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      Murder, blood, violence, references to suicide and suicidal ideation, mentions of accidental death of a minor, mentions of parental death, police corruption, family scapegoating, sexual harassment, references to war and PTSD, healed disfigurement caused by war, use of alcohol as a coping mechanism, cigarette smoking, and gambling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1920s American Slang

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Bird - A woman.

        Blind tiger - An illegal drinking establishment.

        Bluenose - A prude.

        Cake-eater - A ladies man.

        Cat’s pajamas/meow/whiskers - Splendid; awesome.

        Cast a kitten - Throw a fit.

        Cheaters - Eyeglasses.

        Clip joint - A nightclub that over-charges customers.

        Dough - Money.

        Hooch - Booze.

        Petting party - A room or car with more than one couple making out at the same time.

        Prohees - Prohibition agents responsible for enforcing the Volstead Act.

        Put a party on for - (Queer slang) To have sex with.

        Sap - A fool.

        Scratch - Money.

        Sheik - The male version of a flapper.

        Splifficated - Drunk.

        The big house - Prison.

        The real McCoy - The real thing; the genuine article. From Bill McCoy, a rumrunner known for delivering only unadulterated liquor.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Hexworld Terminology

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Hex: A drawing or symbol that contains magic and shapes it into spells that can be used by anyone who speaks the proper words.

      

        

      
        Hexman/woman: A person who specializes in creating hexes.

      

        

      
        Familiar: Able to shift between animal and human forms, familiars are the source of magic.

      

        

      
        Witch: Someone bonded to a familiar, who can use their familiar’s magic to charge hexes.
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      The rumrunner waited for them behind a burned-out building just north of Chicago.

      Philip steered the Model T truck over the bumpy ground, every pothole jarring Alistair’s spine. Doris sat in the wooden bed behind them, the occasional lights reflecting in her eyes. The moon had set with the sun, clouds blotting out the stars. The electric glow of the city tapered out a mile back, the only illumination from the headlights.

      They pulled up beside the rumrunner’s truck and climbed out. The rumrunner strode toward them, her hair hidden under a cap and her clothes—and no doubt weapons—mainly concealed by a long overcoat. The nights still held a definite chill in April, and Alistair had to resist the temptation to stick his hands in his pockets. No sense in making anyone think he was reaching for a concealed gun.

      “About time you showed up,” she said, shooting a glare at Philip.

      “We’re right on schedule, Camille,” Philip replied. He was a big man, solidly built in contrast to Alistair’s own lean ranginess. The headlights washed out his pale, almost colorless hair and gleamed in his yellow-gray eyes. “Do you have the goods?”

      One of Camille’s men flung back the tarp covering the crates stacked in the back of their truck. “Straight down from Canada,” she said. “Do you have my scratch?”

      Alistair removed a thick envelope from inside his jacket and passed it to her. She looked inside, quickly thumbed the stack of bills, and then vanished it into her own oversized coat. “A pleasure doing business with you. Load ‘em up, boys.”

      “Not just yet,” Philip said, holding up his hand.

      Camille rolled her eyes. “We’ve always dealt straight with you, Gatti. Do you have to do this every time? It’s a little insulting.”

      “Sounds like what someone who’s planning a crooked deal might say,” Alistair observed.

      Camille focused on him, her eyes narrowed in anger. Philip merely looked pained. “You aren’t supposed to say that part out loud, Alistair,” he muttered.

      This was why Philip was the front man, and Alistair usually stayed in back and counted the money. Ordinarily their busboy, a burly young man by the name of Frank, would come along and help move boxes. But Frank had run off to Mexico with his sweetheart a week ago, so Alistair volunteered to come just this once.

      He didn’t regret speaking up, even though he’d obviously pissed off Camille. She might not be slipping them watered down hooch—or worse, booze doctored with rubbing alcohol or gasoline—but she’d thought about it.

      Of course she had. You couldn’t trust anyone, certainly not in this business.

      Camille took a threatening step forward. Her hand dipped toward her pocket—she was definitely packing heat. “I don’t like your tone,” she said. Her goons shifted, not yet pointing guns, but waiting on the signal.

      Apparently, they’d forgotten who they were dealing with.

      A warning growl sounded from the darkness near the truck. Nothing showed of Doris: not a hair, not a whisker, not even the gleam of eyes in the night. But she was out there, and she wasn’t happy.

