was running in. His protest dried in his throat as he recognised Inspector Rickaby.

    “Inspector?” he said blankly.

    “Mr. Day.” Rickaby spoke with more emotion than Stephen had ever seen from him. “There you are. With me. Now. We’ve found the swine.”

    Stephen’s skin prickled with excitement. “You’ve got the painter? Newhouse? Where?”

    “Cricklewood. He was there this morning. Come on, we can’t let him go. I’ve a cab waiting.”

    “Oh, hellfire.” Stephen had forgotten for a moment. “I can’t.”

    “What?”

    Stephen made a helpless gesture. “I’ve been suspended from duty. I’ll get you someone—”

    “You’ll come right now.” Rickaby’s face was darkening. “I’ve wasted an hour this morning looking for you as it is. I’m not waiting for half a day and risking losing him again while you can’t find anyone or they have to have it explained.” His brows drew together. “Or kicking my heels while you go and lift him from under my nose.”

    “That’s not my intention,” Stephen assured him, filing it mentally as rather a good tactic.

    “I don’t care what you intend. We’re going.”

    “I’m suspended,” Stephen said. “I’ve no right to arrest him.”

    “Then I damned well will. I’ve got men up there, watching the swine.” Rickaby’s voice was grim. “He’s killed three policemen already. I will not have him kill more. You come now, Mr. Day.”

    Stephen hesitated. He wanted to go. He probably wasn’t authorised to, although legal technicalities were the least of his worries. More than that, he’d promised Lucien he’d make someone else take on the case, and he needed to speak to the Golds urgently and resolve this whole Pastern business, and he’d already wasted enough of the day without some lengthy trip to the outer realms of London…

    He couldn’t let the painter kill again.

    As he hesitated, Rickaby’s face hardened, and before Stephen could voice a response, the policeman leaned closer.

    “Why do you think I’m here, Mr. Day?”

    “The painter?”

    “No, here. In the hall of Lord Crane’s building, looking for you. Hmm?”

    Stephen stared at him.

    “I could get them interested in his lordship, Mr. Day, down the station. I got a letter about him just the other day. Anonymous, it was. Had a lot to say about him, and you, and how you’re here all the hours of day and night. So I had a very interesting chat with one of the doormen, and do you know what, he said the same thing. How much investigation do you think Lord Crane is going to bear? What do you reckon all his noble friends would have to say to that?”

    Stephen reached up, hooked his little finger in Rickaby’s collar, and pulled him down so his ear was at Stephen’s mouth. Rickaby was some eight inches taller and physically far more powerful, but Stephen exerted himself, more than he needed, and the policeman bent as though he’d been grabbed by a giant.

    Stephen stared into the inspector’s wide eyes, seeing a reflected glint of the flaming gold of his own irises. “Listen to me. If you ever, ever threaten Lord Crane, I will turn your mind inside out. I will leave you gibbering like an ape. I will strike you down.” He held on to the policeman for a second longer, ensuring there was no doubt, then released him. Rickaby lurched back, shock in his face. Stephen vaguely wondered if he had actually encountered an angry practitioner before.

    His hands were shaking slightly but he was quite pleased by the control in his voice as he spoke. “Don’t repeat that threat, Rickaby. That said, I am going to come with you.”

    “What?” Rickaby sounded a little hoarse.

    “Not because of what you just said.” That was probably the least convincing lie he’d ever told. “And don’t try to force my hand again. But I don’t want Newhouse to get away either. Where’s your cab?”

    


    Cricklewood was a small town, northwest of London proper, already being swallowed into the city’s sprawl. The cab dropped them at the corner of Cricklewood Broadway, a wide road with a line of shops on each side and narrow streets of new red brick houses sprouting off it at angles.

    “He’s taken rooms down Mora Road.” Rickaby led them towards one of those turnings. He had been silent in the cab, obviously shocked and alarmed, but he was not letting it show in his speech now. “We found him last night, made sure of it this morning. I detailed a constable to watch the front. The gardens back onto the next street’s yards, so he shouldn’t be able to get out that way. My man was ordered to stay out of sight so as not to alert Newhouse, but to follow if he made a run for it.”

    “Out of sight?” Stephen could see a bulky man halfway down the street, leaning nonchalantly against a lamp post, as unobtrusive as anyone in a blue serge police uniform could hope to be. “You may have to arrest your constable for loitering.”

    Rickaby glared at him and strode on down the road, jerking his head at the policeman when they were a little closer. “Well, Motley?”

    “Hasn’t come out, sir. Been very slow.”

    “Good. Ah—” Rickaby glanced at Stephen, who shook his head slightly. “Very well. You stay out here, in case he makes a bolt for it. We’ll go in now.”

    “You don’t want assistance, sir?” asked the constable, obviously disappointed.

    “No.”

    The constable glanced at Stephen, leaned in and asked in a penetrating whisper, “Is this one of the funny jobs, sir?”

    “That’s enough. Wait here. With me, Mr. Day.” Rickaby jerked his head and walked on a few steps.

    “Hold on.” Stephen had to half-run to keep up. Crane had the good manners to limit his long-legged stride to Stephen’s, mostly. “Are you coming in?”

    “Yes.”

    “Inspector, you haven’t faced a practitioner before. It will probably be a lot more unpleasant and frightening than you imagine, and you are not able to protect yourself. You’d be better off waiting outside.”

    “No.” Rickaby sounded implacable.

    “I’ll deliver him to you alive. My word on it.”

    “I am getting the bastard,” Rickaby said. “Three dead coppers. And if you’re suspended then you can’t perform an arrest. I won’t have him freed on a technicality.”

    “That doesn’t usually happen with my lot,” Stephen admitted, although, considering Slee and Fairley’s relentless hostility, perhaps it might. “It’s up to you. But you do as I say in there, understand? This is my world. Charge blindly ahead and you may get someone hurt or killed, hopefully only Newhouse. And if I tell you to run, you run as if the devil was at your heels. If you can’t manage that, stay outside because you’ll just be a hindrance to me.”

    Rickaby pressed his lips together, nodded.

    “Right. Let’s do this. What number?”

    “Thirty-seven.”

    Stephen led the way up the two steps to the peeling front door. He raised his hand to pull the bell, and hesitated. “It’s open.” He pushed the door slightly ajar. “Hello?”

    “Come in,” called a voice from inside the house. “Do come in. I’ve been expecting you.”

    


    They walked through a small hallway into a large, bright room. It had enormous windows, letting the wintry light flood in. Crates and boxes and canvases were stacked haphazardly around the walls. Towards the window but in the centre of the clear space there was a large easel, at right angles to the door, with a canvas on it and a paper pinned above the canvas. An empty chair stood in the position that a painting’s subject might occupy. Behind the easel sat a man with wild hair and a white muffler around his throat, holding a paintbrush, concentrating on his work.

    Stephen took a cautious step forward. “Mr. Newhouse, I presume.”

    “That’s right.” The artist had a slight West Country burr to his voice. “And who are you?”

    “My name’s Stephen Day. Of the justiciary. This is Inspector Rickaby of the Metropolitan Police.”

    “Justiciary,” said Newhouse, drawing the word out. “And police. Should I be honoured?” He cast a sharp look at the two men, then turned back to his canvas, brush twitching quickly.

    “Mr. Newhouse, did you murder Simon Raphael, Frederick Beamish, and Alan Hunt?”

    “That’s right.” Newhouse didn’t look round. The paintbrush flicked and dabbed. “Do you know how?”

    “You painted them,” Stephen said. “You capture people, don’t you? A little part of them. Their essences. And you put it on canvas. And then you spoil the canvas.”

    “Why did you kill them?” demanded Rickaby. Stephen shot him an irritated look. Rickaby took a step forward. “Why are you killing policemen?”

    “Well, to upset you, of course.” Newhouse glanced up at Rickaby with a little smile, and that was when Stephen recognised him.

    He’d kept out of their way. It had been other people catching their attention, accosting him or Crane. The artist had been in the background. But he’d been on the Strand, day after day, sketching…

    “Don’t do anything, Mr. Day.” Newhouse raised his other hand to the painting. It held a scalpel, the sharp blade twinkling in the bright sunlight.

    “Who is that painting of?” Stephen demanded, staring at the easel. “Show me that painting.”

    “Come and see. Slowly. Don’t startle me.”

    “What—” Rickaby began.

    Stephen ignored him. He edged round, dread rising with every step, and had to shut his eyes for a second as the images came into view.

    The canvas was a three-quarter-face profile, its subject caught in thought. It wasn’t polished—the brushwork was fast and sketchy, the colours hastily applied—but of its own kind it was good, and the likeness was unmistakable.

    Newhouse had a sharp knife in his hand, a fraction of an inch from the painted face. A very full, open jar of turpentine was precariously balanced on a little ledge over the canvas, where it would fall if the easel was shaken. The image of Raphael’s corpse, those dreadful bubbles of tormented skin, flashed into his mind.

    “Don’t move, Rickaby,” Stephen said. “He’s painted you.”

    Rickaby made a strangled noise. Stephen didn’t have any time for that. He was looking at the paper that was pinned above the canvas, and the pencil sketch it bore.

    The portrait had not been drawn with affection. In Newhouse’s image, Crane’s cool grey eyes held cruelty, reflected in the mocking sneer of his finely shaped mouth. He looked contemptuous and dangerous, like an aristocratic cad. It was a very good likeness.

    If Stephen killed the painter on the spot, right now, stopped his heart…

    Rickaby gave a little hiccupping noise. Stephen shot him a glance and saw blood blooming on his forehead, a little red bead. Newhouse’s scalpel had just dug into the paint.

    “Mr. Day,” Rickaby whispered. He was rigid, holding himself very stiff.

    “It’s all right. Don’t worry. Put the knife down, Newhouse.” Stephen spread his fingers gently, feeling the etheric currents roil. There was no way he could strike Newhouse down, pull him back and stop the turpentine from falling, not all at once. And the painter was tense and quivering, afraid or, Stephen realized with revulsion, excited. He did not want any sudden movements now. “Put it down. Let’s talk about this.”

    Newhouse made a face. The hand with the scalpel was shaking slightly and his breath was quick. “I don’t want to talk about it. I want you to get on your knees and cross your wrists behind your back.”

    That sent Stephen’s senses into instant alert. If he was to be bound—but Newhouse could scarcely leave his seat to bind him— He whirled round and saw another man in the corner of the room, the shreds of concealment falling away. Stephen recognised him, and gaped.

    “Who the devil are you?” Rickaby demanded.

    “What are you doing here?” Stephen added, then realised that was the least important point. “Sir, this man is a murderer—”

    “Hands behind your back, Day,” said George Fairley. He was wearing much less expensive clothing than normal, a basic sack suit. Something that could get dirty. He had thick leather gloves on his hands. A pair of iron cuffs dangled in his grip.

    Stephen stared at him. “What do you mean?”

    “You heard me. Keep steady, Newhouse. If he touches me, kill the policeman.”

    Realisation began falling into place, with awful inevitability. Stephen found himself groping for another explanation, though he knew there was no other. “Sir, this man murdered three police officers.”

    “I know that,” said Fairley with contemptuous annoyance. “Knees and hands, now, or Newhouse will take your policeman friend’s ear off. Or maybe his eyes. Can you paint them over, Newhouse? Blind him?”

    Rickaby’s face was grey and sweaty. Stephen could see his fear, the sick terror of a man confronted by forces he didn’t understand and couldn’t fight. He saw that expression so often. He hated it.

    “Mr. Day,” Rickaby whispered, pleading.

    “Now,” said Fairley.

    Stephen knelt, breathing out hard, bracing himself for what was coming. “I wonder what the Council will think of this,” he managed. “You can’t seriously imagine you’ll get away with it. The Metropolitan Police—”

    Fairley ignored him. He came up behind Stephen and fumbled the cuffs onto his wrists. Stephen bit his lip savagely, making himself stay silent as the airlessness closed around his senses. Rickaby was staring at them, lost in a world he didn’t understand.

    “I don’t know who you are,” he said to Fairley, with a good attempt at authority. “But I am an officer of the law—”

    “He knows. He’s on the Council. Be quiet, Rickaby.” Stephen heard his own fear, tried to sound more reassuring. “Just do what they say and it will be all right.”

    “No, I don’t think it will,” Fairley said. “Kill him, Newhouse.”

    The painter gave a little hiss of pleasure, and his scalpel seared over the portrait. It seemed to leave no mark for a frozen instant, then the two sides of the canvas opened up, and at the same instant, a dark red slash seemed to paint itself across Rickaby’s face, between his eyes, bisecting his open mouth, down through his throat. His features sagged to either side, and the blood came.

    Stephen shut his eyes, but he felt as well as heard the thud of the body hitting the floor.

    “There.” Fairley sounded satisfied. “Let’s get on now, it’s past twelve o’clock already. Don’t forget his lordship’s picture.”

    




CHAPTER ELEVEN
~


CRANE RETURNED TO THE flat on the Strand after a useful trip to Hannaford and Greene to find the place empty. Merrick, he knew, would be out dealing with some of Miss Saint’s problems today, but Stephen’s absence was a disappointment and a slight irritation. He wanted to see his lover, wanted him close by until the current threat was dealt with, and he knew they were safe.

    He contemplated Stephen’s message—Gone to the Golds—and considered.

    Back in summer, in the crazed days when giant rats had erupted amongst them and precipitated a sea change in their lives, he had had a brief exchange with Dr. Gold: Stephen’s best friend, Esther’s husband, a practitioner with a healing talent. When Gold had learned about Crane and Stephen’s relationship, and the power in Crane’s blood, he had told Crane to remember that he was a doctor who could be consulted in confidence. It had seemed a non sequitur at the time.

    Crane tapped his fingers on the tabletop, thinking, then set out down the stairs once more, and hailed a cab for Piccadilly.

    A second cab took him from Fortnum and Mason’s emporium, with an armful of purchases, to Dr. Gold’s Devonshire Street surgery. The usual nurse answered the door, her face changing from immediate refusal to a nod of recognition, and Crane was ushered in to see Dr. Gold, sitting in his consulting room in his shirtsleeves, dark face worn. There was no sign of Stephen, or Esther, or any patients.

    Gold gave him a quick, tired smile. “Lord Crane. Please say nobody’s dead.”

    “Not to my knowledge. May I have five minutes of your time?”

    “That makes a pleasant change. Yes, by all means. Sit down.”

