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            CONTENT ADVISORY

          

        

      

    

    
      Murder, blood, violence, law enforcement corruption, family scapegoating, familial gaslighting, references to war and PTSD, healed disfigurement caused by war, mention of suicide, parental death, use of alcohol as a coping mechanism, and smoking.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LION’S TAIL COCKTAIL RECIPE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        	2 oz bourbon

        	1/2 oz lime juice

        	1/2 oz allspice dram

        	Dash of Angostura bitters

        	1 teaspoon simple syrup

      

      

      Combine ingredients in a cocktail shaker and fill with ice. Shake until chilled, then strain into a cocktail glass. Garnish with orange or lime peel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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.

        Clam - A dollar.

        Cheaters - Eyeglasses.

        Clip joint - A nightclub that over-charges customers.

        Doll - An attractive woman.

        Dough - Money.

        Flapper – A stylish, modern young woman.

        Goon - Someone with a heavy touch and a simple mind.

        Hooch - Booze.

        Nookie - Sex.

        Panther piss - Cheap, vile alcohol, often adulterated with fusel oil (a solvent used in the lacquering industry).

        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.

        Rubbed him out - Had him killed.

        Sap - A fool.

        Scratch - Money.

        Sheik - The male version of a flapper.

        Splifficated - Drunk.

        The big house - Prison.

        The gage - Marijuana.

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

        Yack yack bourbon - Alcohol adulterated with burnt sugar and iodine.

        Wise head - A smart person.

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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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      May 1924

      

      Alistair folded his arms over his chest and narrowed his eyes as he stared up at the sky.

      Rumrunners used every mode of transportation available to bring hooch down from Canada or up from Mexico…but an airplane? At night?

      Airplanes were a bad idea to start with. Avian familiars could already fly; why did ordinary people need to be up there, too? Sure, it might make the mail faster in some cases, but if a letter was that damned urgent, you were better off hiring a falcon courier in the first place.

      But here he was, freezing his tail off on an unseasonably cold night in May, in the middle of some farmer’s field north of Chicago, tending a line of fires to signal the airplane where to land in the otherwise dark countryside. Doris waited in the truck—engine running, of course, in case the prohees showed up.

      Damn Camille. She’d been their old supplier, but then blown things by acting suspicious, like she was thinking about passing them some bad hooch. Plenty of speakeasies got by serving yack yack bourbon, but that wasn’t The Pride’s style. Alistair had killed enough men with his bare claws in France. Killing more of them with poisonous booze wouldn’t have sat right with him, even if Wanda would have tolerated it.

      The silence was broken by the low growl of an engine overhead. Doris switched on the headlights, and he retreated to wait near the truck with Philip.

      A few minutes later, the airplane set down, bumping merrily over the uneven ground until coasting to a stop. A middle-aged man flung open the door, grinning from ear to ear.

      “Evening, folks!” he yelled as they jogged over. “Sure hope you ain’t the, what do you call ’em, prohees.”

      “Not a chance.” Philip took the lead, walking to the man and extending his hand. “Philip Gatti. This is my brother Alistair and my sister Doris.”

      The rumrunner did a double-take, since Doris with her bronze skin and Alistair with his olive complexion were clearly not related by blood to either the pale Philip or each other. But he didn’t comment. “Frankie Malone, at your service.”

      “You own the distillery that produced this alcohol, correct?” Alistair asked, impatient for the preliminaries to be done with.

      Malone grinned proudly. “Sure do. I gotta say, you Americans banning liquor has been a hell of a boon for us over the border. But I guess I don’t need to tell you that, seeing as you’re in the business yourself.”

      He wasn’t wrong; the price of a barrel of beer had gone from seven dollars to fifty-five thanks to the Volstead Act. Men like Mickey Sullivan, whose gang controlled a big chunk of Chicago, were making a fortune.

      Sullivan would rather they’d bought from him, given The Pride operated within his territory. But his supply consisted of booze made from wood alcohol, often enhanced with gasoline, and Alistair wasn’t about to touch the stuff. Given everyone in the Gatti family could turn into a big cat, Sullivan’s men left them alone.

      For now, anyway.

      Philip gave Malone his usual charming smile. “I don’t suppose you’d mind us using a hex to check your supply? No offense, but I’m sure you’ve heard the stories, and poisoning our customers is bad for business.”

