
A CASE OF POSSESSION

––––––––

A Charm of Magpies story

KJ Charles

––––––––

Published by KJC Books


Table of Contents

Title Page

Dedication

A Case of Possession (A Charm of Magpies)

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

A Case of Spirits

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

More Books by KJ Charles

Praise for KJ Charles

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
For Caroline, best of mates. Drink?


And with thanks to Simon, gin guru


      

    

***
[image: image]


ONE FOR SORROW

Two for joy

Three for a girl

Four for a boy

Five for silver

Six for gold

Seven for a secret never to be told

Eight for a letter over the sea

Nine for a lover as true as can be
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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
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Chapter One
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On a hot summer’s night, in a small, bare clerk’s room in Limehouse, a few streets from the stench of the river and three doors down from an opium den, Lucien Vaudrey, the Earl Crane, was checking lading bills. This was not his preferred way to spend an evening, but since his preferences hadn’t been consulted, and the work needed to be done, he was doing it.

He went through the bills with the jaundiced eye of a China trader, asking himself not whether he had been stolen from, but where the theft had occurred. If he couldn’t find it, that would suggest his factor back home in Shanghai was either cleverer or more honest than he had thought, and Crane didn’t think he was particularly honest.

His iron nib scratched down the paper. It was a functional, cheap pen, like the basic deal desk and the plain, sparse office. There was no evidence of wealth in the room at all, in fact, except for Crane’s suit, which had cost more than the house he was sitting in.

As Lucien Vaudrey, trader and occasional smuggler, he had made himself satisfactorily rich, and his unexpected elevation to the peerage had brought him a huge fortune along with the title. He was now one of England’s most eligible bachelors, to anyone who didn’t know or chose to disregard his reputation in China, and he was this very evening failing to attend three separate soirees at which he could have met perhaps thirty women who would be enthusiastically available for the position of the Countess Crane. On his bureau at home were several dozen more visiting cards, invitations, requests for money, requests for meetings: a thick sheaf of laissez-passer to the highest society.

He could have his pick of London’s beauties, mix with the best people, assert his place in the top few hundred of the Upper Ten Thousand, claim the social status of which many people dreamed and for which some would sacrifice everything. He could have all that if he lifted a finger, and if someone held a gun to his head to make him do it.

Crane had spent his entire adult life in Shanghai, cheek by jowl with smugglers, prostitutes, gamblers, killers, traders, drinkers, shamans, painters, corrupt officials, slumming mandarins, poets, opium eaters, and other such scum, and he loved that sweaty, vivid, intoxicated world. Polite soirees and elegant dinners with people whose achievement in life began and ended with birth held no appeal at all.

So he declined, or ignored, the invitations, because in comparison to high society, identifying where someone had shaved his shipment of Szechuan peppercorns was a much more rewarding pursuit.

Not as rewarding as the pursuit of a certain amber-eyed individual whose small, lithe, delightfully yielding body kept him awake at night, but that wasn’t an option right now because the little devil had once again vanished off to work.

Stephen’s elusiveness was a novelty for Crane, who had always found getting rid of lovers more of a challenge than picking them up, and who had never had a partner who worked harder than himself. His own idleness was the problem, really, since if his days were fuller he would spend less of them wondering what Stephen was up to, but to amend that by setting up a serious business would require a commitment to England that he couldn’t bring himself to make. Not when he had a perfectly good trading house in Shanghai, where life was easier, more comfortable, and so much more fun.

There would be no Stephen in Shanghai, of course, but then for all Crane knew to the contrary, he wasn’t in London either. He had disappeared two nights ago without a word, and would return as it suited him.

And that was quite reasonable. Stephen was a free man, and one with responsibilities that made Crane’s international business look like a casual pastime. They both had work to do, and since Crane had never tolerated lovers who expected him to put aside his business for their entertainment, he was hardly going to make those demands on Stephen’s time. It was merely irritating that the boot was so firmly on the other foot, for once; that it was Crane waiting for Stephen to turn up on his own unpredictable schedule, knowing that he would offer no more than a lopsided, provocative smile as explanation for his absence.

Thinking of his lover’s irresistible foxy grin led Crane to a moment’s consideration of more interesting uses his desk could be put to. He concluded that the damn thing would doubtless fall apart under the stresses he intended to apply as soon as he got his hands on the little so-and-so, and on that thought at last spotted where the factor’s well-massaged figures didn’t quite work.

