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For Ian, who gave me my wings

 




Chapter One

“YOU’RE UTTER RUBBISH at this, you know that, right?” Casey shouted as Martin’s long legs ate up the distance ahead of them, arms and shoulders bunching and rolling in graceful synchronicity.

“In what particular way—” Martin ducked around a corner and took off down the next street, shouting back over his shoulder “—am I rubbish?”

“You, Martin Christopher Bishop—” Casey suddenly grabbed his arm roughly and pulled him into a shadowed doorway. “—are rubbish at the whole secret part of secret agent.”

They stood close together, heads almost level, breathing hard and grinning in spite of the danger as the sounds of angry shouting faded in the distance.

“We got the document we were after, didn’t we? I don’t see the problem.” Martin’s eyes sparkled bright blue even in the dimly lit recess as he ran a hand quickly through his short dark hair. Casey smiled at the familiar habit that tended to appear when in risky situations.

“You don’t see—” Casey took a moment to bend, putting his hands on his knees, and gasped great lungfuls of air as his shaggy blonde hair fell over his eyes. “You don’t see the problem? We can never come back to Liberec, you idiot. You might as well have signed into the hotel as James Bond if you intended to grab the papers in broad daylight.”

Martin leant against the rough bricks, chuckling as he tucked the documents in question away inside his jacket. “Don’t make such a fuss. What’re the chances we’ll ever need to come back to this area of Prague anyway?”

Casey straightened and tried for his most withering stare, his brown gaze meeting Martin’s, before giving in and laughing along with his partner. “Hopeless. You’re hopeless. Why do I work with you?”

“My rakish charm, my scintillating conversation? C’mon, admit it, you love me.” He ducked his head out, casting a quick glance both ways. “The coast is clear. Ready for another sprint?”

“Always.” He took one last breath and broke into a run. “And I don’t love you, for the record. You’re a complete tit.”




Chapter Two

“GENTLEMEN.” THE SINGLE word held a weary tolerance as Director Lockhart opened the file sitting on the desk in front of her. “Welcome home.”

Martin and Casey both knew better than to respond to that particular tone; it didn’t bode well.

“Well—” The director licked her lips. “—let’s take a look, shall we?”

Casey suppressed the instinct to wince.

“Intel retrieved.” She looked up, a false smile plastered on her face. “That’s just lovely, isn’t it, boys? Always nice to see a big tick at the bottom of the page. Well done.” Her tone indicated it was anything but.

“Loss of life? Well, that’s an excellent result too. No messy cleanup to deal with. That makes a nice change for you, doesn’t it, Casey?”

Casey studiously kept his head down, his long fringe obscuring his eyes from the director’s cutting look. From the corner of his eye, Martin opened his mouth, perhaps to defend him. He kicked his partner’s ankle hard, and Martin’s teeth clicked shut again.

“Hmm.” With unhappy pursed lips, the director turned the page. “Not so good on this page, is it, boys? Damage to property, nearly two million pounds, including three cars and an ice-cream stand, fifteen innocent bystanders injured.” She frowned up at them both. “Two of them seriously, and…what’s this? Oh, a formal complaint lodged by the Prague government with Her Majesty. We haven’t had one of those for over a decade.”

The director closed the file and linked her fingers together on the desk in front of her, holding the two men in her steely gaze. “Which brings us to the question of what to do with the two of you.”

Both raised their heads to hear their sentence like naughty schoolboys caught smoking behind the shed.

She sighed and continued more gently. “Look, lads, it’s not that we don’t appreciate your success rate. And I’m the first to concede that it’s often your unorthodox approach that delivers it. But I can’t overlook the political consequences. The order’s come from above to make an example of you, so—”

Martin heaved a noisy sigh, and Casey shot him a warning glance.

“You’ll be spending some time on home soil. That way, we can inform the Prague government that we’re taking this seriously, but we can still give you boys the headroom you need. God help us if we tried to confine either of you to a desk.” She lifted a second file from a drawer beneath her desk. “We’ve had a request from Scotland Yard for assistance with a rather high-level jewellery theft.”

“You want us to waste our time retrieving some lost earrings?” Martin spluttered in disbelief.

“Yes, Agent Bishop, we want you to assist, and you’ll be damned happy to do it.” The steel was back in her voice.

“Yes, ma’am,” Martin corrected himself as Casey held his tongue, lips tight.