      Malone chuckled. “Not much repeat business to get from a corpse, eh? Go right ahead. I take pride in my product.”

      That was a good sign. In Alistair’s mind, anyone balking at the use of a hex to detect impurities was either up to some shady business or thinking hard about it. As Malone and Doris began to unload the crates of bourbon, Philip produced a hex from his wallet. Choosing a random bottle, he held the hex over it and said, “Reveal to me the impure.”

      If the booze was diluted with fusel oil or embalming fluid or some other impurity, it would glow yellow. The color of the liquid inside the bottles remained the same, however, which meant Malone was probably as good as his word.

      “Told ya,” Malone said with another grin. “This here is pure old Canadian bourbon, good as it comes. Got a flask on my hip if you want to share a drink…?”

      “No thank you,” Alistair said, before Philip could agree. “The longer we hang around here, the bigger the chance we’ll be spotted.”

      “Good point.” Malone started back for his plane. “I’ll see you next week, then.”

      “We could have at least had one drink,” Philip complained, as the airplane turned around and trundled off down the field, taking flight dangerously close to the tree line.

      Alistair climbed into the truck. “We’re not here to make friends, Philip.”

      Doris snorted from the driver’s seat. “You don’t make friends anywhere.”

      “That’s not true,” Alistair said, even though it absolutely was. “Come on, let’s get this back to Chicago and under wraps. The sooner we’re off the road, the better.”
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        * * *

      

      Sam fumed quietly as he cleared the tables at The Pride speakeasy.

      He’d come to work early, because he and Alistair were supposed to go apartment hunting in the afternoon. But when he’d arrived, it was to find Alistair in the process of leaving to meet with a new rumrunner, without a single indication he even remembered their appointment.

      Maybe Sam should have said something. But he’d bitten his words back, put on a smile, and mumbled something about getting an early start on his shift. Leaving his hurt feelings to fester, just like always.

      Though Alistair still technically had a room at The Pride, they’d been staying in the house that had belonged to Sam’s dead cousin, Eldon. It was convenient, spacious…and didn’t legally belong to either of them. At some point, his aunt and uncle were going to show up and throw him out. Better to clear out beforehand, so he didn’t have to face their recriminations.

      Except Alistair didn’t seem to want that.

      Sam pressed his lips into a thin line and reminded himself that he loved Alistair. Alistair loved him. They were taking things slow; Alistair’d had a bad experience with his first witch and they’d agreed to put off bonding until he was ready.

      But they were meant to have an apartment together by now, something legitimate. Instead, they were squatting amidst a dead man’s things, just waiting for the day they’d be ordered to leave.

      It was the uncertainty he hated. Sam wanted stability, and why shouldn’t he? An apartment with a lease in his name, a better job to pay for it—that wasn’t too much to ask for, was it?

      Given Alistair’s absence, apparently it was.

      He cleared the used silverware and plates from a table just as Zola, the hostess, swooped in with four new patrons. Weaving his way back across the room, he passed the waitress, Teresa, whose yellow-green eyes were the same as in her cougar form. She shot him a cheery wink, a tray laden with oysters on toast balanced on one hand. Her other arm was still in a sling from the bullet she’d recently taken while caught in the crossfire of a gangland war.

      Norman Rose, a regular at the speakeasy, lifted his glass in salute when he spotted Sam. Wanda Gatti, The Pride’s owner, let customers in through the steel door, shaking their hands as they entered. Her girlfriend, the robin familiar Holly Savine, drank champagne at the bar, served by Wanda’s witch Joel Hunt. Though Joel had an above-board business as a tailor, he occasionally covered the bar when Philip was out.

      They all smiled when they met his eye, and Sam felt his bad mood dissolving. This strange collection of familiars and witches, criminals and artists, were his friends. When Eldon’s death had left him alone in Chicago, they’d stepped in to fill the gap, drawing him into the warmth of their odd little family. For the first time in his life, he had people he could turn to who wouldn’t let him down.

      Breaking free of the crowd, Sam escaped through the swinging doors into the kitchen. Though a couple of electric fans valiantly strove to circulate air, the kitchen simmered in the heat from the stove and the humidity from the hot water in the sink.

