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      Explosions, drinking, smoking, violence, murder, guns, mentions of familial death including child death, familial scapegoating, and references to war and PTSD.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Though the tomb of King Tutankhamun was indeed discovered in 1922, Neferneferuaten’s tomb has never been found, and the details of her reign and exact identity are still uncertain. Thus, I’ve taken wild liberties in order to adapt the story of the Amarna Period to the Hexworld setting. I’ve also chosen to use the modern spelling for Tutankhamun and Akhenaton to avoid confusion.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BLOOD AND SAND COCKTAIL

          

        

      

    

    
      INGREDIENTS:

      
        
          	
        1 ounce Scotch
      

      	
        1 ounce fresh-squeezed orange juice
      

      	
        ¾ ounce cherry liqueur
      

      	
        ¾ ounce sweet vermouth
      

      

      

      

      Shake in an iced cocktail shaker and strain into a cocktail glass. Garnish with a cherry.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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.

      Gage - Cannabis.

      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.

      Plug - Shoot.

      Prohees - Prohibition agents responsible for enforcing the Volstead Act.

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

      Put on ice - Kill.

      Rub out - Kill.

      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.

      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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      Alistair stared down at the dead bootlegger and wished he’d stayed home.

      The man—Charlie O’Keefe—sprawled on his back on the deck of his yacht, which was currently tied up at a little marina not too far from Towertown. A single gunshot marked the center of his forehead. Fortunately, the back of his head was against the deck, hiding at least some of the carnage of the much larger exit wound.

      Not an unfamiliar sight, Alistair having served on the front lines in France. Though in the war, few casualties were shot at such close range, at least judging from the powder burns on O’Keefe’s skin.

      “Must’ve got the jump on him,” Doris observed from where she stood a few feet behind him on the deck. Philip didn’t say anything; he’d taken on snow leopard form and leapt to the bridge’s roof to better survey the area. “There’s no sign of a struggle. He still had a drink in his hand when he went down.”

      Indeed, a battered flask lay in O’Keefe’s fingers, liquor pooling beneath it. His assassin had walked right up and shot him in the face. Someone he knew, then.

      Whoever had done it, it was bad news for them. O’Keefe was meant to be their new source for booze, since their last bootlegger died in a fiery airplane crash.

      So much for that.

      “Check below,” Alistair said. “See if the cargo is still intact.”

      “Aye-aye, captain.” Doris saluted him; he returned it with his middle finger.

      She went below in tiger shape, ready in case of an ambush. Alistair didn’t think she’d find any trouble, though; aside from the gentle slap of waves against the hull, the marina was utterly silent. Autumnal chill had set in, the wind over the lake promising winter, and the best days for pleasure sailing were behind.

      He went into cheetah shape to take advantage of his nose. The world took on new dimensions around him, smelling of blood and brains, oil and fuel, salt and algae, snow leopard and tiger, and…

      A human, probably a man. And…ink? Did the assassin have a leaky fountain pen?

      Either way, it wasn’t going to help him figure out who had put O’Keefe on ice. A rival? A personal grudge? A gang boss who didn’t want the competition?

      He hoped it wasn’t the latter, because the only gang in the area was headed by Mickey Sullivan. Who Alistair’s lover—and witch—worked for.

      Sullivan wasn’t usually so aggressive when it came to small-time rumrunners. But between the death of his only child and an ongoing war with Isabella Fabiano and her gang, maybe his patience had run short.

      “Booze is still here,” Doris called.

      Alistair shifted form so he could talk. “Grab the hooch, then we get out of here before anyone else shows up.”

      Philip sprang down to the deck and took on human shape. “Just steal it?”

      “Not like he’s going to miss it.” Alistair turned his back on O’Keefe’s body, its eyes fixed lifelessly on the clouds above.

      Philip shrugged. “We should check to see if it’s tainted.”

      “We’ll do it back at The Pride. I don’t want to spend any more time than we have to here. The killer might have friends who are on their way to pick up the liquor right now.”

      Philip swore, but it got him moving. The living space below had been converted to a cargo hold filled with crates of illicit liquor. They hauled the crates out, Doris lifting them easily by herself, Philip and Alistair panting and cursing to move them together. As soon as the truck was full, they shut the hatch behind them, leaving what remained.

      As they crammed back into the truck, Philip said, “This load won’t get us through the end of the month, Alistair. With O’Keefe bumped off, we need to find a new supplier fast.”