“In fact, the request came from—let me just check—Detective Inspector Carrington. When I spoke to him about the case earlier today, he suggested he has dealt with you in the past, Agent Bishop.”

At the name, something behind Martin’s eyes lit, and with a short nod, there was a subtle change in his demeanour. Casey wondered if perhaps Martin saw something in the case beyond the obvious.

“Very well, gentlemen, we’re done, then. Tomorrow morning, you’ll report to DI Jared Carrington, and I don’t expect to see you back until the case is resolved to his satisfaction.”

The two men rose to leave until her voice drew their attention back.

“Oh, and boys? Try not to blow anything up, please.”

 

THEY FINISHED THE evening over scotches in front of the fire at their local club. The Retreat was less of a bar and more of a lounge, providing a quiet haven for many of the British Secret Service. Known for its discretion and exceptional liquid refreshments, the owner kept a careful eye on the clientele, allowing the patrons precious hours to let their guard down and recharge their emotional batteries.

“So—” Casey rolled the oversized ice cube around within the crystal tumbler as the firelight shone through the rich amber of the twenty-year-old Glenlivet. “You know this Carrington bloke?”

“My brother, Leon, knows him.” Martin avoided Casey’s eyes, turning his own glass this way and that on the small side table. “I think I’ve only met the DI twice.”

Casey ran fingers through his fringe, pushing it out of his eyes. “Your brother’s a lawyer, yeah?” Martin rarely mentioned his family, and when he did talk about Leon, it was usually with a note of derision.

Martin hummed a vaguely affirmative noise, his deep voice rumbling. “A QC, Queen’s Council. The whole robe-and-wig bit. He looks like an idiot in them.”

Casey laughed, the ice in his glass rattling as his hand shook with mirth. “I can imagine.”

“Hey, look.” A voice came from the shadows to their right. “It’s Agents Destruction and Mayhem. We hear you destroyed Prague. A round of applause, folks.”

The slow clap was taken up sporadically by a couple of others in the dim room, and Casey sighed, trying to sink farther back into the cushions of his chair. It wasn’t unusual for the two of them to become the butt of jokes. Their reputations were well known, and the pointed jibes were often as much from jealousy at their record as the mess they tended to leave behind.

“It bothers you.” Martin had leant forward in his chair, dropping his already deep voice to whisper only for their ears. When Casey lifted his gaze, there was a clear concern in his partner’s. Martin might be reckless and headstrong, but there was never any doubt where his loyalty lay. They’d die for each other. In fact, they almost had on several occasions, and with a tight-lipped nod, Casey conceded it was true.

“We’re bloody good agents, Martin, and we get fuck-all respect from these tossers.” He gestured minutely into the darkness of the pub. “I know you come from money, but I had to work to get where I am. So, yes, it pisses me off that they treat us like the Service’s joke.”

Martin nodded thoughtfully, anger rising behind his eyes. “Right…stay here.” He was up and out of the chair before Casey could even consider stopping him. He could only watch as his partner strode across the room, cocky swagger and attitude in every muscle, looking the tiniest bit like a jaguar stalking its prey.

“Agent McKenzie,” Martin’s baritone carried clearly through the room as he approached the man. “How pleasant to see you. Have you finished for the day? I imagine it must be rather challenging, keeping up with…what was it you’re doing today, evidence cataloguing, isn’t it?”

Casey didn’t see who threw the first punch, but he assumed it was McKenzie since he saw Martin throw the second. From that point, things became a bit complicated and ended shortly afterwards with someone’s fist flying toward Martin and his partner twisting awkwardly as he tried to dodge. As Casey watched, Martin seemed to fall in slow motion, cracking his head against the bar on the way to the floor.

Casey was up out of his seat and moving across the room before he’d even had time to consider whether it was the wisest move. He pulled Martin away from the angry shouting. Martin’s arms were loose and uncoordinated as he tried to wipe the welling blood from his eyes. Casey dragged him toward the back of the bar. He shoved at the back door with one arm, the other firmly wedged beneath Martin’s arm, then dragged the semiconscious man out into the night.

 

“OH, FOR GOD’S sake, Martin!” The small brown-haired woman could put a surprising amount of disapproval behind her usually gentle tone when stretched.

Casey hauled Martin through Dr. Alissa Satterfield’s apartment door.