      Shotguns were all well and good, but an angry tiger was even better.

      The men paled, and the chilly air smelled suddenly of fear. Camille’s eyes darted to the shadows, then to Philip and Alistair. Taking in Philip’s yellow-tinged eyes and Alistair’s deep amber. Remembering, no doubt, why the Gatti family might work with the gangs, but hadn’t been subsumed by them.

      Not that the Gattis were related by blood. No one would look at pale, sturdy Philip and think Alistair, with his rangy body and Italian looks, was his literal brother, or brown-skinned Doris his sister. But the bonds between them were no less for it.

      Camille stepped back and gestured to the crates. “Work your magic, then.”

      “Thank you.” Philip took out a leather wallet, shuffled through its contents, then removed a sheet of paper with an elaborate hex drawn on it. He chose a crate from amidst the pile. One of Camille’s men unloaded it, opened the lid, and stood back.

      Philip held the hex over the bottles packed securely in straw. Joel and Wanda had charged it earlier, so he spoke the activation phrase: “Reveal to me the impure.”

      Alistair barely kept from rolling his eyes. Eldon, their hexman, had such a flare for the dramatic it was ridiculous.

      If any of the booze had been cut or otherwise tampered with, a betraying yellow glow would appear. This time, at least, there was nothing.

      “See?” Camille snapped at Alistair. “It’s good.”

      “This time,” he replied.

      Her scowl deepened. Philip hastily stepped between them. “Thank you for your indulgence, Camille, and I apologize for my brother.”

      “Maybe you ought to keep your ‘brother’ on a tighter leash, then.” She folded her arms angrily over her chest. “When we first went into business together, I told you I wouldn’t haul anything but the real McCoy. Now you bring this asshole along to insinuate my word’s no good?”

      “Of course I trust you,” Philip replied with his charming smile. “But you get the stuff from somewhere, and it’s them I’m not so certain about.”

      Alistair and Philip stood back while Camille’s men went to work. Doris emerged from the shadows in human form, dressed in boots and denim overalls, a cap pulled down over her sleek black hair. Despite the cold, she wore her sleeves rolled up to display muscular arms. Her pale yellow eyes were startling against the brown skin of her face, and one man nearly dropped a box in fear when she drew close to him.

      A long time ago, it had bothered Alistair, how frightened people were just because he could turn into a cheetah, or Philip into a snow leopard, or Wanda a lioness. No one wanted to adopt a so-called dangerous breed of familiar; even witches feared them, as though they had less ability to reason than the animals whose forms they took. Seeing the fear on someone’s face had hurt, made Alistair want to do something, anything, to prove that he wasn’t a wild animal ready to lash out.

      Then the war happened. And now here they all were, back together again and calling themselves the Gatti family, working in a business where that fear was all to their advantage. Not even the toughest gang leaders wanted to run the risk of waking up to find a tiger in their bedroom.

      Thank God, Sullivan wasn’t the toughest gang leader, just the smartest.

      When the shipment was transferred, Camille tipped her hat to them. “Safe travel home,” she said. “I’ll see you next time.”

      She climbed into her truck, along with her men. Within minutes, the chug of the engine faded away into the darkness.

      “Will there be a next time?” Doris asked, leaning idly against the side of their own truck.

      “Good question.” Philip turned to Alistair. “You’re such an asshole. This is why I don’t usually bring you along.”

      Alistair grinned at him. “I love you, too.”

      “Seriously, though,” Doris said. “We still doing business with her?”

      They both looked to Alistair, since he was second in command after Wanda. “Camille’s thinking about double-crossing us,” he said. “Maybe she won’t now that she knows we’re suspicious, but the temptation is always going to be there.” He paused. “And once we get back, have Joel charge some more of those hexes. I want every bottle inspected, just in case she hid a bad batch near the back on the truck, where you wouldn’t look.”

      “Fur and feathers,” Philip muttered. “Should I feel around for a new supplier?”

      “Leave that part to Wanda.” Alistair hunched his shoulders deep inside his heavy coat. “Come on. Let’s get back to The Pride before we freeze our tails off.”
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      “Right down here,” cousin Eldon said. “Just off State Street. You’ll see some of my hexwork on display at the bar tonight, so pay attention before you start drinking.”

