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Chapter One
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It was a terrible day even before Crispin blew up the study.

It had started badly, as every day did under Mr. Maupert. He was not a patient teacher at the best of times; he specialised in resonance, a form of practice at which Crispin was embarrassingly inept; and after six miserable weeks of failure, it had become merely a question of whether teacher or student would crack first.

Obviously, that was Crispin.

He didn’t mean to do it. He was trying his best, in the disheartening consciousness of his own uselessness; trying to ignore the constant nagging temptation of the better, easier, natural way. He was trying to get it right. So when Mr. Maupert shouted “Three over eight, boy!” Crispin tried to do that too.

He felt the power surge up his spine, flailing and uncontrolled. He pulled it into the best approximation he could of the pitch he thought Mr. Maupert wanted, saw the expression of open horror on his teacher’s face, heard an unbearable high keening whine that he realised too late he had caused, and hit the floor with his arms over his head, on pure instinct, as every one of the glass bottles that lined the shelves exploded at once.

There were quite a lot of them.

The shattering noise was deafening but at least brief. The crash and tinkle of shards hitting the floor took longer. Then there was silence, broken only by Crispin’s attempt not to cough as he inhaled the powder rising in the air.

He opened his eyes after a while, when it seemed safe, and peered up from behind the desk.

The floor was covered in glass shards and fragments, bits of dried plants, twisted stones, and a light coating of mostly brown dust that would become a lot thicker as the ballooning clouds of powder and spice subsided. The shelves were a twinkling mass of sharp edges. It would break Mr. Voake’s heart, Crispin thought vaguely. What a lot of wasted bottles.

Mr. Maupert rose from a crouch as Crispin looked around at the destruction. His mouth opened and shut soundlessly for a moment.

He found his voice quite strongly in the end.

––––––––
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CRISPIN HURRIED UNHAPPILY through the corridors of the Council, holding a stinking bag of powder and broken glass at arm’s length. He’d swept up everything else as Mr. Maupert shouted, trying to keep control because he was twenty-five years old, for God’s sake, and he was not going to disgrace himself, but he didn’t know how much more of this horrible, miserable business he could do.

He’d been retraining for seven months, he’d lost count of the failures and disasters in that time, and this was the third teacher who had given up on him. He was close to giving up on himself.

He needed to face the truth he had come to fear: he was too old to change. He’d grown out of shape, like a clifftop tree back home, so bent by the prevailing winds that it was permanently twisted sideways. That was what happened when you were taught everything wrong. How could he ever expect to put it right?

Crispin had been plucked out of his Cornish village, aged fourteen, by Mr. Marleigh, an elderly gentleman scholar who had spotted his burgeoning magical talents and selected him as his pupil, his successor. He’d been the kindest master, so patient, and Crispin had flowered under his tutelage. He’d known that their magical practice was technically illegal—well, Mr. Marleigh had openly admitted it—but he’d believed absolutely that it was not wrong, not morally wrong. A mere quibble, Mr. Marleigh said, a matter of poorly phrased law, and Crispin had accepted that without question because he’d loved him.

And then he’d learned that his teacher was a warlock, a murderer, and probably not even a person. The being he’d called Mr. Marleigh had been a human shell possessed by...well, a pen was the easiest way to put it, and all his kindliness to Crispin, over ten years together, had been nothing but getting a new body ready for when the old one wore out.

A decade of his life serving a cruel lie. That wasn’t something that Crispin felt very good about.

He came to the imposing mahogany doors of the Council chamber. He hated those doors. Looking at them made him feel the way he’d felt seven months ago, when he’d been dragged in more or less under arrest to face days of interrogation. People, practitioners, had stared at him and whispered, Warlock. They still did that.

The doors were shut. He’d have to stand here until they were ready for him, whoever they were. Someone else to shout at him, probably.

The hall was high-ceilinged, hung with gilt-framed paintings. When the investigation had cleared him of deliberate wrongdoing, and decreed that he would be retrained to use his powers lawfully, he’d stood in this very hall, the headquarters of England’s practitioners, looked at the grand figures of the past, and promised himself he would be one of them, one day. That felt like a bitter joke now.