“Again?” she queried as Casey lowered his messy burden into the kitchen chair with a sigh of resignation.

“Again” came the reply as she bustled off to retrieve her first-aid kit from the bathroom. “Bar fight, but to be fair, he was defending my honour.”

“As if your honour needs defending by him,” she called from down the hall.

In truth, she knew they were fortunate to have a colleague like her. She kept to businesslike efficiency and protocol during the day, but this wasn’t the first time she’d surreptitiously tended to after-hours injuries. She and Martin had an odd relationship. While she took every opportunity to berate him, she’d never—absolutely never—turn him away, and there was a familiar fondness in the jibes they exchanged. Both she and Martin had already been with the Service when Casey had joined, and their shared history made them close.

Alissa reentered the room and, with a frustrated growl, snatched the cloth away from Martin’s forehead. “Don’t use that, it’s filthy. What are you, twelve?” she hissed, tossing it toward the bench.

“Sorry S-s-s-s-Alissa,” Martin slurred, blinking in the bright light of the kitchen.

Her tight lips softened at his tone, and she bent closer, nudging Casey out of the way as she did so. “Okay, Martin, let’s take a look at you.”

Familiar with the routine, Casey put the kettle on as the doctor worked silently, cleaning, stitching, and checking Martin’s pupillary responsiveness.

“Any vomiting, headache?” she asked when she was done, and sipped at a bright-red mug that said I found this humerus together with a picture of a bone below it.

Martin shook his head, before moaning and mumbling, “A little.”

As she cleared her things away, she delivered her verdict. “Mild concussion. You know the drill, Casey. He can spend the night on my couch, and you can watch him until the morning, waking him every hour. I’ll be damned if I’m staying up.”

Casey nodded. It wouldn’t be the first—or likely the last—time he spent a sleepless night standing vigil over his reckless partner.

“You know where the blankets are.” Alissa grabbed the kit and made her way down the hall in the direction of her bedroom. “I think eggs would be lovely for breakfast; scrambled if you don’t mind.”

As she paused in the doorway, she threw back a playful smile. “A pleasure as always, boys. Sleep well.”

By the time Alissa had showered and dressed the following morning, the kitchen was full of the smells of bacon, eggs, and toast. The indestructible Martin, seemingly no worse for his run-in was at the stove, deftly mixing herbs into a pile of creamy eggs. He’d retrieved one of the spare shirts he had squirrelled away in her hall closet and apparently taken the time to iron his rumpled suit if the crisp pleats that showed under the edge of a ridiculously flowery apron were any indication. Casey, meanwhile, was still half-dressed in her lounge, ludicrous superhero boxers hiding his modesty as he did the best he could with her ironing board.

“Boys,” she greeted them brightly, taking a seat at the kitchen table, then sniffed appreciatively. “No ill effects?”

“Once again, I’ve had the assistance of a truly excellent doctor.” Martin tipped an invisible hat to her expertise and then proceeded to shovel eggs onto the waiting plate.

“Rumour has it that we’re loaning you two to Scotland Yard?”

“Rumours would be correct.” Having pulled on his trousers and shirt, Casey joined them in the kitchen. “We’re to see DI Carrington this morning.”

“Jared?” She looked up to Martin, and there was the barest hint of a shake of his head as their eyes met.

“Yeah,” Martin confirmed after the smallest of pauses. “The guy my brother knows. I think I told you about him once or twice.”

“Of course,” she replied with a light laugh, “that’s where I heard the name. What will you be doing?”

Martin took the opportunity to move the topic from the man to the case. “Something about some missing jewellery. Complete waste of our time, but, of course, we go where our government demands.”

“Yes.” The sarcastic tone wasn’t lost on them. “Because you two are such proper little rule followers.”

Twenty minutes later, dishes tucked away in the dishwasher, both men stooped slightly to place matching kisses on the short woman’s cheek. She bid them both farewell and sent them on their way to what she had no doubt would be yet another case containing more than its fair share of drama.




Chapter Three

TWO WEEKS LATER, Casey and Martin were hot on the trail of the missing jewellery and had narrowed the search to a small town in Surrey. In search of more information, they’d managed to break into the barn belonging to one of their prime suspects. And that’s when things all went wrong.

They’d climbed to the upper floor of a rustic barn, hoping for some clue that either the thieves or their bounty had been there. Martin was hunting among boxes and sacks in the corner, leaving Casey to check in the loose hay covering the floor near the edge.