Not a bad effort, he reflected, and a nicely judged theft: enough to be worthwhile for the factor, and quite tolerable for Crane as part of a very competently handled bit of business. He nodded, pleased. The man would work out well.

He reached for the next bill, and there was a loud rapping at the door.

That was tiresome, since he was the only person in the building at eight in the evening, so he ignored it. There was another, more persistent knocking. Then a call, through the iron-barred but open casement.

“Vaudrey! Vaudrey! Crane, I mean.” The visitor peered through the window. “There you are. Nong hao.”

“Nong hao, Rackham,” said Crane, and went to let him in.

Theo Rackham had been something of a friend in China, as another Englishman who preferred local society to expatriates. Rackham was himself a practitioner of magic, though not a powerful one, and it was he who had introduced Crane to Stephen Day a few months ago.

“This is an unexpected pleasure. How are you?”

Rackham didn’t answer immediately. He was wandering about the room, peering at the maps tacked on the plastered walls. “This is your office? I must say, I’d have thought you’d have somewhere rather better than this.” He sounded almost affronted.

“What’s wrong with it?”

“It’s in Limehouse.”

“I like Limehouse,” Crane said. “So do you.”

“I don’t like it. Nobody could. Filthy place.” Crane raised an eyebrow but didn’t bother to ask. “Grubby den of thieves and bullies and madmen,” Rackham went on. “If I were rich I wouldn’t set foot in this cursed part of town.”

Then where would you get your opium? Crane enquired mentally. He had noted Rackham’s slightly dilated pupils, but since that was a sign of a practitioner using his powers, as well as an opium fiend, and since, in truth, he didn’t care, he hadn’t passed judgement.

Rackham seemed to be nursing a grudge. “You’re rich. Why don’t you act like it? Why aren’t you at grand parties in the West End instead of slaving away in the Limehouse docks?”

“I do act like it, on occasion. This coat wasn’t cut on the Commercial Road. But my business is here, not the City, and certainly not in the West End.”

“I don’t see why you have a business at all. You don’t need any more money.” There was a definite note of accusation in Rackham’s voice.

Crane shrugged. “Frankly, I’m bored, and I would not be less bored in the West End. I need something to do, and trading is what I’m good at.”

“Why don’t you go back to China, then?” Rackham demanded. “If you’re so bored with England, why are you still here?”

“Legal business. My father left his affairs in the devil of a state. It’s taking forever to resolve, and now I’ve got distant cousins popping up out of the woodwork demanding their cut. Why do you care?”

“I don’t.” Rackham scuffed a worn leather toe against the skirting board. “I suppose there’s been no recurrence of your troubles?”

“You mean the matter in spring? No. That’s all resolved.”

“Day dealt with it.”

“He did.” 

Crane had been afflicted by a curse that had killed his father and brother; Rackham had put him in touch with Stephen Day, whose job was to deal with magical malpractice. Crane and Stephen had come very close to being murdered themselves before Stephen had ended the matter with a spectacular display of power. Five people had died that day, and since Crane had no idea if that was generally known or something Stephen wanted kept quiet, he simply added, “He was highly efficient.”

Rackham snorted. “Efficient. Yes, you could say he’s that.”

“He saved my life on three occasions over the space of a week,” Crane said. “I’d go so far as to call him competent.”

“You like him, don’t you?”

“Day? He’s pleasant enough. Why?”

Rackham concentrated on straightening some papers against the corner of Crane’s desk. “Well. You were with him at Sheng’s last week.”

“I was,” Crane agreed. “Did you know I’ve taken a thirty percent share there? You must come with me again sometime. Tonight, unless you’ve a previous engagement?”

Rackham, who never turned down free meals, didn’t respond to that. “What did Day make of Sheng’s food?”

Crane repressed a grin at the memory of Stephen’s first encounter with Szechuan pepper. “I think he was rather startled. It didn’t stop him eating. I’ve never met anyone who eats so much.”

“Have you had many meals with him?”

“I’ve bought him a couple of dinners as thanks. Is there a reason you ask? Because really, my dear fellow, if you’re after any particular information, you know him better than I do.”

“I know he’s like you,” Rackham said.

“Like me.” Crane kept his tone easy. “Yes, the resemblance is striking. I could be looking in a mirror.”