He glared at the engraving of the Magpie Lord, the great lawmaker of centuries ago who had written the rules forbidding magic of blood and bone. The picture sneered back at him.

“Tredarloe.” The voice was close to his ear, and Crispin jumped and turned, almost fumbling the stinking bag. He didn’t want to drop it again; the reeking spice had been bad enough to clear up the first time.

It was Waterford, a student practitioner, accompanied by a serious young man who looked as miserable as Crispin felt. His heart sank. “What do you want?”

Waterford stepped forward so his companion couldn’t hear. “Sorry to hear about your spot of bother, warlock.” He spoke in the singsong voice of playground taunts although he was Crispin’s own age, and he sounded absurdly nasal thanks to his badly broken nose, and anyway his own master had been part of a treasonous plot so he had no room at all to talk. None of that stopped Crispin cringing at the words.

“Just an accident.” Crispin wasn’t going to be bullied by Waterford; he was not. Ned wouldn’t be. Ned would give as good as he got. Crispin wished Ned were here.

“Another one. Shame. You have a lot of them, don’t you?”

“I’m trying to learn.” Crispin stared over Waterford’s shoulder, wishing he’d go away.

“Well, they shouldn’t let you,” Waterford said viciously. “They should have put you down with the rest.”

“Oh, you can talk,” Crispin hissed. “Your master—”

“I didn’t help him,” Waterford hissed back. “I wasn’t a warlock, I’m not on watch. Even your precious justiciary decided I had no case to answer—”

“No nose, more like.” That was childish, and Crispin felt embarrassed even as he blurted it out. It worked though, because Waterford went scarlet. He’d been egged on by his master to provoke the justiciar Jennifer Saint to violence, and he’d succeeded. The result was a flattened, bulbous nose that bent like a bow.

“You wouldn’t be here now if you weren’t the Yid’s pet,” Waterford spat. “It’ll be different when we’re rid of her and the dwarf. We’ll see some changes around here then.”

“If you can see past your nose,” Crispin said, since he was being childish anyway.

Waterford gave him a look of pure hatred. “Warlock,” he said again and turned away, jerking his head at his companion, whose impatience was becoming obvious. “Well, come on. Mustn’t keep the justiciary waiting.” He spoke with open contempt. Crispin rolled his eyes.

The problem was, though, Waterford was right.

Crispin had been cleared of active wrongdoing on the insistence of Esther Gold, senior justiciar, and against the protests of her opposite number, Mr. Macready, who had believed from the start that Crispin had been as bad as his master. But Mrs. Gold would soon be taking leave, whether temporary or permanent, to have her babies, and her partner, the short but terrifying Mr. Day, was to abandon the justiciary altogether, along with his junior, Saint. Rumour said they were to marry; certainly they were both wearing what looked like engagement rings. And six new justiciars were to be recruited to fill the empty posts and reshape London’s justiciary.

If the new men—or women, of course—took Macready’s side, if they weren’t inclined to believe that Crispin was a reformed character, his position would be appalling. He’d be suspected at every turn, harried by people waiting for him to fall. He was already on a watch list and would be his whole life, probably, because everyone knew that once you’d tasted human blood and bone and the powers they gave, there was no leaving them behind, and no going back.

Crispin knew that better than anyone.

He jumped as the door in front of him opened, and an irritable voice called, “Tredarloe? Get in here.”

Esther Gold sat at the Council table alone. She was doing a lot of that. It was called “filling in” because she was justiciary and not supposed to be there, but since one Council member had been decapitated in December and another shamed into resignation, she had been occupying one of the empty seats in a meaningful fashion. It was, she said, something to do with her time.

She was looking meaningful now, as well as enormously pregnant. “Tredarloe. Another day, another disaster.”

Crispin looked at his feet.

She sighed. “This is probably my fault. I didn’t think Maupert would be a great deal of use to you, but my options are limited, and I thought he’d be better than nothing. Clearly not.” She exhaled through her nose, a harsh outward breath. “What the devil’s that stench?”

“Oh. The bag. It, um... Some of the sweepings.”

She sniffed lightly. “Wormwood. Lavender. Cedar, cinnamon— You brought this along because?”

“Mr. Maupert told me to.”