      Alistair ground his teeth in frustration. Running a speakeasy in Chicago was good business, but not exactly the most stable way to make a living. They were getting squeezed left and right, and pretty soon their only choice was going to be between serving whatever panther piss Sullivan sold them or packing it all in.

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said as Doris steered the truck away from the dock, its lights off so as not to attract attention. “We’ll come up with something. We always do.”
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        * * *

      

      Sam took off his hat and held it tightly in his hands as he walked through the front door of The Silvervine. He’d been in some equally fancy joints since he came to Chicago, but that fact didn’t seem to be helping his nerves tonight.

      The cabaret was in full swing, a constant flow of men and women in fashionable clothes coming in, and a smaller stream departing. Just inside the door, two hosts guided diners to their tables. Sam cleared his throat when his turn came. “I’m here to meet Mr. Sullivan? Sam Cunningham.”

      The man didn’t bat an eye at the mention of Sullivan—but then, according to Alistair, the gangster owned the place, even though his name wasn’t on the paperwork. “Of course, Mr. Cunningham. Right this way.”

      Sam followed him, trying not to gawk. He’d been in Chicago for a little over six months now, but its nightlife still had the power to dazzle him. Back in Gatesville, where he’d spent most of his life, the town would have already rolled up the sidewalks for the night. Most folk would be in bed by now, or else listening to the radio if they couldn’t sleep.

      Here, the evening was just getting started.

      The Silvervine was decorated in rose and gold, with red velvet covering the walls. Tables surrounded a dance floor where customers did the Charleston to the accompaniment of an eight-piece orchestra. More diners watched from a second-floor balcony. Waiters threaded their way through the tables, carrying drinks—none filled more than halfway to allow for illicit alcohol to be added—and plates of spaghetti, linguini, and steak.

      After pausing at the coat check, the host led him through the dining room to an arch on the far side. A velvet curtain hung in the arch to shield the occupants in the room beyond from curious eyes.

      It was another dining room, this one much smaller than the main hall, with fewer tables and only a four-piece orchestra. The dance floor was mainly unoccupied, though a pair of women drunkenly swayed together, laughing hysterically at their own lack of coordination. Sam followed the host up a set of stairs to the balcony above.

      Sullivan sat at one of the three tables, his right-hand man Leonard Turner at his elbow. The other tables were occupied by men and women Sam recognized as members of Sullivan’s gang whom he’d met over the summer. Several of them called greetings when he entered, and a few leaned back in their seats to shake his hand as he passed.

      Heat crept up his neck at the attention, even as he tried to smile and return all the greetings. He barely knew them, but apparently that didn’t matter. The important thing was he was Sullivan’s, just like they were.

      “Glad you could make it, kid,” Sullivan said, pulling back the empty chair at his table. “Have a seat; have a seat.” To the host, he added, “Get the man a Canada Dry, would you? Fill it to the top. And another scotch and soda for Lenny here.”

      “Thanks.” Sam’s palms sweated as he sat down, and he wiped them on his knees beneath the table. He wasn’t used to any of this—when he took the job as Sullivan’s hexmaster, he’d assumed he’d be spending his days working in the lab and his nights at home with Alistair or at The Pride.

      And for the most part, he did. But his promotion had unexpectedly put him in the upper echelons of the gang, which meant the other members wanted to get to know him. Most of the time he was able to politely dodge invitations to dinner or drinks, but when Sullivan summoned him, he had no choice but to attend.

      “How are you doing?” Sullivan asked him. “All healed up?”

      The man who’d formerly held Sam’s job, Vic Nagorski, had shot him in a misguided attempt to force Sam to help him with a hex, one that could heal any wound—but only at the cost of someone else’s life. Fortunately, ordinary doctors and hexes had been able to save him, though he was only now really able to move without pain again.

      They hadn’t saved his mother, though.

      “Once a failure, always a failure,” whispered his father’s voice in his head.

      “Good as new,” he told Sullivan. “How is Mrs. Sullivan?”

      A look of sorrow flitted across Sullivan’s face, there and gone in an instant. He’d aged since his only child’s death, his hair grown out so darker roots showed, more lines around his eyes. “She’s visiting her mother in New York for a bit. I’ll pass along your greetings.”