      Sam burrowed his chin down into his scarf in an attempt to escape the biting wind. The temperature wasn’t any lower than it would have been back in Gatesville, or at least he didn’t think it was, but the wind made it feel twenty times worse. He’d be grateful for all the extra blankets on the sleeping porch tonight.

      “I don’t really drink,” he said, but Eldon prattled on as if he didn’t hear.

      “The band is pretty good, and the singer—just divine!” Eldon paused and glanced down at Sam. “Now, this is Towertown, so don’t be shocked. I’ve tried to ease you into Chicago life, but you’re going to see things tonight that would make our relations back in Gatesville retire to their fainting couches.”

      Heat crept up Sam’s face as his imagination ran wild. It had only been three weeks since he’d arrived in Chicago and thrown himself on his cousin’s mercy. Before, he hadn’t thought Gatesville was too bad—they had electricity at the house, and there was even a movie theater in town, where he’d breathlessly watched every Rudolph Valentino movie, his entire body thrumming with an electric current each time the handsome actor appeared on screen.

      And now he was in an actual city, with skyscrapers and interesting food and foreign languages, where cars whizzed past and everything moved so very fast he could barely grasp it. A city where no one seemed to care about Prohibition, to the point speakeasies advertised on flyers distributed openly around the city.

      Not only that, he was in the Towertown neighborhood where his cousin, the previous black sheep of the family, lived alongside bohemians, flappers, sheiks, blues singers, and sex workers. Just a stroll down the street revealed more about humanity than his entire twenty-four years in Gatesville.

      He’d originally expected tonight to be yet another quiet evening in, studying hexes alongside Eldon. Sam hadn’t known what to expect, when he turned up on his cousin’s doorstep with nowhere else to go. He’d hoped Eldon wouldn’t turn him away, but beyond that…well, it wasn’t as if he’d fled Gatesville with any kind of a plan.

      Thankfully, Eldon had not only invited him to stay, but even offered to take him on as an apprentice once he saw that Sam had a steady hand with a pen. They’d spent the last three weeks together, while Sam learned the basics of crafting hexes and perfected his draftsmanship.

      But tonight, Eldon announced they were going to The Pride, a local speakeasy, for an evening of drinking and dancing. When Sam tried to demur, telling Eldon to go without him, his cousin simply slapped him on the back and laughed. “Don’t be silly, Sammy. You’ve been here three weeks and haven’t yet set foot inside a blind tiger. I’d be remiss in my cousinly duties if I didn’t introduce you to everything Chicago has to offer.”

      So here they were, trekking through the chill of a spring night, with Eldon in fine spirits and Sam a bundle of nerves.

      “Here we are,” Eldon said, turning off State Street. They approached a second hand furniture store on the corner, then turned down the alley alongside. Tight against the wall, a set of stairs led down to the building’s basement.

      Sam followed Eldon down the stairs, gripping the iron rail. A light shone above a steel door, illuminating them clearly. Eldon shot Sam a happy grin, then rapped on the door.

      A slot in the door at eye level shot back, though Sam couldn’t see who was on the other side. “Eldon,” a woman said. “Been a while since I’ve seen you. Who’s your friend?”

      Eldon tugged Sam closer. “This is my cousin, Sammy Cunningham, up from the country.”

      “It’s, uh, Sam,” Sam said, but his nerve failed him and he doubted he spoke loud enough for even Eldon to hear. He could feel the hidden eyes taking him in, and a wave of self-consciousness nearly swamped him.

      He and Eldon didn’t look much alike, he knew that. Eldon took after their fathers, who had been identical twins. He was tall and slim, his blond hair slicked back from a handsome face.

      Sam, on the other hand, took after his mother. He wasn’t short, but he wasn’t tall. He was definitely wide, though, and the bulky sweater he wore did nothing to hide it. His auburn hair was a mess of curls, freckles dotted his nose, and a pair of thick glasses were the only thing that kept him from walking into walls.

      The door swung open. The woman on the other side was tall and powerfully built, dressed in a suit, with brown skin and silky black hair. Her eyes were a startling shade of pale yellow.

      A familiar.