Rackham gave an automatic smile at that. Stephen Day had reddish brown curls to Crane’s sleek and imperceptibly greying light blond, and pale skin to Crane’s weather-beaten tan; he was twenty-nine years old to Crane’s thirty-seven and appeared younger, and mostly, he stood a clear fifteen inches shorter than Crane’s towering six foot three.

“I didn’t mean you look like him,” Rackham said unnecessarily. “I meant...you know. Your sort.” He switched to Shanghainese to clarify. “Love of the silken sleeve. Oh, come off it, Vaudrey. I know he’s a pansy.”

“Really?” This wasn’t a conversation Crane intended to have with Rackham or anyone else. Not in England, not where it was a matter of disgrace and long years in prison. “Are you asking me for my assessment of Day’s tastes? Because I’d say they were none of my damned business or yours.”

“You dined with him at Sheng’s,” repeated Rackham, with a sly look.

“I dine with lots of people at Sheng’s. I took Leonora Hart there a couple of weeks ago, and I defy you to read anything into that. Come to that, I took you there and I don’t recall you gave me more than a handshake.”

Rackham flushed angrily. “Of course I didn’t. I’m not your sort.”

“Or my type.” Crane let a mocking hint of lechery into his tone and saw Rackham’s jaw tighten. “But even if you were, my dear chap, I can assure you I wouldn’t tell your business to the world. Now, is there anything I can do for you?”

Rackham took a grip on himself. “I know you, Vaudrey. You can’t play virtuous with me.”

“I don’t play virtuous with anyone. But since Stephen Day’s love life is no concern of mine—”

“I don’t believe you,” said Rackham.

“Did you just call me a liar? Oh, don’t even answer that. I’m busy, Rackham. I’ve got a sheaf of lading bills to reckon up and a factor to catch out. I assume you came here for something other than lubricious thoughts about mutual acquaintances. What do you want?”

Rackham looked away. His sandy hair was greying and his thin face was pouchy and worn, but the gesture reminded Crane of a sulky adolescent.

“I want you to make me a loan.” He stared out of the window as he spoke.

“A loan. I see. What do you have in mind?”

“Five thousand pounds.” Rackham’s voice was defiant but he didn’t look round.

Crane found himself momentarily speechless. “Five thousand pounds,” he repeated at last.

“Yes.”

“I see. Well, I’d be the first to admit that I owe you a favour, but—”

“You’re good for it.”

“Not in petty cash.” The astronomical sum mentioned was ten years’ income for a well-paid clerk. “What terms do you have in mind? What security would you offer?”

“I wasn’t thinking of terms.” Rackham turned, but his eyes merely skittered across Crane’s face and away again. “I thought it would be an...open-ended agreement. Without interest.”

Crane kept his features still and calm, but the nerves were firing along his skin, and he felt a cold clench in his gut at what was coming, as well as the first upswell of rage.

“You want me to give you five thousand pounds, which you propose not to pay back? Why would I do that, Rackham?”

Rackham met his eyes this time. “You owe me. I saved your life.”

“The devil you did. You made an introduction.”

“I introduced you to Day. You owe me for that.”

“I don’t owe you five thousand pounds for it.”

“You owe it to me for keeping quiet about you and Day.” Rackham’s lips were rather pale and his skin looked clammy. “We’re not in China now.”

“Let’s be clear. Are you trying to blackmail me?”

“That’s such an ugly word,” said Rackham predictably.

“Then it suits you, you pasty-faced junk-sick turd.” Crane strode forward. He had a good six inches on Rackham, and although he was often described as lean, that was in large part an illusion caused by his height; people tended not to realise how broad-shouldered he was till he was uncomfortably close.

Rackham realised it now and took a step away. “Don’t threaten me! You’ll regret it!”

“I haven’t threatened you, you worthless coward, nor will I. I’ll just go straight to the part where I break your arms.”

Rackham retreated another two steps and held up a hand. “I’ll hurt you first. I’ll ruin Day.” He pointed a trembling finger. “Two years’ hard labour. You might be able to buy your way out of trouble, perhaps, but he’ll be finished. Disgraced. They’ll dismiss him. I’ll destroy him.”

“With what, tales of a dinner at Sheng’s? Go to hell.”