The third to last thought after Casey snagged his foot on something and tumbled over the edge with a shout was that he hoped the landing would be hard enough to kill him immediately. He’d seen the effects of long agonizing months of paralysis and injury on other agents. If it were all right with the universe, he’d much rather skip all that and head straight to the pearly gates.

The second to last thought was a momentary confusion as to how Martin had somehow managed to materialize between him and the ground and was falling with him, his body a physical barrier between him and the no-doubt punishing floor below.

The very last thought, barely a flicker in the final moments before the wind was knocked out of him and he lost consciousness was that their descent was slowing…and that was fundamentally impossible.

 

“TURN AWAY, CASEY.” Martin’s deep voice, cracking with pain, reached him as he struggled back from oblivion.

Casey, for the moment, could neither turn toward or away from the voice, his every rational thought taken up with dragging air into his lungs, mercifully still working after his fall from the landing two stories above. He looked at the distant floorboards far overhead and wondered again how he was alive and awake.

“Martin?”

“Just don’t move, Casey. Don’t sit up, don’t roll over, and for the love of God, don’t look in my direction.”

Snippets of memories tripped over each other in Casey’s head. Falling, Martin’s strong arms cradling him from below as they tumbled, hitting the ground, Martin beneath him, shielding him from the worst of it. Panic rose like a wave in response to the sound of pain and fear in Martin’s voice, and the possibility that his partner was critically injured hit him like a bullet.

In spite of Martin’s desperate pleas to remain still, Casey slowly stretched one arm and then the other. Having reassured himself that they worked normally, he repeated the gentle flexing with his legs and then an agonizingly slow twist of his spine this way and that. He again marvelled at the lack of damage, and his thoughts circled back to concern for Martin, who must surely have fared worse in their joined fall.

“Martin, hang on. I’m coming over to you.”

The alarm in Martin’s voice rose to new heights. “NO! Stay over there, Casey.”

Casey assumed Martin had attempted to move from the clipped gasp of pain that followed the outburst.

Ignoring his pleas, Casey rolled over. First bracing himself on his hands, he lifted himself onto all fours and then sat up. He paused as his head swam at the motion. His turn for a mild concussion probably. Drawing a deep breath, he turned toward his colleague, fearing the worst. Martin sat, leaning against one of the wide beams that supported the high, arching roof.

There was a new smear of blood on his head, running down his forehead and into his eye. More worrying was the odd angle he was holding his left arm. Broken, or at least dislocated. But most alarming of all was the panicked look in his eyes as he avoided Casey’s gaze. There was something of the trapped animal in their dark depths as if, given a chance, Martin would bolt from the barn and into the night if only his legs would support him. He held up his one functional hand in warning and tried to angle his bad shoulder away from Casey, farther into the shadows.

“Please, Casey, no.”

“You’re hurt.”

“I know,” Martin answered simply. “Nevertheless, you should leave.”

“I don’t understand.” Casey edged towards him as if approaching a skittish colt.

“I know you don’t, and it needs to stay that way.” Martin hissed in pain as he moved his injured shoulder again. “Please, I’m begging you.”

“That decides it. You never beg.” Casey pushed himself to his feet and pulled his shoulders back, adopting his most officious stance and took two determined steps towards his flatmate.

“It’ll be okay, Martin. Trust me. It will all…be…” Casey caught sight of what Martin had been trying desperately to conceal. Visible behind his dislocated shoulder, hanging limply behind the fabric of his sleeve was something impossible. Something that couldn’t possibly be what it appeared to be. And yet there was no doubt in Casey’s mind that what he was seeing wasn’t a hallucination brought on by a concussion.

Emerging from Martin’s back, covered in thick black feathers, shot through with iridescent green and indigo, and hanging at an awkward, unnatural angle, was the edge of an enormous wing.

Martin moaned in a sick mix of pain and despair as Casey’s eyes widened and then narrowed in an attempt to process what he was seeing. Martin closed his eyes and leant his head back against the wood of the beam as if just ignoring it could somehow change reality.

“Martin? That’s a…”

“Please, don’t say it out loud. It’s bad enough that you know. Saying it aloud only makes it more real.” Martin’s eyes remained resolutely shut.