      The only familiar he’d had semi-contact with back in Gatesville came twice a year with her witch, to keep up the charge on the anti-fire hex on the neighbor’s barn. Mother would glare out the window the entire time, then immediately whisk them all to church so the pastor could pray over them for being so close to such heathenry. Sam had once made the mistake of waving to the familiar as she passed by the house. This led to Mother reminding him, once again, that Jake wouldn’t ever have done such a thing, because he was a far better son than Sam could ever hope to be.

      But Jake was dead, and so eternally perfect in their family’s memory.

      “Doris Gatti,” the familiar said, holding out her hand to Sam. “You liking Chicago so far?”

      Sam shook her hand; it was warm and dry, the fingers strong. “It’s, um, really different.”

      Doris laughed. “I bet it is. Go on in.”

      The world beyond the door was an explosion of color and sound. The place was bigger than Sam had expected; he’d imagined a small, sordid room, with only a few drinkers huddled silently around tables. A bar ran along one wall, the liquor bottles on the shelf behind it gleaming in the electric lights. The Pride was spelled out above the bar in decorative stained glass. Beside the bar was a stage where a jazz band played a tune Sam didn’t recognize. Tables clustered along the other three walls, and the remainder of the space was given over to dancing.

      The place was packed with people of every sort, shape, and color. Flappers danced enthusiastically in their short dresses, their sheik boyfriends struggling to keep up. But unlike any dances back in Gatesville, here men also danced with other men, and women with women. Some of the men wore their hair bleached, and adorned their faces with powder and lipstick, while some of the women dressed in suits as if the style had been created just for them.

      The tables were a kaleidoscope of people, some of them drinking and eating, others socializing. Some sat in each other’s laps, kissing openly and without shame. The over-warm air smelled of sweat and perfume, and a haze of cigarette smoke crawled along the ceiling.

      Then there were the drinks. Perhaps half of them looked ordinary: fizzy champagne or yellow Sidecars. But the others…

      Magic was involved, that was certain. Some of them glowed from within, dazzling shades of pink or chartreuse or even blue. Bubbles shot impossibly high from some of the champagne, and other drinks sparked or changed colors.

      “Eldon!” A slim white woman practically bounced up to them, flung her arms around Eldon’s neck, and peered up at him with a delighted smile. “Where have you been hiding?”

      “I’ve been showing my cousin the ropes of the hex trade,” Eldon replied, his hands resting on her waist. “Zola, meet Sammy.”

      “Sam,” Sam mumbled, but it was drowned out by her delighted squeal. She left one arm around Eldon and draped the other over Sam’s shoulder. Her lily-of-the-valley perfume tickled his nose, and it was all he could do not to sneeze.

      “Another hexman?” she asked, sounding pleased.

      “N-Not yet.” Maybe not ever—Sam had agreed to Eldon’s suggestion mainly because it gave him something to do with himself. And, if he was perfectly honest, because it was the sort of thing Jake would never have done. The rest of the family had already disowned Eldon for working in the magic trade; if they got wind Sam was here in Chicago with him, he’d be next.

      Of course, as far as they knew, Sam was dead. Drowned.

      “I wish you’d died instead of Jake.”

      No, they wouldn’t be looking for him.

      “So, do you want a table?” Zola asked Eldon. When he nodded, she grinned and led them across the room, navigating around the dancers, to one of the tables on the far side of the room. “I’ll send Teresa by to check on you boys as soon as she has a minute. Are you going to order drinks here or head to the bar?”

      “I’m sure Teresa’s run off her feet with this crowd,” Eldon said. “We’ll just go to the bar.”

      “Look out, then,” Zola said with a wink. “Philip has the night off, so Alistair is behind the bar tonight.”

      “And there are still customers?” Eldon asked with a laugh.

      Sam paused in the act of unwinding his scarf and looked toward the bar to see who they were talking about.

      And met a pair of wild, amber eyes staring back.
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      Sam couldn’t move, pinned by the intensity of those feral eyes. He blinked, trying to take in the face around them, the body they belonged to.

      The man behind the bar—Alistair—was tall and lanky. He wore a vest and rolled-up shirtsleeves, white against his tan skin. His features were stark, as though a sculptor had whittled away everything but the patrician nose and razor sharp cheekbones. Unlike most of the men in the room, his hair was unoiled, and the black strands seemed almost to float about his head. The effect was even more noticeable since he wore it longer than any man Sam had ever seen, the ends almost brushing his shoulders.