      Reinhold—the cook and Teresa’s witch—slid lobster canapés deftly onto a plate, while Sam emptied his tub into the sink. “Busy night, huh, Sam?” Reinhold asked. One side of his face was creased and distorted from a war wound; according to him, the surgeons had performed a miracle of restoration. “Have you taken your break yet?”

      “Haven’t had a chance,” Sam said, brushing sweat off his brow.

      “Why don’t you nip outside, get some air?”

      The offer was tempting, but he instinctively balked at it. Back when he’d worked at the family pharmacy, Dad had frequently berated him for his laziness, reminding him no one but family would tolerate such slacking. “I’ll do a quick round of the dining room,” Sam hedged, hefting his tub again. “Collect anything that needs collecting.”

      Reinhold rolled his eyes good-naturedly and turned back to the stove. A few seconds later, Sam was back out into the chaos. The Pride was bustling tonight, every table jammed with flappers and sheiks. Cocktails bloomed in every color magic could provide: royal purple, peacock blue, bloody red. Over the sound of jazz from the band, there could just be heard the pop of champagne corks, the raucous laughter of drunk women, and the boastful toasts of businessmen. Twisting figures packed the small dance floor, sending the scent of sweat to mingle with perfume, booze, and cigarette smoke.

      All of the tables were occupied at the moment, so he threaded between them, snatching up empty glasses and clearing away bare plates as he went. A few of the regular customers greeted him, and he found himself smiling.

      He was going to miss all of this when he got another job. If he got another job.

      At the far end of the bar from the kitchen was the coat check and front door, where Wanda had taken over Doris’s duty tonight. Her yellow suit contrasted beautifully with her dark skin and matched her golden lion eyes.

      As he rounded the last tables, she swung the heavy steel door open to let a new customer in. “Are you all right, Bobby?” she asked. “Maybe you need some coffee.”

      The young man who entered seemed vaguely familiar, though Sam couldn’t immediately place him. Dark hair, medium build, with a pleasantly handsome face. His eyes, however, were glassy, and sweat sheened his pale skin.

      “Help me,” he mumbled. “I don’t feel good.”

      Wanda sniffed the air and frowned. “What’ve you been drinking?”

      Bobby didn’t seem to hear her. Instead, he staggered inside, his gait unsteady, as though his knee joints didn’t work properly.

      Sam hurried forward and caught him before he could careen into one of the other tables. Bobby clutched at him desperately, like a drowning man. “What was in that drink?” he slurred. “I think…I think he poisoned me. You got to help me!”

      Sam cast a desperate glance at Wanda, who sighed and put a hand to Bobby’s shoulder. “Come on. You need to sleep it off.”

      Bobby didn’t answer. He seemed to grow heavier on Sam’s shoulders as he went limp. Then, with a final gurgling sigh, he slid to the floor dead.
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      “What the hell?” Alistair demanded. “Are you all right, Sam?”

      He’d arrived back at The Pride after stashing the bourbon in a nearby warehouse, only to be ushered directly into the back by Zola, who wore a false smile the entire time she led him through the crowded public area. Once he stepped into the office he shared with Wanda, it was to find Sam pale and shaking, Wanda pacing like a lion in a cage, and a dead body on the floor.

      Sam shook his head. “I’m fine.”

      He slid his arm around Sam, felt him trembling. Alistair put his face to Sam’s curly hair and kissed him. “Take a deep breath, sweetheart.”

      “I, uh, would rather not,” Sam said.

      The body already reeked of death, as if he’d been decaying for days instead of hours. Alistair made a face. “Yeah, good point. What happened?”

      “A nightmare,” Wanda snarled. “One of Sullivan’s boys comes in here and drops dead. At least we managed to make it look like he’d just had too much, so none of the customers realized what was going on.”

      “Who is he?” Sam asked. “I think I’ve seen him before…?”

      “Bobby…I don’t know his last name, actually. He works in Sullivan’s flower shop.”

      Mickey Sullivan was the biggest gang boss in Towertown—the biggest in the North Side, period, since taking over Ursino’s territory in the Loop. He ran his gang out of a florist shop, where he personally did much of the flower arranging, with Bobby as his assistant.

      “He comes by for a drink every once in a while,” Doris said. She leaned against the wall, arms folded and eyes wary.

      “Yes, but why did he have to die here?” Wanda snapped.

      “Why did you let him in?” Doris countered.