“Any idea why?”

“No?” Crispin said helplessly.

“Because he was hoping I’d be sick on you, the malicious old goat. Get it out.”

Crispin more or less ran to the door, dropping the bag outside, and returned to the table in somewhat less of a hurry. Mrs. Gold was looking sallow and breathing through her mouth.

“Everything stinks,” she said, adenoidally. “I’ve spent six months either eating or being sick. One great big stomach, that’s all I am. So, according to Mr. Maupert, you’re making no effort to change your ways and you’re an irredeemable warlock who ought to be on permanent watch for your inevitable fall. Comment?”

Crispin opened his mouth, groping for words. “I’m not.” It sounded pathetically plaintive. “I don’t mean to. I just can’t do it. I have tried, I really have, but I can’t do resonance because I can’t hear. Everyone’s trying to teach me different ways to work but—”

“But none of them are as easy as using the pen.”

“It’s not about it being easy,” Crispin said, staring at the floor. “I didn’t expect it to be easy. I’m prepared to work. But...if I don’t use my powers any other way, and then I try to force it—”

“You get uncontrolled results. I know. Look at me, Tredarloe.” She waited till he met her eyes. They were dark brown but not at all warm. “I think there is rather more to you than you’re demonstrating. You’ve got a pronounced twist to your talents, there’s no denying it. That happens. I’ve got damn all hearing myself, so I work with my nose—”

“I’ve got no senses at all,” Crispin said bitterly. “I can’t hear or smell or see, even.”

“In an ideal world I’d pack you off for a month’s intensive tuition with Stephen Day. He works with his hands, I’d wager he could find out what it is you should be doing. But since we’re short-staffed as it is, and he’s abandoning us to go off on adventures...” Mrs. Gold made a face. “The problem is, we all know you’re a—” She clicked her fingers irritably. “Thing. Like the painter.”

“Graphomancer.” Very few people knew the word, since it was such an obscure talent. As far as Crispin could tell, the only ones anyone had heard of, other than him, were his corpse-raising, treacherous master and a recent notorious murderer. This was not auspicious company to be in.

“Graphomancer. And you will understand why that is not a popular thing to be.”

“I don’t kill people,” Crispin said. “I have never killed people.”

“No, but you certainly animated a dead one very effectively.”

“That wasn’t me!”

“Blood writing,” Mrs. Gold said, ignoring him. “Soul writing. Like that maniac painter this winter who killed four officers of the Met. He drew them dead, and they did not make beautiful corpses. And he was from Cornwall. You run to warlockry down there, don’t you?”

“That’s just coincidence,” Crispin mumbled.

“Statistics,” Mrs. Gold said, adding something under her breath that might have been “yokels”. “Appearances are against you, and I’m not going to be around much longer to fight your corner for you. You need to pull yourself together, you need to demonstrate some sort of ability to use your powers that doesn’t make everyone else want to put their backs to the wall, and you need to do it quickly, because the number of people in this building who think you’re worth the effort is a small and dwindling group.”

Crispin knew he was bright red and his stomach was roiling miserably. He nodded because he didn’t trust himself to speak.

“I do, however, have a new teacher lined up for you,” Mrs. Gold went on. “Chap from Oxford, named Sweet, coming here to do some sort of research. Scholarly type, with an academic interest in graphomancy. He wrote to the Council to ask about you, in fact, so I thought we’d get some use out of him. I was planning to start you with him when he’d settled in, but since Mr. Maupert has declined to teach you again, you might as well go straight to Dr. Sweet. If I were you, I’d treat this as a new start. He’s not London, he doesn’t have every reason to distrust your sort, he might have a new approach. Go home, get some rest, be back here tomorrow at nine sharp to meet him.” She cocked her head, fixing him with a shrewd, fractionally sympathetic look. “You’re running out of chances, Tredarloe. Don’t waste this one.”

––––––––
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CRISPIN DID GO HOME, because he’d been told. He ran through the various exercises that he was supposed to do, washed his hands and changed his clothes in an effort to get rid of the smell of spices, and as soon as five o’clock approached, he did what he’d wanted to do all day, and headed for Grape Street.