      Alistair’s thin mouth tightened, as though he’d smelled something bad. Then he looked away, returning his gaze to a man who was practically waving cash in his face in an attempt to get his attention.

      “Who—who is that?” Sam asked, feeling oddly breathless. “I mean, that’s Alistair?”

      Eldon looked surprised at Sam’s interest. “Yes. Alistair Gatti.”

      Sam tried to recall what little he knew about familiars. “Isn’t he a familiar, with those eyes? I thought they didn’t keep their last names.”

      Eldon laughed. “Oh right, I forgot that Gatesville is stuck in the 1800s. It’s a modern world, Sam—they let women and familiars vote now, don’t you know. Flappers smoke and drink, and familiars can have surnames. Though of course, he wasn’t born a Gatti. None of them were.” He waved his hand dismissively. “I’ll tell you everything, but not until we get our drinks.”

      It took some time to make their way to the bar. A drunken flapper tripped while dancing and fell onto Sam’s shoulder, spilling champagne onto his sweater. “Well, fuck,” she slurred to his shock, then stumbled off, leaving him to wipe ineffectually at the spill.

      The bar itself was crowded, probably due in part to the slowness of the bartender. They reached the polished wood and stood there, waiting for Alistair to notice. For a while, Sam wondered if he was deliberately not looking their way, but eventually he planted himself in front of them with a forbidding expression on his face. “Eldon.” His deep amber eyes shifted to Sam. “And you are?”

      “Sammy,” he said automatically, then cursed himself. Sammy was a kid’s name, like he was twelve years old or something. “S-Sam. Sam,” he added more firmly.

      Alistair arched a brow. “Well, SammySamSam, what do you want to drink?”

      Sam’s face burned with embarrassment. Flustered, he blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “Can I have a Bevo?”

      “A Bevo?” Eldon exclaimed, his tone somewhere between horror and amusement. “You come to a blind tiger and order a near beer? Don’t be such a bluenose!” He turned to Alistair. “Pour my cousin something to put a little hair on his chest!”

      If Sam’s face got any hotter, he’d have flames shooting out of his pores. “I’ve got plenty of hair!”

      Alistair didn’t say anything for a long moment. Then he shrugged. “I’ll take care of him. What do you want, Eldon?”

      “A Corpse Reviver #2.”

      Alistair nodded in the direction of their table. “It seems Norman Rose is looking for you. SammySamSam here can bring your drinks to the table.”

      “Right you are.” Eldon left, vanishing into the crowd in seconds.

      “Asshole,” Alistair remarked in the direction of Eldon’s retreating back.

      Sam gasped. Cocking his head, Alistair said, “Anyone who tries to force someone else to drink isn’t a good person to be around. Cousin or no.”

      Was the bartender actually…standing up for him? “It’s all right,” Sam said, as Alistair grabbed two glasses and a shaker, and set about making whatever a Corpse Reviver #2 was. “I don’t mind.”

      “I do.” Alistair took a small ring binder from under the bar, thumbed through it quickly, then set about making a second drink. He cracked an egg, dropped the yolk into the ice-filled shaker, and followed it up with lemon, lime, and orange juice. “This is called a Pussyfoot, but don’t tell Eldon that. Just remember it if you want to order something dry.”

      Sam had the feeling he’d given the wrong impression. “It’s not that I’m against alcohol,” he said. “I’m not. I just don’t drink, myself.” Which was an understatement, after what had happened to Jake.

      Alistair looked at him as he poured the concoction into a glass. His eyes all but glowed, and Sam had the unsettling feeling that the bartender actually saw him, or was trying to. It made Sam want to curl up with acute embarrassment. “What do you say we make it a little fancy?”

      “All right?”

      Alistair pulled a hex from behind the bar and held the slip of paper above the drink. “The color of royalty for a royal drink,” he intoned.

      Sparks shot out of the top, and the whole thing turned a vivid shade of glowing purple. Sam realized he was gaping and shut his mouth quickly. “I…thanks?”

      “Don’t worry, it’s on Eldon’s tab,” Alistair said. “Enjoy yourself, SammySamSam.”

      Before Sam could think what to say, the bartender had moved on. Still confused, he scooped up the drinks and went back to the table.
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      “You were going to tell me about the Gatti family,” Sam said, quite a while later.