    Crane put his offerings on the desk: a bunch of hothouse flowers and the most expensive fruit basket Fortnum’s had had to offer. “For Mrs. Gold. I hope she’s well?”

    “No, she’s sick. More or less continually, which is unpleasant for her, and since she is the worst patient of my acquaintance, fairly nasty for me. I’m probably going to hide the fruit in case she throws it at me, but I’m sure she’ll like the flowers, unless the smell makes her feel nauseous, in which case she’ll doubtless let me know about it.”

    Crane had never regretted his preference for men, and this wasn’t changing his mind. “My sympathies, Doctor. I should have brought you brandy.”

    “Yes, you should.” Gold leaned forward, elbows on desk. “I assume this is about Steph.”

    “It is. Has he spoken to you about the tattoos?”

    “Yours? The ones that move? Is that the problem?”

    “It’s a little more complicated than that.”

    “Of course it is. Off you go. I am very tired,” Gold added before Crane could begin, “and rather worried, and in quite a foul mood, and not easily shocked, so please tell me the problem and don’t dance around my sensibilities. I think I’ve run out of those when it comes to Steph’s personal arrangements.”

    Crane refrained from asking if he wanted to wager on that. “Very well. You know that the tattoos move when I make love to Stephen. The thing is, it happened yesterday, without any intimacy. I was a couple of miles away from him and had been all day, but my tattoos went flying. They even settled in the wrong places, one on my face.”

    “Oh God,” said Dr. Gold with unutterable weariness. “Did it do anything else? What was the situation?”

    Crane explained about the punchbag. Gold’s face tightened.

    “Show me the hand you hit it with. Make a fist. And again.” Gold turned Crane’s hand over and back, squinting intently.

    “The thing is,” Crane said, “Stephen told me afterwards that he’d been using his powers at the time.”

    “A lot of power?”

    “I don’t know if it was a lot.” Crane had seen Stephen using his powers at full stretch a few times, and those occasions had mostly been spectacularly destructive. But Stephen would surely have mentioned it if he’d wrecked the gaolyard. “I’m not sure what he did, just that he was very angry when he did it.”

    “Were you angry when you were at the punchbag?”

    “Yes.”

    “About?”

    “Stephen,” Crane said unwillingly. “We’d argued the day before.”

    “Would you call it natural anger? Proportionate, something you’d usually feel?”

    “Are you suggesting my mind was affected by something?” Crane bristled at the thought.

    “I don’t know. What do you think?”

    “Ah…I’m not sure. I went to the gymnasium because I was angry in the first place. I had good reason to be angry with him,” he felt compelled to add.

    “I’m sure you did. Hmm. How often do you two have intercourse? Of the relevant kind to this discussion.”

    “Perhaps four times a week.”

    “Really? Great Scott. When was the last time, before that incident?”

    “Two days before. The evening.”

    “Hell’s bells.” Gold rubbed his hands over his face. “Is there anything else you can tell me?”

    “Something happened last night. We made love. He had iron on his wrists—”

    “What? Why on earth— No, wait. Do I need to know why?”

    “No. You would also be well advised not to let Stephen know I told you about it.”

    “I’ll strive to forget this entire conversation.” Gold waved at him to continue.

    “Iron,” Crane went on. “But my tattoos still moved afterwards, as usual. His didn’t until I took the cuffs off.”

    “Right.” Gold thought for a moment, frowning. “Do you understand how practitioners work?”

    “Go on.”

    “We don’t usually carry power within ourselves. People like the Magpie Lord, or you, are few and far between. Most of us tap power out of the ether, or the world around us, or what have you.” Gold made a sweeping gesture. “Steph is drawing your power to him, and it’s flowing back from him to you, because it’s his influence setting off those tattoos. My suspicion is that there’s been enough back-and-forth of power between you that the flow has created a channel, like a river carving out a new path, understand? And that channel, I would hypothesise, exists independently of the physical contact by now, and it may be about more than moving tattoos.”

    “What does that mean?”

    “It means that I wonder if you found yourself flooded with power yesterday because of Steph, or if he found himself flooded with anger because of you.”

    Crane assimilated that. “You think I affected his feelings?”

    “Isn’t that precisely what you do?” Gold retorted. “This is Steph. He very rarely loses his temper. He’s dedicated. He’s cautious. He’s been put in gaol and suspended from duty because of flagrant lawbreaking and a fistfight in Council. Do you see the odd one out here?”

    “He’s not that cautious. Or that calm.”

    “Not since you came along, certainly.”

    Crane met the doctor’s dark eyes. “Are we discussing a magical issue, or something else?”

    Gold tapped a finger on the desk. “Lord Crane, my problem is this: I don’t quite see how this business between you ends, other than with you going back to China and leaving Steph alone with twelve-hour days in the justiciary and a handful of memories.”

    “It won’t happen.” The picture conjured up by those words was intolerable. “I’m not leaving. I’m not leaving him.”

    “Really? Not when there are damned inconvenient things like tattoos turning up on your face? Not with him tied to England and you hating the place—yes, he has mentioned that. Not in six months, a year, five years, with no marriage vows to impede you from doing as you like?”

    Crane’s fingers were curling into his palm. “If you’re staying with your wife purely because of your marriage vows, then those vows aren’t worth a damn, and nor is your opinion on Stephen and myself.”

    “As I’m sure you’ve surmised, I stay with Esther out of fear,” said Dr. Gold. “Don’t misunderstand me. I’m not opposed to your relationship with Steph, as such. If he was happy, there’d be no more to be said.”

    “He’s happy. Why the devil would you say he isn’t?” Crane set his teeth against the question, What did he say?

    “He’s been suspended from the justiciary,” Gold pointed out. “You’ve been arguing. You’re asking me for help, behind his back—”

    “Hardly that if he’s upstairs.”

    “He’s not upstairs.”

    “He said he was coming here.”

    “Well, he didn’t.”

    “Making this an entirely pointless journey on my part,” Crane bit out. “Thank you for your unsolicited advice, Doctor, and for your remarkable bedside manner. I can quite see why your surgery is doing such a thriving business.”

    Unexpectedly, Gold laughed at that, and held out his hand as Crane started to rise. “Wait a moment. Stop. I, ah, may have overstepped the mark a little.”

    “You did.”

    “You’re conducting an illegal relationship with my best friend, and when I last saw my wife, she was girding her loins to discuss the topic of Jenny Saint’s virtue with your manservant, which is why I’m hiding down here. Frankly I’m not quite sure where the mark is, these days.”

    That was all the apology that seemed to be forthcoming, so Crane gave a nod of acceptance. The doctor steepled his fingers with a scowl. “There is something else I feel I should mention. Is Steph still using that blasted ring of yours, the Magpie Lord’s?”

    “He has been.”

    Dr. Gold sighed heavily. “Have you noticed anything different about it?”

    “It looks as ever it did the last time I saw it. Although, he was wearing it on a chain round his neck when we made love and the chain, uh, melted.”

    Gold slumped forward, hard, so that his forehead hit the desk with a thud.

    “Doctor?”

    “Don’t mind me,” Gold said, voice muffled by the wood. “I’ll just rest here. Melted the chain, you say. That didn’t worry Steph at all?”

    “Not obviously. But he did say it was no longer dormant, if that means anything to you.”

    “Nothing good.” Gold raised his head again. “Lord Crane, have you felt entirely yourself through all this? Any peculiar sensations or unfamiliar symptoms?”

    “Not that I can think of.”

    “Right. Because, I dare say this is very far fetched, but the most powerful sorcerer England has ever produced lives on in your bloodline, and the connection between you and Steph has awakened his power to the point where you don’t apparently need Steph, or the ring, to light it up any more. So I’m keen to know whether you feel, for example, let’s say…possessed by the spirit of a Jacobean sorcerer, at all?”

    “No.” Crane bit back an exasperated For fuck’s sake. “I can assure you that I don’t.” Gold cocked a brow. “Doctor, I was possessed by the spirit of a Chinese sorcerer barely four months ago. I haven’t forgotten what that felt like.”

    “Fair enough, glad to hear it. Except that you have the Magpie Lord’s bloodline; Steph’s using his power and wearing his ring; both of you have magpies all over you. And it’s getting stronger. I am a little unnerved by the scale of the Magpie Lord’s presence in your lives.”

    “The Magpie Lord has been dead for centuries,” Crane said obstinately. “Granted, death is less of a barrier to being a damned nuisance than I’d realised, but even so…” He tailed off.

    “What?”

    “Nothing.”

    It was not quite nothing. When that insane spirit had claimed his mind and body back in summer, and Stephen had called on the power in his blood to fight it off, there had been a single thought in Crane’s mind. It came back now with force.

    What he had thought, as he struggled to retain mastery of his body and soul, was We are the Magpie Lord. And, it occurred to him, that was when they—Stephen, rather, just Stephen—had wrested back control of the power.

    That was sheer coincidence. It had to be coincidence, because the alternative was unacceptable and Crane was bloody well not going to accept it.

    This was something Stephen had to know. He was damned if he would talk to Gold about it first.

    Gold’s dark eyes were locked on his, intent and intense. “Nothing?”

    “Nothing.”

    Gold contemplated him for a few more seconds, then blinked and looked away. “Well, if you say so. Let me know if that changes. And if you see Steph before I do, tell him that if he doesn’t come and talk to me, I’ll send Esther to talk to him, and then he’ll be sorry. In the meantime, do you want my advice on your immediate problem?”

    “Go on.”

    “Accept that this sort of thing is going to happen.”

    “You really are outstandingly unhelpful,” Crane said. “I’ll definitely come to you when next I want leeches applied.”

    Gold shrugged. “If you actually want this to stop, leave him and go back to China. Otherwise, you’re a powerful magical source, he’s a practitioner. Strange things are going to happen now and then.”

    “My life has been an unending barrage of strange things ever since I set eyes on him,” Crane said. “But I take your point.”

    “Good, because it’s the only one I currently have.” Gold gave a sudden yawn. “Excuse me. With the best will in the world, I have no other ideas to offer. I’m occupied in trying to keep my wife from miscarrying our children.”

    “Children?”

    “It’s twins. Esther does like a challenge. Is there anything more I can do for you?”

    Crane rose, accepting the dismissal. “Thank you, Doctor. I think.”

    “I never claimed to have answers,” Gold said. “Certainly not to the kind of questions that involve Steph. Good day, Lord Crane.”

    “Good day. I’ll show myself out.”

    Crane left the doctor in his empty consulting room and headed for the street, unnerved and unsatisfied and wondering where Stephen had got to. He wanted to tell Stephen about this, to hear a testy, “Don’t be ridiculous,” and see his amber eyes crinkle with annoyance at Gold’s alarmism.

    He wanted Stephen to be here, now. Where the devil was the man?

    Crane made it three steps along the pavement before he heard his name called.

    “Lord Crane? Lord Crane!”

    It was the handsome young man from the other evening. His face was rather set. The white streak in his black hair was much more pronounced now, a jagged line like a broad flash of lightning. Stephen had mentioned that when he told Crane about meeting him in the gaolyard.

    “Mr. Pastern,” Crane said. “How very convenient. I was just thinking how much I wanted to hit someone.”

    “You don’t have time for that. They’ve got Mr. Day.”

    “What?”

    Pastern held out a closed fist, opened the fingers. There was a tangle of red-brown curling hair on his palm. The jagged end where the clump had been shorn from Stephen’s scalp was still visible.

    “Explain,” Crane said. “Now.”

    “Lady Bruton and her friends. They have him and they intend to kill him. The only reason they haven’t done so yet is you. They’re betting you will do their bidding. He’s the stake.” Pastern smiled, with no humour at all. “Lady Bruton wants you more than she wants to hurt Mr. Day, but it’s a pretty close-run thing. So if you want him back—”

    “Where is he?”

    Pastern shook his head. “I’ll take you there. Uh-uh.” He took a rapid step away, evidently reading Crane’s face. “If you attempt to assault me, I’ll be gone before you know it, and I won’t be back. And if you’re not there by two o’clock, alone, they will kill him. You need to start taking orders, Lord Crane.”

    It was quarter past one already. Crane weighed up his options rapidly. None of them were good.

    Well, he’d just have to make some better ones.

    He folded his arms. “Whose side are you on, Mr. Pastern?”

    “Mine. Which currently means Lady Bruton’s. I did offer Mr. Day an arrangement, but he wouldn’t listen.”

    “Of course he didn’t. I am a much more reasonable man.” Crane eyed him thoughtfully. “I understand Lady Bruton has a hold on you. What if I break that hold?”

    Pastern gave a startled laugh. “You? You’ve no powers, no allies, and a serious weakness in the shape of Mr. Day. She’s strong as hell. What can you possibly do about her?”

    “I’ll see her dead before suppertime.” Crane spoke with an assurance he didn’t feel. “Trust me.”

    “God,” Pastern said. “You’re utterly deluded.”

    Crane smiled at him, a warm, friendly smile that made the man sway back, just a little, in unconscious expectation of attack. “We all have special skills, Mr. Pastern. Mine is getting what I want. It might not look as impressive as walking in the air, but…” He twitched the collar of Pastern’s coat straight. “I’m sure you’ve noticed who’s wearing the better clothes here.”

    Pastern looked down, looked up, then reached out and straightened the lapels of Crane’s topcoat with both hands in return. “Even if you have something in mind, so what? If you imagine I’m going up against Lady Bruton, or even that I’d risk being seen to help you, you’re sadly mistaken.”

    Crane shook his head, still smiling. “I’m not quite so optimistic as to depend on you. How long will it take to reach this place, wherever we’re going?”

    “About half an hour on foot.”

    “And if we return to my residence on the Strand on the way, will we still arrive in time?” Crane asked that with an air of the mildest interest, knowing he couldn’t allow the importance of the question to show. He had the beginnings of a course of action in mind, but everything depended on where Pastern intended to take him. If it was where he hoped, they might have a fraction of a chance.

    “Yes,” Pastern said. “What do you want to do there?”

    “You will give me one piece of information, and one minute to finish my business here. I will then come with you, alone but via my home, to wherever Stephen is. You may continue to act as you see fit in your frankly rather contemptible quest to preserve your personal safety.” Crane noted the little twitch on Pastern’s face, filed it away. “When I have eliminated the hold that Lady Bruton has on you, you will hand back the ring. If you fail to return it, you will see me again. I don’t think either of us wants that, do we?”