      A waiter came with their drinks, then took their orders. Sam got the steak, since he’d never mastered the knack of twirling spaghetti on a fork, and didn’t want to look like a fool in front of his employer. Once the server was gone again, Sullivan said, “How are things going at the hexworks?”

      Sam wasn’t sure why he’d been invited to this dinner, when Sullivan could have summoned him to his office at any time. But being asked to talk about hexes put him on surer footing, and he sat up straighter.

      “Good! We’re fully up and running now—one of the scriptoriums wasn’t working out, it was too dark, but we figured out how to amplify the hexlights without needing more magic to run them, so that’s taken care of.”

      Vic had burned the old hexworks to the ground, which meant the entire operation had to move to a new location. Sullivan acquired a building that once housed a Lithuanian-language newspaper, now out of business, and Sam had been helping to convert it to a hexworks ever since.

      “Excellent, excellent.” Sullivan took a sip of his drink, which looked like a gin and tonic. While working at The Pride, Sam had learned more than he ever wanted to know about cocktails. “And you’ve figured out the counter to that look-away hex, I believe.”

      “We have.” Sam had to restrain himself from going into details; most folks didn’t particularly care about how hexes worked, so long as they did. “It’s ready to be copied now.”

      Sullivan beamed at him. “Well done. You’ve earned a bonus.”

      Turner slipped a hand inside his suit coat and came out with a thick envelope, which he passed over to Sam. Sam’s throat constricted—he wanted to protest, say it hadn’t been anything, really. He was already being paid more than he’d ever dreamed and certainly didn’t need a bonus.

      But it wasn’t just him now. Luke and Glenda, his teammates in the lab, deserved acknowledgement for their hard work.

      Silently pledging to split the entire sum between the two, he accepted the envelope and put it in his own coat, beside his hexmaking kit. “Thanks, Mr. Sullivan. That’s very generous of you.”

      Sullivan smiled and clapped him on the shoulder. “I take care of my people.” His eyes went past Sam, and he sat back. “And here’s that dinner.”

      Talk turned to inconsequential things while they ate. Turner regaled them with a story about an excursion to Milwaukee in which he’d encountered a pair of contortionists, and soon had Sullivan and Sam both choking on their laughter. When they’d first met, Sam had thought Turner severe—and he could be, especially when carrying out Sullivan’s orders. But he had a lighter side to him, always ready with a preposterous anecdote or amusing joke.

      After dessert—chocolate ice cream with shavings of chocolate sprinkled on top—a steady stream of the other gang members came by for a quick word with their boss. Sullivan and Turner lit cigars; Sam demurred, to Turner’s amusement.

      “Maybe we should call you Choirboy,” he said with a wink. “You don’t smoke, you don’t drink, you’re going steady with that cat when you could be working your way through Bughouse Square—you’ve got to have some vice.”

      Sam’s face heated, but Sullivan only laughed. “A smart man keeps his vices under wraps,” he said, pointing his cigar at Turner.

      “Still waters run deep, I guess.” Turner clapped Sam on the shoulder.

      The teasing wasn’t mean-spirited, which was a change from Sam’s former life back in Gatesville. There, it was meant to set him apart; here, it was a signal he belonged. “Deep as a puddle,” he replied, and got a chuckle out of Turner.

      Sullivan checked his watch, then rose to his feet. Turner and Sam did the same, as did another of the gang, Eddie Bellinowski. “Bring around the car, would you?” Sullivan asked Bellinowski, who nodded and hurried away down the stairs.

      Assuming Sullivan’s departure meant he was free to go as well, Sam trailed along after him and Turner. At the coat check, Sullivan retrieved a fur coat that looked too hot for the fallish weather but probably had a hex on it to keep its wearer comfortable. He made quite a sight as they strolled toward the glass doors at the front of the cabaret: fur coat, diamond tie pin, tailored suit, and shining shoes.

      At the door, Sullivan paused and turned toward Sam. “Always a pleasure to⁠—”

      The front of the building exploded inward in a shower of fire and glass.
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      While Doris and Philip unloaded the hooch in a nearby warehouse, Alistair stalked to The Pride. Wanda needed to know what had happened.

      Teresa was on door duty while Doris was gone; she swung open the heavy steel entrance and frowned at Alistair. “I don’t like the look on your face.”

      “You shouldn’t.” He brushed past her, barely seeing the crowded tables and bar. Robin Savine, Wanda’s girlfriend, sang the blues from the small stage, but even her enchanting voice couldn’t shift his mood.