      Eldon’s friend Norman had joined them at the table. They’d had another round of drinks, danced with a couple of female friends while Sam stayed seated, then ordered canapés, oyster toast, and deviled eggs to be shared. The waitress, Sam had noted, was also a familiar, her eyes a green-tinged yellow.

      Shortly after they’d started eating, a slender Black woman wearing a beaded bandeau and yellow taffeta dress took the stage. The crowd quieted at her appearance, and she began to sing a blues song in a voice that spoke of whiskey and long nights. Sam was no judge of music, but it sounded beautiful to him.

      “Right, right.” Eldon lit a cigarette, then shook out the match. He’d had quite a few drinks, but seemed steady enough. “The Gattis. That would be Wanda, Alistair, Philip, Teresa, and Doris. You met Doris at the door; Alistair is behind the bar tonight, and Teresa is waiting tables. Philip is off, and we might see Wanda at some point. She runs the joint, but they all have a share in it.”

      “But they’re not actually related,” Sam said. It wasn’t a question; none of the Gattis he’d seen looked remotely alike.

      “They call each other brother and sister,” Norman remarked. He was a washed out sort of man, his eyebrows so pale it looked as though he didn’t have any. “I don’t know who they think they’re fooling.”

      Eldon shrugged. “None of my business. They showed up in Towertown back in…must’ve been 1920, about six months after the Volstead Act. Bought this place and started turning it into a speakeasy.” He lowered his voice. “This is Mickey Sullivan’s territory. Remember that name, Sammy—I’ll be introducing you to him at some point, when you’re a little farther along.”

      This was a new, and not entirely welcome, piece of information. “You’re going to introduce me to a gangster?”

      Norman laughed. “He’s a babe in the woods, ain’t he?” he asked Eldon.

      “Practically a lamb,” Eldon agreed. Sam’s face heated, and he took a sip of his glowing drink to cover his embarrassment. “At any rate, the Gattis reached an agreement with Sullivan. He takes his cut of the profits, and in return they remain more-or-less independent operators within his territory. The police stay away because they don’t want trouble with Sullivan.”

      “Is that how it’s usually done?”

      Norman chuckled at Sam’s ignorance. Sam fantasized about dumping the oyster toast over his patronizing head.

      “Gangs aren’t too fond of independent operators, shall we say.” Eldon tapped the ash from his cigarette into an elegant glass ashtray. “Not to mention, I’m sure Sullivan would prefer their magic worked for him, not for themselves. Five familiars, and only two of them bonded to witches? They’d make some serious dough if they agreed to bond with some of his hired witches. More than they’re probably getting out of this place.”

      Sam might not know much about familiars, but he thought he remembered the bond between familiar and witch was a permanent one. “Maybe they just don’t want to?”

      “A waste of magic if you ask me,” Norman said, not that anyone had.

      “Sullivan tried to…persuade them differently,” Eldon went on. “Ended up getting his men mangled in the process, though the Gattis were smart enough not to kill any of them.” He arched his brow at Sam and lowered his voice further still. “Our nice waitress? The guy who poured our drinks? The dame in the suit at the door? They all turn into, I don’t know, lions and tigers and shit.”

      Sam’s eyes widened, and he glanced automatically at Alistair.

      Norman grinned and leaned in. “One swipe of Teresa’s claws and you’re done for. That’s why I always leave a tip.”

      “Oh,” Sam said faintly. Maybe Alistair had been staring at him earlier because he’d be easy to run down. The slowest one in the herd.

      No, that was stupid, not to mention offensive. Alistair might have been a little bit of a jerk, but he certainly didn’t seem as though he’d leap over the bar and start chewing on the customers.

      “What about Zola?” Sam asked.

      “Just a new hire, as far as I know,” Eldon said with a shrug. “The cook is a witch, though—bonded to Teresa, though Wanda’s witch Joel handles most of the magical end of things.”

      “And you provide them with hexwork?”

      “Some.” Eldon nodded at Sam’s drink. “Not the mass-produced crap, where you have a room full of draftsmen all copying the same hex over and over.”

      “Enough of this,” Norman said. “I want to dance.”

      Eldon rose. “Coming this time, Sam?”