    Pastern’s mouth tightened. “You’re very confident for a man who’s going to die.”

    “You’re remarkably uninteresting for a flying trollop. Do we have a bargain?”

    “I—uh— A minute to do what?” Crane jerked his head at the Golds’ door and Pastern frowned. “Oh, no. No recruiting help. If she sees you’ve brought someone, or if you’re followed—”

    “Mrs. Gold is extremely unwell, as I’m sure you know. There’s nobody to bring.” Crane pulled an envelope from his pocket. “I merely want to leave these legal papers in safety with the Golds. I’d rather not hand them to Lady Bruton.”

    “Why can’t you leave them at your home?”

    “They deal with a lady’s private business, with which I’m assisting. In the event that Lady Bruton murders me, I don’t particularly want my friend’s intimate affairs made available to the world. I’m handing them over for safekeeping. You may watch me do so.”

    The windwalker hesitated. “I can’t let you get a weapon either, here or anywhere else. She’ll murder me. And don’t forget, if you attack me—”

    “I am not looking for weapons. I don’t need weapons. Can we get on?” Crane spoke with weary impatience.

    Pastern, thoroughly off balance now, asked, “What was the information you wanted?”

    “What Lady Bruton has on you.”

    “That’s all?”

    “I can probably remove the threat more efficiently if I don’t have to guess what it is.”

    “But…” Pastern shook his head, dismissing his confusion. “Very well, I’ll play your game. I don’t think you have a rat’s chance, and I work for Lady Bruton right up to the point I no longer have to work for her. At that point, I will still not be on your side, but you can have your blighted ring back with my goodwill. So take your minute here by all means. Oh, and I hope you don’t think it will be of any use to tell milady she can’t trust me. She knows.”

    “So, I imagine, does everyone who’s ever met you. Good. You may tell me your plight on the way.” Crane riffled through the lawyers’ papers, then shook the sheaf tidily together, and went to knock on the Golds’ door again, Pastern by his side.

    Dr. Gold’s nurse answered, and Crane handed her the sheaf. “Good afternoon, again. Give these to Dr. Gold immediately, please, with instructions to hand them to my manservant as soon as possible. There, Mr. Pastern. Did that satisfy you in its brevity?” He smiled at the startled nurse. “Good day. Come on, Pastern.”

    He turned and strolled down the steps. Pastern said, “Is that it?”

    “I did say so.”

    Pastern turned to hail a cab. Crane batted his arm down. “Unless we need to, I should rather walk.”

    “Christ,” Pastern said. “You do know that Lady Bruton’s got your lover right now? You do understand that she wants to hurt him?”

    “I do, yes. And I know that if she had me, and Stephen was in my place now, he would come to my aid with all speed, and fling himself at Lady Bruton in a desperate effort to preserve my safety. It wouldn’t be the first time.” He shrugged. “I am not Stephen. We walk.”

    “You’re a cold-blooded shit,” Pastern said, with feeling.

    “True. And yet, I said she would be dead by suppertime, and I am a man of my word. Why don’t you tell me about your problem?”

    Pastern sighed. “Do you know about the artist?”

    “Artist?”

    “He draws people. And once he’s drawn you, he can kill you. He rips the paper, or the canvas. Where do you think all the dead policemen came from?”

    Stephen’s cases. That was part of Lady Bruton’s plan, part of a relentless assault on him—his work, Saint, the ring, Crane himself.

    “This artist,” Crane said, casting his mind back. “If I speculated that he’d been spending a lot of time in the Strand recently…”

    “Oh yes.” Pastern sounded almost sympathetic. “He’s got you all right. It’s a good likeness. On paper, too. You’d better hope he doesn’t set fire to it.”

    Well, that explained how Bruton had got a hold on Stephen. Crane nodded. “I see. And how do you come into this?”

    Pastern gave a tiny shrug. “He drew a picture.”

    “Can anyone destroy the pictures, or must it be him? If you or I were to rip up the paper…”

    “I don’t know,” Pastern said. “If I was sure that only he could do it, I’d have killed him weeks ago.”

    “I dare say you would,” Crane remarked, looking at his face, and walked on, thinking hard.

    


    Pastern insisted on coming up with him up to the flat on the Strand.

    “No weapons,” he repeated. “If she thinks I let you get something—”

    “I’m not seeking a weapon,” Crane told him. “I am aware that you’re all practitioners. What possible chance do we mere mortals have against you?”

    Pastern narrowed his eyes. “Then what are we doing here?”

    “I’m changing out of this suit. It’s Hawkes and Cheney, it is worth significantly more than you are, and I have no intention of getting blood on it. You may watch if it will alleviate your concerns that I am arming myself to the teeth.”

    “I’ll do that.” Pastern propped himself against the doorframe, arms folded, as Crane shed his expensive coat. He gave an appreciative whistle when the trousers came off, which was doubtless meant to be irritating. Crane ignored him, selecting a practical grey tweed with deliberation. It was one of his less favoured suits, so his wardrobe would not be unbalanced by its loss, it was the one he had worn to face Lady Bruton the first time, which might just possibly bring back unpleasant memories for her, and he was fairly sure that there was a clasp knife in its inner pocket. In the smuggling years, he and Merrick had regularly secreted weaponry around themselves, and it had proved a hard habit to break.

    They set off again. Pastern pulled out a fob watch to check the time. Crane glanced at it, and then looked back.

    “That appears to be my watch, Mr. Pastern.”

    “Not any more.” Pastern snapped it shut and slipped it into his pocket.

    Crane clicked his fingers. “Hand it over. Now.”

    “Let’s be honest, you’re not going to need it much longer. It might as well not go unused.”

    “You are going to give that back.”

    “I’m really not,” Pastern said. “No, don’t try to hit me, Lord Crane. Think of Mr. Day.”

    It was only a watch, albeit a very expensive one. He could afford others. And Pastern was probably right: Crane had severe doubts that he would live till it next needed winding. Nevertheless, the theft grated, and more importantly it put him on the hind foot with the bloody man. That would not do.

    “Very well, score your little point, Mr. Pastern,” he said, in his most aristocratic drawl. “For now. Be assured, in due course you will regret this indulgence. In the meantime, do accept my compliments on your fingersmithy. What a very talented petty criminal you are.” He didn’t bother to assess the effect of that, but walked on, glancing up to the sky at a flurry of movement.

    “What are you looking at?” Pastern demanded.

    “Magpies.”

    “Why?”

    Crane gave him a scathing look. “Because they’re there. I could hardly see them if they weren’t.”

    They were there, too; on railings and window ledges and three on the pavement in front of him. Ten, all told.

    Ten for a dance? That was what this business with Pastern was, a merry dance, keeping him moving, and unsettled. Crane knew his casual rudeness was making him far more credible to the windwalker than any attempts to build an alliance would have done. Whether that would be enough to make the man hesitate, and if his hesitation would mean anything at all—well, that was outside Crane’s control.

    Or ten for a dearth? Was it a warning? The magpies had been right too often for Crane to disregard the possibility. If he faced a dearth of allies, he and Stephen were probably going to die. Or perhaps it was a dearth of power. Lady Bruton would doubtless have Stephen in iron. Crane had to assume that, and had discounted any intervention from his lover in the rapidly assembled web of guesswork and hope that now passed for a plan.

    In some ways, it didn’t matter what the magpies meant. As long as they were still flocking to him, he and Stephen might have a chance.

    Or perhaps he’d just seen ten magpies. London was infested with the bloody things, after all.

    They turned down Bouverie Street, which meant they had to be heading to Temple Lane. Crane had staked everything on that being their destination, and the pure relief as Pastern stopped outside the chapel door was outweighed almost at once by a sudden, overwhelming rush of the terror that Crane had not allowed himself to feel till now. It gripped him now so that he could barely draw breath into his lungs.

    Lady Bruton was a powerful and ruthless practitioner. Crane had faced death at her hands just eight months ago, and he did not want to do it again. She had allies, the murderous artist Newhouse at least, and probably more, since Stephen was no easy victim. The artist had a picture of him, and that thought alone was enough to make him taste bile in his throat. And in the likely event that his plan didn’t work, all Crane had was a clasp knife, which might suffice to cut his own throat rather than let the Bruton bitch use him against Stephen.

    I’m fucked. We’re going to die. I don’t want to do this. I’m afraid.

    “If we could get on,” he told Pastern, who was watching his face. “I do have plans for the afternoon.”

    




CHAPTER TWELVE
~


STEPHEN KNELT ON THE dais at the end of the chapel, hunched over. His face hurt, and his wrists and ankles hurt, and his heart hurt most of all.

    He was such a damned fool. He might have saved Rickaby if he’d only acted; even if Rickaby had always been doomed, he would have had a better chance of saving Crane. They had no chance at all now. Why had he gone, why had he walked into this trap…

    Lucien, Lucien, what have I done to you?

    The iron burned cold on his wrists, shutting down his senses, so that he had nothing but eyes and ears, which he didn’t want to use, because he had no desire to see what was going to happen.

    Lady Bruton was marching up and down in front of the dais, with little, irritated steps. “Where the devil is the man?” she snapped. “Why doesn’t he come?”

    “He’ll come,” Fairley assured her, as if he knew any more than she did. “We have Day. He’ll want his boy friend back, Pastern said—”

    “Pastern.” Lady Bruton spoke with contempt. “If he doesn’t come back here with Crane, you rip up that picture.” That was to the artist. “Pastern’s picture. You tear it slowly, understand? Make it last. Or pour something on it. Vitriol. I want him to suffer.”

    “For God’s sake, Elise,” Fairley said. “Crane will come.”

    Lady Bruton made a spitting noise and turned on her heel once more.

    She had not been like that before, full of angry tension. She had always reminded Stephen of a woman posing for a portrait, gracefully still in elegant attitudes, allowing her loveliness to be admired.

    Nobody would be admiring her these days. Eight months ago, when Stephen had raised a cloud of magpies at Piper to attack their enemies, Lady Bruton had escaped, but not before the birds had done their work.

    Her face was a ruined mess of lumpy scar tissue, red and brown, where the birds’ claws had scraped and gouged. It looked as though the wounds had become infected, and healed badly. The side of a nostril was missing, to a magpie’s sharp beak, and one eye was milky-blind. Stephen suspected that her long gloves covered equally damaged hands.

    They had not made her a beautiful widow, and she would not forgive them.

    Fairley rocked back and forth, heel to toe, glancing at Stephen. “I still think we should kill him now,” he mumbled, and received a withering glare. “Well, we should! If he gets free—”

    “He won’t.”

    “He did before,” Fairley retorted. “Didn’t he?”

    “With the ring. With Crane’s blood. He won’t have either of those this time. Newhouse, what do you do if Crane comes near him?”

    “Tear the picture,” Newhouse said, in the singsong voice of a child repeating his lesson. It was not the first time that point had been made. “Tear the picture, kill the lord.” The artist was wandering around the empty chapel, poking at the bare walls. It was a modern, plain construction, unconsecrated or deconsecrated, without pews or statues or any of the trappings of belief. Stephen rarely gave much thought to religion, but he felt vaguely that it was right this was not a place of worship. There was going to be too much pain here for that.

    Fairley was still grumbling. “If this had been done properly, we’d have had Crane months ago. If Underhill had controlled himself—if the justiciary had kept their noses out of our business—”

    “If you had taken Crane’s case as you were supposed to,” interrupted Lady Bruton venomously. “All of this went wrong when he got involved.” She jerked her head at Stephen.

    “I tried!” Fairley insisted, flushing red. “I said I would deal with Crane. I can’t help it if I was overruled.”

    “Can’t help it,” mimicked Lady Bruton, unpleasantly. “You’re on the Council. You shouldn’t be overruled. But no, you didn’t have the nerve to insist, so you left us with a justiciar, him, in our midst, and then Peter—” Her voice cracked, and she turned from Fairley to Stephen with a look of loathing.

    We killed her husband, we ruined her face, we spoiled her plan that must have been years in the making. Stephen could guess at the details now, as if they mattered. Fairley had been part of the Brutons’ plot to strip the power in Crane’s blood. They had not expected their victim to seek magical help, and Fairley had tried to save the situation by appointing himself to Crane’s case when Stephen had attempted to pass it on. But Stephen had refused to leave the job to a man he regarded as a soft fool, and none of Fairley’s fellow Councillors had taken his side. Stephen’s involvement had saved Crane and led to Sir Peter Bruton’s death, but that had not been enough, and now they were all going to pay for what he had left undone.

    If only Crane decided not to come at Lady Bruton’s bidding. Perhaps he wouldn’t be fool enough. Perhaps he was running away now. Lady Bruton would kill Stephen, of course, and it would not be a good death, but there would be nothing Crane could do about that anyway and, Stephen thought, if he only knew the man was safe, he would have something to hold on to in what he knew was coming.

    Crane was a practical man. He must realise there was no chance, that this was merely Bruton’s means of revenge on them both, that there was nothing to be gained by dragging it out. That must be what was taking so long, when they had expected Pastern back for the last half hour. Crane wasn’t coming. Stephen held the thought to himself, cherishing it, because he would so much rather his lover abandoned him to die than that he came to share his fate.

    There was a knock at the door. Fairley opened it, hand raised to strike with power, and stepped well back with a satisfied grunt.

    It was with no surprise at all, but a yawning sense of despair, that Stephen saw Crane stroll in.

    Pastern closed the door behind him and indicated him forward. Crane took a few steps, then paused, looking around. His gaze came to rest on Stephen, who stared back helplessly, misery thick in his throat, and Crane gave a little twitch of a smile. “Good afternoon, Stephen.”

    Stephen tried to smile back. He wanted to say he was sorry, but Crane would know that anyway.

    “Don’t move,” Fairley told Crane, approaching cautiously with another set of iron handcuffs. “Hands behind your back. We’re all practitioners here.”

    “I’m not,” Crane said. “But if it gives you pleasure…” He took off his thick overcoat, tossing it to Pastern as though the man were a valet. The windwalker sidestepped and let it fall to the floor. Crane ignored that. He extended his arms behind his back, and Fairley secured the cuffs, then walked round and began to pat him down.

    “It’s all right, he didn’t have a—” Pastern began, and stopped as Fairley pulled a clasp knife from Crane’s coat.

    “What the devil is this?”

    “You shit,” Pastern said to Crane.