It was a rancid little alley that didn’t deserve the name of street, leading down to the fetid maze of St. Giles, certainly not a place that Crispin would ever have wanted to visit without good reason. He wore his oldest boots, knowing the oily, sooty filth of the alleys didn’t come off leather. At least he didn’t have to pick his way through excrement: that was collected as soon as it fell. People on Grape Street couldn’t afford to let anything go to waste.

The air was thick, as ever, with smoke and the smells of cooking, horse sweat, unwashed bodies and clothes, the rot of food too old even for the people here, and the prevailing odour of privies. That was the Grape Street smell, so strong Crispin could pick it up through the reek of spice that wouldn’t leave his nose. The combination was impressively unpleasant.

Ned would probably not be back for a while yet, and although plenty of people lounged on the steps and against the walls of Grape Street, Crispin could not make one of them. He was clean, his coat had been bought new, and he looked like what the rookery dwellers would call a pigeon for plucking. Plucking was very much not what he’d come here for, so he didn’t hesitate, but ducked through the door of Mr. Voake’s rag and bottle.

The first time he’d come here, the rag and bottle (it was, for obscure reasons, a terrible faux pas to use the word shop) had seemed to be as crammed as any room could be. Now it was worse. Every vaguely level surface bore containers, every container was stuffed with rags, or with smaller boxes and bottles. Jars and jugs, barrels and caskets, metal and glass and wood and ceramics, all covered in a faint film of grease whose source Crispin had never identified, and coated on top of that with the relentless dust of Ned’s paper store through the connecting door.

Mr. Voake, the rag’n’bottler (always to be said as a single, three-syllable word), was at his usual occupation of transferring piles of grey-brown rags from a sack to a drawer. In seven months Crispin had never seen him sell anything.

“Good evening, Mr. Voake,” he said.

“E.”

“Is Ned in, at all?”

“N.”

“Mind if I wait?”

“G’o’e’.”

Crispin decided that meant “Go on, then”. He had privately concluded that Mr. Voake did not suffer so much from a speech impediment as from advanced lack of interest in his fellow man, which left him unable to summon up the energy to move his lips.

He drifted around the shop, trying to keep his coattails from touching things. It was a rather cheap coat, the one he always wore to come here. Anything he wore to visit Ned ended up puffing clouds of dust for days after, and in any case it seemed rather pointed for him to dress expensively when Ned owned one coat, one waistcoat, and two shirts. Still, just because it wasn’t his best didn’t mean he wanted to cover it in stickiness of unknown origin, and he certainly didn’t want to send bottles crashing to the floor with an unwary movement. He’d done quite enough of that.

A high-pitched shriek from outside pulled his attention away from his problems. It wasn’t an actual shriek; those were usually from the ragged children who swarmed the streets in packs. It was, rather, the tortured sound of a handcart’s axle, and Crispin could tell that handcart from any in London.

He’d have liked to run out of the shop in greeting and fling himself into Ned’s arms for a hug. Instead he lifted a hand to the dark, blurred form he saw through the dusty bull’s-eye windows, and watched him pantomime a distorted response.

Ned was back, and Crispin could feel his shoulders sag as the tension finally started to dwindle. He waited impatiently until the badly fitted door that connected the rag and bottle to Ned’s paper store shook and shuddered and was forced open by Ned’s powerful shoulder, and hurried through to see his lover grinning broadly, waiting for him.

“Freckles,” Ned said, locking the door. “You’re a sight for— What the heck is that smell?”

––––––––
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THEY GOT IN HOT MUTTON pies from the shop on Dyott Street that Ned supplied with waste. It was easier than going out to eat, and more discreet, considering everything they couldn’t talk about in public.

“So I have to see if this new teacher will be any good,” Crispin concluded his lengthy monologue. Ned had listened patiently, as he always did. “Or, if I’ll be any good, more like.”

“I don’t get it.” Ned brushed crumbs off his trousers. They were both sitting on stacks of waste, using the piles of manuscripts, letters, prospectuses, and forgotten legal documents as furniture because Ned had neither the space nor the funds for things like chairs. He had a bed, a gimcrack chest of drawers, incredible amounts of paper, and very little else, and he was the most contented man Crispin knew. “I’ve seen you do magic. We both know you can do magic.”