      “I’d rather just watch,” he said. The truth was, he had no idea how, but he was tired of Norman’s condescending remarks. Eldon shrugged and followed Norman in search of a couple of girls looking for partners. Once they were gone, Sam’s gaze drifted back across the room to the bar.

      Alistair was staring again.
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      The Pride didn’t have set closing hours. At one time, such things had been regulated by the law, but since serving alcohol was illegal in the first place, the old rules no longer applied. So it was going on three in the morning when Doris ushered the last customers out and locked the door.

      Alistair gathered the night’s haul of cash and took it to the safe in the office. Ordinarily he’d count it at his desk, but between the bartending and the witch, he was too exhausted and distracted to even consider it. Once the money was secured, he went back out to the main room, where everyone else had gathered to eat and drink together before calling it a night.

      Doris sat in one chair, her feet propped up on another. When she spotted Alistair, she said, “I’m glad Philip will be back tomorrow, before Alistair has the chance to drive off all our business.”

      Zola laughed, and Reinhold chuckled. He still wore his apron, its surface spotted with stains from cooking. “Make him wash the dishes, since Frank ran off,” he suggested.

      Teresa looped an arm over her witch’s shoulders and kissed him on his scarred cheek. “Then you would have to put up with him.” She glanced at Alistair, then frowned. “Is everything all right?”

      No, everything wasn’t all right. Nothing had been all right since Alistair had laid eyes on the witch.

      Sam.

      He’d been mixing drinks and grinding his teeth at the customers trying his patience, when he’d felt…something. An odd sensation, a sort of tug deep within. He’d looked up and spotted Eldon and a stranger talking to Zola.

      The newcomer was dressed against the evening chill in a thick sweater and worsted trousers, and a cap that had given up the attempt to contain the exuberant curls of his auburn hair. At a distance, it was impossible to tell the color of his eyes behind the cheaters, but his round face was cute. He was of average height, and above-average weight, and tempting enough that for a split second Alistair wondered if there was any way of getting him into bed.

      Then the tug became a pull, and the world seemed to turn on its axis. The instinct of a familiar, fueled by magic, drawn toward the one witch whose ability to funnel that magic was most compatible to his.

      “Alistair?” Wanda asked. She’d walked in without his even noticing, still dressed in the suit she wore for work, though she carried her coat over her arm. The lavender shirt complimented her dark brown skin, and the heeled boots she wore gave her a bit more height than came naturally.

      “Nothing’s wrong,” he said quickly.

      Wanda tossed her coat over the back of a chair. “Now that’s a lie if I’ve ever heard one.”

      Alistair cursed mentally. She knew him better than anyone else in the world, was the one—the only—person who’d stayed with him through thick and thin. For a moment, he considered telling her to fuck off and mind her own business, but she’d never let him get away with it.

      He looked around the room. Almost everyone here was the closest thing to a family he’d ever have again. They were mostly familiars. They’d understand.

      He went to the bar, retrieved a bottle of good Canadian whiskey, and poured out a measure. “Eldon Cunningham was in here tonight. He brought his cousin with him.”

      “Sammy, wasn’t it?” Zola asked.

      “He seemed nice,” Teresa said. “A little overwhelmed, I think. Or maybe he’s just shy; he kept to himself, anyway.”

      Alistair tossed back the shot in a single gulp. “He’s my witch.”

      All of the familiars fell silent. Zola, however, looked confused. “I don’t get it. Didn’t your witch die?”

      Alistair flinched. Five years ago, as soon as they’d demobbed, he’d last set eyes on the man he once thought he’d be with forever. He’d only known Forrest died because their bond broke in 1921, a horrible pain that ended any last, lingering hope his love might come back for him.

      He should have known better. Should have remembered that no one ever stayed, not for him.

      Teresa leaned over and put a hand on Zola’s. “It’s confusing, I know, especially if you haven’t spent a lot of time with familiars,” she said kindly. “We can bond to any witch, and that bond can’t be severed except by death or a hexbreaker—and there aren’t many born with that skill. But not all witches are equally talented, or equally compatible with a given familiar’s magic. Assuming we’re still unbonded, when we meet the witch whose magic is most compatible with ours, we recognize them on an instinctive level. That’s what Alistair is talking about.”

      “Oh.” Zola considered. “So, Wanda, when you saw Joel you knew he was your witch?”