    “Whoops,” Crane said, with a tight smile, and lurched over with a gasp of pain as Fairley threw out an angry hand. Stephen couldn’t feel the power, not with iron on his wrists, but he could hear Crane’s harsh breathing, struggling for control, and he gritted his teeth and shut his eyes.

    Surely to God Crane hadn’t come for him armed with just a clasp knife. Surely.

    “And you, you worthless wastrel—” Fairley smacked a hand at Pastern, who tumbled upwards and backwards, out of the way of the attack.

    “Don’t blame me,” Pastern snapped, landing gracefully several yards away. “He must have had it on him. He didn’t have a chance to get anything.”

    “Do you understand what we can do to you?” Fairley began in that all-too-familiar bullying tone. He did love to show what power he had, ever trying to impose his flabby will on anyone he could make bow. Stephen did not want him to get his hands on Crane’s bloodfire. “You do realise that Newhouse still has that picture of yours?”

    “Yes, I know,” Pastern snarled back. “You have Crane now, curse you. Leave me alone.” He took a leap at the wall and scrambled up the smooth plaster to a high little window, where he perched on the ledge, hunched up, scowling.

    Crane had straightened, with some care. He was looking at Fairley. “Do I know you?”

    “You don’t need to know me.”

    “Oh, I recall. You’re the fawning shit I met in April, with the damp handshake. A traitor as well? How charming.”

    “Shut up!” Fairley raised his hand again and Lady Bruton said, “Stop.”

    Crane looked over at her. His eyebrows shot up as he took in her ruined face, then he said, clearly and deliberately, “Oh, dear. Oh, dear me.”

    Lady Bruton stared at him, eyes and mouth narrowing, pulling the tight scars into a net around her face. She lifted her hand, pointing one gloved finger at him. Stephen shut his eyes.

    “Before you start hurling magic around,” Crane remarked coldly, “perhaps we should have the discussion for which your lackey brought me here. I do not negotiate more kindly for being in pain.”

    “This isn’t a negotiation,” Lady Bruton said, with a near laugh. “Negotiate? This is all you need to know.” She swung round, to Stephen, flinging out her arm, and agony speared through him.

    It lanced through his bones, knocking him sideways. The pain flared down his spine like a hot wire along the nerves, and he jerked violently, feeling the iron sear into his wrists as he thrashed. Another stab of agony hit him, straight through his head, and this time he couldn’t hold back the scream.

    Lady Bruton let her hand drop at last. Stephen lay, gasping, as the pain faded, feeling blood in his mouth where he’d bitten his lip. He forced himself back to his knees, with difficulty because his ankles were shackled too. Lady Bruton was taking no chances. When he could control himself sufficiently, he looked up, blinking away tears of pain, and saw Crane standing, watching, silent.

    “Any more of your insolence, Lord Crane, and I will hurt him again. Again and again and again, until he can’t bear it any more, and then far more than that.” Lady Bruton’s eyes were fairly blazing now. “Do you understand? You will kneel to me or I will break him in front of your eyes. And don’t imagine you can do anything about it. Show him, Newhouse.”

    The painter, over by the wall, waved the pencil sketch that he had gripped ever since Crane’s entry. He held the paper in two hands, with fingers and thumbs, and gave the edge the slightest little rip. Stephen gasped, in instant terror, and Crane’s grey eyes flicked to him, cool and unreadable.

    “To summarise,” Crane said. He sounded just slightly bored. “Your drawing will kill me if abused. And you propose to use that threat to make me watch while you torture Stephen, unless I obey you. In what?”

    “I want your power,” Lady Bruton said. “I want the Magpie Lord’s strength. What he could do. I want it.”

    “We want it,” Fairley said loudly.

    Crane gave him a little nod of acknowledgement. “Of course. And for that, you need my cooperation. Stripping me won’t last you long. You need me alive and doing your bidding. Is that correct?”

    “And that’s what we’ve got,” Fairley put in. “While we have Day—”

    “Well, not quite,” Crane said thoughtfully. “One of my family’s more unattractive qualities—and we have many—is that we’re not very easy to use. It’s in the blood. You may have observed the results of Mr. Pastern’s attempts to wear the ring. We keep what’s ours, and the Magpie Lord’s power is mine.”

    “Rubbish. Day has full use of it,” Fairley said. “Do you imagine we haven’t seen him? He’s been strutting around like a peacock with it.” Crane gave him a look of incredulous contempt. Fairley flushed, and went on, “What he can have, so can I.”

    “We,” said Lady Bruton.

    “Well, you’re quite right,” Crane said. “Stephen can, of course, use my power, for two reasons. Firstly, because it’s his, just as all I am and all I have are his. Not that he ever asks, of course. I’m not sure that he quite believes it.” He looked round at Stephen, a rueful smile dawning, ignoring Fairley’s loud noises of disgust. “But I do hope you are aware, my sweet, somewhere in that absurd heart, that I am ever, entirely, and quite pathetically yours.”

    Stephen couldn’t control himself enough to speak. He nodded frantically, a desperate gesture that tried to say everything, and saw his lover’s tiny smile before he turned back to Fairley and Bruton. “That’s one reason. The other is that I fuck him.”

    Fairley choked with outrage. Crane gave him a contemptuous look. “If you mention the presence of a lady in the room, I may become sarcastic. I’ll use what words I like in this shitty company. As I said: the power moves when we fuck. And without wishing to cast aspersions on my own virility—” He looked from Fairley to Lady Bruton. “Christ, no.”

    “I don’t mind volunteering,” said Pastern from the window above.

    Crane looked up. He was quite still for just a fraction of a second, almost as if considering the offer, and then said, with unexpected feeling, “I wouldn’t have you with someone else’s cock, you airborne streak of piss.”

    Pastern blinked. “That’s a bit harsh.”

    “It is not. Do you know what I dislike most about practitioners?” Crane asked the room in general, swinging round and speaking with sudden force. “I say most, because God knows there is so much to dislike, but one thing stands out above all, and that is your overweening belief in your own superiority, when the lot of you are in fact a hopeless bloody shambles. You’re like children, all obsessed with something or other. None of you have any sense of proportion. You are demanding, greedy, selfish, untrustworthy, and your ideas of your own superiority are frankly risible. Stephen is the best man among you by a ten-yard start, and he’s a pointlessly self-sacrificing, prideful idiot two steps from nervous collapse.”

    “Thank you,” Stephen managed.

    Crane ignored him in favour of Lady Bruton. “You, you mad scarified witch, are simply grotesque, with your trail of murder and vengeance. Your dear friend Underhill was a murderous madman, and your husband was a brutal oaf who deserved to die. I’m glad I gave him a thrashing first. No, shut up and listen,” he said over the warlock’s gasp of anger, increasing his volume till his words rang around the empty room. “If you’re going to kill me you can bloody well hear this. You there, against the wall, the painter, waving your bits of paper around as if I give a shit, you’d be first on the list of a competent executioner. Fairley is a treacherous little tit, and a vulgar, snobbish and tiresome one at that. And as for you, Pastern, you fucking cankerous gall-wasp, I will have my ring back from you in two minutes or there will be blood on the floor. But, all that said, the thing I dislike most—the thing that is the most utterly ludicrous about you—”

    The high window exploded inwards, with a shower of glass. Pastern went tumbling off the ledge and back, somersaulting in the air, as Jenny Saint plunged through, teeth bared and fingers like claws. Pastern leapt backwards and up, scrabbling for invisible handholds, and Saint reversed direction in mid-air with impossible grace and kicked him in the head, sending him hurtling away. He recovered himself and lunged for her. She dropped like a rock and ricocheted up from underneath him, snarling.

    There was a rush of something invisible, and the battling windwalkers flew apart. Pastern hit the wall hard; Saint tumbled, grabbing at the air to catch herself. Lady Bruton stood, eyes angrily alight, arms stretched wide. Stephen looked at her, and then beyond, and had to stop himself from crying out.

    While the aerial battle had transfixed everyone else, Crane had got his handcuffed arms in front of him, and they were now around Fairley’s neck. Crane was pulling back, using the iron chain between the cuffs as a garrotte, its links digging into the plump man’s throat. The Councillor jerked and thrashed, face livid with trapped blood, unable to fight back physically or magically. Crane’s face was set in a snarl of savage concentration, lips drawn back. Stephen rarely saw the Vaudrey family in his face any more—he saw only Lucien, himself alone, not his brutal father or murderous brother—but as he watched his lover throttle a man, the hated resemblance was there, stark and vicious, and Stephen was darkly glad of it.

    The sketch. The thought crashed into his mind. He looked over urgently to where Newhouse, the painter, stood quite still in an awkward pose, almost slumping. His hand, still holding the paper, lolled by his side, harmlessly, and the red muffler around his throat looked oddly wet. Stephen remembered that it had been white just as Newhouse slithered downwards to the floor and he saw Merrick behind the dead man, knife in hand.

    Crane looked round, without releasing the man he throttled, and shouted, “Oi! Dead painter!”

    Lady Bruton shrieked, a sound of sheer rage. She hauled back, dragging power to her, and sent a wave of force through the ether that set Stephen’s hairs standing on end even through the deadening iron. It was aimed at Crane, but Merrick was running to him, or at Fairley, and it was Merrick who was picked up and flung sideways by the etheric blow, rolling over and over, smoke and a smouldering smell rising instantly from his body.

    Crane cried out in ferocious desperation, hauling back on the iron chain with sudden strength. A terrible satisfaction began to bloom on Lady Bruton’s face, but as she threw out her hand to attack again, there was a banshee scream and Jenny Saint crashed into her from above.

    Saint had Bruton on the floor, lashing out with fists and knees. Crane was lifting Fairley right off his feet, bending back to take the man’s weight, arms curled up, biceps straining his sleeves to their limits. Fairley’s legs kicked desperately, and then there was a squeaking, squelching noise of cartilage and tearing flesh, and his head flopped too far forward.

    Pastern, ignored by everyone else, was by the painter’s body. He rose now, standing with a blood-spattered sheet of paper in his hand. It was Crane’s pencil portrait, and sudden horror swept through Stephen. No, Christ, no—

    Before Stephen could cry out, the windwalker ripped the sketch in two.

    Stephen screamed, a howl that tore his throat. It hurt, blindingly, far more than Lady Bruton’s attack. More than he had known anything could hurt.

    He could not look. Crane’s death would be as horrifying as Rickaby’s, and anything he saw would be seared into his mind forever. He couldn’t look. He couldn’t bear it.

    He had to.

    Tears blurring his vision, Stephen forced his head round and saw Crane, with Fairley’s corpse at his feet, standing tall and whole, and staring at Pastern with an expression of outraged fury.

    “You shit,” Crane said.

    “It didn’t work. The painter’s dead and it didn’t work.” Pastern’s voice rang with unholy glee. “They’re just pictures now, so you, you can go to hell and rot there, you demented harpy—woah!” He leapt sideways, away from Lady Bruton’s etheric attack. She lashed out again as she rose, face bloody and teeth bared, leaving Saint crumpled on the ground. Pastern rocketed upwards, scrambling up the wall and away, and as he did so, he fumbled in his pocket and threw something at Crane. It hit the floor with a metallic chink, glinting gold.

    Crane flung himself forward, snatching up the ring as it bounced. Lady Bruton screeched and leapt at him, hurling a wave of vicious power that Stephen could feel even through the numbing iron, that there was no way to stop now—

    Crane shoved the ring onto his finger.

    He’s never done that before, Stephen thought dreamily, as the noise and movement and the smell of burning stopped.

    Everything stopped. The air was thick and oily, shimmering with etheric force, and Stephen was standing in the middle of the room, a lot higher off the ground than usual, staring at Lady Bruton’s distorted, ruined face through Lucien’s eyes as she ran at him with dreamlike slowness. He could see the savage strike coming at them, feel the ether sleeting through his tall, powerful body.

    We, whispered Lucien, and Stephen’s mouth moved too, or perhaps it was the other way around, and Stephen reached out with his mind and swept the etheric attack away.

    Lady Bruton’s scream rang dully in the slow air. Her hands reached for Lucien’s chest, crooked into talons for a killing strike, and Stephen, dreamlike and drifting, did what came naturally, and called on the magpies.

    They erupted in a cloud of black spray with an oily shimmer to it, bursting from Lucien’s skin. Lady Bruton staggered back, clawing at her face, her fawn gloves instantly stained black, and then the cloud seemed to be drawn into her with her breath. She tried to scream, a sucking sound, but her mouth was full of black liquid that bubbled and gargled. Her wide eyes implored Stephen in terror for a second, and then they darkened, filled up with black and blue. Ink began to drool from the side of her mouth.

    She’ll die.

    Yes.

    If we take the ring off…

    No.

    They stood and looked down as Lady Bruton choked and jerked and retched black and blue ink in a shimmering puddle on the floor, until her body slumped at last.

    The power pulsed through them, shifting, fluttering. Stephen reached out tentatively and felt the rustle of feathers on his senses. He put pressure on the iron of the cuffs round Lucien’s wrists. The metal fell away, and they cried out as the Magpie Lord’s power lit up his descendant like a torch.

    They didn’t hear anyone come in through the birds screaming in their ears, but they heard the voices, vaguely, from a distance.

    “What the— Great Scott. Esther!”

    “Hell’s teeth. What is it?”

    “Oh God, it’s his lordship, he’s got that bloody ring on. Steph? Can you hear me? Steph!”

    “Get it off him. Danny, get it off him now.”

    “Don’t try,” Lucien/Stephen said, and two sets of lips moved, two voices spoke.

    “Did you see that?” Dan Gold demanded, sounding more than a little frightened. “Oh sweet God, look at Steph’s eyes.”

    “Look at Crane’s,” Esther said.

    Stephen/Lucien looked. They saw the small form kneeling up on the dais, back stiff and rigid, eyes blazing magpies in his bruised face, so precious, so desirable, so much needed. They saw the tall man standing like a king, commanding the ether around him, every muscle and tendon tense with power, eyes black and white and blue. They saw Dan and Esther, staring at them, and at each other.

    “We have to get it off,” Esther said.

    “No,” the Magpie Lord said. “You will not.”

    “I don’t think he wants—” Dan began, sounding just a little afraid, and Esther marched up to Lucien’s body. Her face was sallow and lined with exhaustion, her hair was greasy and tumbled, her dress was unflatteringly tight on her rounded stomach, and her deep brown eyes held an implacable determination.