      “I thought he’d had a couple, but I didn’t realize how splifficated he was until he was already inside.” Wanda stubbed out her cigarette in a blue glass ashtray. “I certainly didn’t expect him to fall down dead.”

      “There was something wrong with him,” Sam said in a shaky voice.

      Alistair snorted. “No kidding.”

      “That isn’t what I mean.” Sam looked up. “He said he’d been poisoned.”

      “Obviously.” Alistair nudged the body with his toe. “Yack yack bourbon will do that to you.”

      Sam shook his head. “He…the way he phrased it, it sounded deliberate? Maybe?”

      They all fell silent at the sound of the door to the back rooms swinging open. A moment later, Teresa stuck her head in. “Mr. Turner is here.”

      Leonard Turner, Sullivan’s right-hand man, stepped inside, accompanied by a couple of tough guys Alistair didn’t recognize. Both of them looked nervous, no doubt because they didn’t have a chance in hell of beating up a group of people who could turn into large predatory cats.

      “Mr. Turner,” Wanda said. “Sorry to call you out at this time of night. Can I get you something to drink?”

      “Not yet,” Turner said. Teresa nodded and slipped out.

      Turner walked toward the body, studying it closely. “What happened here?”

      “He knocked on the door,” Wanda said. “I recognized him as one of Mr. Sullivan’s associates, so I let him in. I saw right away he’d been drinking before he got here. Then he keeled over dead.”

      One of the goons pulled out a handkerchief to hold over his face. “Why does he smell so bad already?”

      “Couldn’t say.”

      “He said he’d been poisoned,” Sam offered.

      “Mr. Cunningham.” Turner put his hands in his pockets and eyed Sam in a way that put Alistair’s hackles up. “Why is it every time I see you, there’s a dead body nearby?”

      “Bad luck,” Alistair said flatly.

      Turner chuckled. “I’d say so. Don’t bet on any horses, Mr. Cunningham.” His gaze became sharper. “Bobby didn’t have anything to drink here?”

      Wanda held his gaze. “He didn’t even have time to make it to the bar before he died.”

      “I, uh, I saw him the whole time,” Sam volunteered uncertainly. “It wasn’t even a minute between the time he stepped inside and, uh…” His skin paled so the freckles across his nose stood out like flecks of dried blood. “I can draw up a truth hex? If you want?”

      Turner gave him a long look; it was everything Alistair could do not to bristle. Tuner was a shark—a smaller shark than Sullivan, but still not one he wanted around Sam.

      Turner shook his head. “No need. I believe you, kid. But the question remains: What happened to Bobby? Why did he come here to die?”

      “If you want my guess,” Wanda said, “he must have drunk some panther piss somewhere else to start off the night, then started this way to continue the party. By the time he got here, it was catching up with him, and he knew he didn’t have much time left. Probably eating through his stomach from the second he downed it.”

      “Probably,” Turner agreed with a nod. “I’ll leave you the name of a funeral home. They’ll take poor Bobby off your hands. A shame what happened, but the kid took his chances.”

      Sam shifted uneasily beside Alistair. His brown eyes were creased with worry, and he wrung his hands together. “I…I’m not sure it was that simple?”

      Everyone fell silent. Alistair cursed mentally. When would Sam learn to keep his mouth shut around Sullivan’s people?

      “He said he was poisoned.” Sam glanced at the body, then hurriedly away. “And why does he smell so bad?”

      Now Turner frowned. “What are you saying?”

      “He was poisoned, Sam, but not on purpose,” Alistair said. “The hooch some of these places sell, you never know what might be in it. Gasoline, kerosene, hell, I’ve heard of it being cut with embalming fluid. Grisly to be sure, but not uncommon. Just take a look at the newspaper; some poor fool drops dead every day from it, and twice on Sundays.”

      “I guess?” Sam said doubtfully.

      Sam had seen death before, but not on the scale Alistair had. Never seen the bodies covered with mustard burns, or the agonized faces of men who’d succumbed to chlorine gas. “Some deaths are uglier than others,” he said. “And I’d wager poison is one of the nastier ones.”

      “Ain’t that the truth,” Turner agreed. “I’d rather go out from a bullet any day.” Moving to the door, he added, “The matter seems straightforward enough. Here’s the card for the funeral home.”