Casey came and knelt next to his friend, reaching a gentle hand to rest on his uninjured arm. “Okay…okay…I’ll skip the obvious.” Trying to keep his tone level, Casey cleared his throat before starting again. “Martin…that’s a nasty break you have in your…the thing you have sticking out of your shoulder.”

The pale eyes opened, his gaze turned and connected with Casey’s. There was still pain, but there was a flicker of humour and an underlying trust that Casey would somehow make things right.

Casey continued. “May I…touch it?”

Mutely, Martin nodded, easing away from the wall and wincing.

With the delicate touch, using all his training in field medicine, Casey assessed first with his eyes before laying gentle fingers on both Martin’s injured shoulder and then, even more gingerly, the broad length of feathered skin and bone jutting improbably from Martin’s shoulder blade. Shaking his head in wonder and disbelief, he sighed and settled back on his heels.

“Well, your shoulder’s dislocated rather than broken. Normally, we could get that back in its socket, but…obviously…there’s a bit of a complication.”

Martin rolled his eyes.

“The…ummm…wing”—Casey finally gave voice to the word—”is broken. But I suspect you already know that, and honestly, Martin, I have no idea where even to start. I want to help you, but I don’t know how.”

Martin muttered, “Do you think you can immobilize it? Strap it until we get home?”

Casey tipped his head to the side thoughtfully. “Maybe. I’ll need some guidance so I don’t cause more damage, but…” He continued more assuredly after a moment, “Yeah…I think I could.”

“Then let’s do that. I don’t want to be here when our quarry gets back. We’ve already been here longer than we planned and I’m a sitting duck like this.”

Casey snorted briefly, and Martin threw him a filthy look.

“I’d appreciate you saving the feathers jokes for the moment, Casey.”

“Sorry.” Casey looked contrite before stripping off his jumper and shirt and tearing the latter into long, broad strips. “This will hurt.”

Martin’s mouth drew into a tight line. “I know.”

 

THIRTY MINUTES LATER, the adrenaline ebbed away from Casey as their rented four-wheel drive entered the highway. Martin was stretched face down on the back seat. When Casey looked in the rear-view mirror, the glossy top edges of the wings were visible as they caught the afternoon sunlight.

He’d managed to immobilize them by using the uninjured wing as a brace and then wrapping them together against his back as if he were binding a broken rib. Martin had sworn more in the past hour than Casey had heard in all their years together, and by the end of it, they were both drenched with sweat and Martin was faint from shock and pain. He’d taken the opportunity, while Martin was mercifully unconscious for several minutes, to manipulate his shoulder back into its socket and tie it in a sling.

Having to manoeuvre the fabric so it avoided the broad bulge of a pair of wrapped wings had been a puzzle Casey had never expected to face. However, by the time Martin regained consciousness, the job was done and it was just a matter of a short stumble to the car, and they were on their way as Martin fainted again.

A weak groan from the back seat alerted Casey that his patient had regained consciousness. He’d vaguely hoped he might spare Martin the bouncing and jostling of the trip home, but perhaps the quiet of the car might provide an opportunity to gain some much needed information.

“Martin, how are you doing?”

“I’ll live,” came the terse reply, muffled by the back seat. “Pain’s better than it was. I must say, you’re taking all of this remarkably well.”

Casey smiled to himself. “Thanks, I think so too. Not every day your partner sprouts a set of wings. I can count the number of times on the fingers of one hand that I’ve thought, ‘You know, I wonder if Martin’s hiding a set of wings under that beautifully tailored suit.’”

There was a brief laugh, quickly stifled by a gasp. “Don’t make me laugh, you sadist. But, fair enough, this is a lot to take in.”

“A lot?” Casey immediately regretted the touch of anger in the words and softened his next question.

“Where did they come from? Have you always been…this?”

After a moment’s silence, Martin began slowly, “Obviously, they’re usually not visible. No, wait. Visible isn’t the right word… Corporeal is closer. When they’re whole and undamaged, I can summon or dismiss them at will. Does that help?”

“Sure.” Casey nodded. “Invisible, magical wings…perfectly reasonable. But why?”

“Why what?”

“Why do you have them? Does everybody get a set and just… I don’t know… not get the instruction manual?”

“No. They’re an evolutionary glitch. We estimate less than one in ten thousand are born to the Avian species. That’s the name for it, by the way; Avian. Tends to run in families, mostly.”