    “You two take that ring off right now,” she said, “or I am going to take this one’s hand off at the wrist, and you will have to kill me to stop me.”

    The Magpie Lord’s blood surged at that—who are you to give orders, you will not take this from me—but even as his anger rose, Stephen struck out from within, forcing his own submerged, separate determination over the roiling power. The Magpie Lord’s indomitable, arrogant will hit Stephen’s own, dead on, but nobody would harm Esther while Stephen lived, and he stood immovable against the wave of command that rolled over him and broke.

    Crane pulled off the ring and dropped it to the floor. He was quite still for a fraction of a second, and then he folded at the knees, toppled slowly to the ground, and started throwing up.

    Stephen, abruptly back in himself on the dais, gasped for breath, clenching his fingers together in an effort to control his own stomach. The earlier beatings were nothing to this. His blood felt bruised. His hair hurt.

    “Steph?” Esther demanded, hurrying over. “Are you all right?”

    “Lucien—” he managed.

    “No, you. Are you all right? If that’s not you in there—” She grabbed his face.

    Stephen twisted away. “Fine. I’m fine. Really, Es.” She glared at him. He managed a weak smile. “Good I had iron on, just then.”

    “Yes, just a little. Dear heaven, Steph, if I ever catch either of you putting that blasted thing on again—”

    “You won’t,” Stephen said with soul-deep sincerity.

    “Good.” She looked around. “What the devil happened here?”

    “Just a moment.” Stephen braced himself, and used the fast-draining remnants of power to flick open the iron cuffs at his wrists and feet. It took disturbingly little effort.

    Esther helped him stand, making a face. “Oh, Steph. You look terrible.”

    “So do you. How on earth did you get here?”

    “Well, we could scarcely stay home, with Mr. Merrick and Saint running off to the rescue,” Esther said. “But they moved faster than we did, and I had to stop twice to be sick.”

    “Mr. Merrick,” Stephen said urgently, looking to where Dan Gold was kneeling over Merrick’s body. He took an unwary step off the dais, not realising how numbed his legs were after kneeling for so long, and almost fell. “Oh God. Mr. Merrick? Dan?”

    “He’s fine,” Dan said, without looking up. “Inexplicably. Here, up you come.”

    Merrick sat up with Dan’s help as Stephen approached. His face was blackened with smoke and his shirt was scorched and burned away, but under it his skin was unmarked—tattooed, scarred and smoke-stained, but whole. Around his neck hung a leather thong with the smouldering remnants of what looked like some kind of pouch. It reeked of spices.

    “Vaudrey?” he mumbled.

    “Undamaged. He just needs a moment’s peace.” Stephen could still hear Crane retching behind him. “How on earth did you survive that?”

    “That thing round his neck seems to have deflected the attack,” Dan said. “What was it?”

    Merrick shook his head, as if to clear it, and put his hand to the charred pouch. “This? Yu Len gave me it one time, back home. Protective, he said it was.”

    “He was right,” Stephen said. “Good Lord. I thought we’d lost you.”

    “Yeah? I thought we was all buggered, to be honest, sir. Fuck me, my head hurts. Where’s Jen?”

    “Over here,” Esther said from behind them. “Dan, I need you for her.”

    “Shit.” Merrick lurched to his feet as Dan hurried over to where Saint’s small form lay crumpled on the floor. Stephen grabbed his arm to steady him, and almost toppled over as he took the man’s weight. “Jen!”

    “My sodding arm,” Saint said, voice thin. “Frank—”

    Merrick dropped down by the girl. Stephen hesitated, and was firmly waved off by Dan Gold. “Go away, Steph, you’re radiating all kinds of uncomfortable things at me. Go and bother his lordship.”

    “Yes, do that,” came Crane’s voice, somewhat raw, from behind, and Stephen turned and saw him.

    Crane was hauling himself to his feet, away from where he’d been sick, wiping his mouth. He looked drawn and sweaty and about five years older, and Stephen didn’t even notice himself crossing the intervening space before he was in the man’s arms, inhaling him with every breath, feeling the ether roil around them. Crane wobbled and went back down to his knees, and they clutched each other on the dusty floor.

    “Christ,” Crane said at last. “Is it always like that? I feel as though someone worked me over with an iron bar.”

    “It is never like that,” Stephen assured him. “Don’t put that ring on again.”

    “I thought it might go in the bank vault.”

    Stephen’s ideas had run more to locking the damned thing in an iron chest, welding it shut, and throwing it in the Thames, but he nodded. “Don’t even pick it up now, we’ll get Mr. Merrick to do that. He’s fine,” he added, reading Crane’s look. “I think Saint’s got a broken arm, but Dan can handle that. How on earth did you manage to get them here?”

    “A lot of luck.” Crane brushed a damp straggle of curls from Stephen’s face. “Merrick and Saint went to be shouted at by Mrs. Gold this morning. I also went for a word with Dr. Gold, so I was there when Pastern accosted me. My lawyers’ agents had found Lady Bruton’s whereabouts this morning, and I had the address. So I passed the papers to the nurse there to be given to Dr. Gold at once and then to Merrick, and I made sure she heard me name Pastern. Then I just had to hope that Merrick would realise I’d passed all that on for a reason. And that he and Miss Saint were still there. And that my agents had been right about the address. And that I could delay Pastern long enough to let Merrick get in place and work out what to do before I arrived, without Lady Bruton losing the remnants of her sanity and killing you. Oh Jesus.” He pulled Stephen forward, fingers tight on his shoulders. “I can’t do this any more. I’m sorry. You’ve brought me to my fucking knees. I can’t…”

    His expression was raw. Stephen stared at him, fear clutching at his throat. “What? Lucien, what are you saying?”

    “The justiciary. The job. You’re going to die. You can’t even trust your fucking Council not to kill you now. I know I shouldn’t ask you this, but I am asking, I’m begging. Please, will you leave this sodding miserable job before I lose you?”

    “Sssh.” Stephen wrapped his arms round Crane’s broad chest, holding them together, with no regard for the Golds or anyone else. “Ssh. Stop. It’s all right. It will be all right.”

    They held on to each other for a moment more, until Crane took a very deep breath and pulled away a little. “Stephen…”

    “Just a moment.” Stephen sat back on his heels. “Firstly, don’t say any more about that. I know what I have to do, and it’s my decision alone. I don’t want anyone, including you, thinking otherwise. So leave it to me.” He waited for Crane’s brief, reluctant nod. “Secondly, don’t even presume to complain about me getting myself killed when you stood there hurling insults at Lady Bruton with us both helpless! Good God, Lucien—”

    “I saw Saint outside the window, behind Pastern,” Crane interrupted, sounding rather more in command of himself. “I wanted everyone’s attention on me rather than on her manoeuvring, or Merrick unlocking the door. And I was hoping that if Merrick heard me, he’d know to kill the painter first, and where he was. Under the circumstances, I thought I was a model of tact.”

    “Tact,” Stephen repeated. “Right. Well, I suppose that makes sense. Though you were quite offensive to her earlier.”

    Crane shrugged. “I’m quite an offensive man.”

    “You are.” Stephen watched Crane’s eyes. “And thirdly…what you said, before, to me…”

    “I meant it.” Crane took his hand, long fingers curling around Stephen’s. “It was under duress, admittedly, in that I had no reason to believe that we were going to survive, but I meant it. All yours, Stephen. I do not want to be without you.”

    “Nor do I.” Stephen gripped his hand. “Not ever.”

    Crane reached out to cup his cheek. “I suppose I can’t kiss you, under the circumstances, but—”

    “Sod it,” Stephen said, and pulled him forward, and if part of his mind was shamefully aware of Esther and Dan and even Saint, it was not enough to stop him focusing on Crane’s mouth, hard and demanding and needing him so much. He ignored the sour taste, the sweat and blood and the dry tang of ink, and everything else as they kissed with savage abandon, Crane’s hands sliding under his torn jacket to span Stephen’s chest, Stephen grasping handfuls of sleek hair, until they finally broke apart for lack of air.

    “I saw how you see me, back then,” Crane murmured in his ear. “I had no idea I was such a handsome devil.”

    “Yes, you did,” Stephen said. “And I saw how you see me, and I do not look like that.”

    “Like what?” Crane’s grin was devilish. “Noble? Beautiful? Fuckable?” Stephen felt himself redden. Crane ran his thumb over Stephen’s mouth, probing inwards. “Unbreakable to everyone else, and so wonderfully pliable to me?”

    Esther coughed, loud and pointed, from across the room. Stephen pulled back, with an internal cringe that he hoped Crane didn’t see. No more apologising.

    “If we could look at business,” she said, approaching, “there’s a floor full of corpses to be dealt with, one of whom looks very like George Fairley, except with his head off. I could use your attention, Steph.”

    “It is Fairley.” Stephen got up, extending a hand to Crane, who winced as he rose. “He’s been working with Lady Bruton since April at least, probably earlier. Supporting John Slee’s campaign against the justiciary in order to weaken us. Causing trouble behind the scenes in the Council. I’ll bet he set up that business with Waterford in order to provoke Saint. I’m quite sure it was his idea to get the painter attacking policemen. He’s been striking at the whole justiciary to get at me.”

    Esther nodded slowly. “Do you know, I’m not very happy about that.”

    “No, nor am I.”

    “Really very unhappy,” Esther added.

    “Yes.”

    “Shall we make some other people unhappy?”

    “Oh, I think so.” Stephen thought he’d spoken calmly enough, but Esther’s mouth curled in an unpleasant smile, and he saw a look flash between Crane and Merrick, one that said, Trouble.

    He rather liked the idea of being trouble. It was about time.

    “Saint,” he said briskly. “How’s she doing, Dan?”

    “Fine, Mr. D,” Saint called out. “Banged me arm a bit, that’s all.”

    “It’s broken in two places,” Dan said. “I’ll fix it up once I can put it into a proper splint so it mends straight.”

    “Perhaps you should take her off to the surgery then, and we’ll meet you there later.” He looked round at the bodies. “Though I might need you, Mr. Merrick—”

    “Yeah, no,” Saint said. “I’m going with Frank. And if you’re bollocking the Council, I’m coming. Ain’t missing that.”

    “Don’t be insubordinate,” Esther said. “That said, I want Dan with me, Steph. I’d hate to be sick on John Slee without support.”

    “Merrick and I intend to see this, so that’s a full house,” Crane said. He was stooping over the painter’s body, pulling a torn paper out from the man’s blood-soaked coat with distasteful care. “Do you want this?”

    “What is it?” Stephen asked.

    “I imagine it’s the picture they were using to control Pastern. Can you use it?”

    “I already know what he looks like,” Stephen pointed out. “What would I do with a picture of him, frame it?”

    “Oh, tut, Stephen.” Crane strolled over, holding the damp sketch out. “Of course it’s not of Pastern.”

    Stephen took the paper. It was crumpled, slightly warm from being carried next to the painter’s body, a little uncomfortable to his fingers with the remnants of the power drawn into it, stained with blood. It showed a sturdy, serious young man, with a determined set to his jaw and a firm mouth. There were several long deliberate rips in the paper, running down almost to the image itself.

    “Who’s this?”

    “Pastern’s weak point,” Crane said. “The chap he was protecting. Doesn’t look like much to me, but there’s no accounting for taste.”

    “Good Lord,” Stephen said. “I assumed… Well.”

    “Hopefully you can find a way to use this fellow against the little shit. I owe him a nasty moment.”

    “So do I. Later, though.” Stephen looked round, at Dan Gold stretching, Merrick helping Saint up with protective care, the bodies on the floor. “For now, we need to go to work.”

    




CHAPTER THIRTEEN
~


THEY COMMANDEERED A CAB somehow. God knew what Mrs. Gold had done to make the cabman take them all, plus Fairley’s head and Lady Bruton’s body wrapped in a bit of old sacking. Crane very much doubted the man knew quite what he was carrying.

    They were a disreputable set. Stephen bruised and battered; Merrick’s shirt quite burned away, his jacket in tatters. Saint, in boy’s clothes, looked very like someone who’d lost a fight. Blood caked her fingertips where she had done good work with her nails on Lady Bruton’s face. She was rather pale with her arm in its makeshift and temporary sling, but had indignantly refused Gold’s repeated suggestion that she should retreat to the surgery. The probably future Mrs. Merrick did not wait at home.

    Crane’s shirtfront was splattered with blood and ink. Other than that he had no idea what he looked like, but for the sake of vanity he hoped it was better than he felt. Every part of him still ached, with an immense wrongness, a disturbing sense of invasion. Considering how many people aspired to be the Magpie Lord, Crane thought, it was ironic that he would give a substantial proportion of his fortune to make sure that never happened again.

    Esther Gold, though undamaged, looked as though the jolting motion of the cab was disagreeing with her. Only her husband seemed unmarked by the last hour. He was watching Crane with the expression of a man who was carefully not saying I told you so. Crane made a mental wager with himself how long he would keep that up. He doubted it would be long.

    The hackney took them to Lincoln’s Inn Fields and the Council building, where Crane had left Stephen so often. This time, he was going inside.

    Stephen plucked Fairley’s head off the floor with disturbing insouciance, and hopped out of the cab after Esther. Merrick handed Saint out of the door with courtly care, then grabbed Lady Bruton’s body and hauled it like a sack of flour. The rough shrouding was stained with ink. Dan Gold made a disgusted noise.

    “Think of her as a patient you can’t kill,” Crane suggested.

    “You are an appalling human being and a bad influence,” Gold said. “And I told you—”

    They followed the others into the Council building, where a stir was already growing. Esther and Stephen marched forward, Gold hurrying to catch up with his wife. Crane, Saint, and Merrick stayed back, watching, as practitioners flocked and the shouting began.

    “Look at that, headless chickens,” Merrick remarked. “Not much use, this lot, are they?”

    “Oi!” said Saint.

    “Present company excepted.” They exchanged a grin.

    “Wedding on, is it?” Crane enquired.

    Saint sniffed. “Might be. Dunno.”

    Crane gave a luxurious stretch. “Oh, Merrick, Merrick. How I shall enjoy this.”

    A set of large doors swung open, and Esther and Stephen were finally ushered into a large room with long tables at one end, evidently the room in which business was conducted. Crane, Merrick, and Saint followed, shoving their way through the crowd, Merrick dragging Lady Bruton’s body, which he dumped in front of the table. An increasing number of practitioners were clustering outside, pushing their way into the room, listening for all they were worth.