      He handed it to Wanda, then turned to Sam. “Oh, and Mr. Cunningham? Mr. Sullivan wants to talk to you about that hexman’s job. Meet him at nine a.m. the day after tomorrow at his shop. We’ll take those drinks now.”

      “Philip’s at the bar; tell him they’re on the house,” Wanda said.

      Turner nodded and left, goons trailing behind him. The door to the kitchen shut behind them.

      “Well fuck,” Alistair said.
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        * * *

      

      Sam’s hands still shook a little as he unlocked the door to Eldon’s house. Or his aunt and uncle’s house, technically.

      Bobby’s death had been sickening. Horrifying. But Wanda seemed to view it more as an inconvenience, and Alistair didn’t seem particularly moved by it at all.

      Then again, he’d probably seen worse things in the war.

      Sam hoped he never grew that hard shell everyone else in Chicago seemed to wear, protecting themselves from the careless cruelty of a world where drinking at the wrong speakeasy could mean death.

      Alistair shut the door behind them and locked it. “What an awful way to end the day. I’m sorry you had to see that, Sam.”

      “I’m sorry Bobby had to go through it.” He hesitated—should he speak up, or let things slide? “We were supposed to go apartment hunting this afternoon.”

      “Was that today?” Alistair hung up his hat and coat and turned to Sam. He was beautiful: long and lanky as his cheetah form, with silky black hair and amber eyes. The olive tint to his skin hinted at a Mediterranean heritage somewhere in the recent branches of his family tree. “I forgot, what with having to meet up with the new supplier.”

      Sam sighed and sat down on the couch. They’d finally moved the bed out of the living room and into the actual bedroom, so there was a bit more space now. “I can’t stay here much longer. We can’t. And I’m not living in a windowless underground room at The Pride.”

      Alistair flopped bonelessly down beside him. “I know, I know. I’ve just been busy. The power has shifted in this town, what with Ursino gone. Word on the street is that he’d just taken out Torrio and that thug of his, Capone, so Sullivan’s scooped up their old territory as well as Ursino’s. We had to find a new supplier fast, before Sullivan forced his booze on us.”

      Sam remembered Bobby’s rictus grin with a shudder. “Is the stuff he sells that bad?”

      “Depends on the joint.” Alistair’s mouth tightened. “He makes sure the rich bastards get the good stuff, but I wouldn’t trust the rest.”

      “But you don’t know for sure?”

      Alistair gave him a pitying look, one that made him feel naive and foolish. “Everyone else is doing it, Sam. Why wouldn’t he?”

      It wasn’t the most convincing argument, but he could tell Alistair had made his mind up. “Well, since I’m going to be working for him, maybe I’ll hear for sure one way or the other.”

      Alistair went from lazing to alert in an instant. He sat up straight, amber eyes wide. “You can’t be serious.”

      Here it came. “You heard what Turner said—and it isn’t the first time Sullivan has brought up the possibility of working for him. I’ve been thinking about it for a while and, well, why not?”

      “There are other jobs,” Alistair protested. “Ones that don’t involve cozying up with a powerful gangster.”

      Sam ground his teeth together. He loved Alistair, he really did. Alistair could be a bit of a grumpy jerk at times, but underneath he tempered fierce loyalty with a sweetness that made Sam’s heart sing.

      Alistair had lost a lot in his life: parents and adoptive parents to begin with. Then the war had come and taken away the man who had been his first witch, his first love.

      The loss had left him afraid: to love, to open himself up to more loss, to bond with another witch—with Sam. They were working through all of it, slowly.

      But that didn’t give Alistair the right to tell Sam what to do.

      “What would you like me to do?” he asked. “Keep working at The Pride, busing tables for the rest of my life? Apply for a job at a pharmacy, stocking shelves and sweeping the floor?”

      “Either of those would be safer.”

      “But they don’t pay as well.” Sam folded his arms over his chest. “I’m good at hexes, okay? I have a real talent for them. And you’re asking me to just…what, pretend I don’t?”

      “No!” Alistair flung up his hands. “But Sullivan is dangerous!”

      “I know that! I’m not a child!”

      “You’re also not careful enough. Sullivan will eat you alive.”

      Sam let out a long, calming breath. “I spent my whole life in Gatesville doing what other people wanted for me. I didn’t come to Chicago just to do the same thing all over again.”