“So…Leon?”

“Yes.”

“Are they…can you…”

“Can I fly?”

“Yeah.”

“Yes, Casey, I’m capable of flying,” he explained, a touch of pride to his words. “Not everyone is and keeping my bodyweight down and my fitness up helps. Leon hasn’t flown for years. Too much desk work.” He huffed a little laugh, taking care to breathe shallowly.

Casey stilled for a moment before murmuring with something like awe. “God, I’d love to see you fly. It must be amazing.”

Martin sighed. “Perhaps one day. I may never fly again, after this.”

“You will, Martin. If I have any influence on the outcome, I swear it. Why didn’t you tell me?”

There was a yawn from the back seat. Casey had found some painkillers in the glove compartment before Martin had fainted the second time, and from the slurring of Martin’s words, they were beginning to take effect.

“To keep you…safe…Casey. Not…safe…anymore. Will tell…you…later.”

 

CASEY PULLED THEIR rented four-wheel drive outside the safe house a little after 10:00 p.m. He was exhausted, and the splitting headache that had been dogging him since leaving the farm continued to thrum incessantly. But at least they could rest there.

He’d considered his options during the long drive back. The precious little information he had gave him the impression that the fewer people who knew about what had happened, the better. Both their apartments were in busy areas, and neither had a garage. He’d finally decided to take advantage of one of the Service’s safe houses on the northern fringes of London. They’d used this one before, and its underground garage seemed the best bet for getting his injured partner inside unseen.

Once he got Martin upstairs, he could accurately assess the situation, call Leon, and maybe greet the new day feeling a little less like he’d lost his grip on reality.

In the back seat, Martin tossed restlessly, on the edge of waking. There were streaks of blood from the knock on his head smeared on the seats. There goes our deposit. But the strapping around his chest looked secure, and his arm was still snugly tucked in the makeshift sling.

“Martin…we’re home. How’re you doing?”

“Home, good.” He struggled to sit up far enough to glance out the window, then thought better of it and lay back down with a groan. “We’re at the Camden safe house? Smart move, Casey. You need to go and check if anyone’s there. If they are…tell them to get out. Don’t ask, tell them. Casey, it’s important.”

Casey briefly considered asking why but thought better of it. He was well out of his depth, and until he knew more, following Martin’s cryptic instructions was the fastest way to get things sorted out. He continued to turn over the odd, slurred warning Martin had managed on the way home. Not safe anymore. Why?

In the end, the flat was empty, which made the task of getting Martin up the stairs and through the door a little easier. Even with nobody home, Casey worried that the swearing and thumps as they negotiated the stairs and walls might have attracted attention from the neighbours, but things remained blissfully quiet.

“Bed?” Casey panted; Martin was tall and slight, but the long day and pain made him near to a dead weight, and if he didn’t find somewhere to lay Martin down soon, his increasingly sweaty grip was bound to fail.

“Please,” Martin grunted between gritted teeth. “That way, I won’t have to move again for a while.”

It was a short stumble before Casey tipped Martin onto soft, clean sheets, face down to allow access to his back. Martin gasped as his injured shoulder took more pressure than he’d ideally like, but given the alternatives, it was the lesser of two evils. Martin dragged a pillow from the other side with his good hand and tucked it under his head and shoulder as Casey grabbed the first-aid kit, always kept fully stocked in the kitchen.

“I’ll start with your head. May as well sort out the bits I have some chance at making sense of.”

Martin reached fingers to his scalp and toyed with the matted hair, gingerly poking amongst the short strands until Casey brushed them away for a closer look.

“Okay, that’s at least one thing we don’t have to worry about. It’s messy but just a nick. I’ll disinfect it and check how it’s looking tomorrow. How’s the shoulder?”

“Sore,” he replied. “Although I appreciate you dealing with when I blacked out,” Martin paused, and with uncharacteristic vulnerability, continued, “Casey, you got a better look than I did. How’s it look, honestly?”

He laid a hand on the smooth feathers of the exposed top edge. “Well,” he huffed, struggling with the fact that all this was real, “the skin’s not broken, so it’s a simple fracture, thank God. I know nothing about bird anatomy, so I can’t tell you what’s going on inside without an X-ray—”

Martin tensed. “No hospitals, Casey. We can’t involve them.”