“He goes to your rooms.” Rackham moved to put a chair between himself and Crane. “At night. He came back with you after Sheng’s and didn’t leave till ten the next day, and—”

“You’ve been spying on me,” Crane said incredulously. “You contemptible prick.”

“Don’t touch me! I can ruin him, and I will, if you lay a finger on me.”

“The hell you will. You’re terrified of him. That’s why you’ve brought this horseshit to me. If you tried this on Stephen, he’d mince you into dog food, you hopeless fucking flit.” Crane spat out the last word, the worst insult he knew to offer a practitioner, with all the contempt he could muster.

Colour rushed to Rackham’s cheeks. For a second, Crane thought he would lash out, and braced himself, but Rackham kept control with a visible effort.

“I know what you’re doing.” His voice trembled with anger. “Well, it won’t work. If you attack me, I’m allowed to defend myself. And I’m not going to touch you with power until then, whatever you call me. So your little boy friend can’t touch me. Justiciars have to obey the law too, you know, and sodomy is a crime, so I can say what I want and he can’t stop me, and if you want me to keep quiet, you’d better give me my money!”

“It’s not your money. It’s mine. And I’d rather spend all of it on lawyers than give you a penny. Now get out of my sight.”

Rackham’s eyes were wild. “I’ll go to the Council. I’ll report Day. I’ll tell the police. They arrested that baronet just last month, they’ll arrest you too. They won’t care about your family name or your title.”

“Nor do I,” said Crane. “So I suggest you go practise your extortion on somebody who gives a monkey’s balls for what you have to say. Get out. And give my regards to Merrick when you see him.”

“Merrick?”

“Merrick. My manservant, remember?”

“Why would I see Merrick?” asked Rackham blankly.

“Well, perhaps you won’t. But some night soon, in a dark alley, or near a nice deep ditch, or in the back room of some opium den, I expect he’ll see you. In fact, I’m sure of it. Now fuck off, and shut the door behind you.”

Rackham had gone a liverish colour, as well he might—Crane’s henchman had been notorious in even the darkest back ways of Shanghai. He tried to say something; Crane hand-waved irritably and went back to his desk. After a few seconds Rackham managed, “You’ve got three days to change your mind. You give me my money by Friday, or I go to the Council and the police. And if I see Merrick, I’ll, I’ll...”

“You’ll soil your trousers and beg for mercy.” Crane picked up a bill and turned his attention to it. “But don’t worry. I’ll tell him to make sure you don’t see him coming.”

Rackham muttered something and stormed out. Crane waited a few seconds, heard the door slam, took a very deep breath.

He had never been blackmailed before. He had been expelled from three schools for gross immorality and thrown out of the country at the age of seventeen for his unlawful tastes, but that had been part of his war against his father, and he had fought it openly. And since then he had lived in China, where the laws of man and God were sublimely uninterested in who he shared his bed with. Eight months back in England hadn’t instilled the constant sense of fear and persecution and terror of exposure that might have led him to bow to Rackham’s demands.

He had considered the problem before he returned to England, of course, and had determined before his ship even reached Portsmouth that, if he ever faced arrest, he would bribe anyone necessary, post bail, and be on the next ship back to China. It would be effortless, he would feel no shame in running, and frankly, he would be glad to go home.

That had been before Stephen. Irresistible, astonishing, intriguing, fiercely independent Stephen, with his implacable sense of justice, and so very many enemies.

He could not, in conscience, run and leave Stephen alone. He had a responsibility there.

Crane frowned, considering how bad this might be. Stephen was wary and cautious, as most men’s men were in this country, but he had said he wasn’t at risk. He had said that he preferred, like any sensible man, to avoid trouble, but the Practitioners’ Council turned a blind eye to nonmagical peccadilloes and eccentric private lives that hurt nobody. He had said he could use his powers to prevent any difficulty with mundane law.

Unfortunately, as Crane was well aware, Stephen was a fluent and unrepentant liar. He would have lied about danger to himself with no compunction, and Rackham clearly felt he had enough to serve as a serious threat.

Stephen needed to know about this, and quickly.

Crane scrawled a neutrally worded summons and put Stephen’s address on it, a room in a small boarding house north of Aldgate. He had never set foot there himself, probably never would for fear of discovery, but he couldn’t imagine a note would bring Stephen’s life crashing down around his ears, and if it might, then that just made the Rackham situation all the more urgent. He had no other way to get in touch with his elusive lover, and so he put the whole business firmly to the back of his mind, locked up, and headed out to find a hansom and some distraction.