    Crane established a place at the back with Dan Gold to one side, Saint and Merrick to the other. Stephen stood in front of the table of Councillors, flanked by Esther and a burly man Saint identified as the justiciar Macready. Stephen was stiff with anger, gesturing impressively with Fairley’s still-dripping head, and not letting anyone else get a word in, and Crane wondered how it was possible that he could desire anyone under those circumstances, let alone quite so much.

    “Furthermore,” Stephen was saying, “Fairley was for months participant in a plot to murder that man over there—”

    “What— Who the devil’s that? He’s not a practitioner!” a Councillor protested. “What are they doing here? Get those people out at once!”

    Stephen looked round to Crane. “Would you mind introducing yourself?”

    “Of course.” Crane peeled himself off the wall and walked forward, unhurried, eyeing the row of worried faces. “My name is Lucien Vaudrey, Lord Crane of Lychdale and Viscount Fortunegate.” That had been the Magpie Lord’s title. There was a little ripple of murmurs across the room, a few audible gasps. “We’ve met, Mrs. Baron Shaw, at the house of Mr. Eadweard Blaydon. I have the honour of giving away Blaydon’s bride at his forthcoming wedding.” More whispers; that was a well-known name. Mrs. Baron Shaw nodded without looking up, since her head was propped on her hands. “Today Mr. George Fairley, your colleague, a member of this Council, abducted me and attempted to murder me.” He planted his knuckles on the table in front of the man he’d identified as John Slee, and leaned forward. “Would you care to explain that?”

    Slee spluttered hopelessly. Stephen said, “Thank you, Lord Crane,” and after a moment Crane straightened and strolled back to Merrick. He would have liked to vent his feelings, but this was Stephen’s show, and really, his diminutive lover was making a rather good fist of things.

    “A member of the House of Lords! An earl of this land!” Stephen said with rising volume. “And a member of the Council attempted to murder him today, as part of a plot that was running for months, under your noses, in alliance with notorious warlocks, and you, Mr. Slee, did not even notice that Fairley was making you his dupe! So kindly don’t attempt to shout me down from a position of authority now, because to my eyes, this Council has very little authority left.” Stephen took a deep breath as a murmur of support rose from the watchers. “And furthermore—”

    “I like the way he says ‘furthermore’,” Merrick observed quietly. “Cos you can tell he means ‘wankers’.”

    Dan Gold choked. Crane said, “I like to think I’ve had an influence on him.”

    “That you have,” Gold said. “Have you thought about what happens next, once he’s been summarily dismissed?”

    “He won’t be.”

    Gold gave him an incredulous look. “Are we in the same meeting?”

    Stephen, who was now speaking with lethal clarity about Inspector Rickaby, chose that moment to slam Fairley’s head on the table, right in front of John Slee. The Councillor recoiled so violently his chair tipped backwards, and he had to flail to recover his balance.

    “He won’t be sacked,” Crane said.

    “Oh, you think they’ll kill him?”

    “He’ll be promoted.”

    “What?”

    “Ten guineas on it.” Crane recalled that the Golds were not wealthy, and added, “Ten guineas to a shilling, it’ll be a promotion. They’ll want him running the justiciary, not leaving it.”

    “You’re mad,” Gold said. “In fact, you’re on.” He paused. “Am I going to lose a shilling?”

    “Well, I wouldn’t bet against my lord,” Merrick said, in a fatherly tone.

    Stephen seemed to have run out of breath, so Esther took over the shouting, with impressive force and volume. Crane watched the Council and the crowd, tracking the expressions of shock, shame, fascination, anger; the movements that left John Slee isolated at the table. A little gaggle of supportive faces was gathering near Saint now, other people pushing forward, nodding, and he saw the Councillors notice them.

    Stephen was going to keep his job. Crane was going to win his bet, and he wished, with all his heart, that he was going to lose.

    


    In the end, they called it quits.

    “Four months,” Crane said, collapsing on the sofa in the Strand, not caring what his filthy suit did to the upholstery. He extended an arm for Stephen to collapse on top of him. They had left Merrick and Saint with Dr. Gold for mending. “Four more months.”

    “Or until we have six new justiciars in place, whichever comes first,” Stephen repeated. “I’ll leave the minute we have them. If we can dragoon people in from the provinces while we take on some more juniors, it could be no more than a month. I’m sure that the Council will pay up to make that happen. I didn’t make a lot of new friends there today.”

    “I think you did,” Crane observed. “Slee didn’t seem to have many allies, and you drew his teeth for good. I imagine that pleased a few people. Nice work with the head, incidentally.”

    “That was not me,” Stephen protested.

    “Fairley’s head rolled face first into Slee’s lap by sheer chance?”

    “I didn’t say it was chance, I just said it wasn’t me. No decent practitioner would use his skills to do such a disgraceful thing.”

    “I’m terribly sorry. Who was it, then?”

    “Mrs. Baron Shaw, of course.” Stephen flopped an arm over him. “Anyway, with six new justiciars and Macready leading the whole team until—or if—Esther’s ready to come back and take over, I can leave with a clear conscience.” He looked up at the ceiling. “Good Lord, Lucien. I’m going to stop being a justiciar. I’m not quite sure how I feel about this.”

    “I am.” Crane took a deep breath. “Stephen, listen. If you’d rather go back, take the position they offered, withdraw your resignation…I want you to do it.”

    “I’m sorry?”

    “I shouldn’t have asked. It was unfair. You do what’s right, you always have, you always will. I don’t want to see you do otherwise. If I made you choose—”

    “You gave up Shanghai for me. I never asked you to. You just did it, for me.” Stephen twisted round, looking steadily into Crane’s eyes. “I told you I’d make my own decision on this, and I have. I’ve given the justiciary the best part of a decade. I don’t even think it’s a bad thing to leave now. I’ve too many enemies and too much history. They need new blood, and a fresh start. And a scapegoat for the Met, as well. I don’t suppose I’ll be popular there once the police know what happened to poor Rickaby. So it’s not bad for the justiciary, and it’s right for us, and as for me… I don’t know what I am if I’m not a justiciar, but I think I’d like to find out.”

    “Whatever else you are, you’re mine.” Crane tightened his arm. “Be in no doubt of that.”

    “Your kept man. It’s no good snorting like that, I’m as poor as a church mouse, and you know it.”

    “I trust you don’t intend to fret about that. What’s yours is mine, and vice versa. You know it’s trivial.”

    “I don’t know that,” Stephen said. “But…I’ll try to.”

    “Talking of you and me…” Crane took his hand, feeling the electric tingle. “Do we need to discuss what happened?”

    “The Magpie Lord happened,” Stephen said, in the tone that he used to close subjects down. “I feel strongly that it, or he, shouldn’t happen again, for both our sakes.”

    “You and I—”

    “You and I are together already. We don’t need your ancestor’s intervention.”

    “It made you powerful,” Crane observed.

    “No, it didn’t. It made me something that I’m not and you’re not. I don’t want your power, Lucien, and certainly not at that price. Although I did quite like being tall,” he added. “Don’t you get dizzy?”

    Crane reached over and kissed his hair. “I adore you, you know.”

    Stephen snuggled back into him with a satisfied sigh. “Dan’s getting the ring sealed in iron before it goes in your vault. We won’t see it again.”

    “Good.” Crane stroked a thumb over Stephen’s hand. “I want to replace it.”

    “With what?”

    “Something a great deal less terrifying. I liked you wearing my ring, even if it was his. I thought you might wear one that was entirely mine.” Crane brought Stephen’s flaring fingers to his lips, their electric tingle strong to the edge of pain. “I rather wondered about a matching pair, actually. I haven’t bought any jewellery in some time.”

    Stephen’s eyes were wide and gold. Crane smiled down. “Yes?”

    “Yes, my lord,” Stephen whispered. “Always, my lord.”

    “Thank you,” Crane said, and pulled him over for a long, deep kiss. Stephen clung to him, breathing hard, trembling, and Crane kissed him with all the force at his disposal, inhaling his scent and feel, crushing the slight body close till Stephen indicated protest.

    “Lucien, I love you, and I would like nothing more than to hold you for hours and then ride you till we’re both exhausted, but you stink of blood and I can’t stand it any more.”

    “God, you’re fussy,” Crane muttered. He hauled them both up, feeling the ache in his bones, and they went through to the bathroom. Stephen began to strip off his stained clothes, but Crane hesitated.

    “What is it?” Stephen asked, and then, “Oh.”

    “They didn’t come back.”

    “No.”

    “There was ink all over Lady Bruton and it stayed there. Do you think—”

    “I don’t know. You could find out by looking.”

    “Oh, fuck.” Crane undid his shirt rapidly, because he didn’t want to undo it at all. He pulled it off, then cursed, staring at himself in the mirror. “Shit. Shit.”

    No magpies. The tattoos that had adorned his body for so long were gone as though they had never been. He pushed down his trousers, saw his thigh and hip bare of ink. “Fuck. I’ve lost them all.”

    “No, you haven’t. The one on your back’s still there, the big one.” Stephen peered around him. “But only that.”

    “Christ.” Crane stared at himself, feeling ludicrously bereft. “My tattoos. That’s years of my life, my memories, just gone from me. Vanished.”

    “Yes,” Stephen said. “I know.”

    Crane pulled him close, breathing out hard. He could feel the future spinning out before both of them without certainty, an endless choice of paths now.

    “Maybe it’s a good thing,” he said. “A new start. Quite literally a clean slate. Except I’ll have to get another one done, damn it. I did think I’d done with needles.”

    “Uh, why?”

    “One for sorrow? I’m damned if I’m wandering around with that on me.”

    “But it’s not one for sorrow.” Stephen turned slightly, showing Crane the single bird that still perched on his own shoulder blade. “Between us, it’s two.”

    Crane reached out and ran a finger down the magpie on Stephen’s skin. It shuffled its feathers and pecked at him as Stephen shivered. “Yes. Yes, it is, isn’t it? I suppose that’ll do.”

    Himself and Stephen. Merrick and Jenny Saint, however that would play out. A few more months in England, and then freedom to go wherever the wind took them, to show Stephen the life he had been missing and find out what happened next.

    Crane put a hand on Stephen’s tattooed shoulder, pulled him over for a kiss, and felt Stephen’s hands move on him, assertive, confident, loved.

    Two for joy. That would do very well indeed.
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26th December – St Stephen’s Day

    


    They arrived at Rothwell after dark. 

    It had been a very long journey, made worse by their late departure. That was thanks to Stephen’s job, of course. Mrs. Baron Shaw had taken advantage of the catastrophic events of the last few weeks to manoeuvre Stephen’s old enemy John Slee off the Council for good. He couldn’t regret that, but the resulting chaos had kept him working eighteen-hour days for a week, despite his best intentions. 

    He could, frankly, still be working: there was enough to be done, God knew. But Esther had become vocal on the subject, Merrick had begun giving him meaningful looks, and Stephen had finally put his foot down before Crane did it for him. 

    A little too late. The long-threatened snow began to fall while they were still travelling, and the roads were soon rutted and icy. They had been forced to spend Christmas Day in an inn some miles from Crane’s hunting box—not a great hardship, since Crane’s lavish hand could purchase luxury under almost any circumstances, but not what any of them had wanted—and it had taken another day of laborious travelling to reach their destination. 

    The carriage was as well sprung as any Stephen had ridden in, but it still jolted uncomfortably over the hard, uneven ground. Jenny Saint had spent most of the journey outside. Stephen knew from experience that although Dan Gold could knit a broken bone in a matter of days, the pain lasted far longer, a dull, nagging ache that made a carriage ride torture. She at least had the option of windwalking when the roads were empty, running through the air alongside the carriage, landing next to Merrick on the driver’s seat if other vehicles approached. 

    It was slightly easier that way, too. She was still very much on edge around Crane, and her nerves were contagious. Christmas Day had helped a little, but her usually ebullient nature had still been subdued at the table, and Stephen suspected it would be a long time before she was entirely comfortable in Crane’s company, or with their relationship.

    The house was unlit and empty when they arrived, crunching through snow that was now several inches deep. It was warm inside, though, as though fires had been going all day, and smelled of something delicious. 

    “We had people in to make ready,” Crane told him as they entered. “Enlighten us, my sweet.”

    Stephen reached out with his mind and ignited the lamp wicks one after another, bringing leaping golden light to the hall. Beside him, Saint gave a little gasp. He’d told her they were going to a hunting box, and hadn’t elaborated on what that actually meant, since he’d hoped to delay the report getting back to the Golds, but in truth it was a sizeable and extremely comfortable house. 

    “You said box,” she muttered. “Thought we’d be roughing it.”

    “Well, it ain’t bad, but not what you’d call precisely convenient,” Merrick said. “Price you pay for a bit of peace and quiet.”

    “Why don’t you show Miss Saint around?” Crane suggested. “We can clean up and meet for dinner…?”

    “Call it half seven,” Merrick said. “You want me to do the fires, Mr. Day?” That was purely a courtesy question; Stephen held up a hand in answer. “Come on, Jen.” 

    He took the girl upstairs, Crane following. Stephen headed for the parlour, setting oil lamps and candles ablaze as he went. The fires had been laid and it took only a moment to get them going, which was all he had before he heard Crane shouting for hot water. 

    “If I weren’t here, you’d have to wash in cold,” Stephen told him once he had one hand in the pitcher, the water warming around his tingling fingers.

    “If you weren’t here, nor would I be,” Crane pointed out. “I wouldn’t come to the arse end of nowhere for anything less than—”

    “The arse end of a short shaman?” Stephen supplied.

    “I wasn’t going to say short,” Crane objected. “Well, I hardly need to.”

    Stephen removed his hand from the now-warm water to make an offensive gesture, feeling the burdens of care lift a little. He loved this room. It was dark, no matter how many candles were lit, with the heavy wood panelling that the Vaudrey family seemed to have preferred, but it had a four-poster bed long enough to accommodate Crane’s legs and sturdy enough to accommodate his desires, and it had become theirs, since they had had removed the family portraits on their first visit. 

    Rothwell was somewhere he felt entirely comfortable. If only Saint could fit in here too.

    “You go first,” Stephen said, and sat on the bed watching his lover as he sponged away the travel grime. Crane’s bare skin still unnerved him, now pale where it should have been black and blue with ink, but the one remaining magpie tattoo that brooded on his back was as vibrant as ever. Crane stretched up, and the play of muscles and the flicker of candlelight made the bird seem to give a shudder, silently rustling its feathers.