“No… You’ve already said that. What I was going to say was that I’d read up online and see what I can work out. There’s codeine in the kit, so I’ll dose you for the pain first, and you can get some sleep.”

“Can you bring your laptop in here? I’d be grateful for the company.” Martin reached up an unsteady hand, and Casey clasped it tightly. Being virtually immobilized was evidently wearing on Martin’s nerves, leaving him feeling trapped and edgy, and for a man who rarely showed vulnerability, Casey saw the request as the desperate grasp for comfort that it was.

“Sure, of course. I’d like to get some food into you with the painkillers. Think you could manage a sandwich?”

“Only if there’s roast beef in the fridge,” Martin blurted.

Casey laughed. “And there’s the imperiousness I miss. I thought I’d lost the old Martin for a second.”

“I have a broken wing, Casey. I’m not dead.”

Casey shook his head as he rose from the bed and walked to the door. “And we’re back to the surreal statements again.”

An hour later, Martin was fed, watered, and more comfortable. Casey was tucked up next to him with his laptop on his knees and sipping contentedly at his third cup of tea in a row.

“Does this look right to you?” He pointed, and Martin turned his head to look. The diagram on the screen showed an outstretched hawk wing, the bones clearly marked in colour and labelled.

“From what my parents taught me, yes.”

Casey glanced down at Martin’s back and back at the screen. “I’ll need to check again, but I think you’ve broken your radius.” Casey held out his forearm and pointed at the corresponding bone. “There was enough rigidity left when I was strapping it for me to be confident that you haven’t broken your ulna too.”

“Do you think you’ll be able to set it here?” Martin asked worriedly.

“Maybe, if you can take the pain. It looks pretty much like splinting any other bone. But Martin…?”

“Mmmmm?”

“I still don’t understand why we can’t call Leon,” Casey asked carefully.

Martin sighed and looked into Casey’s eyes. “Yes, I suppose at this point, you deserve to know all of it. Make yourself comfortable. This will take a while.”

“Then let me get what I need to set your wing. Having to explain it to me slowly and in small words—” Casey smiled sympathetically at his injured friend. “—will take your mind off the pain.”

It was odd how quickly one adapted to unexpected situations. Once he’d accepted the fact that his friend had wings, Casey’s natural instincts to approach the situation logically kicked in, and it became a simple matter of field triage; deciding how to pad, support, and protect the injured wing while dealing with the damage. When setting a standard arm, he’d have probably co-opted someone nearby to stabilize the limb while Casey dealt with the wrapping.

So, instead, Casey retrieved virtually every pillow and cushion from the flat and gradually surrounded the enormous wing, leaving it extended and gently supported as best he could while Martin was tucked warmly under the blankets, lying shirtless on his side of the bed. The remaining, undamaged wing rested, tucked under the extended wing, padded by more cushions.

“How does it look?” Martin asked, comfortably numb after a solid dose of painkillers and a large scotch.

Casey took a moment to appraise the situation. Not for the first time, he quietly marvelled at the way Martin seemed to hide his generously muscled shoulders beneath his high-end Italian shirts, his true physique only obvious in private moments like this. Idly, Casey wondered if there was a link between the solid strength and the wings that now sat in place high on his back.

“It’s beautiful,” Casey muttered reflexively, looking at the glossy feathers spread across the white sheets. The wing, overall, was verging on black, but the feathers were shot through with rich iridescent greens and purples, gemlike colours catching the dim light of the bedroom. Contrasting against the dark, a shock of white feathers ran along the middle, which thanks to the internet, Casey now knew were secondary coverts. The contrast brought the wing to life, startling with their vivid brightness.

Martin chuckled. “The description is flattering, but not really what I was after.”

Casey blushed and cleared his throat. “Sorry. Just, they’re amazing.” Casey reached out to smooth fingers down the elongated flight feathers against the trailing edge.

“Casey…” Martin whispered restlessly as the wing shivered and goose bumps rose on Martin’s bare shoulder.

Casey slowed his delicate path through the oversized primaries, sifting between the individual feathers to the skin beneath. “You okay?”

“Yes…they’re very sensitive. As you can imagine, there haven’t been many people in my life who have seen them, much less touched them. It’s…considered rather intimate.”

“Oh.” Casey’s hand stilled, but he didn’t lift it away. “Should I stop?” The question was laden with more than the mere words, and Casey waited, not entirely sure which answer he wanted.