Merrick would be in Limehouse, most likely, and if he wasn’t then Chinese friends would be, but Crane would have to trawl the pubs and gambling dens to track anyone down and, alone and too well dressed, that was not a risk he was prepared to take. Most of his English friends were school or social acquaintances and would doubtless be entertaining themselves at the sort of elegant evening event he abhorred, so, for the lack of anything better to do, he headed off for the Far Eastern Mercantile club, known as the Traders.
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Chapter Two
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The Traders was frequented by travellers, businessmen, a smattering of explorers and scholars: anyone who had travelled further East than India and wanted to talk about it. It was not busy, but there was a small group of old China hands that he knew, so Crane joined them, pulling up a deep leather armchair to savour a very decent whisky and listen to “Town” Cryer’s latest news.

Town, whose real first name Crane had long forgotten, finished an account of a piece of triple dealing involving Macau import-export law to a general murmur of approbation, and turned to Crane, who contributed an amusing anecdote about his purchase of a minority holding in Sheng’s.

“Oh, jolly good, Vaudrey!” said Shaycott, a Java man. “Crane, I mean. You always tell a good story. You should come more often, we haven’t seen you here in an age.”

“I’ve been cursed busy with family matters.” Crane acknowledged the sympathetic nods. “What news, Town? Bring me up to date.”

“Well,” said Town thoughtfully. “I suppose you heard about Merton?”

Crane twitched a lip with distaste. “What about him? Got on a boat, I hope?”

“His last voyage.” Shaycott intoned the words. “Dead, just last week.”

A youngish, tanned fellow, slightly the worse for drink, murmured, “Oh, dear, poor chap. I, er, should we...?” He started to raise his glass.

“I’m not drinking to Merton,” said Humphris flatly. He was another Shanghai trader, one of the few Crane liked rather than tolerated through habit.

“I’ll drink to his passing,” Crane added. “Accident, or did an outraged parent catch up with him?”

“Accident, cleaning his gun.” Town gave a meaningful cough.

“Not just a swine but a coward.” Humphris spoke contemptuously, and then looked at Crane with sudden horror, no doubt recalling that his father and brother had both killed themselves. “Good God, Vaudrey, I’m terribly sorry. I didn’t mean—”

“Not at all.” Crane waved it away. “And in any case, I agree with you.”

“Still, I beg your pardon.” Humphris cast about for a change of subject. “Oh, have you heard about Willetts? You know, the copra dealer. Did you see in the papers?”

“No, what?”

“Murdered.”

“Good God.” Crane sat up. “Are you serious? Is there an arrest?”

“No, none. He was found in Poplar, by the river. Stabbed, apparently. A footpad.”

“The devil. Poor fellow.”

“Willetts and Merton, within a fortnight.” Shaycott kept up the portentous tone.

“Yes, the subscription book here is going to start looking thin at this rate,” Crane agreed heartlessly, and Town added, “The Curse of the Traders.”

“Don’t joke about that, you fellows. I’ve heard some things in my time—” Shaycott ignored the susurrus of irritation this kind of remark always produced, and launched into a tale. It was one of the deceased Willetts’ stories, a lengthy yarn involving rats the size of dogs, but Crane had heard it several times before and found Shaycott dull even telling the best of tales. He drifted off into a reverie, wondering whether Stephen might be curled up in his bed when he returned home, and what he would do if he was. His attention was only recalled when Humphris waved a copy of The Times in his face.

“Look sharp, Vaudrey! I was asking if you’ve seen this? The Engagements column?”

“Oddly enough, I haven’t read it today. Are we to wish you happy, Monk?”

“Monk” Humphris, who was as confirmed a bachelor as Crane, although in his case because of a natural inclination to celibacy, made a rude gesture. “Not me, you fool. Leonora Hart is getting married.”

“The devil she is!”

“Oh, you hadn’t heard?” said Town. “I had wind of it some time back. The chap’s smitten, by all accounts.”

Crane grabbed the newspaper and scrutinised it. “Eadweard Blaydon? How do you even say that?”

“It’s pronounced Edward. Politician. Member of Parliament. He’s a reformer. Rooting out corruption. End the sale of honours and the benefits of clergy and the pernicious practices of bribery. An honest mandarin.”