    Definitely just Crane moving, Stephen assured himself. Not the magpie by itself. Obviously. 

    Crane went down first, leaving Stephen with the instruction to dress like a civilised man. That was reinforced by the fact that only one suit hung in the wardrobe: his Hawkes and Cheney autumnal tweed. 

    Which would make him look as good as was possible, and point up that Jenny Saint would be wearing her single company dress again, a plain and elderly muslin that had first belonged to the significantly taller Esther and been taken up to fit. He wondered why Crane hadn’t thought of that, and debated putting his scruffy travel-stained clothing back on to show support, but mentally threw up his hands. Perhaps Crane had something in mind; if not, he would just have to observe the girl’s discomfort and deal with it.

    Stephen checked his appearance to be sure it would meet Crane’s exacting standards, adjusted his amber cufflinks, stepped out into the corridor, and almost walked into a lovely young woman.

    “Who the devil— Saint?”

    She was clad in a light blue gown that flattered her slim build. It was modestly high-necked rather than attempting to pad her very limited bosom, and yet, somehow, didn’t make her look modest at all. Her fair hair was twisted up on her head in a way Stephen vaguely recognised from Esther’s few forays into hair arrangement, there were silver droplets sparkling at her ears, and she looked taller than usual.

    “Are you wearing shoes with heels?” Stephen demanded. “I mean, that is to say, you look beautiful. Charming. Uh…” He scrabbled for compliments. “Ladylike.”

    “Yeah, all right, but look.” Saint hoicked up her rustling skirts and stuck out a foot, revealing very expensive silk slippers with a good inch of heel. “Is this bloody stupid or what? How d’you run in these?”

    “I don’t think you’re meant to. Where did this finery come from?” As if he didn’t know.

    “His majesty, innit. Compliments of Lord Crane, Frank says, and there’s frigging loads of it. I mean…” She spread out her skirts and did a little wobbly pirouette, unsteady on her feet for the first time in his experience. The gown swished and rippled. “I mean, it’s pretty, not saying it ain’t pretty, but… I don’t wear this.”

    “I don’t wear this,” Stephen said, indicating his own extremely expensive suit. “Except that now I do. Look, it’s all right. There are no strings attached. He’ll do something as, as invasive as telling you how to dress, provide you with all the finery you could want even if he knows damned well you don’t want it, and I will grant it is extremely annoying. But it isn’t about you owing him anything, and he’s not trying to change you. I promise you that.”

    “Wardrobe full of lady clothes but he’s not trying to change me.” Saint folded her arms. “So what is he doing then?”

    Stephen felt a glow of pride in his wayward pupil. She would, he thought, have made an excellent justiciar one day. “I spent a long time wondering that, actually. And at last I realised, the truth is…” He held out his arm, crooked in gentlemanly style for her to take. “Lucien likes clothes.”

    “He likes clothes,” Saint repeated.

    “If he liked cake, he would ensure there were plates of cake in every room, so everyone could have all the cake they wanted, whether they actually liked cake or not. But he likes clothes.”

    “Right. Got you.” She gave a sudden, unladylike snort. “Good thing he don’t like monkeys, then.” 

    Stephen yelped with startled laughter. Saint adopted a well-bred tone. “Good efternoon, Mr. Day, end may I present you with a monkey?”

    “Thank you, but I already have a very satisfactory orang-utan,” Stephen assured her with a deep bow. “Come on, let’s go down.”

    She winced. “Are we gonna eat with you and his majesty again?”

    “You’re going to have to get used to it, you know. Honestly, he’s not that bad. Hasn’t Mr. Merrick told you about how they lived in China?”

    “Yeah, but he’s still really posh, and… I mean, I know Frank. I know you. But…” She scuffed her silken slipper against the floorboards. “Just don’t feel like I ought to be here, you know?”

    “Yes, I do. But if you’re going to marry Mr. Merrick, or at least—” He waved a hand to indicate a relationship without benefit of clergy. “—you’ll just have to get used to Lucien. There’s no separating them, and you shouldn’t want to. I’ve got Mr. Merrick in my life as much as you have Lord Crane.”

    “Yeah, but it’s easier for you. You’re a bloke.” 

    “Uh,” Stephen said. “It really isn’t.”

    Saint’s cheeks pinked. “Yeah, well, maybe not that, but you know what I mean, right?” 

    “Two questions,” Stephen said. “Are you afraid of Lord Crane? And are you going to run away, in front of me and Mr. Merrick?”

    Saint stuck her small chin out belligerently. “No, I’m not, and no, I’m bleeding not.”

    “Then stop shilly-shallying and come downstairs. I’m hungry.” Stephen crooked his arm again, and this time she took it. 

    ~

    On the whole, Crane felt, dinner could have gone worse. It had been a simple meal mostly prepared and left for them by the servants he paid to come at convenient times only. Saint had been nervy and self-conscious but that could hardly be helped. He intimidated her, and she was far too prickly to be put at her ease with courtesy or charm. She was an uneducated, illiterate, untravelled girl; he was a wealthy titled older man illegally screwing her superior officer. It was obvious she didn’t know quite where to look between them, and her discomfort made Stephen twitchy. 

    Stephen had done his manful best to get her talking, which was to say determined yet inept. Merrick betrayed no sign of concern at her obvious anxiety. He’d learned patience in the same hard school as Crane; he would wait for her to relax.

    Well, that was, among other things, why they were here. It was Crane’s intention that by the time they left Rothwell, Saint would be part of his household, quite used to his and Stephen’s relationship, and wearing Merrick’s ring. 

    Dressing her differently had had surprisingly little effect. Some people could be made free by changing their appearance, as if it released them from the shackles of an old identity. Not Stephen, though, and apparently not Saint. She had been a vision of fairness in pale blue and silver as she entered, and Merrick’s appreciative whistle had made her blush rather charmingly, but she made no effort to ape society manners, and sat with as much awkwardness as she’d shown in her scruffy old clothes. It seemed she would continue being herself, regardless of trappings.

    Which meant two things: that Merrick had made a damned good choice, and that Crane would need to try another tack.

    With that in mind, once dinner was concluded, he ushered them all into the parlour, where Stephen’s magically ignited fire blazed brightly, and handed round brandy. That was not something Saint would have drunk before, too masculine for ladies and too expensive for the poor. She took the snifter tentatively by the stem, watching Stephen and Merrick to see how they held the full-bellied glasses before cupping hers in her hand. 

    “Well, there were points I didn’t think we’d make it to the end of the year, but merry Christmas, one and all.” Crane headed the large chair near the fire, kicking over a footstool, and leaving the settle for Merrick and Saint. Stephen hesitated. He liked to curl up, and was most comfortable perched on a footstool leaning against Crane’s legs, but it was a position of far more intimacy than he would generally allow himself to be seen in by anyone but Crane and Merrick.

    Too bad. Crane reached out a long arm for his sleeve and dragged him down. “Hither, page, and sit by me.” 

    “You’re in the Yuletide spirit,” Stephen muttered, seating himself. “Isn’t it ‘stand by me’?”

    “What is?” Saint asked.

    “Carol,” Merrick said. “Good King Wenceslas.”

    Saint shrugged awkwardly. Most of the practitioners Crane had met seemed to be thorough-going pagans; it was one of the few things he liked about them. Still one ought to have carols at Christmas. 

    “I’m sure you know it,” he said, and launched into the first line: 

    “Good King Wenceslas looked out, on the feast of Stephen—”

    Merrick added his deep and surprisingly tuneful baritone to Crane’s tenor.

    “When the snow lay round about

    Deep and crisp and even.”

    Unexpectedly, Stephen joined in. Crane had never heard him sing before. He had a somewhat thin countertenor that didn’t suggest much range, but Crane was charmed nevertheless.

    “Brightly shone the moon that night

    Though the frost was cruel

    When a poor man came in sight—”

    And then Saint, a sharp and slightly off key soprano on the dramatic end line as the tune rose and fell:

    “Gath’ring winter fu-u-el.”

    They all laughed, Saint among them, a little red. “I know that bit.”

    “Hard not to,” Crane said. “As for me, I am unlikely to forget that carol as long as I live. Do you remember—”

    “Fuck, yes.” Merrick stood. “And if you’re telling this story, I’m getting the bottle.” 

    Stephen shifted, just a little, so his shoulder moved from resting against Crane’s chair to against his leg. “If this is one of your Shanghai stories, I imagine we’ll need it.”

    Crane tipped his glass to Saint, who looked intrigued. Good. “This was in our time in China, Miss Saint. China is not a Christian country and we are not religious men, but still, the expatriates there tended to celebrate.”

    “Any excuse for a party,” Merrick put in, slinging his arm over the back of the settle, behind Saint’s head. 

    “On this occasion it was very much a party,” Crane said. “Leonora Hart, whom you met in summer, had eloped with Tom Hart that year. They’d had to flee Shanghai for a while because her father put a bounty on Tom’s head, so they hadn’t celebrated the wedding with friends yet. I was not very much older than you then, and in the throes of an affair with a mandarin, which is to say a very rich and powerful man.” He spoke without pause or particular emphasis. Saint fixed her eyes on her brandy.

    “Our party met the Harts at Moganshan, which is a mountain of quite remarkable beauty a few days’ journey from Shanghai. December is damned cold and wet out there, but we had a most luxurious caravan thanks to my lover. Tom Hart was in funds too, and we camped there for Christmas in great style. We drank more or less continually, ate superbly. There were Tom and Leo, Lord Shen and I, Merrick, a Dutch trader named Hendricks, several Chinese merchants, and half a dozen dancing girls and boys to add to the cheer.” Merrick had monopolised two of the dancing girls, who worked as a team. Crane recalled him having a particularly festive time of it. 

    “The weather was very much on our side, by which I mean it stopped raining for at least two days. We had Christmas day out there, eating quail roasted over the fire, drinking rice wine. Merrick taught the lute players to pluck out a couple of carols. Leo taught a dancing boy to waltz.” They had all waltzed, after a while, he in his mandarin lover’s confused arms, Merrick first alternating his girls then just whirling them round together, tripping over their own feet as they shrieked with merriment, slippers soaked by the damp grass. 

    “That was a hell of a night,” Merrick agreed. “Next morning I woke up early, went out and sat on the hillside. You could see… I mean, I ain’t much for looking at views, but you seen nothing till you see China mountains. Not anything.” He tightened his arm around Saint. 

    “It was stunning,” Crane agreed softly. “Mist dropping off the peaks and rising off the ground, eagles overhead. Air so fresh and clean, it took away the hangover, almost. I didn’t bother to dress, just crawled out of the tent huddled under this great fur robe of Lord Shen’s.” He remembered its weight, slippery on his bare skin, the warmth as his breath steamed in crisp air, cold mud on his feet. “Tom Hart was up, and Merrick and I. Everyone else was still sleeping it off. We stood in the stillness, and I asked Merrick what day it was, and you said, St. Stephen’s Day. And we started singing, the three of us. Good King Wenceslas looked out, on the feast of Stephen…”

    “And then the mist lifted,” Merrick said, “and there was maybe forty bandits standing there with guns.”

    “Oh my God,” Stephen said from Crane’s side. 

    “Quite.” Crane smiled mirthlessly. “That was a bad moment.”

    “Nothing good about bandits in that part of the world,” Merrick said. “Vicious bastards, they are, and all the guards, if you could call ’em that, still passed out.”

    “We didn’t stand a chance. They woke the camp, fairly brutally, started dividing us up,” Crane said. “The valuable people who could be ransomed, the awkward characters who would need to be killed, and the ones they could use. It is not a pleasant fate to be a young woman in bandit hands.”

    “Or a young man,” Merrick added, as Saint blanched. He indicated Crane with his glass. “Should have seen him. Pretty as a girl, he was. Course, that was a while ago now.”

    “Whereas you’ve barely changed, except for the effects of alcohol and low living,” Crane returned. “But then, if you start by looking like the southbound end of a northbound horse—”

    “Shut up!” Saint said, to Crane’s satisfaction. “I mean, sorry, my—your lordship, whatever, but I want to know what happened.” 

    “Well, they dragged everyone out from the tents. There was a great deal of threatening and waving of weaponry, and Hendricks, the merchant, panicked.”

    Merrick exhaled through his teeth. “Didn’t he just. Went down on his knees and gave it up like he was paid for it. Told them Cha Li-Lin was poor as a church mouse for all his finery so not to bother ransoming him, and Mr. Hart would get back every penny they took in skin so they’d be better off killing him now, but that Mrs. Hart’s father would give good money to have her back—”

    “It took two bandits to get her off him,” Crane said reminiscently. “I’ve never heard such language.”

    “And then the stupid prick blurts out the one thing we’re all praying he won’t, which is, hey, that bloke over there is Lord Shen, the boss man of the Shanghai secret police. And that chucks the cat among the pigeons and no mistake, because Lord Shen’s put a lot of heads on stakes in his time—”

    “Whoa, whoa, stop,” Stephen said from Crane’s side. “Didn’t you say Lord Shen was your, uh, your—?” 

    “Lover. That’s right.”

    Stephen spluttered. “But you were a smuggler!”

    “We was, yeah,” Merrick said. “But what you have to remember, sir, is that smuggler or no smuggler, his lordship here is a fucking arsehole and always has been. Lord Shen.” He shook his head despairingly. “Not the stupidest thing you ever did, what with the warlord and all, but not far off it, either.”

    “Lovely eyes,” Crane said soulfully. 

    “Lovely way with an execution order,” Merrick returned. “You like ’em dangerous, that’s your trouble. If they ain’t leaving a trail of dead, you ain’t interested. No offence, Mr. Day.” 

    “So where we are,” Crane went on, while Stephen was momentarily speechless, “is on a mountainside, days from any law, grossly outnumbered, with one of the most hated officials in the whole province identified as part of our party, the bandit chief enumerating the many and varied tortures he could expect, of which crucifixion would be merely a highlight…and then that shitweasel Hendricks felt it needful to throw in that I was Shen’s foreign devil lover.”

    “Dutch fucker,” Merrick growled.

    “Quite. ‘Start with him, show Shen what will happen,’ the bandit chief said, and a couple of them grabbed me and pulled off the furs and shoved me onto the ground—”

    Stephen was rigid by his side. Saint had her hand to her mouth. 