      He passed through the swinging doors into the kitchen, where Teresa’s witch, Reinhold, worked the stove. Reinhold glanced at him, the side of his mouth not twisted by scar tissue opening in a greeting, then shutting again at the sight of his expression.

      On the other side of the kitchen was a door into the private rooms in the back, including the office Wanda and Alistair shared. Wanda sat in her chair, staring pensively at the telephone, while their new radio played jazz tunes softly in the background.

      “O’Keefe is dead,” he said without preamble. “Shot on his boat, point blank in the face.”

      “Fur and feathers.” Wanda’s golden lioness eyes followed him as he went straight to his desk and pulled a bottle of whiskey out of the drawer. “What about the booze?”

      “It was still in the hold. I’m guessing whoever bumped him off meant to come back and grab it, but either something happened to interfere with their plan, or we got incredibly lucky on timing. We loaded up the truck and high-tailed it out of there.”

      “At least there’s that,” she said, frowning. “Shit. We need to find a new supplier. Again.”

      “And fast.” He took a pull from the bottle, welcoming the familiar burn. “We’re in trouble. I know I’m the one who said we should quit buying from Camille Falke, but if we come crawling back, maybe⁠—”

      “Camille’s dead.”

      Alistair froze with the bottle halfway to his mouth for a second slug. “What? Since when?”

      “A few days ago. I thought you knew.”

      “I didn’t.” Alistair put the bottle down on his desk and leaned forward, a queasy feeling settling into his stomach alongside the whiskey. “How?”

      Wanda fitted a cigarette into her silver-tipped holder and lit it. “Shot in the head in her own apartment. No signs of a struggle.”

      “And now O’Keefe has gone a similar way.” He didn’t like how this was adding up. “Someone is taking out the competition, even the smaller operators who’ve been left alone up until now. It’s got to be Sullivan.”

      Sullivan, whom Sam now worked for.

      “Maybe, maybe not,” Wanda cautioned. “He and Fabiano are at each other’s throats. It could be someone else taking advantage of the chaos to thin out the herd.”

      Fur and feathers, why couldn’t anything ever be easy? “Whoever it is, they aren’t leaving us with many choices.”

      Wanda blew out a long stream of smoke. “How tight is Sam with Sullivan?”

      “Not very,” Alistair said quickly. “He’s at the hexworks all day. He knows to stay away from any of the really dangerous stuff.”

      Wanda snorted. “His first job there almost got him killed.”

      She had a point, but Alistair ignored it. “He got invited to some kind of dinner tonight—not one-on-one, though, don’t worry.”

      “Hmm.” Wanda’s eyes narrowed slightly, but he couldn’t tell what she was thinking.

      The jazz music on the radio abruptly stopped, and the announcer came on. “Breaking news,” she said. “We’ve received reports of an explosion at The Silvervine cabaret. It’s unknown at this time how many people are injured or the amount of damage. Be sure to tune in for our complete news coverage tomorrow morning at…”

      The announcer’s words turned into a meaningless buzz in Alistair’s ears. His hands went cold and ice filled his stomach. “The Silvervine,” he said in response to Wanda’s questioning look. “That’s where Sam is having dinner.”
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        * * *

      

      Sam found himself blinking at a ceiling he could barely make out, thanks to a combination of missing glasses and rising smoke. His ears rang and the stench of burning filled his nostrils.

      He rolled onto his side, coughing. Though blurry, he could make out a floor strewn with blood and shards of glass. The host who had escorted him to the back room lay in a crumpled heap, unmoving.

      There’d been some kind of explosion. A gas leak? Was the building going to burst into flames, or fall in on his head?

      He forced himself to his elbows and knees, trying to avoid the glass, but it was everywhere. Turner sprawled a foot away, unconscious or dead. Sullivan lay draped over Turner’s legs; even as Sam watched, the gangster tried to lift his head.

      They needed to get out. Sam looked in the direction of the twisted metal that was all that remained of the front door. Thick smoke drifted between them and the outside, but he didn’t spot any flames. They might be able to run for it.

      The smoke stirred and swirled, as though someone was moving through it, though Sam couldn’t make them out. A cough sounded from that direction, though, lifting his hopes of rescue.

      “We’re over here!” he shouted.

      More coughing. The smoke outlined a figure, though again Sam couldn’t see them without his glasses. Whoever it was got the coughing under control, but didn’t call back.