There was a dubious murmur at that. Most of those present regarded bribery as something between a handy tool and a form of tax; none of them had high opinions of mandarins of any nationality.

“Do you think she’s told him about Hart?” an unpopular man named Peyton remarked snidely. “If there was an official in Shanghai he didn’t bribe, I never met him.”

“Hart was no fool,” Crane said. “Blaydon will have a job on his hands to match up.”

“Is that why Mrs. Hart hasn’t remarried? Hart’s glorious memory?” Peyton’s voice was sneering. “Because I heard there was some sort of scandal with some Singapore man. Town, do you know—”

“Tom and Leonora Hart were two of the best friends I’ve ever had,” Crane interrupted, locking eyes with Peyton. “Hart saved my skin more than once. His death devastated Leo. If she is able to marry again, I’m damned glad for her, and if any of you feel the urge to spread spiteful fishwives’ gossip about her or Tom, I suggest you resist it.” Peyton went red. “Leo is perfectly capable of defending her own honour,” Crane went on, loudly enough that the other conversations in the room were suspended, “and I’m sure Blaydon can and will do so for her as well, but just to be clear, I will take any offensive comments about Leonora Hart as a direct personal affront, and I will make the speaker eat his words, at the end of my boot if need be.”

“I’ll back you up on that,” Monk Humphris said.

“Sir, I don’t like your tone to my uncle.” The young man stood as he spoke, slightly too violently.

“And I don’t like your uncle’s tone, so it evens out,” Crane replied, and stood too, staring down at the young man for a couple of deliberately intimidating seconds, before going over to pour himself another whisky from the tantalus. This allowed Monk and the others time to persuade the young man to sit down and be quiet. The words “disgraceful” and “lawless” were audible in Peyton’s nasal voice; “quite right”, “bad man to cross” and “that vicious brute Merrick” came from the others. Judging that a sufficiently comprehensive analysis of his capabilities to put the young spark off, Crane strolled back to his chair, deciding that he’d find out what the hell Leo was playing at in the morning.
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STEPHEN LAY NAKED, arms spread wide, the Magpie Lord’s ring glowing on his finger, illuminating the fingers that curled like claws. He writhed and twisted, uttering incoherent pleas for mercy as his silky cock jutted hard from the reddish curls at his groin.

“Please, my lord, please,” he was sobbing, as Crane positioned himself at the entrance to the small sinewy body.

“Please what?” Crane demanded, nudging the tip of his cock against Stephen’s arse. “Please what?”

Stephen howled, arching his back, thrusting himself towards Crane. “Please, my lord!”

Crane pushed his shoulders down hard. “One more chance, pretty boy.”

“Make me yours. Make me fly. Make the magpies fly.”

“You will fly.” Now he was thrusting in the dark heat of Stephen’s body, watching the birds flutter on his lover’s skin, the black and white flicker over his amber eyes. The seven tattoos silently shrieked and flapped, and magpies were rising all around them in a storm of wings and cawing as feathers spread wide from Stephen’s extended arms. “Fly,” Crane said again, and came hard and hot as the magpies screamed.

He woke up thrashing in a tangle of sheets and an empty bed, sweating, bewildered, and with an unmistakeable sticky wetness on his belly.

“Fuck,” he muttered aloud and let his head drop back onto the hot pillow as he tried to shake off the dream.

It had only been a few days, damn it. Nocturnal emissions seemed hardly appropriate at his advanced age. And he was beginning to lose patience with the bloody magpies.

Crane, though without magical talent of his own, was the last descendant of the Magpie Lord, a hugely powerful sorcerer, and in some way he didn’t understand he—his blood, his body—acted as a conduit between his ancestor’s power and Stephen’s talent. One of the more bizarre side effects of this was that Crane’s seven tattoos of magpies took on independent life when he and Stephen fucked, flying and hopping across both men’s skin. One had decided it preferred Stephen and had taken up permanent residence on his back, leaving Crane with the frankly unsettling experience of looking in a mirror and seeing plain unmarked skin where a tattoo used to be, and Stephen the equally disturbing gift of a tattoo that he’d never had inked. Crane could live without the damned birds invading his imaginary love life as well.

He touched a hand to his shoulder, where the defecting tattoo had once spread its wings, uttered a curse on magpies, dreams and absent lovers, shifted into a less sticky patch of sheet, and went back to sleep.
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