    “Now,” Crane said. “I don’t know if you know, Miss Saint, but I have a fairly sizeable tattoo on my back. A magpie.” Stephen and Saint made noises of strong protest at the digression. Crane grinned. “Merrick and I had both had tattoos, my magpie and his elephant and castle, imposed on us as…it’s a long story. A reward, or apology, or both, from the Dragon Head, or grand master, of one of the larger criminal organisations in China after we accidentally saved his son’s life.”

    “Accidentally?” 

    “It’s a very long story. The point is that the tattoos were done by Dragon Head’s personal tattooist, and their origin was unmistakable to anyone who knew of the Three Tiger Claw society. At the time, I just regarded them as an unwanted and extremely painful gift. But in fact, what Dragon Head had done was to mark us with his name. So when the bandits kicked me to the ground with the intention of rapine and murder, what they saw was the brand of a man so powerful and deadly that half a dozen of them actually dropped to their knees there and then, and the bandit chief was left speechless.”

    “Fucking confusing, that was,” Merrick said. “One minute they’re yelling all this stuff they’re going to do to him, then dead silence, then a bunch of ’em start kowtowing, and the boss looks like he’s about to have an apoplexy. He says, where’d you get that tattoo? Vaudrey says it was off Dragon Head of the Three Tiger Claw, and I swear to God one of the bandit blokes starts crying.”

    “I think several of us felt like that,” Crane murmured. 

    “They don’t know what to do. Some of ’em are like, what if we just kill everyone and pretend this never happened. Some of ’em are backing away, like, we can’t cross the Three Tiger Claw—”

    “And Tom Hart stepped forward and began to laugh like the Spirit of Christmas Past,” Crane said. “Great jolly booming laugh, echoing off the rocks. And he shouted, ‘Friends! Now we are friends here! Come, share our drink and celebrate our feast!’”

    “…he offered them drink?” Stephen echoed. 

    “Yeah, well, I wouldn’t’ve either,” Merrick said. “But Mr. Hart knew his stuff. Their boss didn’t know what to do. He couldn’t just take his men and bugger off without losing face, but he knew if he killed magpie-boy here he was probably dead. He was stuck, and Mr. Hart was showing him a way out. So, he says all that, Vaudrey picks himself up, arse naked and covered in mud—” Saint spluttered into her brandy “—goes over, pours drinks all ceremonial like it’s the Emperor’s court, and hands the chief a cup.” He shook his head, grinning at Crane. “Give you credit, my lord, you’ve got balls.”

    “Given how cold it was—” Crane began, with feeling. Stephen made a noise of strong objection. Saint cackled.

    “So my lord here and Mr. Hart toast the bugger, with sixty people stood there wondering if we’re all going to die,” Merrick went on. “Chief looks at them, looks at the drink, looks around. Total silence. Then he takes a deep breath, and roars out, ‘Welcome to our mountain, friends!’ And then we sit on this bastard stretch of rock all morning, getting blind drunk with a mob of bandits.”

    “They wanted to know what feast it was and how we celebrated, so we taught them Good King Wenceslas,” Crane said. “Sang it till it echoed round the mountain and we were all best friends. We drank everything we had, and then they brought out their own home-distilled plum spirit.”

    “Don’t bloody remind me,” Merrick said. “We drank some shit in our time, but that—”

    “My head still hurts in bad weather.”

    “Merry fucking Christmas. Year after that, we went to the seaside.”

    “Cor. What about the Dutch geezer?” Saint asked. “The one who grassed you up?”

    “We felt obliged to take him out of bandit country. Leo and Lord Shen gave him a kicking in the back of the caravan, and then we dumped him a hundred miles from Shanghai and told him he could walk home.” Crane frowned. “Actually, now I think of it…did he ever come back?”

    Merrick shrugged. “No idea.” 

    “Cor.” Saint was curled on the sofa now, leaning into Merrick’s side, eyes bright. “So what was the story about the tattoo, then?”

    “Uh-uh,” Crane said. “Your turn first.”

    “My turn?”

    “Christmastide by the fire. It’s a time for storytelling, and I’m sure you can cap that tale, one way or another.” Crane saluted her with his brandy glass and the smile that had got him out of almost as much trouble as it had got him into. “Let’s hear it, Miss Saint.”

    Saint’s chin went up. She glanced at Merrick, then at Stephen. “All right then, your highness. Hey, Mr. D., you remember that business on North Audley Street?”

    Stephen’s appalled expression suggested that Saint was bringing out the big guns. Crane settled back in his chair and gestured for the bottle. “Go on. I’m all ears.”

    ~

    Stephen reclined against Crane’s legs with a satisfied sigh as the clocks chimed one. Merrick had whisked Saint off to bed at last, and they sat alone in front of the fire’s embers.

    “I am actually in pain from laughing,” Stephen said. “That was a marvellous night. Jenny had a wonderful time once you finally got her talking. I think this is going to work, you know.”

    “And then there were four.” Crane stroked Stephen’s hair. “I’m looking forward to this. Showing both of you the world outside England. Taking you to the mountains.”

    “As long as we avoid bandits.”

    “You and Miss Saint can handle all the bandits China can provide. Well, you’ll have to. The Three Tiger Claw is long gone, and even if it wasn’t, I’m not stripping down to my tattoo for anyone except you.”

    Stephen put up a hand. Crane caught it, gently tangling their fingers together. “Since it’s St. Stephen’s Day, or rather, since St. Stephen’s seems an appropriate date, I have something for you. Well, for us.” He tightened his hold on Stephen’s hand to stop him turning round. “No, stay there a moment.” His fingers felt just a little clumsy fishing the envelope from his pocket. That might have been the brandy, or it might not. “We spoke of this earlier, and I, uh…” He’d wanted to say something meaningful, but the hell with it. Stephen knew it all by now. “I liked you wearing my ring, my love. Do it again.”

    He turned Stephen’s palm up and emptied the envelope onto it. Stephen gave an urgent little gasp. 

    As he should. Crane had had to exert a surprising amount of will and spend a lot of money to have these done in time, and he had been pleased with the result. 

    Stephen picked up the smaller ring to examine it. Gold glittered in the firelight. Chips of quartz and onyx, cunningly set, formed the shape of a single magpie in flight, its long tail stretching around the ring. The larger ring was its mirror image, so that the birds could face each other. 

    “I…” He stared. “They’re… I don’t know what to say.”

    “That’s what you said last time I gave you a ring.”

    “It is, isn’t it?” Stephen slipped the smaller ring onto the fourth finger of his right hand, held it out in admiration. “And then I said, ‘Thank you, Lucien.’”

    “And then, if I recall, you kissed me.”

    Stephen turned, kneeling on the footstool, and took Crane’s hand. His fingers were alive with their electric charge, almost painful. “I can’t speak as you do. You can talk your way out of certain death. And then you do something like this and I..I don’t have the words.” He hesitated, looking almost embarrassed, then rushed out, “Look, you, uh, you know the song?”

    “Song?”

    “Wenceslas.” Stephen cleared his throat. His voice was a little husky. 

    “Sire, the night is darker now

    And the wind blows stronger

    Fails my heart, I know not how,

    I can go no longer.”

    Crane took up the king’s response in his deeper voice: 

    “Mark my footsteps, my good page

    Tread thou in them boldly

    Thou shalt find the winter’s rage

    Freeze thy blood less coldly.”

    “That,” Stephen said. “It struck me when we were singing earlier. That’s what you do. When I’m with you, I can keep going. I’m braver. The whole world is warm for me because of you.” His hand trembled as he threaded the larger ring over Crane’s knuckle, and then he put his own hand over Crane’s, interlacing the fingers. “Two for joy.” It sounded like a vow. 

    “Two for joy,” Crane repeated softly. “And I am quite sure you owe me a kiss by now.”

    “I don’t think that will suffice.” Stephen gestured with his free hand at the door. There was an audible click as the key turned, and Crane spared a second’s gratitude for whichever past Vaudrey had put brass fittings on the door rather than iron. Stephen hopped up onto his lap, straddling his legs. He leaned in to cup Crane’s face with both hands, the charge of his fingers prickling like snowflakes on skin, and kissed him. Crane could feel the shift of cloth and movement of buttons as he responded, Stephen undressing him with his powers, and he ran his own hands over his lover, down his back, under his waistband, doing his best to break the little witch’s concentration. 

    He failed, though Stephen grunted protest into his mouth, because Stephen was putting everything he had into the kiss and it was overwhelming. Teeth and tongues, open mouths and the rasp of stubble, Stephen pulling at his hips, dragging at his clothing, caressing his face—Crane had no idea which were Stephen’s physical hands and which his magic, didn’t care enough to look. Featherlight touches were running the whole length of his skin, and Stephen’s breath, laced with brandy, rasped in his ear.

    Stephen slid down, to his knees, hands resting on Crane’s bare thighs. “Stay there,” he said. “I want to…”

    “Anything.”

    “Then don’t move.” Stephen’s eyes were luminous in the dark room, glowing gold. “My lord.”

    “My w— What the fuck?” 

    “Me.”

    “Of course it is.” Crane made himself hold steady, controlling his breathing. It took an effort. Stephen was between his legs, sitting back on his heels, hands firm on Crane’s thighs, but his power was moving. It spread from his hands to wash over Crane’s skin, dripping and sliding, as thick and cool as he imagined mercury might feel. A quicksilver touch. Gentle pressure spiralled around his cock like a ribbon, looped around his balls, tightened all over. 

    “Sweet Jesus!”

    “Good?”

    “Fuck.”

    “I’ll assume that’s good,” Stephen murmured. The power pulsed against Crane’s skin, slid downward, tendrils probing and exploring and, oh Christ, penetrating now. It was impossible to believe there was nothing there. Sensation along every nerve ending, deep pressure inside, just right—a long time since he’d felt that—the steady rhythm round his cock, sharper spangles of sensation going off all over his body now, at earlobes and nipples and neck. Stephen was working every part of him at once, and Crane couldn’t move under the barrage of pleasure. He was swearing in Shanghainese and English together, thrown back in the chair, hands locked on its arms, and Stephen was everywhere, all over him, unstoppable.

    “Tsaena. Shit. Stephen, please.”

    “I love you,” Stephen said softly. “I need you.” The pressure and pace increased as he spoke, spiralling upwards. Crane’s nails raked the upholstery. He had never felt less in control of his own body. “And there’s nobody in the world who can do this to you but me.”

    Crane made a hoarse noise. Stephen bent his head, lips closing warm over Crane’s cock, sending sensation clenching all over him at once, and he came so hard that he cried out with something that was almost pain. 

    He managed to focus again after a few moments. Stephen was sitting back with an expression of intense self-satisfaction, eyes glowing gold.

    “Good God,” Crane croaked. “If that’s what a ring gets me, I intend to buy you a great deal more jewellery. Possibly a tiara.” 

    “Well, this—” Stephen raised his hand as he spoke, and broke off, giving the ring on his finger a sharp look.

    “What? Oh, no, no, no. Don’t tell me the fucking birds are moving. Do not.” Crane sat up and glared at his own ring.

    “No, sorry, it’s fine. It was just a trick of the light,” Stephen said. “I think.”

    “You think?”

    Stephen sighed. “You might as well accustom yourself to the inevitable. Magpie rings, on us? I will wager anything you like, in a hundred years’ time, some distant Vaudrey relation is going to pick one of these up and think, Oh, what a lovely heirloom, and put it on, and the whole blasted business is going to start again.”

    “We may need to die at sea, then,” Crane said. “And if we fail to do that, it’s their problem.” He took Stephen’s hand, felt the champagne fizz against his skin. “Whereas my problem, at this moment, is how to improve on what you just did to me with only natural ingenuity and twenty years of practice to call upon. So come here, witch, and let me try.”

    ~

    London, New Year’s Eve

    The snow fell thickly here. It coated the blackened walls and grimy streets, brightening the darkness with a façade of purity that, the next day, would be kicked and filthied and turned into an icy, dangerous nuisance. For now, in the night, it was beautiful. 

    Jonah Pastern sat on the parapet of St Paul’s Cathedral, looking over the city. Snowflakes flurried around him, melting instantly a few inches from his body thanks to the layer of warmth he had wrapped around himself. 

    New Year’s Eve. He should have been celebrating it. They should have been celebrating, in bed, ringing the new year in with kisses. He shouldn’t be up here alone with a flask of gin and a pain that wouldn’t go away. But he was, and there was not a single thing he could do about it. 

    “Happy New Year, lover. To us. Wherever you are, and wherever I am.” He raised the flask to the air, drained it, and flung it away, careless of where it fell. “Happy New Year, and God rot the bastards, every one.” 

    The building under him began to vibrate with the deafening resonance of the bells. He stood and leapt out, over the parapet, into the cold, empty air, alone. 

    It was time to run again. 

    



Thanks for reading the A Charm of Magpies series. Jonah Pastern’s story is told in Jackdaw.

    


    Jackdaw

    A Charm of Magpies linked story

    


    If you stop running, you fall.
Jonah Pastern is a magician, a liar, a windwalker, a professional thief…and for six months, he was the love of police constable Ben Spenser’s life. His betrayal left Ben jailed, ruined, alone, and looking for revenge.
Ben is determined to make Jonah pay. But he can’t seem to forget what they once shared, and Jonah refuses to let him. Soon Ben is entangled in Jonah’s chaotic existence all over again, and they’re running together—from the police, the justiciary, and some dangerous people with a lethal grudge against them.
Threatened on all sides by betrayals, secrets, and the laws of the land, can the policeman and the thief find a way to live and love before the past catches up with them?
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    Series reading order is as follows

    


    A Charm of Magpies (Stephen Day and Lord Crane)

    


    The Magpie Lord

    Interlude with Tattoos (short story)

    A Case of Possession

    A Case of Spirits (short story)

    Flight of Magpies

    Feast of Stephen (short story)

    


    Each book is published with its companion short. ‘The Smuggler and the Warlord’, a very short early story of Crane and Merrick in China, is available free on my website.

    


    A Charm of Magpies linked stories

    


    Jackdaw 

    A Queer Trade (Rag and Bone short story)

    Rag and Bone 

    


    Standalone stories with different couples taking place in the same world. A Queer Trade is set in the summer of A Case of Possession; Jackdaw and Rag and Bone are both set in the months following Flight of Magpies. 
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