Martin went silent for a long moment, and the room fell into an awkward hush before he finally murmured more roughly than his usual smooth tone. “Just until it heals.”

That was as close as they’d ever come to admitting to each other a desire to push their working relationship beyond friendship. Over nearly a decade together, the two men had shared more than most, and the on-again off-again undercurrent of potential had simmered for years. Perhaps it was the bizarreness of the situation, Martin’s injuries, or maybe it was just time. Whatever the case, Casey’s heart did an odd dip and rise before he quietly removed his fingers and bent to splint the long edge of the beautiful wing as gently as possible, feeling entirely out of his depth.

With a voice he hoped sounded more dispassionate than he felt, he asked, “So tell me about Leon, and why we can’t call him.”

Letting the unspoken drop, for now, Martin continued with a tone closer to normal. “Avians are rare, Casey, incredibly rare. There was a time we were treasured too; our wings, our feathers were the prizes of the obscenely wealthy, and old habits and the instinct to protect ourselves die hard. There are hard rules, savage, brutal rules for dealing with anyone who knows our secret and any Avian who exposes us. You finding out about me is a death sentence to us both, and if Leon is informed, he becomes complicit. Any punishment would probably be extended to him.”

“So, let me get this straight.” Casey continued to work on the dressings as the full consequences of Martin’s actions became clear, because apparently… “You dove off that edge to catch me, and you already knew that doing it would probably end up with us both dead?”

Martin’s reply was hushed and full of something complicated. “I wasn’t thinking that far ahead.”

“I see. So, basically we’re alone in this.”

“I’m afraid so.” Martin turned to look over his shoulder. “Us against the world.”

“When has it been any different?” He chuckled low in his chest and paused to lay a hand on Martin’s bare back. “We’ll get through this.”

It took Casey over an hour to splint and strap the wing in a way that he was comfortable Martin would have the ability to draw it in towards his body and yet protect the limb from further harm while it healed. Casey helped Martin to stand, and they tested out the rig of bandage and bracing, finally pronouncing it sound if a little clumsy. As Casey helped support the weight of the damaged right, Martin tentatively stretched both wings out in the confines of the room and ruffled them gently. Casey’s mouth fell open as the tips of the enormous span brushed opposite walls. Now, Martin took a moment to look smug.

“Casey, you’re the first non-Avian to see my wings. It’s easy to become complacent about how astonishing they can be, but the look on your face…it says a lot. Thank you.”

Casey whispered, struggling with emotion at the majesty of them as he pictured Martin soaring and swooping in graceful arcs. “I still can’t believe they’re real. I keep expecting to wake up.”

Martin carefully brought the wings back to rest against his back and turned to Casey. “Speaking of which, it’s been a very long day. We should get some sleep.”

“Yes…I’ll just…” Casey eyed the door, thinking how cold and lonely the sofa in the lounge looked.

“Wash up? If it’s all right with you, I’d prefer to have you close. That’s if you don’t mind?”

Casey jumped at the offer. “Yes, of course. I’ll just pop to the bathroom, back in a tick.”

By the time Casey returned, Martin had gotten back into bed and shrugged his trousers off, leaving them in a pile on the floor. He’d managed to arrange himself in bed, turned to face the centre, wings down the outside edge.

“Sorry, might be a bit cramped.”

“We’ll manage. How’s the pain?” Casey climbed in the other side, stripped down to his boxers.

“The strapping helps, as did the scotch you found in the cupboard.”

“Probably shouldn’t have given you that on top of the pills, but…I’ll keep an eye on you.”

“You always do.” Martin yawned, and Casey smiled at the sound of feathers rustling as he settled for the night.

“Sleep well, Martin. Wake me if you need anything.”

“What else could I possibly need?” he mumbled as exhaustion finally took him. “You’re already here.”




Chapter Four

HOT…SO HOT. Casey lay on a sandy beach under the baking sun, sweat dripping down his neck.

The tendrils of sleep released their hold, and Casey shifted as a bead of sweat rolled across his back. I’m still hot… Why am I so hot?

The answer came to him as he tried to roll over and found himself effectively encapsulated on all sides by sheets, blankets, Martin’s long arm, and a broad feathered wing protectively wrapped around him. He was held snug against Martin’s chest and was, it appeared, in danger of melting from the abundance of heat sources near his skin.
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