      Instead, his only answer was a click, like the sound of someone pulling back the hammer on a gun.

      Sam acted on instinct. A crumpled length of metal that had once been part of the doors lay inches from his hand. He grabbed it up and flung it as hard as he could toward where he thought the figure stood.

      He missed, of course. Sam couldn’t even throw a baseball straight, much to the despair of his father, and that was on a clear day with his glasses. The metal soared through the air—then bounced off the wall behind whoever was in the smoke.

      They spun and fired in the direction of the noise. The distraction wouldn’t last long—but it was long enough.

      Through the ringing in his ears, Sam made out the squeal of tires outside. The smoke swirled again, followed by more coughing that faded as the assassin fled.

      The fire was dying already, contained by the building’s fire suppression hex, but the smoke grated in Sam’s throat like he’d swallowed steel wool. Sullivan sat up and reached out, grabbing Sam’s arm. A moment later, Bellinowski appeared.

      “Boss!” he shouted.

      Sullivan let the man help him up. “Check on Lenny,” he ordered, then helped Sam get to his feet.

      Sirens sounded, and they limped outside, leaning on one another. The other gang members rushed from inside, surrounding them, and they were both bundled into Sullivan’s car, out of sight of the police and the reporters bound to descend on the scene.

      “Sam!” Alistair shouted in his head.

      Sam started badly. He still wasn’t entirely used to the witch-familiar bond.

      Most people thought of the bond in terms of magic. Familiars were the source, but could only use it to shapeshift. After bonding, a witch could draw on their familiar’s well of magic, channeling it into a hex so it could be used.

      In other words, familiars were the wellspring, the witch the garden hose, and the hex the bucket that held the magic.

      But there was another upside to the bond: when a familiar was in animal shape, they could look out through their witch’s eyes and speak to them mind-to-mind.

      Sullivan noticed him jump. “Are you hurt?”

      “No. I mean, I don’t think so. It’s Alistair,” he said aloud. Then, through the bond that glowed like a warm coal behind his heart, he said, “I’m all right.”

      Relief flooded through the bond and into him. “Fur and feathers. Are you still at the cabaret? I’ll be right there.”

      “No—I’m with Sullivan. We’re both all right.” Well, mostly. He was becoming aware of aches in his body, the pain of glass shards embedded in skin. “Some cuts and bumps, nothing more.”

      “Where is Sullivan taking you?”

      “I don’t know. Give me a minute.”

      “Sorry,” he said to Sullivan. “I guess he heard about the explosion somehow.”

      Sullivan’s pale skin was streaked with soot and ash, a slice under his eye bleeding freely. “How?”

      “How did you know there’d been an explosion?”

      “It was on the radio. I guess someone called it in.”

      Sam relayed the information to Sullivan. As he did so, the driver’s door swung open, and Bellinowski leaned in. “Turner’s alive but unconscious—he needs the hospital. None of the rest of our guys are hurt.”

      “There was an assassin,” Sam said, voice scraping in his raw throat. “He was going to shoot us, I think. Did you see him run out?”

      Bellinowski shook his head. “No, but with the smoke and the fire…shit.”

      Sullivan seemed to have regained his composure, not that he’d lost much of it to begin with. “See that Mr. Turner gets the best care possible. Then take us back to my house, and get word out to the sub-lieutenants to meet me three hours from now.”

      Bellinowski nodded, then leaned back and spoke to some of the gang members crowded protectively around the vehicle. Two of them rushed off, and he climbed into the driver’s seat and glanced back at Sam.

      “What about Choirboy here?” he asked.

      Choirboy—what Turner had called him. Turner who might be dying even now.

      Sullivan put a hand on Sam’s shoulder. “He’s coming with us.” No doubt reading the look of confusion on his face, he added, “You saved my life. Don’t worry, Sam. I’m going to take good care of you.”
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      Alistair’s pulse thudded in the base of his throat as Wanda drove her red Playboy Roadster up to the gates in front of Sullivan’s Gold Coast mansion. The last time he’d been here, it had been for a lavish party thrown in honor of Mrs. Sullivan’s birthday. Tonight, the enormous house looked much more somber.

      Several men and women in dark suits stood in front of the gate, no doubt armed to the teeth. As one of them approached the car, Wanda called, “It’s Wanda and Alistair Gatti. Mr. Sullivan is expecting us.”