      Wanda’s golden eyes remained fixed on Alistair, but she said, “Right. I told him, said it was a job interview, and if I didn’t like him I wasn’t going to bond with him. But as it turned out, we ended up friends, and here we are.”

      Zola nodded. “And Teresa, the same with you and Reinhold?”

      Teresa laughed and shook her head. “Fur and feathers, no! I wasn’t about to wait around for my magic to pick a witch for me. A girl’s got to know her own mind. No, Reinhold swept me off my feet, and since he’s a witch I figured we’d make things nice and simple.”

      She and Reinhold exchanged a loving look. Doris made exaggerated gagging noises, and was thumped on the arm for her trouble.

      Alistair poured himself another drink. “Forrest and I met before the war. We fell in love, and as with Teresa, I knew there would never be anyone else for me. Our magic might not have been perfectly compatible, but we were.” At least until the war ground them up and spat them back out. “So we bonded.”

      “Oh,” Zola said. “But then he died, and now you’ve met your witch?”

      “Apparently.”

      Wanda crossed the room to him. “Are you going to tell him?”

      Up close, Alistair had discovered Sam’s eyes were a warm brown on the other side of those thick lenses. He had a spray of freckles on his nose and cheeks, and a smile that did things to Alistair’s insides. Under other circumstances, he might have attempted to flirt. Given Sam a fun time to remember long after he went back to whatever backwater town he’d wandered in from.

      Because Sam wasn’t the type to stay in Chicago. Alistair could tell. He’d taken a break from his boring life in the countryside to be delightfully shocked by the goings on in the big city, but he wasn’t a natural when it came to vice. No doubt he’d go back home soon enough, marry a girl from the same small town he’d grown up in, and have a passel of children.

      “There’s no point,” Alistair said, pushing away from the bar. “He won’t be staying long. Chances are, I’ll never have to lay eyes on him again.”
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      Sam woke up huddled under several layers of blankets to keep out the morning chill. Though he was grateful Eldon had given him free room and board, it would be nice to sleep indoors instead of on the sleeping porch.

      Then again, come summer he’d be glad of his bed’s location. So long as he found his own place to stay before next winter, he’d be fine.

      Right now, winter seemed a thousand years away. A distant country, where anything could happen. Would he be used to rubbing elbows with witches and familiars by then? Going to speakeasies?

      The memory of the bartender’s beautiful eyes returned. Alistair.

      He’d been so rude…but then, he’d also called Eldon an asshole for insisting Sam have an alcoholic drink. Stared at Sam, which was a little creepy, sure, but…well, it had been nice to feel noticed.

      It wasn’t a sensation he was used to. Sam didn’t stand out in a crowd, to say the least. He didn’t have any particular talents, unless it was for constantly making mistakes. He was just…ordinary. Boring.

      “I wish you’d died instead of Jake.”

      He needed a shave and a wash after last night. Plus a bath would probably warm him up. Wrapping one of the blankets around him, he shuffled inside.

      And instantly froze at the chaos that awaited him.

      The sleeping porch opened directly onto the living room. Books lay piled on the floor, cushions had been dragged off the couch and chair, and the desk Eldon used for hexwork was thoroughly ransacked. Paper had been pulled from every cubby on the desk, then left scattered carelessly, as though someone had been searching for something very specific and not cared about the rest.

      The fine hairs on the back of Sam’s neck stood up. Had they managed to sleep through a burglary?

      What if the burglar was still here?

      “Eldon?” he called uncertainly.

      No answer.

      Sam swallowed against a suddenly dry throat. The door to Eldon’s bedroom was cracked open, the room beyond dark. Gathering the blanket more tightly around him, he forced his heavy feet to cross the room, stepping carefully around the scattered paper and books.

      “Eldon?” he called again, when he reached the door. “Are you awake?”

      Again, only silence answered.

      Sam’s heart banged against his ribs as he pushed open the door. It swung open with a low creak—the hinges needed oiling, some detached part of his mind noted.

      The curtains were shut, the room still dark, so the first thing Sam noticed was the smell. Like rusted nails or tarnished pennies, thick and cloying.

      His hand shook so badly it took him three tries to turn on the lights. Even so, even guessing what he was about to see, it shocked him so badly he stumbled backward, out of the room.

      Away from Eldon’s corpse.
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