“I can. But...” Crispin had tried to explain this more than once. “Look, you’re a wasteman. You know how to buy waste, how much to pay, who to sell it to, how to turn a profit. Well, suppose I told you to get on the Stock Exchange and make a fortune? It’s all buying and selling, isn’t it? You know how to do that, so why couldn’t you do it with stocks and shares?” He gave Ned a hopeful look.

“I probably could,” Ned said. “If I learned the rules, and if they let my colour into the Exchange, which I wouldn’t bet on. I wasn’t born a waste-man, or even bred one. You learn things.”

Crispin sagged. Ned probably would make a marvellous stockbroker, if it came to that, because he was actually good at things. “Yes, well, I was born with my talents, or lack of them, and the way I was trained to use them isn’t allowed, and I’m no good at learning the new way. I simply can’t make my powers do what I want in the way people want me to. I mean, do you think you could ever learn to draw?”

“No,” Ned said without hesitation.

“You could take lessons. If you had dozens of lessons, I bet you’d be able to turn out a reasonable likeness, but—”

“Not like you.”

That was something Crispin could do. He’d sketched Ned half a dozen times, and himself in the mirror too, on request. Ned had that picture pinned to the wall of his tiny sleeping space. “No. I can take a pen and know how to put what I want on the paper. I can look at you and see how I’d shade your cheekbones in this light, how I’d draw your eyes.” It was the laugh that made Ned’s eyes, the little telltale crease there half the time even when he didn’t seem to be smiling. When Crispin shaded his work, seeking to make his pencil’s grey suggest the rich deep brown of Ned’s skin, he found himself drawing as though Ned’s eyes cast their own light.

Those eyes were on him, warm with amusement, and Crispin realised his fi­­ngers had adopted a writing position. He straightened his hand with a touch of self-consciousness. “But even if you tried and tried, it wouldn’t come naturally, or easily. You’d never be able to do what I can do like breathing.” Ned shrugged acknowledgement. “And now imagine you could draw beautifully if you did it a different way but you’re not allowed.”

Ned put an arm round his shoulders. His arms were glorious, thick with muscle, so Crispin had to incline his head to make room. He put up his own slim arm to take Ned’s hand.

“I hear you,” Ned said. “But you aren’t allowed. So it seems to me that you’ve got to do it how they want you to.”

“It’s not fair.” Crispin scuffed the paper dust on the floor, with his boot. “Just because a maniac used graphomancy to kill people—”

“You talking about your Mr. Marleigh, or the one who murdered a pack of peelers this winter?”

“The one this winter.”

Ned sighed. “Missing my point there, Freckles. Be honest, I don’t much like the sound of magic writing or the look of it either. I don’t want you doing stuff with your own blood, let alone someone else’s.” He tugged Crispin’s hand forward so they could both see the truncated little finger. “Don’t tell me anything that starts with chopping bits off yourself is a good idea.”

He sounded almost annoyed, and Crispin bit back an equally testy response. Ned didn’t know. He was a waste-man, he didn’t understand what it was like to have power. He didn’t even want it. Ned was a flit, possessing a tiny touch of magical talent. He was just about able to hear the sounds of the ether to which Crispin was deaf, but he had steadfastly refused any suggestion of training his meagre ability. Why would I hear more of that if I didn’t have to?

Crispin would have ki—would have done anything for the senses Ned didn’t even want.

“Well, it’s too late to change that,” he muttered, pulling his hand back. “And I’m trying.”

Ned squinted round at him. “That’s as much as anyone can ask. Look, drop it for now, eh? I know you want to get this sorted out, but it’s not the only thing in the world.”

He was well aware he’d been talking a lot about it, until the twilight had shaded to night, but the implied rebuke was still galling. “It’s the most important thing!” he retorted without thinking, and felt his stomach contract at the expression that crossed Ned’s face. “I didn’t mean— That is, it’s what I do, it’s the important bit of my day, not— Ned, I didn’t mean that.”

“Course not.” Ned let his head drop back against the wall. “You want to stay?”

“Yes,” Crispin said urgently. “I really do. I’ll stop. Oh God, I haven’t even asked about your day.”