      One of the men opened the rumble seat and checked inside. Alistair silently applauded their caution—Sam was in that house, and after tonight, he wanted the guards to be inspecting every last vehicle and person who entered.

      When the guards were satisfied they weren’t smuggling in another bomb, they were waved through. Wanda parked behind a line of vehicles already there—Sullivan had clearly called in the troops.

      She shut off the car and turned to him. “You need to keep your temper in check tonight, brother,” she said, looking him in the eye so he knew she was serious. “Sullivan is on a hair-trigger, and we don’t need any more trouble than we already have. We go in, say whatever we need to say, collect Sam, and get the hell out of here. Understand me?”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      “I’m serious. If you don’t watch your mouth⁠—”

      “I know, okay?” He held up his hands. “I just want to see Sam.”

      She gave him a long look, then nodded. They climbed out and went up the stairs, past marble columns and yet more guards, including one at the door who ushered them through. The grand foyer was as ostentatious as the last time they’d been there, full of Persian carpets, extravagant vases, and Roman busts.

      The greenery that had once dominated the décor had been replaced by wreaths of black crepe. A photograph dominated the room, showing a small boy in knicker-bockers and a cap, smiling broadly as he held a toy pistol. The gilded frame bore a plaque reading Michael Sullivan, Jr., 1917-1924, and was surrounded with more black crepe.

      Alistair’s heart twinged. Poor little mite. He didn’t know what had been wrong with the kid, other than it was beyond the reach of modern medicine, both mechanical and magical.

      The panacea hex could have saved the child—but only at the cost of someone else’s life. Though Bobby Watts had already been…not dead exactly, but not alive. Certainly beyond saving.

      That had never been a choice, thanks to Vic Nagorski. And if Sullivan had gotten his hands on the panacea hex, how many would have died later to create a cure for those ruthless and rich enough to afford it?

      Still, he wished things had been different for Mickey Jr.’s sake.

      A woman in a somber black dress emerged into the foyer and indicated they should follow her deeper into the house. As they walked, Alistair looked around at the sumptuous décor, pretending he hadn’t slipped covertly into these very halls during the birthday party. A funereal hush hung over the mansion—or was he just projecting onto the ordinary quiet of a nighttime home?

      The servant stopped in front of the door to one of the many guest rooms, gestured to it, and departed without speaking once. Pushing aside thoughts of the dead, Alistair opened the door.

      Sam sat inside, perched on the edge of the bed while a man in a doctor’s coat secured gauze on his hand. “I believe all the glass is out, though of course if there is more, remove it immediately with a pair of tweezers and apply an antiseptic hex to the wound,” the doctor was saying. “The hexes on the bandages should help everything heal up in a few days, but if you notice any sign of infection, or if anything else seems wrong, don’t hesitate to call on me. You have my card?”

      “Sam!” Even though he knew through their bond that Sam was all right, the relief at seeing him upright and moving made Alistair weak in the knees. Ignoring the doctor, he hurried to his witch and pulled him close. Sam stank of smoke and dried blood, and his chubby body trembled in Alistair’s arms.

      “How is he?” Wanda asked from the doorway.

      “Quite all right. Just some glass shards in his palms and face, which I’ve removed and bandaged.” The doctor smiled reassuringly. “He’s a very lucky young man.”

      “Doesn’t feel very lucky,” Alistair said.

      “No—the doctor’s right.” Sam pulled back. Soot streaked his pale skin and darkened his auburn hair, and his warm brown eyes looked vulnerable without his cheaters. “Another second or two, and we would have been right on top of the bomb.”

      Alistair’s stomach plunged. “So it wasn’t just an accidental explosion.”

      “If you’ll excuse me,” the doctor said, and slipped out. No doubt he was an old hand at knowing when to leave a room before he overheard too much.

      “No.” Sam swallowed convulsively. “I wasn’t sure at first, but then a man came in…he was holding a gun…”

      “And Sam here saved my life,” Sullivan said from the hallway.

      Alistair swore silently—he’d let his guard down like a fool. Wanda had already moved further into the room, clearing the way for the gang boss to enter.

      Sullivan had cleaned up, smelling of Castile soap and bay rum aftershave. A white plaster with a hex on it covered an injury under one eye, and he moved stiffly, as if more bruises and cuts hid beneath his freshly pressed suit. But beyond that, he looked older than the last time Alistair had clapped eyes on him, the lines around his eyes and mouth more deeply graven.