      His words must have hit home, because Alistair’s amber eyes widened in surprise. “I didn’t mean…I…you’re right. I’m sorry.” He ran a hand over his face. “I just worry about you.”

      “I know you do.” Sam gave him a crooked smile. “It would be a shock if you didn’t. And I know you’re scared. But you already tried to make my decisions for me when you sent me away.”

      Alistair’s wince said he’d struck a nerve. “You’re right.”

      “And how did that turn out for you?” Sam prodded.

      “You had to come back and save my useless hide.”

      It had been the scariest moment of Sam’s life. But he wasn’t above using it to win this argument if he had to. “Exactly. So maybe you should stop underestimating me.”

      “Fuck.” Alistair reached for him. Settling his hands on Sam’s hips, he drew him closer. “When you’re right, you’re right.”

      “Keep that in mind.” Sam wrapped his own arms around Alistair’s skinny waist. “Look, I know you’re scared. But I faced down an infuriated gang leader who could turn into a giant grizzly bear. Sullivan’s not a familiar—not even a witch like me.”

      “That doesn’t mean he’s safe.”

      “I know that. But trust me.” He met Alistair’s gaze. “I can handle this.”

      Something seemed to go out of Alistair, and he slumped against Sam. “I do trust you. I just…I love you.”

      Sam smiled; the words still sent a thrill of happiness through him every time Alistair spoke them. “I know. I love you, too.” He tipped his head back, found Alistair’s lips with his own. “Let’s go to bed.”
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        * * *

      

      Alistair followed Sam into the bedroom, their hands linked. He loved how Sam’s confidence had grown over their time together, both in bed and out of it. As soon as they reached the bed, Sam turned to him and they kissed again, a leisurely exploration that quickly deepened. He pulled Sam closer, pressing his stiffening length into the softness of the shorter man’s round belly.

      When they broke apart, he carefully plucked Sam’s thick cheaters from his face and set them on top of the dresser. The absence of the glass made Sam’s chocolate brown eyes look even wider, the pupils dilated with lust. Alistair kissed him on the nose, then on one freckled cheek.

      “Tease,” Sam accused with a smile.

      “But of course.” Alistair trailed his lips down Sam’s throat, the light scratch of stubble against his lips. Sam’s hands wandered over his back, gave his ass a squeeze.

      They undressed each other, at first slowly then with more haste. Alistair tossed back the bedding, then dropped in on his back, arms outstretched in invitation. Sam joined him, his weight pressing Alistair back into the mattress, his cock hard and leaking with desire against Alistair’s thigh.

      Fur and feathers. Alistair arched under him, moaning with abandon. Sam could unravel him so easily. When they finally bonded, it would be…

      He pushed the thought aside, not wanting to be distracted from the moment. He rolled, pinning Sam under him with a wicked grin. Sam’s pale skin flushed rosy across his cheeks and chest, his auburn curls sticking out in all directions. Wanton and wonderful.

      “Stay just like that,” Alistair said, and kissed him again.

      He made his way down, peppering Sam’s chest and belly with little kisses, following the auburn trail from his navel to the soft thatch of hair around his cock. He took his time, lavishing Sam’s cock with long licks of his tongue, listening to his whimpers and sighs of encouragement. One of Sam’s hands tangled in Alistair’s hair, not directing him but simply holding on, as if Sam needed to anchor himself amidst the pleasure.

      He cried out when Alistair swallowed him to the root. Alistair pulled off just long enough to say, “Don’t hold back,” before sliding down again.

      Sam tasted of salt and musk, with a bitter edge that Alistair loved. He used all the tricks he knew of tongue and lips, until Sam tensed beneath him, letting out a helpless groan as he came. Alistair sucked him past the edge, to the point of sensitivity, before letting go.

      His own cock ached for release, so he straddled Sam’s thighs. “Watch,” he said hoarsely, and wrapped his hand around his erection. Sam’s eyes, hazy with pleasure, fixed avidly on him.

      It didn’t take long before release washed over him like a wave, an involuntary cry wrung from his throat as he spent over Sam’s stomach and chest. Then the slow curl of satisfaction, lassitude spreading through his limbs.

      He leaned over Sam and kissed him. “Let me clean that up.”

      Sam mumbled something incoherent and sleepy. Alistair padded to the bathroom, grabbed a washcloth, and returned. Once he was done, he tossed it into a corner and curled up against his lover.