“Same old, same old.” That proved Ned was offended: he never had a “same old” day. There was always a funny story, some observation or interaction turned into an anecdote, because Ned was interested in things, and people, and the world around him. He didn’t only think about himself.

Crispin couldn’t imagine why Ned put up with him.

He twisted to get his arms round Ned’s muscular torso. “Well, if it wasn’t a very interesting day, maybe I could make it more interesting?” he offered hopefully.

Ned let out a long breath. “Crispin...”

Oh, he couldn’t have made a mess of this as well, not this. Crispin turned properly, swinging a leg over so he was sitting on Ned’s lap, and took his face in his hands. “Please, Ned. I’m sorry. I’ve been looking forward to seeing you for days and now I’ve spoiled it. Can I start again?” He dropped kisses on Ned’s cheekbones, one side and the other. “I’d rather be here than anywhere else, and I’d rather be talking to you than anyone else, and I’d rather you were talking to me and I wasn’t talking at all because you make more sense than I do.” He moved his mouth to Ned’s jawline, over the rough slide of beard he’d grown through the winter and which Crispin had insisted he keep, down the side of his neck, and felt the paper dust slippery on his lips. “Please?”

Ned grunted, low in his throat, and his hands came up to Crispin’s ribcage, sliding over his back. Crispin wriggled closer, kissing his way up Ned’s throat and over his jaw until their lips met, and at last, for a little while, everything was all right again.

They ended up in Ned’s tiny sleeping space, which didn’t deserve the name of bedroom. It was a cubbyhole off the paper store, with a sacking curtain to keep the warmth of body heat in—Crispin still felt slightly embarrassed about the look Ned had given him back in the depths of winter when he’d complained the paper store didn’t have a fireplace—with a truckle bed barely wide enough for the two of them lying on their sides. But Ned kept it swept and aired as best he could with no window, and Mr. Voake didn’t notice comings and goings, or care if he did notice. It was a safe space for the two of them, a place where Crispin was himself. Not a practitioner, not a warlock, not a failure or a nancy or a molly or any of the other things he was outside. Just him and Ned, body to body, shivering under blankets that held the evening chill, warming each other up. Crispin couldn’t wait for summer, the hot, light evenings when they wouldn’t need covers and he could take his time looking at Ned’s compact, powerful frame, and the sloping shoulders that made his mouth go dry.

Then again, burrowing under the blankets together had its advantages. Crispin wriggled on top of Ned’s solidity, feeling his way by touch, exploring the wide chest with light hands. He hadn’t expected Ned to be hairy, somehow, the first time, had had a vague idea that men of colour were smooth-skinned, and been pleased to find himself wrong about that. He rubbed his cheek against Ned’s pelt, licking a nipple to attention, and felt Ned’s solid thighs shift under him.

“You’re all over, Freckles,” Ned whispered, a laugh in his voice, and Crispin knew he was forgiven.

“I’ll be all over you before long,” Crispin assured him, and then they were both giggling like schoolchildren at the ridiculous innuendo. Crispin took the opportunity to squirm down a bit, and Ned shifted around, and there they were, with his prick caught between Ned’s substantial thigh muscles and Ned’s pressed along Crispin’s belly, both of them rocking gently as Ned caught Crispin’s mouth with his own.

Crispin was willowy, effete, his manner screaming molly no matter how hard he tried to hide it; Ned was strong-muscled, a working man, a black man. Both of them were very used to what other men wanted of them. And it had turned out Ned was as tired of those expectations as Crispin.

He pushed himself forward, finding a rhythm. Ned groaned into his mouth, moving to meet him, his skin hot and close around Crispin, his smooth, strong prick making its presence felt between them, butting up against Crispin’s ribcage. Hands roaming, all four, both of them pulling against the other, Crispin fucking between Ned’s thighs and Ned up against his chest, skin to skin, in glorious rhythm. Ned’s mouth was so hot, so open, his hands slipping over Crispin’s arse, his own clenching under Crispin’s grasping fingers. He was moving harder now, faster, hips bucking, and Crispin could have been inside him for the tense flesh around his cock, the glorious pressure, for the sensation that Ned Hall of all the stunners wanted Crispin to fuck him—
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