      Sam turned bright red at Sullivan’s praise. “I just threw a piece of metal,” he started to mumble, but Sullivan cut him off.

      “You distracted him long enough for Mr. Bellinowski to arrive. Otherwise, he’d have put a bullet in me.” Sullivan stuck out his hand, and Sam uncertainly extended his own. Alistair bristled, but Sullivan only lightly shook Sam’s fingers, avoiding the bandages over his palm. “I owe you a debt.”

      Having a gang boss in Sam’s debt sounded good, so Alistair instantly distrusted it. It was just one more strand in the web Sullivan had spun around them.

      “I’m sure you’re very busy tonight, Mr. Sullivan,” Wanda said. “We’ll just take Sam and get out of your hair.”

      Sullivan met Sam’s eyes. “You’re welcome to stay here tonight, if you want the extra security.”

      Was Sullivan implying Alistair couldn’t take care of his own boyfriend? “We’ll be fine,” he said.

      “I’m sure you will.” Sullivan didn’t look at him, just patted Sam on one shoulder. “Take tomorrow off. I’ll send you the name of an optician I know, the best in Chicago. He’ll get you some new cheaters in no time. Go see him in the morning—I’ll let him know to expect you.”

      “A-all right?” Sam said, sounding bewildered. “Thank you, Mr. Sullivan.”

      “Of course, of course,” he replied magnanimously, as though ordering other people to do his bidding at the drop of a hat was nothing. To him, it probably wasn’t. “Be careful out there, hear me? If you see or hear anything suspicious, call right away.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good man.” Sullivan stepped back and finally looked at Alistair and Wanda. “Good to see you, Miss Gatti, Mr. Gatti. I’m sorry I don’t have more time to socialize—why don’t the two of you come to dinner with Sam one night?”

      That wasn’t good—it meant Sullivan wanted something from them. But they couldn’t refuse, so Wanda just smiled. “We’d love to, Mr. Sullivan.”

      “Good, good. I’ll see you then. Take care of Sam for me in the meantime.”

      Once Sullivan was gone, Wanda let out a long breath. “Well, then. Let’s get you home, Sam, before anything else can go wrong.”
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        * * *

      

      “Thank God you’re all right,” Alistair said, much later when Wanda had dropped them off at their house and sped away. Now they were inside, all the doors locked tight, Sam sitting on the closed toilet seat while Alistair wiped away the worst of the soot from his face. “Take off your clothes, and we’ll salvage what we can.”

      “Not the most romantic way you’ve ever phrased that,” Sam teased. In truth, he was still shaken by the terrifying blast, the gunman hunting Sullivan. But he didn’t want to give Alistair any reason to worry.

      “No one ever said you were with me because of my charm,” Alistair replied. “How are you feeling? Any pain?”

      “No.” The hexes on the bandages were good, dulling the pain of his cuts and hopefully speeding along the healing process.

      Sam stood up, and Alistair helped him strip off his clothes, now stained with soot and blood. The knees of his trousers were ripped too badly to be good as anything but rags, but the rest of the clothes might be saved. “I guess I lost my hat.”

      “Blown off your head,” Alistair said grimly. “Shit, you’re bruised to hell and back. Do you need anything?”

      Now that he was safely at home with his lover, the last of the energy that had carried him through the night was fading fast. “No. I think I’m going to lie down.”

      “Okay.” Alistair brushed a kiss across his forehead. “I’ll get your clothes soaking in some borax.”

      “I can help⁠—”

      “Sam.” Alistair cupped his face with one hand. “Let me take care of you.”

      Sam’s heart swelled, and tears foolishly pricked his eyes. He’d always managed on his own, always been the one to take care of everyone else. Alistair’s offer felt like a gift—no, it was Alistair who was the gift. Kind behind his prickly exterior, loyal and brave, always ready to do anything for his family and friends…Sam still didn’t understand why Alistair had chosen someone as uninteresting as himself, but he was grateful for it every day.

      “A-all right,” he said, voice trembling.

      Alistair kissed him again, this time on the lips. “I’ll be in soon.”

      Sam stayed in the bathroom long enough to run a damp washcloth over his skin, clearing away the fear-sweat and grime. When he finally slid beneath the sheets, his mind immediately began to replay the moment of the explosion. The terror, the ringing in his ears, the shouts and screams…

      He tossed and turned, trying to blot out the images, but when Alistair came in he was still wide awake. “I thought you’d be out the second your head touched the pillow,” Alistair remarked as he undressed.