      “You’re so warm,” he said, snuggling in tight.

      “I’m just a hot water bottle to you,” Sam said with a yawn. He wrapped his arms around Alistair’s waist and was soon asleep.

      Alistair tried to join him in sleep, but the thought that had intruded on their lovemaking returned. Things would be different when they bonded, maybe even better. He remembered how it had been with his first witch, Forrest, their bond like a live coal behind his heart.

      It had stayed that way, through the gray mud of France. Even after Forrest had walked away, too broken by what they’d been through to see Alistair as anything but a terrible reminder. That warmth, reassuring him Forrest was still out there somewhere, keeping alive the ember of hope that he’d come back some day.

      Until it vanished.

      Sam wasn’t Forrest. He wasn’t going to go off to die alone somewhere far away. He’d proved he’d come back for Alistair, no matter what.

      Alistair shifted into cheetah shape, pressing his spine against Sam’s chest. His magic tugged softly, aching to be complete. To bond.

      Soon. He just had to find the right time, that was all. Not yet.

      But soon.
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      The next morning—morning being a relative term, given they seldom rose before noon—Sam bustled about the kitchen making them breakfast.

      Alistair had offered to help—he always did—but Sam had been afflicted with his cooking before. Burnt toast, burnt coffee, and eggs of such horrible texture magic had to be involved.

      Not wanting to cause a fuss, Sam claimed to enjoy cooking more than he actually did, in exchange for Alistair doing some of the other household chores. The arrangement would remain the same once they got an apartment of their own.

      If they got an apartment of their own.

      Sam sighed and pushed the line of thought aside. Alistair wasn’t dragging his feet on purpose. The Chicago underworld was in flux right now, and like it or not, they were part of it.

      Not what he would have chosen, or what he’d imagined for himself when he’d run away from the only home he’d ever known. Of course, he hadn’t actually had a plan then, beyond “get to Chicago.” Still, he wouldn’t have picked working in a speakeasy or drawing hexes for a gangster if he’d had the option.

      He shouldn’t complain—he wouldn’t have met Alistair if not for The Pride. And though the rich were getting richer, as they always somehow did, a lot of people were struggling. He was lucky not to be one of them; otherwise, he might have had to go home to Gatesville.

      The thought turned his stomach sour. His relationship with his family was…difficult. After his older brother Jake died in a tragic accident, he’d tried hard to make it up to his parents for being the surviving son. But nothing he’d ever done had been enough, until the night he finally snapped and ran away to Chicago.

      If he hadn’t been able to find Eldon here, if his cousin had turned him away, he would have had to go back home.

      A part of him still feared it might come to that, somehow.

      Alistair sat at the table, reading over the baseball scores in the newspaper. He seldom did more than glance at the headlines when it came to the actual news. Given everything he’d said about the reality of the war versus the rosy pictures painted by the newspapers both during and after, Sam supposed it made sense. Who was to say the propaganda had ended with the war?

      “Thanks, sweetheart,” he said when Sam slid the plate in front of him. “Damn it, the Cubs lost the season opener last night. That new pitcher, Kremer, that the Pirates picked up is something else.”

      “He certainly is,” Sam said, as if he had any inkling of what Alistair was talking about. He never understood the fascination professional sports held for other people.

      Alistair brightened. “We should catch a game some night.”

      Sam made a noncommittal noise and buried himself in the front section. As usual, most of the news involved tragic deaths: a man hit by lightning, ten people killed by a train, and three more from a building collapse. Tucked away near the bottom of the front page, below the story of an unfortunate woman whose life hung in the balance after swallowing a safety pin, was a headline that immediately caught his eye.

      
        
        Local Funeral Home Misplaces Body

        When the family of Mr. Robert “Bobby” Watts went to the Panek Funeral Home to view the remains of their recently deceased son, they were shocked to learn that the mortuary has lost the corpse. Despite records of Mr. Watts being delivered to the funeral home, a thorough search turned up no trace of the deceased. Police believe the incident to be the result of a cruel prank.

      

      

      The article was short on detail, enough so that it might be a coincidence. Sam cleared his throat. “Alistair? Will you look at this?”

      Frowning, Alistair took the paper from him. His amber eyes scanned the article, the line between his brows deepening the whole time. “Huh,” he said at last.
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