      Sam flopped onto his back and sighed. “I’m physically exhausted, but my mind keeps going back to the bomb and the gunman.”

      Alistair slid into bed and propped himself on his elbow. “Yeah, I should have realized. It took a while for me to learn to fall asleep after an action.”

      While Sam’s poor eyesight had exempted him from the Selective Service, Alistair and his first witch had fought in France. The newspapers had printed a rosy picture of the American Expedition Force’s exploits, but judging by what little he’d gathered from Alistair, the reality had been much darker. No one had come back the same, and some former soldiers—Sam’s old neighbor Tommy Dodge and Alistair’s first witch Forrest—hadn’t been able to live with the things they’d seen and done.

      “It shouldn’t bother me, I wasn’t really hurt,” Sam started, but Alistair gently placed a finger over his lips.

      “Well, it scared the hell out of me. I’m sorry you had to go through it. Fucking Sullivan…” he trailed off, grinding his teeth. “Never mind. I don’t want to talk about him right now.”

      Alistair had never approved of Sam going to work for Sullivan. Tonight wasn’t going to make him any more of a fan. He might have accepted losing the argument, but he hadn’t done so graciously, and Sam didn’t want to fight right now either.

      “I’ll be all right,” he said.

      Alistair’s eyes were the same warm amber as his cheetah form’s. “I know you will. Maybe you’ll sleep better if I give you a thorough check-over?”

      He waggled his eyebrows, and Sam laughed, even as heat rose to his cheeks. “I didn’t undress for the doctor, so there might be some spots he missed.” His own words made him blush even harder, but Alistair only grinned.

      “Well, then. I’d better make a careful inspection.”

      He kissed Sam, lightly at first, then more deeply. Sam’s body responded eagerly, blood rushing to his cock, skin tingling, everything aching for Alistair’s touch.

      Alistair was as good as his word, languidly exploring Sam’s skin starting with a trail of kisses down his neck. He reached to caress Alistair in return, but had his fingers deftly caught.

      “Lie still,” Alistair said with a sly grin. “Doctor’s orders.”

      Sam whimpered in response. It was delicious torture to remain still while Alistair explored his body, brushing kisses down both arms, then moving on to his chest. He gasped and arched when Alistair’s mouth found one nipple.

      “Tsk, tsk,” Alistair said. He drew back just enough to blow cool air over the wet nipple, stiffening it further. “I did say not to move. Maybe I should stop?”

      “N-no, please.” Sam wanted to squirm against him, so instead he clenched his hands in the bedsheets.

      “That’s what I thought,” Alistair murmured, then went back to work with his wicked mouth. He slid under the covers, traced a path down Sam’s belly, torturously avoiding his leaking cock. He licked the inside of his thighs, kissed his knees, then slowly reversed course. “There seems to be one part I’ve missed so far…”

      It was everything Sam could do not to buck his hips when Alistair took him in his mouth. He gripped the sheets harder, gasping with pleasure as Alistair worked him with lips and tongue, sliding almost to the root, then back up, then down again.

      It was too divine to last long. “I’m close,” he whispered, and was rewarded with even more of an effort on Alistair’s part, driving him over the edge. Light blazed behind his eyes and his back arched helplessly as he came.

      Alistair sat back, licking his lips, hand wrapping around his own cock. He stroked himself, the light creeping through the drapes outlining his profile, the taut planes of his lean muscles. With a deep groan, he spent himself on Sam’s thighs.

      Sam stretched out his arms, and Alistair laid down, head on Sam’s shoulder. “Mmm. You enjoyed that, did you?”

      Foolishly, given their circumstances, Sam felt the heat of a blush creep over his face. “Very much.”

      “Well, then. We’ll have to try it again soon. Maybe with restraints?”

      Oh God. “Th-that sounds fun.”

      “Heh.” Alistair kissed the nearest patch of skin. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too.” Sam pressed his face into Alistair’s hair.

      Alistair fetched a washcloth and tenderly cleaned off Sam’s thighs, before settling back in. Within a few moments, his breathing evened out as he slid into sleep. But despite everything, Sam lay in the dark for a long time, wondering if the danger tonight had been an unfortunate occurrence never to be repeated…or the harbinger of worse to come.
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